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Foreword

by David Yaffe

 



 



Miles Davis, who was as discriminating in his praise as he was in his playing, provided a terse comment for the cover of the album Everybody Digs Bill Evans, which was released by Riverside Records in 1958. “I’ve sure learned a lot from Bill Evans,” he wrote. “He plays the piano the way it should be played.” Dare I conjure up Davis’s spirit to apply a comparable hymn of praise to the essays included in this volume? David Hajdu plays culture writing the way it should be played.

This is not to say that there is only one way to write great essays on culture—just as Miles Davis would surely have said that Bill Evans hardly represented the only way the piano should be played. But the essays in this book do contain something definitive, distinctive, and very rare about how, exactly, one should write about the arts. This book offers a broad range: a reconsideration of standards from Tin Pan Alley to hip hop; a revisionist look at the land where blues began, thrived, and mutated; aging pop icons; technology; weirdos; and more. Hajdu approaches these topics from the standpoint of a provocateur, but he is also supplicant to music, or the muse in general. His novelist’s gaze can be merciless in the groves of music—think Balzac in a jazz club—but his appreciation for beauty can be boundless. He is, needless to say, a tough room, but tough in the sense of tough love.

I first came across the writing of David Hajdu when I was an undergraduate and happened upon Lush Life, his biography of Duke Ellington’s then-under-appreciated collaborator Billy Strayhorn. I knew every chord and every word of the title song of Hajdu’s book up and down. (My attempt to imitate Johnny Hartman’s version was a sure-fire room clearer.) But I had never dared think about how Strayhorn, as a nineteen-year-old in Pittsburgh, 1937, could write, in the opening line of “Lush Life,” “I used to visit all the very gay places” and mean it with all its contemporary ramifications. But of course! Cary Grant did the same thing that year in Bringing Up Baby! Why didn’t I think of that? But then Hajdu showed me how, in prose that was so entertaining, it didn’t even  feel like the academic scholarship I was also taking in. Yet it was just as startling, bold, and complex as any arguments I had seen from the scholars I was reading, even if it felt more like reading a novel.

The essays in this collection—on subjects as diverse as Mos Def, Paul McCartney, Billy Eckstine, Starbucks, Joni Mitchell, Bobby Darin, and Elmer Fudd—are, in the tradition of Edmund Wilson’s Classics and Commercials, all instances of cultural criticism. That is to say, they do the kind of work that academics do, they just do it implicitly, aphoristically, and for a broad intelligent audience. Before Hajdu came along, there was little writing on pop music and jazz in the pages of The New Republic (at least since the Otis Furgeson years) and  The New York Review of Books, and as I was reading those publications in the midst of college procrastination (important things do happen in these moments), it didn’t even occur to me that there was a place in these venues for topics that had consumed my misspent youth. The reason, perhaps, that such publications spent little time on these topics was not because they were of no cultural relevance, but because so much of the writing on pop and jazz is too fig-ural and self-referential. How, in short, does writing on pop and jazz—not to mention comics and gadgets—fit into the literary world? There’s not necessarily a plot in the work of the work of the creative figures in this book—at least not the musical ones—but there is a story about them.

The stories are vast in this book, and the stories about the stories are even vaster. In his definitive profile of Wynton Marsalis, he shows how one stolen moment at the Village Vanguard could demonstrate both his brilliance and his moment of crisis, which is also, in turn, jazz’s moment in crisis. In the scene, Marsalis is in the middle of playing a glorious solo on the standard ballad “I Don’t Stand a Ghost of a Chance With You,” when an interruption from a cell phone threatens to ruin the magic:
The cell phone offender scooted into the hall as the chatter in the room grew louder. Still frozen at the microphone, Marsalis replayed the silly cell-phone melody note for note. Then he repeated it, and began improvising variations on the tune. The audience slowly came back to him. In a few minutes he resolved the improvisation, which had changed keys once or twice and throttled down to a ballad tempo, and ended up exactly where he had left off: “with . . . you . . . ” The ovation was tremendous.





This is jazz writing at its finest. We are viscerally there, nursing our drink minimum in Manhattan’s most illustrious cellar, taking in a moment of spontaneity and virtuosity. (When I taught the essay in a graduate seminar, a student said, “I wish I could have been there,” and I explained that such moments occur  frequently in New York jazz clubs but are seldom reported.) Here we see a fall and a rise, but with a question that’s harder to resolve than an impeccably crafted solo. Marsalis won the moment, but there will be more cell phones, fewer record labels, and smaller audiences for the next young lions. Or not—Hajdu will be ready at the next cultural moment, whatever it is.

It is fitting that Hajdu would be so dead on when reporting in depth on Marsalis’s—and jazz’s—midlife crisis. Many of these pieces deal with subjects that began as youthful obsessions that matured into considered, elegant thought. Maturation is not usually appreciated by pop audiences, even by those who are getting on in years themselves. But Hajdu is no nostalgist. He can wear the hat of the professional fan, or he can be the intrepid anthropologist. The culture of music can be seductive up close, but Hajdu tends to cast a colder eye, or at least let the temperature drop a little. He is attuned to the irony about what happens when rock and roll stars stay in one place or veer into ambitious directions. On Elvis Costello, he is gentle; on Joni Mitchell, a little tougher; and on Sting, he is absolutely devastating. Hajdu begins the Sting essay with a portrait of the survivors of the first generation of rock and roll. Before he even contemplates the mixture of pretension and shamelessness that makes Sting’s career so frustrating and ripe for critical ribbing, he pulls back the lens on what happens when rockers never evolve:
Rock and rollers, as they age, sometimes find themselves outgrowing a music they cannot outlive. Rock, a style invented for teenagers—or more precisely, one adapted from an older style made originally for adults, the blues—endures as a bluntly, rudely cogent expression of adolescent anxiety, rage, and sexual fantasy. Long live rock and roll! The beat of the drums, loud and bold! Over the decades since Berry wrote that pithy, hard-driving couplet, Berry has sustained a career into old age by serving as a nostalgist.





This paragraph continues to deliver splendors, which you must turn the pages to attain. But even in this beginning of a beginning, it is already apparent that what will follow will be thorough and brimming with a finely tuned irony. The joke is that septuagenarian icons like Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Berry are still singing songs about adolescence as very old men performing, usually, for rather old consumers, ignoring what could be deeper art about the indignities of age, if only they could summon their inner King Lears. But then the payoff is coming: Sting, coming upon fifty, and an uncommonly skilled musician among his pop peers, looks further back—all the way to the seventeenth-century lutenist John Dowland, but it is ridiculous, a shameless audition for knighthood. Keeping  up the teenage anthems in one’s seventies is poignant; egotistical rock stars with delusions of grandeur can make royal asses out of themselves, and Hajdu calls them like he sees them in prose that is as merciless as it is meticulously crafted.

If there is a grand theme that unifies all the essays in this book, perhaps it is the collision between youthful exuberance and maturity. I should know. When I was ten years old, while other kids were playing Dungeons & Dragons or reading  Lord of the Rings, I was supplementing a subscription to Rolling Stone with as many dusty old issues as I was allowed to bring home. I thought at the time that there would be nothing finer than to write for the magazine, interview rock stars, get free records, and find an ink-stained way into the rock and roll fantasy. Then I learned about jazz, and realized most of the world wasn’t paying attention anymore. By the time I was a college sophomore, when I was listening to an increasing diet of classical music, I thought it was time to put away childish things. I was filling my head with great books, and found myself at a crossroads one day at the campus post office. One postcard came from Rolling Stone, and said something like, “Hey, dude. Roll up your buds and renew your subscription.” Another came from The New Republic, and began, “Dear Intelligent American.” I want to be addressed as an intelligent American! I thought, and flipped my subscriptions. Almost immediately after, I became a critic, and I found myself, like so many others that came before me, negotiating high and low, and learning through experience that only certain publications truly allowed one to be smart in public. Eventually, as David Hajdu became music critic for  The New Republic, I realized: He’s a little ahead of the rest of us. It turned out that it was possible to draw upon subjects of my youthful ardor while also being an Intelligent American—or intelligent human, for that matter. The proof is right here. The essays in this book are for intelligent readers everywhere, but they also swing, rock, and draw funny pictures. All of it is played the way it should be played.

