

[image: images]






Thank you for purchasing this Simon & Schuster eBook.





Join our mailing list and get updates on new releases, deals, bonus content and other great books from Simon & Schuster.







CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP








or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com








[image: images]





• FOR IRA. •




[image: images]



INTRODUCTION


AT THE AGE OF TWENTY, I met one of the legends of American popular music, Ira Gershwin. It was the most exciting moment of my life and I recall it in vivid detail. I worshipped what he had created with his brother George and had never dreamed I’d meet him. As he spoke about his lifetime of work I knew everything he was referring to, even though it had all taken place decades before I was born. When he eventually realized that I knew all his stories at least as well as he did, he suddenly stopped and stared at me, taking in my twenty-year-old countenance as if for the first time. In a perplexed voice he said, “How many more of you are there?”


So there it was, the moment I had been unconsciously waiting for my whole life, and a course-altering moment it was. It was the culmination of years of obsession, which I’d spent as a kid finding everything I could on the Gershwins, and now here I was at the feet of the master. These many years later, I’m still at his feet, still feeling the pull of the Gershwin mystique and still telling stories and putting their work out there as best I can. Lord knows I need them more than they need me. And yet, after devoting myself to the learning and love of their work over all these years, I feel we’ve developed an unexpected symbiosis, and now it is time to share the joy and excitement of my experience.


This book is a celebration. It’s my attempt to capture and preserve the essence of an era of songwriting and creativity that is nearly impossible to fathom today; it was a time when the names George and Ira Gershwin were synonymous with everything that was fresh, exciting, and vital about the creative arts. It was a time when songs and songwriting were an essential part of the fabric of our culture and helped shape attitudes, morals, and beliefs through their inherent power and ability to reach the hearts of the nation, a time when the craft of creation was supreme, existing on a very high level and flowing as freely as air so it was usually taken for granted.


As the world continues to move and change at lightning speed, many things have gotten lost along the way. Arts and culture are ever evolving and reflect our dissonant times, yet the link to the classic era still exists (however oblique it may seem) and can be traced from any contemporary work back to George’s first hit, “Swanee.” Nothing could exist today without whatever came before it, and with the Web’s infinite resources, new generations are discovering this classic music and embracing it.


The Gershwin legacy remains a mighty force that can catch a new initiate off guard through the power it still yields. Its sound was once the voice of the Jazz Age and the Depression, but it has stayed contemporary through the intervening decades, proving that musically too, history can repeat itself. Music always mirrors the time in which it is created and its survival depends on whether it will resonate across the generations.


Gershwin songs still resonate. They are part of the fabric of our society. Many years ago, the legendary writers Carl Reiner and Mel Brooks were working on a television program together when Carl announced he had to visit a doctor for an ailment. When Reiner returned, Mel asked about the diagnosis. “The doctor said I’ve got arrhythmia,” said Carl. “Who could ask for anything more?” was Mel’s instant rejoinder. See what I mean about being a part of the fabric of society? Even if such a reference feels more remote now, I am that odd duck whose fascination with musical history makes me feel a close kinship with past generations. There are many others like me—you know who you are.


The idea of preservation has always been very important to me, and I was involved with it long before I understood what it meant. At age five I was already curious about the old records and sheet music my parents and relatives owned, and I wanted to know more about those odd pieces of the past. My love for both older kinds of music and the vanished worlds that produced them has taken forms I had never imagined.


Through the years I have been blessed to meet and know many of the personalities involved with this music and I have always tried to remember and hold on to what I have learned from them. Their stories are rich and moving. Meeting so many and hearing their stories, watching their body language, and feeling a psychic sympathy with the times that shaped them have impelled me to preserve their legacy.


As I have grown older and in some ways wiser, the desire and need to share what I know about the Gershwin era have only increased. Now with this book, and the CD of songs that accompanies it, I can share some of what I have learned and gleaned. I have used each of the twelve songs to illuminate some aspect of the rich musical world I inhabit. We travel from the smoky, jazz-filled clubs and vibrant concert halls of the twenties through opera houses and piano bars to the present, chronicling the lives of the Gershwins and their extraordinary collective genius as songwriters and how that has intersected with my own experience, beginning with my life-changing friendship with Ira Gershwin. Though I’d rather engage with a song by performing and living it than analyzing it, I’ve tried to say what it is about these songs that fires my imagination, hoping you will share my enthusiasm.


Not too many years ago, there was a time when music played a much more important role in our society, and it was as essential to our lives and as comforting as eating Wheaties in the morning and making family outings to the park on Sunday. As a kid growing up in the sixties and seventies, I caught the tail end of that rose-colored time and am startled at the way the arts have been diminished, to the detriment of our society. The level of communal significance they once played is largely unfathomable to our contemporary world and I literally cry sometimes at what we have lost. Where are the songs that we can all sing together—not just some of us, but all of us?