 



David Yaffe is the author of Fascinating Rhythm: Reading Jazz in American Writing (Princeton, 2006). He is at work on The Many Roads of Bob Dylan  (Yale, forthcoming) and Reckless Daughter: A Portrait of Joni Mitchell (FSG, forthcoming).






PART I

B’s World





Billy Eckstine The Man Who Was Too Hot


On the morning of August 27, 1986, five federal agents broke into a pastel-green bungalow on the grounds of the Las Vegas Country Club and hunted the premises, hoping to find a quarter of a million dollars worth of removable contents. The U.S. Treasury Department had ordered a raid to settle a tax debt that the resident, William Clarence Eckstine, had failed to satisfy, despite more than a dozen liens on his property over the preceding eight years. When the agents left, they had 110 items for the government to sell at public auction—nearly all of them artifacts of Eckstine’s sensational, ground-breaking, and ultimately tragic life as a pop singer.

The IRS agents took three of the gold records awarded to Eckstine three decades earlier, when he was the most popular male vocalist in the country, more successful than Frank Sinatra or Bing Crosby, with twelve top-ten hits on the charts between 1949 and 1952. (One of those records happened to be titled  Everything I Have Is Yours.) The agents took dozens of musical instruments,  reminders of Eckstine’s days as the leader of a legendary jazz orchestra—a radical young group that virtually invented a new style called bebop, which changed the course of American music. The Billy Eckstine Orchestra had a roster never matched in the history of jazz, with Miles Davis, Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie Parker, Dexter Gordon, Fats Navarro, Sonny Stitt, Kenny Dorham, Gene Ammons, Art Blakey, Frank Wess, and a second singer, Sarah Vaughan.

What else filled the crates the IRS labeled as “memorabilia”? There might have been a movie poster or a lobby card from Billy Eckstine’s days in Hollywood, where he became the first performer ever signed—for an unprecedented million dollars, when that represented incomprehensible wealth—to make both films and records for a major studio, MGM. There might have been a few samples of the fashions he designed and marketed, setting an original standard for hipster style that sparked crazes for the “Mr. B collar” and the “Mr. B wrap-around coat.” If Eckstine kept his correspondence, letters alone could have filled a van; his fan clubs once had some 100,000 members organized in groups whose names said much about their numbers’ enthusiasm, such as Girls Who Give In When Billy Gives Out and The Vibrato’s Vibrators. At one time, a thousand Eckstine fans mailed requests for photographs every week.

Meanwhile, less tangible effects of Billy Eckstine’s life and work were everywhere in 1986. Nearly half a century after Eckstine started in music, his influence on American music and American pop culture was pervasive, and it remains so two decades later. The once jarring, outré style of music he pioneered, bebop, grew on others with time and became jazz’s dominant style; ever since, it has been the common language of jazz. When Miles Davis wrote his autobiography, he began with the moment that had inspired him most: seeing the Billy Eckstine Orchestra perform. He described hearing the Eckstine band as “the greatest feeling I ever had in my life—with my clothes on.” He went on,

“Man, that shit was so terrible it was scary. I mean, Dizzy Gillespie, Charlie ‘Yardbird’ Parker, Buddy Anderson, Gene Ammons, Lucky Thompson, and Art Blakey all together in one band, and not to mention B: Billy Eckstine himself. It was a motherfucker. Man, that shit was all up in my body.” If Miles Davis represented the birth of the cool, Billy Eckstine was its conception.

As a singer, moreover, Eckstine simply redefined what it meant to be black and a celebrity in America. Gorgeous and smart, fiercely gifted, and defiant in his projection of black masculinity in the era of segregation, Eckstine strode coolly across the old line dividing the worlds of white and black singers. On one side, the likes of Rudy Vallee, Bing Crosby, and Frank Sinatra had become pop idols and movie stars as surrogate lovers, crooning love songs to young women; on the other, African Americans such as Louis Armstrong and Fats Waller sang “cute” as funny, sexless novelty figures, unthreatening to womanhood of any  color. Eckstine, physically magnificent as he sang in his rich, mellow baritone voice, gushed sex appeal. He introduced an overtly carnal, black masculinity to American popular culture.

“He was just a knockout,” says Tony Bennett. “He was just so handsome, everybody was envious of him.”

“The interesting thing and the important thing about Eckstine was that he was such an influence beyond music,” said Dan Morgenstern, director of the Institute for Jazz Studies at Rutgers University. “He was about style.”

“He stood out like a sore thumb, because there weren’t a lot of masculine-type singers, and the girls loved him,” says Dr. Billy Taylor, the pianist and broadcaster. “Boy, he’d just knock ’em on their knees.”

Billy Eckstine defied the rules, changed them, and became a new kind of role model for generations of black singers, from Sam Cooke and Marvin Gaye to Diddy and Kanye West, and actors, from Harry Belafonte and Sidney Poitier to Will Smith and Jamie Foxx. For them and their peers, expressing a savvy, daring, masculine black intelligence in music or film—or venturing into both fields while, say, exploiting one’s sense of style by designing a fashion line—is to play the game by the rules Billy Eckstine laid down. The paradigm Eckstine established, B’s world, is the world we live in.

“I packed up and left Jamaica when I saw what Billy Eckstine made possible,” Harry Belafonte told me. “He opened the door for me and a thousand others who came after us.”

Why, then, isn’t Eckstine better known today? How could his star have fallen that far from such heights? What forces—within him or in the world he challenged—provided Eckstine with so much, only to reclaim it in the end?
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An internal tension underlay Billy Eckstine’s public image—one that had to do with class as well as race, at least in the beginning. Like two of the great white heart-throbs of twentieth-century film, Humphrey Bogart and Cary Grant, Eckstine embodied two realms of social strata at once. Bogart, a Yalie blueblood (related distantly to the English crown family), made his name playing New York toughs; Grant, a Cockney waif who grew up in Dickensian poverty, created a persona synonymous with aristocratic savoir faire. Eckstine was much like both of them. Raised in relative comfort in a predominantly white, middle-class district of Pittsburgh called Highland Park, Billy (whose father was a chauffeur) was drawn to the street, where he cultivated a bad-boy reputation and, initially, rejected the arts as effete. “I thought guys in music were a little on the lavender side,” Eckstine later recalled to an interviewer.

“He was like the black sheep,” remembered Linton Garner, the Pittsburgh-born trumpeter and pianist (and older brother of jazz composer and pianist Erroll Garner), who was close to Eckstine in their youth. “He wanted to be his own man. We used to hang out down around what we called the Hill, and he was with the pot smokers. The girls liked him, and girls down in the Hill district were pretty fast girls.” By adulthood, when Eckstine started emceeing and singing in Pittsburgh nightclubs, he had learned to contain his unsavory side, upending racist presumptions by projecting an almost parodic air of sophistication.

Pittsburgh was an efficient incubator of jazz talent. According to the late drummer Kenny Clarke, the cooperative, multicultural nature of jazz has something in common with work life in the Pittsburgh steel mills. As he explained to Dr. Nathan Davis, the musician and jazz historian, the “mentality of Pittsburghers” is ideally suited to jazz: “Even though there was racial discrimination, they got along,” Davis said, “because they all had to go down in the steel mills, and down there, everybody watched everybody’s back, because if you were an asshole, you might end up in the fire.” Pittsburgh contributed a disproportionate share of important musicians to jazz during the early decades of the last century: among them, Art Blakey, Ray Brown, Buddy De Franco, Roy Eldridge, Earl Hines, Lena Horne, Amad Jamal, Billy Strayhorn, and Mary Lou Williams, in addition to Eckstine, Clark, and the Garner brothers.

While still a youngster in Pittsburgh, Eckstine found himself fronting his first big band, hired by the musical director primarily for his athletic good looks. Eckstine was always a stunning man: tall and olive-skinned, with crystalline hazel eyes and a jaunty, pencil-thin mustache. His appearance served as a social lubricant for most of his life, easing his way personally and professionally—perhaps too well; according to the pianist with whom Eckstine would work most closely, Bobby Tucker, his good looks imparted in him a sense of privilege that veered into one of entitlement. As Linton Garner, who was playing trumpet in the band, recalled, “It was just because he had the personality. It wasn’t because of his musical ability. Billy had the looks and everything, and he just sort of waved a stick, and it looked good. He had all the moves.” The job proved to be an enlightening apprenticeship: The group specialized in recreations of Duke Ellington music, advanced orchestral jazz that Eckstine needed to learn well enough to convince the audience that his presence as conductor wasn’t entirely ornamental.

Eckstine was also starting to develop an original vocal style. While no recordings of his work at this stage exist, Eckstine, Garner said, was beginning to sound as he would for the rest of his life—that is, like no one else. “Maybe the most important thing was that I never modeled myself on other singers,” Eckstine  once told a columnist. “I was inspired by instrumentalists, by real musicians. There wasn’t any singer I tried to pattern myself after.”

From early on, Billy Eckstine’s voice was instantly recognizable and irresistible to imitators, like Louis Armstrong’s: a primary sound. It was a deep, rich, strong baritone, vigorous and sure, yet warmly sensuous. Bing Crosby, the most popular singer of Eckstine’s day (and, as such, an inevitable influence on anyone singing then, if only as a point of departure) had a style that was elementally romantic and swinging, like Eckstine’s, but not so muscular. Paul Robeson sang with much of Eckstine’s force, but his approach was more cerebral, his passions tempered. Eckstine communicated carnal authority and a sensitivity to the delicacies of its application; he put whatever he learned on “the Hill” in Pittsburgh to creative use.

If Eckstine sounded like any instrumentalist, he was Ben Webster, the tenor saxophonist renowned in jazz circles for his dark, earthy tone, his lyrical melodic sense, and his signet feature: a sumptuous and dramatic vibrato. Eckstine’s vibrato was so wide and so emphatic that it verged on excess—surely, part of its appeal. Hearing him turn one note into a chain of long, voluptuous warbles, you wonder: How far from the realm of the ordinary will that fellow go? He seemed unfettered by conventions, a man without limits—beneath his elegant veneer, perhaps a bad boy, too.

Pittsburgher Earl “Fatha” Hines was a thirty-four-year-old jazz veteran, esteemed for his piano work on Louis Armstrong’s historic “Hot Five” sessions from the 1920s, when he asked Eckstine, then twenty-five, to sing in his big band. This was in 1939, the swing era, though some adventurous young musicians were beginning to experiment with an edgy, demanding musical style called rebop or modern jazz, eventually named bebop or simply bop. Eckstine had an ear for it—and an eye for the aura of sophisticated cool that association with the music conferred. For all of Hines’s brilliance and importance as an innovator a decade earlier, his big band was relatively conventional, until Eckstine and his allies persuaded the pianist to hire a couple of players in the new school, the alto saxophonist Charlie Parker and the trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie. The orchestra steadily expanded its ranks of like-minded spirits until it was composed largely of bop-oriented musicians, including an unknown singer (doing double duty as a second pianist) named Sarah Vaughan, whom Eckstine brought in and mentored. Although most of the arrangements the group performed on the bandstand were fairly traditional, its members used their time on the bus and backstage jamming, conspirators plotting the coming musical revolution.

Eckstine was the chief agitator—de facto band contractor, headlining singer, and also instrumentalist now. Determined to become a “real musician,” he  decided to take up the trumpet under the tutelage of his bandmates, only to confront the tyranny of their example. “Dizzy Gillespie does so well playing that instrument that in order to beat him you have to be able to make a hot dog come out of the end of your horn,” Eckstine explained in an interview. “So I’ve taken up the valve trombone, which is easier to play and adds a little color to the band.” And which no one else was playing in Hines’s troupe.

Lee Young, the jazz drummer and record producer (and younger brother of the late tenor saxophonist Lester Young), was playing in the Lionel Hampton big band while Eckstine was with Hines, and they met in a hotel in Oakland under Asian ownership, one of the nicer places in the area hospitable to African Americans. Young was resting in his room after the night’s gig when he heard a ruckus in the hall—it was Eckstine, reveling. “Billy had gotten a little high that night,” Young recalled, “and he came out in the hall and started shooting [a pistol] at the roof of the hotel. I just thought that was so funny. That was the first time we met. Billy’s shooting, and this little Chinese guy is running around, calling for the police.”

Encouraged by Gillespie, Eckstine left Hines in the spring of 1944 to start a big band of his own, and he took with him the bebop heart of his boss’s organization: Gillespie, Parker, Vaughan, arrangers Budd Johnson and Gerry Valentine, saxophonist Wardell Gray, trumpeters Freddie Webster and Shorty McConnell, bassist Oscar Pettiford, and drummer Shadow Wilson. Jazz has never had a bloodier uprising. Earl Hines refilled the chairs of his big band and carried on in proficient inconsequence, while Billy Eckstine assumed leadership of the first orchestra devoted to a new type of jazz.

The Billy Eckstine Orchestra was a startling, fearless, intelligent, sexy group—the Clash or NWA of its time. To a generation of jazz enthusiasts and musicians accustomed to the infectious dance beats and buoyant riff tunes of the swing bands, the angular rhythms and vertiginous instrumental solos of Gillespie, Parker, Dexter Gordon, and others under Eckstine were a musical catharsis. “I never heard nobody play that,” Art Blakey told an interviewer. “The only big band I ever liked was Billy Eckstine, ’cause everybody in that band could play. Now, that is a jazz orchestra! I’ve heard a lot of big bands, and they sound good, perfect, but . . . too perfect. Jazz is not clinical. Jazz is born by somebody goofin’. So if you feel that band hasn’t got that looseness, they’re not creating. In that band, it was a pleasure; it was like working in a small combo.”

There is some film footage of the group, shot in 1946 for the Negro-circuit movie short Rhythm in a Riff. Eckstine looks virilely debonair, swaying on the bandstand so languidly that he’s almost out of time, while the orchestra rages behind him. The high musical standard drops only when Eckstine solos on the  valve trombone, teetering off pitch. More than fifty years after the footage was shot, the music sounds utterly contemporary, like the jazz being played in a good club tonight.

That is to say, it was unfamiliar and challenging to the public and the critics of its own time. Dance audiences would stand still on the floor, confounded. “We tried to educate people,” the late Sarah Vaughan told an author. “We used to play dances, and there were just a very few who understood who would be in a corner . . . while the rest just stood staring at us.” The idea of sitting down and listening to a jazz orchestra as one would to a symphonic one was not unprecedented, but it was still a novelty and largely reserved for special events in formal settings legitimized by white society, such as Ellington’s annual concert at Carnegie Hall.

Eckstine found the cultural terrain too rocky for trailblazing, as he told various interviewers over the years: “We were doing new things. People were used to dancing, and they couldn’t dance to it. They just stared at us—some with distaste. . . .We knew we had a great band. But it was a little too new for people. . . . It was . . . new usages of chords in harmonic structures that had never been done before. And for that, we would get a lot of heat from different critics because they didn’t know what the hell we were doing. But the younger people loved us and the musicians were just agog with that band. . . . Most of the jazz critics roasted us. They said the band was out of tune because we were playing flatted fifths and flatted ninths, and it was strange to their ears.”

A Variety critic wrote in 1946:
Billy Eckstine, slim fellow from Harlem, has a band that jumps in the most aggravating way. The rhythms are over-stylized and jerky and the melodic instruments are very reluctant to play a tune that is recognizable. The band stays away from riffs but what it uses is no better.





Eckstine struggled to keep the band together and often lost to the occupational hazards of alcohol and drugs. “Billy was a musician’s bandleader,” recalls Martin “Van” Kelly, Jr., who played saxophone in Eckstine’s orchestra. “A lot of bandleaders back then were not that way. Other bandleaders would not have tolerated what he tolerated. In other words, he believed in giving guys a break. Even after I joined the band, there were nights when there’d be no one in the reed section except me and Gene Ammons. Many of the musicians he had in the band, he never knew whether they were going to show up, and sometimes when they did show up, they weren’t in a position to play adequately. There were so many outstanding names in the band, but, you see, these guys weren’t dependable. Half the time, they were high.”

As a bandleader, Eckstine soon realized that his most bankable asset was his star singer, Billy Eckstine. He was the group’s primary draw, especially among the audience most important to nightclubs and record companies: young women. “When he came out,” Kelly remembers, “the girls were screaming and everything.” Although the couple of dozen recordings the orchestra made were too unorthodox to be best-sellers, the New York disk jockey Symphony Sid made Eckstine’s ascension official by granting him a nickname—Mr. B. Friends would call him simply B.

“His persona was one of utter confidence and lots of charm,” explained the singer and pianist Bobby Short, who saw the Eckstine Orchestra on several occasions. “Don’t forget, he was also a fashion figure. Billy was given to wearing zoot suits and large hats. He was a package.”

Linton Garner said emphatically, “Don’t take this lightly, and don’t think that I’m dreaming when I say Billy Eckstine was the man. His name became so big that people told him, ‘Billy, you don’t need the band.’ He loved the band. But, you know, the money people control everything, and they were looking at the figures, and they said, ‘We’d get the same results from Billy’s popularity without the expense of a big band.’”

The main money person in Eckstine’s organization was his manager, Milt Ebbins (brother of Eckstine’s road manager Bernie Ebbins), and Eckstine held him in such esteem that he called Ebbins “my right tonsil.” Ebbins saw the band as an encumbrance to Eckstine’s larger potential as a solo star in the mode of Crosby and Sinatra, and the left tonsil assented.

“It was a fantastic band, but it was not a commercial band,” Ebbins says matter of factly, “It was strictly a cult band, and we found it very difficult to book. At that time, everybody was putting bop down, stepping all over it. I said, ‘Billy, drop it. Let’s try a single. Let’s try a single and see if we can do it.’”

How did Eckstine feel about disbanding the group he took such pride in leading? “Billy was no fool,” says Ebbins. “He understood immediately where we were going.”

The Billy Eckstine Orchestra played one of its last engagements at Boston’s Circle Lounge, a spacious nightclub with a runway projecting about fifteen feet from the stage into the dining area. Eckstine strolled out during a number, as Linton Garner watched from the piano. “There was a couple of white girls with their boyfriends,” Garner recalled, “and this one girl kept saying, ‘Sing it, Chocolate, sing it!’ And when the number was over, Billy went over to the table, and told the guys, ‘You should teach these girls some manners.’ And this one guy got up and took a swing at B, and B flattened him. Oh, he could fight, and he wouldn’t take any lip from anybody, black or white. And the whole band came off the stage, and Art Blakey had a chair in his hand. They finally quieted everything down, and they canceled us that night. They said they didn’t want any trouble.”
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Every moment is an ending and a beginning, if you want to get Zen about it. But few qualify as a cultural flash point, the close of an era and the opening of another. Billy Eckstine sparked just such a moment in the spring of 1950.

It had been several years in the making. In the late 1940s, MGM launched its own record company (the first movie studio to do so) and sought out Eckstine. “MGM came to us,” recalls Milt Ebbins. “They went looking for an artist who was hot, and Billy was hot. It was a ten-year deal—a million dollar deal. Big time.” Exploiting his strengths as an attractive, romantic figure—much the same leading-man material MGM had been packaging for years, but black—the label had Eckstine record the kind of love songs and sentimental ballads that had helped make Rudy Vallee, Crosby, and Sinatra idols in the past. Ebbins helped choose the material, largely dispensing with jazz and blues in favor of valentines such as “Everything I Have Is Yours,” “Temptation,” and “I’ve Never Been in Love Before,” lushly arranged by studio pros for strings instead of a bebop band.

The new approach suited the singer’s vocal style and played to his aspiration to transcend racial stereotypes. “He didn’t want to be a bebop singer or a jazz singer—just a singer,” said the pianist and arranger Bobby Tucker, who joined Eckstine as his musical director in 1947 and would remain with him for the rest of the singer’s life. “He didn’t want a label.”

As a “major” record company rather than a “race” outfit like National, which had recorded Eckstine and his own orchestra, MGM afforded Eckstine access to the white world, where he was a revelation—especially to young women. One after another, Eckstine’s releases for MGM topped the record charts. “Up until then—Fats Waller made no money,” Tucker pointed out. “Louie Armstrong eventually made money, but later. The big money was in records—not ‘race records,’ [but] records across the board. With Billy at MGM Records, as soon as the record comes out. . . . ” Tucker arched the palm of his hand upward, like a jet taking off. “This was the first time it was that a black man could sing ballads and white girls could listen. Not before it—everything was blues.”

Now in the club of black performers welcome in “mixed” venues catering mainly to whites, Billy Eckstine opened on April 20, 1949, with Duke Ellington and His Orchestra at New York’s Paramount Theater, the site of Frank Sinatra’s celebrated rise to bobbysoxer glory. Ellington was the featured act, Eckstine an added attraction; long before the end of the three-week run, however, their status unofficially reversed.

One night, Ellington, who took special pride in his stylish presentation and his allure to women, caught sight of Eckstine and immediately sent his valet home to get an extra trunk of clothes. “Billy and Ellington had a clothes war  going on,” recalls Kay Davis, the Ellington Orchestra vocalist. “They each had these fabulous wardrobes—mostly very light-colored suits, like pale pistachio green and peach with matching shoes and everything, and Duke would come out, and the band would all grin and everything, and then here comes Billy in something equally sensational. Every show they would change, and all week long it was a fashion show of two very beautiful black men groomed to the nines. I think it was a challenge (to Duke). He knew he was good-looking and together. He was going to show Billy a thing or two!”

Before long, though, Davis says, Ellington accepted that “Billy Eckstine was the star” of that show. “The girls were in there falling away. They screamed and carried on.”

Although that had happened before at the Paramount, this was a hormonal display of a different color. “We had 90 percent white women—90 percent—and they were throwing their panties onto the stage,” recalls Milt Ebbins. “It was unbelievable. There was no color line with those kids. They loved him. Girls threw their panties, their keys, and everything. I’m not kidding you—it was pandemonium.”

In the spring of 1950, the most accurate barometer of popular interests was not the television of the time, but the mass-market picture magazines, Life and  Look. Both responded to the developments at the Paramount by planning major features on the Eckstine phenomenon. Life (the bigger of the two) acted first and sent photographer Martha Holmes to capture the new singing sensation and his fans in action. She spent about a week with Eckstine, on stage and off. She joined him, Ebbins, and their entourage for dinner and went with them to the movies. “We went to Sardi’s, and people like Milton Berle would drop in on the table—everybody bowed and scraped,” remembers Holmes.

One evening, she captured a moment. “It happened, and it was candid, and I got it,” says Holmes.

In the photograph, we see Eckstine meticulously groomed in a white shirt with a high, loping Mr. B. collar and a tailored, plaid jacket. His hair glistens softly, and his eyebrows have been tweezed and brushed. His physical beauty has an almost unnatural perfection. He is standing tall and rigid, surrounded by fans, all of whom are lovely, young, white women. Something had occurred an instant before the shot was taken, but we don’t know what. We’ve been given witness to the response, an effect—one woman is buckled over in laughter, others are giggling, and one in the foreground, in the center of the image, has collapsed onto Eckstine’s chest. She is grinning with her eyes closed. He peers down at her and roars. It’s a shared moment of a kind of ecstasy, the nature of which we are left to imagine.

It was nearly kept from publication, when, as Holmes recalls, a distraught (white, female) editor at Life protested because the picture shows a white woman  touching a black man. The decision was left to Henry Luce, the Time Inc. publisher, who said, simply, “Run it.” Someone nonetheless intervened to soften the image’s impact with a caption pronouncing, “Billy is rushed by admirers. Most profess to have a maternal feeling for him.” (When asked if she thinks the feelings she witnessed on the scene were maternal, Holmes laughed—“No, no!”)

The photograph appeared in the April 24, 1950, issue of Life. For years afterward, many people would mistakenly remember it as a cover picture. In fact, after Eckstine’s death in the 1990s, so many obituaries referred to the imagined Life cover that the magazine issued a press release to correct the record.

What people were recalling was the photograph’s impact—on the whole of our popular culture, as well as on Eckstine’s life and work. “That picture was my favorite—favorite, because it told just what the world should be like,” remarks Holmes. Indeed, for black men struggling in the performing arts at the time, such as Harry Belafonte, that image of Eckstine seemed to represent new cause for hope, a breakthrough in acceptance and opportunity. “When that photo hit, in this national publication, it was as if a barrier had been broken,” Belafonte says. For Eckstine, however, having that image in every barber shop and doctor’s office in the America of 1950 was a barrier dropped and locked in place. As much as the moment was a beginning for his peers or an inspiration for his successors, it was the beginning of Billy Eckstine’s end.

“He ran into a lot of bigotry because Life magazine did a double-page of him in the middle of a whole bunch of white girls just swoonin’ all over him,” recalls Tony Bennett, who got to know Eckstine in the 1950s and became one of his closest friends. “There was a big circle, like a beehive, around him, and in those days, it was so ahead of its time. You know, now it would be a normal thing. It was such a complete shock that that one photo hurt his career. It changed everything—before that, he had a tremendous following, and everybody was running after him, and he was so handsome and had great style and all that. The girls would just swoon all over him, and it just offended the white community.” Helen Merrill, then a young woman with dreams of becoming a singer, kept a glossy picture of Eckstine hidden in her bedroom. “I had it under the pillow,” she recalls, “because I didn’t want my father to see it.”

Dr. Billy Taylor, the pianist and broadcaster, discussed the subject with Eckstine himself late in the singer’s life. “We talked about what a hard time he had,” says Taylor. “When he played the Paramount, that should have been his really big break. Many [white] people who were hearing him were hearing him for the first time, because they never heard him in the white theaters. And so now, they were saying, ‘Gee, oh, man, this guy can sing—wow!’ The girls loved him, everything was great. But the coverage and that picture just slammed the door for  him. I mean, there are a lot of things that would have happened to him and had been happening to him prior to that that were not open to him anymore.”

Lured to MGM by a million dollars in promises, Billy Eckstine had gauzy visions of a future in movies, music, and business. He moved with his stunning first wife, June, from New York to a plush, eleven-room estate in Encino (complete with a private four-hole golf course), a three-iron drive away from the homes of Clark Cable and Mary Astor.

“You know, I don’t especially like working in cabarets,” he mused to an interviewer in 1951. “The clubs are close and smoky, and my throat becomes irritated. That bothers me! If I can get to the point where I can make a movie now and then, do a couple of theater dates a year, and recordings, then I’d have time to do what I want. I want to go into the cattle business and stay out in the air for the rest of my life.”

For a time, the studio tried to pacify him with standard talk about development problems. “The producers said, ‘We’re looking for a vehicle for you, we’re looking for a vehicle for you,’” remembered Bobby Tucker. “It was going on and on and on.”

When MGM producer Joe Pasternak finally offered Eckstine a part he considered right for him, the role was a nightclub singer named Billy Eckstine. The movie was Skirts Ahoy, a WAVES recruitment film disguised as a proto-feminist musical (produced at the request of the secretary of the navy, who saw the swimming star Esther Williams as a good role model for women in the military). Eckstine had no lines, and he was called upon to appear in one scene extraneous to the plot, so it could be deleted from prints of the film distributed in the South. (Pasternak made a specialty of “stunt” appearances by ostensible exotics such as Xavier Cugat.)

“There was a scene where I was watching him sing in a nightclub,” recalls Williams. “Barry Sullivan and I were sitting in the nightclub, and I couldn’t figure out why Billy never looked at me. Billy told me at one point, when we were shooting, it was because he was instructed by the unit manager of the company not to look at me. It would look as if he was on the make for the leading lady, the white woman. I couldn’t believe it.

“I said [to Eckstine], ‘Listen, I’m the leading lady of the movie—I expect to be looked at.’ And he said, ‘Well that’s how far racism is going.’ We were in the midst of a lot of racism at that time.”

A profile of Eckstine published in Sepia magazine in the year of Skirts Ahoy’s release raved in bold type, “This is only the beginning of long contract with the studio.” The film would be the only one he made for MGM.

“In those days, he didn’t have a dog’s chance of being in the movies, because,” says Lee Young, who performed in Skirts Ahoy and was a regular on the set of  MGM musicals as rehearsal percussionist for the choreographers Marge and Gover Champion. “To be very frank with you, he was too good-looking. They didn’t have the kind of roles for blacks to be lovers. They didn’t go for that. They only had the kind of roles where you were laughing and giggling. They wouldn’t accept a handsome black guy.”

Lena Horne and Dorothy Dandridge had a comparable quandary as gorgeous, talented women at MGM in the same years. “They did the same thing to Billy they did to me,” says Horne. “They wouldn’t give him a decent role. They would put us in one scene they could cut out in the south. He should have been a leading man. But they were afraid to use him. I wish I could find the boys who made those decisions. I’d cut off their balls.”

Eckstine left Hollywood and looked back only to aim his spit. “I had a chance in the old days to do some ‘Uncle Tom’ crap in the movies,” he groused to a reporter in the 1970s. By then, he had been divorced twice and was living alone in Las Vegas. “They wanted me to play a red cap and carry Betty Grable’s things and maybe sing a song. I would refuse, and they’d label me. They’d say, ‘He must think he’s white.’ I could have used the bread a lot of times, believe me.

“I’ve got five sons and two daughters. Suppose they’re watching the late show and I come shuffling out of a barn carrying Dan Daley’s bags. They’d say, ‘Man, Dad’s been all talk.’ I’ve never been given a chance to act.”
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By 1955, when Eckstine was forty-one, the black magazine Tan was asking in a headline, “What Happened to Billy Eckstine?” The writer optimistically left the question open, but the answer was already evident. Disowned by a white-controlled entertainment industry at once obsessed with and fearful of black male sexuality, Eckstine became an untouchable. He watched as unthreatening lessors such as Perry Como and Andy Williams got contracts at the top record labels and their own prime-time network television shows. He played Vegas, the nightclubs he long ago admitted to hating, and he hardened. Always a proud and defiant man, he grew bitter over his missed chances and lashed out, damaging what was left of them. He would insult deejays for ignoring him and decline interviews with journalists who had written about other singers. After seeing him performing many times and reviewing him in the 1980s, favorably, I interviewed him once, by telephone, on the subject of Pittsburgher Billy Strayhorn; Eckstine began the session with a lecture on the irrelevance of our conversation. “What did you people ever do for me?” he growled, although he did share some invaluable memories of working with Strayhorn in their youth.

“He was bitter because he had everything it took to have stardom,” says the singer and educator Jon Hendricks. “He could be mean. But I think what he did was take out the frustrations of his career on whomever he met.”

From time to time, old friends such as Sarah Vaughan and Quincy Jones would set up opportunities for Eckstine to record, and he would excel with little apparent effort. Vaughan is understood to have bankrolled their fine album of duets of Irving Berlin songs, recorded in 1957, and her nurturing presence inspired him to sing as warmly as ever, though the album fizzled in the marketplace. Under Jones (and his arranger Billy Byers) a few years later, Eckstine nearly returned to jazz with a handful of gently swinging albums such as Billy Eckstine Now Singing in 12 Great Movies (in which he murmured the love themes to “The High and the Mighty” and “Three Coins in a Fountain”). But he would come no closer to singing or acting on screen until his last years, when he qualified for cameo roles as a fiery old man in films such as Richard Pryor’s Jo Jo Dancer, Your Life Is Calling.

Eckstine wasted most of his time and energy straining to project some dignity as he sang in ever-shrinking rooms and recorded increasingly insipid and inappropriate material, such as “Love the One You’re With.” “The powers that be never permitted him to fulfill his potential,” Quincy Jones says. “He could have been a sex symbol. If he were a white man, nothing would have stopped him. He would have reached the top. As things were, he never got to make movies or have his own TV show. It’s a tragedy. He was always fighting the system, and B was a fighter. But that was too much for any one man.” In 1968, Eckstine was doing dinner theater with Betty Grable and Joey Adams.

“I’m satisfied with what I’ve been able to do,” Eckstine claimed in a late interview, quickly qualifying the statement. “I’m not satisfied at the breadth of my career. I’m constantly on the road. You take the white stars. Once they get the breaks, they come off the road and make their money sitting on their behinds. I think I’ve contributed enough to music that I could collect the fruits, not the dregs.”

As his possessions were being prepared to be auctioned, an anonymous longtime friend (rumored to be Sammy Davis Jr.) interceded, bought everything at a price satisfactory to the IRS, and returned it all to Eckstine. He didn’t enjoy his things much longer, anyway. After a devastating stroke in 1992, Eckstine moved back to Pittsburgh and lived under the care of one of his sisters until his death at the age of seventy-eight on March 8, 1993.

On one of the last days he was able to speak, Tony Bennett called him. “He was magnificent,” Bennett says. “I can’t believe how under-appreciated. He was a great romantic, he was a gentleman, and he loved life. There wasn’t an ounce of  Uncle Tom in him at all. He was the beginning of a whole new ‘This is who I am, and if you don’t like it, you can fuck it . . . ’

“We had a lot of great moments, especially in the early pioneering days of Las Vegas, and right when he was dying, toward the end of his life, I was on the phone with him and reminiscing. We had so much fun swingin’ through Vegas in those early days—with a lot of gals, you know—a lot of beautiful nights. I told him, B—remember when Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin used to tell their press agents, ‘Sneak up and find out what Tony Bennett and Billy Eckstine are doing, and put in the paper that we’re doing that’?

“He could barely talk, and he said, ‘Don’t forget, T—it’s just you and me. It’s just you and me, T. Now it’s just you.’”






PART II

Whose Standards?





Mos Def and the American Songbook


The view of Tin Pan Alley from Harlem was so bad during the first decades of the twentieth century, a great time for white songwriters, that the African American lyricist Andy Razaf wrote a mordant work of verse on the subject, a “prayer for the Alley.” Published in the 1930s in New York Amsterdam News, the black daily, the piece lamented the Midtown center of popular music as “lacking in soul,” a place “where something original frightens the ear” and pandering technicians produce “dull similarities, year after year.” Razaf, who died in 1973, never lived to see the glorious songs that he wrote with Fats Waller revived on Broadway in Ain’t Misbehavin’ in the 1980s. Nor, of course, did he get to see that show’s breakout star, Nell Carter, parlay her stage success into a career on television sitcoms, beginning with the now-forgotten  You Take the Kids. Nor, accordingly, could Razaf have foreseen that a talented kid from Brooklyn named Dante Smith would play Carter’s son on that series, would later go into music under the professional name of Mos Def, and would, in January 2007, lead off the season of Lincoln Center’s American Songbook  series with a concert of defiantly black, genre-smashing music that challenged the standard definition of that songbook. Mos Def enacted Andy Razaf ’s revenge.

Launched eleven years earlier under the stewardship of Jonathan Schwartz, the onetime rock deejay whose evangelical devotion to pre-rock music is the badge of the convert, the American Songbook series began as an effort to confer the legitimacy of institutionalization upon Tin Pan Alley—or, more precisely, upon the canon of popular songs and theater music created by the iconic tune-smiths Jerome Kern, Irving Berlin, George and Ira Gershwin, Cole Porter, Harold Arlen, Richard Rodgers and his partners Lorenz Hart and Oscar Hammerstein, and their acolytes, including Jonathan’s father, Arthur Schwartz—the dead white men of American song. Their music, though immeasurably rich and hardy, was, in 1998, no longer popular, in the sense of having favor with the young-music-consuming masses of the day; rock and soul and their cousins and offspring had long supplanted it on the sales charts. The music of Tin Pan Alley had become an object of connoisseurship. Hence it qualified for protection under the auspices of Lincoln Center, which was in an expansive mode and had already accepted jazz as a constituent, alongside symphonic music, ballet, and opera.

The proposition that vintage pop tunes constitute a body of work worthy of ongoing appreciation, reconsideration, and preservation—that the songs belong in a book—was not new in the late 1990s; nor was the idea as old as Tin Pan Alley songs themselves. I remember one of the early American Songbook concerts, a tribute to Rodgers staged at Alice Tully Hall in 1999, at which Schwartz toasted the proceedings by remarking that songs of the past need to be performed “live” to stay alive. While that is true, it was not live performances but recordings that first established popular songs that were no longer popular as a repertoire; indeed, our conception of this music as a songbook is largely a secondary effect, a happy accident of a development in recording technology during the 1950s.

The current era of popular music has something in common with the first half of the last century in that the dominant form of recorded music is and was the single (today through Web-based file-sharing and downloading; then through 78-rpm acetate records). In pursuit of new hits, the singers of the 78 age, like their counterparts in pop today, sang new songs as a rule; there seemed no point in recording material that the public had heard and had decided to buy or not to buy years earlier. Popular music, then as now, was thought to derive its value from its freshness, like ideas and fruit. With the advent of the long-playing album, which rose in popularity during the 1950s, record producers and singers found themselves needing to fill twelve or so tracks on each disk, and there simply were not enough good new songs in supply to meet the LP’s  demands. Billy May, the swing-band arranger who worked often with Frank Sinatra, among others, recalled how Sinatra was early to suggest filling albums with songs he happened to like, regardless of their age.

Among the tunes that Sinatra, Ella Fitzgerald, Peggy Lee, Nat King Cole, and their peers gained the license to record were vintage theater songs that might have seemed too sophisticated, too character-oriented, or too situational to have been recorded with hit-making in mind. Thus, record buyers of the ’50s found LPs full of well-wrought but already old tunes from long-gone shows and films—such as Gershwin’s “Embraceable You,” from Strike Up the Band (1930); Kern’s “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes,” from Roberta (1933); and Rodgers and Hart’s “My Funny Valentine,” from Babes in Arms (1937). With men such as Sinatra now singing greater numbers of theater songs originally written for women, and with women such as Fitzgerald singing more tunes composed for men, both the songs and their singers seemed to deepen and to expand in emotional range.

A common repertoire of durable, adaptable songs written throughout the first half of the twentieth century, the songs we have since come to know as standards, began to coalesce. Fitzgerald, working closely with Norman Granz at Verve Records, helped give form to this repertoire through her duly revered series of LPs devoted to the canonical songwriters Kern, Berlin, Porter, and the rest—with Ellington included, in his case as both composer and band leader—each titled as the composer’s Songbook. A recording format called the album got us thinking of the old music on those recordings in new terms, as pieces in a portfolio of treasurable mementos.

That a different sort of music for the young audience—rock ’n’ roll—was emerging simultaneously would ensure that the great American songbook would be frozen stylistically in the past that it salvaged. In the best sense of honoring a worthy legacy, then, the songbook has always been a book of the dead. Such is the body of Tin Pan Alley works that Jonathan Schwartz set out to preserve when he organized the early programs of Lincoln Center’s American Songbook series. Under new management, the series has sought in recent years to break free of the standard definition of the popular songbook as the book that defines popular standards. The series has largely abandoned its charter missions of canonization and conservation, and this has been a wondrous thing to behold, something close to a miracle at Lincoln Center.

Over the past few seasons, the American Songbook series has focused mainly (though not exclusively) on interesting, venturesome composers of the present day, such as the singer-songwriters Sufjan Stevens, Nellie McKay, and Stephin Merritt, the last of whom performed with his pop-rock band The Magnetic Fields, and Fred Hersch, the jazz pianist and composer, who premiered a cycle of art songs concerned with the subject of photography. The aesthetic of the  series has changed from one in which a song’s value was measured by its universality, its accessibility, and its durability to one that prizes singularity, surprise, and timeliness. This is a clubby, downtown approach, rare even in the clubs downtown, and it is wonderfully unnerving to find it in a major New York performing-arts institution.

Mos Def led off the spring 2007 American Songbook season with a concert that took the series as far from the antiquarian preservationism of Jonathan Schwartz as Mos Def has taken himself from You Take the Kids. When Mos Def first began acting, playing variations on the Dickensian cliché of the devilishly cute little street tough on various series and made-for-TV movies (working then under the stage name Dante Beze), he was already experimenting with music at home, making up his own words to records by 1980s rappers such as Big Daddy Kane, Rakim, and De La Soul. “They happened together,” he later said of the dual interests he has sustained throughout his career. “I started rhyming when I was nine years old, and I caught the [acting] bug in [elementary] school, so there’s no separation to the genesis of all this.” As an actor, he grew up on camera in both senses of the phrase, maturing to handle better and better roles in films, including Bamboozled, Monster’s Ball, and The Italian Job, as well as on Broadway, in Topdog/Underdog. As a musician, too, he demonstrated a drive to set new challenges and meet higher standards with each of the four CDs he recorded since 1998.

The first, the collaboration Mos Def & Talib Kweli are Black Star, was most striking for its cynical take on the violence and posturing in hip-hop culture, though its beats and aural textures were typical for the day. His debut solo album, Black on Both Sides, released the following year, built on Mos Def’s now-established strength as a lyricist with a compelling bravura rooted not in material conquest but in racial pride. Then, in 2004, came The New Danger, Mos Def’s breakthrough as a musical artist. Picking up where the black-rock movement of the 1980s left off, he constructed a hybrid of hard rock, funk, and hip-hop—power chords, dance beats, and rap. Here and there between rhymes, he did a bit of singing—crowing, more like, in a scratchy tenor, but in tune or close enough, and with a palpable exhilaration in the making of unusual music. A follow-up in this vein, True Magic, was released in December 2006, though Mos Def was already working on a greater breakthrough, experimenting in low-profile performances with ideas that took full form at Lincoln Center in January.

That concert was held in the Allen Room, a nightclubbish theater in the cheesy mall complex that houses Jazz at Lincoln Center. The space has a stunning view of Central Park South through a floor-to-ceiling glass wall behind the stage, and the scenery served well as a diversion as the show opened with a quartet (piano, electric bass, drums, and alto sax) repeating a one-chord funk pattern  for several minutes. Just as the trees and the traffic lights began to lose their interest, the sound of a New Orleans-style brass band blurted from the back of the room, and Mos Def marched the band down the aisles toward the stage. A gimmicky way to enter, probably old stuff already at the turn of the last century, it always thrills. Mos Def took the center of the stage, dressed in perfectly weathered jeans, sneakers, and a hoodie, flanked by the eight players of the brass band standing in an arc, and he began to sing—well, with fervor, to what took shape as a variation on Nina Simone’s version of “I Put a Spell on You.”

Then things got interesting. After singing a couple of verses, Mos Def switched to rapping over “I Put a Spell on You,” improvising twists on the song’s original lyrics interspersed with lines of his own. The piece set the scheme for the evening, an amalgam of jazz, pop, funk, and hip-hop, with bits of rock—essentially, the history of black music in America in one night. Only Duke Ellington and Billy Strayhorn tried something more outlandish with their number “The History of Jazz in Three Minutes,” and that was meant as a novelty. Mos Def was not joking here. He is charming and good at clowning between songs—at one point, he looked behind the stage and said, “I feel like Al Pacino in The Devil’s Advocate!”—but in his music, he tends to be serious to the brink of solemnity.

“This is the American Songbook series,” he reminded the audience. “So I have to do some American songs. I know some American songs.” The drummer and bassist laid a funk pattern out for him, and Mos Def started to croon “America” (“My Country, ’Tis of Thee”), singing through the line “Land where my fathers died,” which he repeated several times, emphatically. He rapped a bit and drifted into “The Star-Spangled Banner,” picking up the anthem with the couplet “And the rockets’ red glare/The bombs bursting in air,” and he repeated that—and repeated it louder each time as the brass band countered the phrase with a terse, dissonant riff. With a bit too heavy a hand, perhaps, Mos Def made a musical collage of images heavily loaded, in every way, to take on America of the past and the present.

Rapping, then singing, talk-singing, and sing-talking to the accompaniment of jazz instruments, Mos Def would seem to be inventing a new music with familiar materials. In fact, he is building on a tradition of mixing up spoken language, verse, and melody that dates back to ragtime and runs through the history of jazz. (Nearly every style of music has incorporated speech in some way at one time or another.) As early as 1908, Scott Joplin composed what might qualify as the first proto-rap song, “Pine Apple Rag.” In the swing era, Louis Armstrong, Don Redman, Cab Calloway, and Slim Gaillard all made specialties of recitative in tempo. In fact, Gaillard, late in his life, was recruited by a Canadian hip-hop group, Dream Warriors, to rap on a straight-ahead hip-hop record, Very Easy to Assemble But Hard to Take Apart.

If the existence of Canadian hip-hop with Slim Gaillard at the microphone teaches us anything it is that oddball combinations of musical, cultural, and historical elements are easier to assemble than one might think. The importance of Mos Def and His Big Band lies not in its uniqueness, but in how fine and true it sounds. The music, for all its surprise, has heart and the resonance of inevitability. It is mash-up music of a high order, the sound of the current era of recording—the iPod age—as live art. If it does not quite fit in our understanding of a songbook, so be it. Mos Def is now an exemplar of something else: the great American playlist.






Rodgers and Hart


Early in Richard Rodgers’s career as a musical-theater composer, his rapid ascension on Broadway earned him an invitation to one of Elsa Maxwell’s masquerade balls. He was expected to wear a cheekily imaginative costume, and Rodgers came up with something appropriate. Looking exactly as he always would, conservatively attired in a dark business suit and tie, Rodgers went as Zeppo Marx—the Jazz Age image of normalcy. A New York newspaper would later describe Rodgers as a person “like anybody else.” Indeed, despite the extravagant success of his music during most of the past century, he would always seem a figure of indeterminate identity, a man whose image is most striking for its extraordinary ordinariness.

June 28, 2002, marked the hundredth anniversary of Rodgers’s birth to a doctor and an amateur pianist in Jewish Harlem. It was the latest in a string of centennials of composers and other musicians whose work contributed substantially to twentieth-century American culture, including Duke Ellington (1999), Aaron Copland (2000), and Louis Armstrong (2001). Like those peers of his in  jazz and concert music (and hybrids thereof, in Ellington’s case), our most celebrated composer of music for the theater got the full centennial treatment: new productions of his shows in New York and Los Angeles (including a much-praised restaging of Oklahoma! by the English National Theater, brought to Broadway); tribute CDs; a PBS documentary; a gossipy biography by Meryle Secrest (author of books on Leonard Bernstein and Stephen Sondheim), researched with the cooperation of Rodgers’s estate; and, to promote it all, a Web site designed with an online gift shop offering “Rodgers Centennial merchandise.”

The world would scarcely seem in need of a Richard Rodgers revival. The 1965 film version of The Sound of Music is not only one of the best-selling videos ever released, but also an ongoing box-office phenomenon as the backdrop for a kitchy sort of group karaoke; meanwhile, the other most-famous Rodgers and Hammerstein musicals (Oklahoma!, South Pacific, Carousel, and The King and I) are running in perpetual rotation at numerous high school and summer theaters across the country. What we could always use is help in reconciling Rodgers—the composer “with the soul of a banker”—with the emotional depth and complexity of his best work, which is by no means his most popular. Secrest’s biography is of welcome use, then, for its portrayal of Rodgers as a man with dark, hidden passions, as well as one with a gift for producing unshakable melodies. His benign façade, that appearance as the Zeppo of American music, may have been a disguise after all.

Besides composing “My Funny Valentine” (with Lorenz Hart, his first important partner), “I Have Dreamed” (with Oscar Hammerstein II, his second), and dozens of other standards of American popular song (including a few written with lyricists such as Sondheim and Sheldon Harnick), Rodgers apparently drank too much, suffered bouts of depression so serious that he required hospitalization on occasion, and had a shadowy sex life (with the chorus girls in his shows, among others). That is, Rodgers was a lot like Hart—far more so than anyone, especially the former, would ever acknowledge. (Secrest leaves this parallel implicit.) A lyricist of exquisite sensitivity and wit, Lorenz Hart was also a notorious drunk, emotionally tortured, and a sexual enigma; the collaborators submitted to kindred demons. No wonder Rodgers found Hart discomforting, “a permanent source of irritation,” while they worked together to write bittersweet and wry popular masterpieces.

If Rodgers has had an uncertain place in the public consciousness, one reason is that he was never an artist in the romantic American mold, no rebel outcast following his vision to buck the status quo. Composing on demand, he would meet the dramatic needs of a show like manufacturing specs, and the results were geared for mass consumption. “This isn’t a question of sitting on the top of  a hill and waiting for inspiration to strike,” he told an interviewer in the 1950s. “It’s work. . . . It’s my job.” He liked to collaborate and preferred to have a full set of lyrics ready to be set to music—a completed purchase order. Rodgers was a creative person who worked cooperatively and with exceptional powers of empathy and who did so with the fixated discipline of a piece worker.

Ever since Rodgers broke away from Hart in the early 1940s to write Oklahoma! with Hammerstein, it has been a truism of the American musical theater that there were essentially two Richard Rodgerses: the Rodgers “and Hart” and the Rodgers “and Hammerstein.” The point bears emphasis more than half a century later, if only to remind the generations overexposed to the Hammerstein musicals that the Hart era existed and as something other than Rodgers’s apprenticeship; it was nothing of the sort but, rather, the period of Rodgers’s most mature songwriting. (Compounding the matter, Hammerstein got favored treatment in the publicity surrounding the Rodgers centennial, which was supervised by the Rodgers and Hammerstein Organization.) Anyone tempted to dismiss Richard Rodgers’s work as theme-park Americana, children’s music, or camp is likely thinking of the Rodgers of Rodgers and Hammerstein.

Hart, who was seven years older than Rodgers, prodded and inspired his junior partner nearly as much as he vexed him from the first years of their professional relationship, when they were laboring for a Theater Guild inconsequence of the 1920s called The Garrick Gaieties. As Secrest points out, Hart “insisted they write something of value for this frivolous undertaking.” Their contributions included an early “jazz opera” (The Joy Spreader, long forgotten) and the song “Manhattan” (or “I’ll Take Manhattan”), a hummable little paean to amorous delusion that has endured for more than eighty years, through countless transformations in New York’s physical and social landscape. In more than five hundred songs written primarily for stage musicals and films, Rodgers and Hart brought the value of art to the realm of frivolity. Their legacy as collaborators is a body of (mostly) sophisticated, musically resourceful, emotionally probative, multidimensional songs written for otherwise artless and duly forgotten musicals: mournfully lyrical ballads such as “Blue Room” from The Girl Friend, “This Funny World” from Betsy, and “A Ship Without a Sail” from Heads Up!; and swinging provocations such as “You Took Advantage of Me” from Present Arms and “A Lady Must Live” from America’s Sweetheart, the last of which concluded, in 1931, “With my John and my Max, I can reach a climax/That’s proof positive that a lady must live.” Hammerstein was already prominent as coauthor with Jerome Kern of Showboat, which was revered as the first American musical with the formal integrity and grandeur of operetta. Yet Rodgers preferred Hart during most of their years of association and took pride in the venturesome modernity of the work they did together—particularly their mordant vernacular  masterpiece, Pal Joey. Hammerstein “had always been part of a romantic, florid kind of theatre, more operetta than musical comedy, which was quite different from Larry’s and mine,” Rodgers wrote in his memoirs.

The notion that Rodgers’s move from Hart to Hammerstein was evolutionary, an act of progression, is pervasive but wrong. In his lucid and thorough biography of Lorenz Hart, Frederick Nolan recounts an anecdote that the lyricist Alan Jay Lerner used to tell. He and his partner Frederick Loewe were stuck in the dark with Hart during a wartime air-raid drill a short while after Rodgers had teamed up with Hammerstein. Hart clicked through the channels on a radio, and Lerner could see his cigar glowing redder and redder as every station played a different song from Oklahoma!. “They knew what they had witnessed was the sight of a man made all too painfully aware of his own obsolescence,” Nolan writes. Well . . .  Oklahoma! may have been an epiphany for Lerner and Loewe, who proceeded to devote their careers to writing Rodgers and Hammerstein emulations such as  Camelot and My Fair Lady; but whatever pain Hart was suffering then, as ever, had sources even more insidious than “Oh, What a Beautiful Mornin’.” (He died soon after, in 1943.) For all its triumphs as an integration of theater music, character, and dance, Oklahoma! was a show with vastly different aesthetic intentions than Hart’s signature work with Rodgers—affirming and sentimental, provincial and bright, rather than defiant, sexy, urban, and bleak. Just the right thing for a homefront audience several years into a vast war, Secrest points out, Oklahoma!  spoke to “the need to believe in a brighter future.” Hart’s world was a place that makes fun of the things you strive for, laughs at the dreams you’re alive for. How could Hart have felt obsolete if life is a pointless joke?

Lorenz Hart and Oscar Hammerstein had little in common, except Richard Rodgers, and he was different with each of them. Rodgers publicly held Hart in contempt, berating him for his unconventional work habits and “morals.” (According to Secrest, he once told Diahann Carroll, when they were rehearsing No Strings, “You just can’t imagine how wonderful it feels to have written this score and not have to search all over the globe for that drunken little fag.”) Still, he seemed wholly attuned to Hart’s melancholy sensibility in their songs; the melodies ache as deeply as the lyrics. In fact, the music came first for most of the great Rodgers and Hart songs (despite Rodgers’s preference for working the other way around). Performed as an instrumental, “My Funny Valentine” is no less poignant; nor, for that matter, is “Little Girl Blue,” “It Never Entered My Mind,” “Nobody’s Heart,” or “Spring Is Here.” There are so many pieces of wracking beauty in the Rodgers and Hart catalog and they ring with such veracity that ultimately one wonders whose sensibility was whose. As Secrest shows us repeatedly, Rodgers kept his darker self concealed, releasing it only in the wrenching music he made with the partner he resented.

Working exclusively with Hammerstein from 1943 until the lyricist’s death in 1960, Rodgers achieved what Secrest calls “a new unanimity of tone.” Rodgers and Hammerstein, who had known each other since boyhood, proved compatible: assimilated New York Jews, buttoned-down, family men, gifted, and compulsively disciplined. Gone was the personal conflict Rodgers had with Hart, along with a certain tension in the music. That loveless spring passed. June was bustin’ out all over. The grays and muted hues began to disappear from Rodgers’s musical palette, and the light tones brightened. Although his emotional life remained troubled, Rodgers no longer had a collaborator eager to give those troubles voice. Jerome Kern, Rodgers’s youthful idol, called his new music “condescending.”

Sensitive to charges of excessive sentimentality in his music with Hammerstein, Rodgers told an interviewer, “What’s wrong with ‘sweetness and light’? . . . I love satire but couldn’t write it.” He had evidently forgotten what he once could do; with Hart he had written one of the most piercing satires of romance ever set to notes, “I Wish I Were in Love Again” (“When love congeals it soon reveals the faint aroma of performing seals/the double-crossing of a pair of heels . . . ”), as well as a serial murderer’s lament, “To Keep My Love Alive” (rhyming “mattress side” with “patricide”)—and, for Pal Joey, a scathing parody of the sort of mush he would make a specialty with Hammerstein, “Flower Garden of My Heart.”
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