But that old music has turned out to be longer-lasting and more important to our world than we realized.


All around there are young people whom I meet that love older music not of their time and have been captivated by its unique qualities; those who like me are different from the rest of their generation and respond to the excitement and passion found in the sound of Gershwin. They are discovering it fresh and cherishing it. The magic still works.


Over the last few years I created an organization for the purpose of preserving classic standards, the Michael Feinstein Great American Songbook Initiative. We are headquartered in a beautiful space in Carmel, Indiana, contiguous to Indianapolis, but with our significant Web presence we can be accessed by anyone, anywhere. Our greatest goal is to keep the music alive, through master classes, concerts, visits to schools, competitions, a research center filled with music, recordings, memorabilia, and a soon-to-be-built museum that will house the multitude of artifacts that I have collected and have been donated by so many others. Finally, there will be a physical place to celebrate this music, just as there are halls of fame and museums for rock and roll in Cleveland and country music in Nashville. It’s a dream come true and it reflects the promise and potential we can still experience from the heritage of the Gershwins and their compatriots. Lives can still be transformed by these songs.


When I am no longer here I don’t care if I am remembered; what the hell difference does it make anyway? Conversely, I deeply care about doing what I can to help keep the Gershwin name alive. Why? Because my life would be poorer without their legacy and it gives me immense pleasure to look at the face of someone discovering a Gershwin song for the first time. It’s like witnessing a birth.


As long as people care about music, they’ll care about Gershwin.


WOULDN’T THAT BE ’S WONDERFUL?
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George and Ira Gershwin.






• CHAPTER 1 •


      GEORGE AND IRA—


THE MUSIC AND THE WORDS



AMONG THE MANY TREASURES Ira Gershwin preserved in his house on Roxbury Drive in Beverly Hills was a cache of his brother George’s unpublished music. When I worked for Ira as a young man, I knew it was an extraordinary privilege and honor to be able to see and hear melodies by my favorite composer that had been unavailable for decades. Some of the music had lyric ideas provided by Ira while others had no lyrics. Some of the tunes had been assigned numbers: “unpublished melody number 27,” and so on. Ira kept a floral binder that contained other scraps of George’s music—some were notes jotted on a half-page of lined paper; others were just fragments. Over the forty years since George’s death, Ira had allowed a select few to examine these unheard gems. He considered these tunes as precious as the rarest of vintage wines, or blue-chip stocks that increase in value with each succeeding year. The burden of protecting that legacy was at times overwhelming for him, but he knew that it must be done, and no one else would or could do it.


I particularly loved prospecting through that floral binder, which contained the most fragmentary of fragments. It was here that I would find a melody, a small nugget, sometimes just a single line of music, scratched out on a piece of scrap paper. One day, when Kay Swift was visiting, I played her a fragmentary tune from that binder that had touched my curiosity. Kay had been a longtime lover of George’s and was a talented composer herself—she had a hit on Broadway with the musical Fine and Dandy in 1930, the first woman to achieve this feat. The whole story of Kay’s relationship with George has finally, and beautifully, been written by her granddaughter Katharine Weber (The Memory of All That). It’s a doozy of a story too.
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George in 1919, during his Tin Pan Alley days.





Kay was married to a famous banking scion, James Warburg, and had three children with him, but that did not stop her from falling hard for George and divorcing her husband in the hope that George would marry her. He didn’t. Upon seeing them at a party one night, the legendary wit Oscar Levant is purported to have said, “There goes George Gershwin with the future Miss Kay Swift.” (There are other attributions of this story, to Kitty Carlisle and Paula Lawrence, but it works well for our purposes here, don’t you think?) Still, she remained an intimate friend until the day George died. I simply adored her for her ever-positive attitude and simple ability to survive in a time that had outgrown her formidable talents.


Kay had an encyclopedic knowledge of the Gershwins’ music and an almost perfect recall of it. Ira had no recollection of this particular tune but she recognized it at once: “Oh, yes,” she said. “That was an early version of ‘Strike Up the Band.’” “Strike Up the Band” appeared in the musical of the same name in 1927, but it seems there were multiple early attempts at the title song and this was one of them. It was only a melody line, just enough to jog George’s memory when he went back to it. George must have played it for Kay, or perhaps she was around when he was working on this earlier version, and typical of her prodigious memory, she could recall it even when Ira couldn’t. Since there were no harmonies to accompany the melody in Ira’s floral binder, I wish that I had asked Kay to harmonize it, for if George had come up with some harmonies to go with the tune, Kay would have remembered them. Alas, she took any such knowledge with her when she died in 1993 at the age of ninety-five. In retrospect there are always questions we wish that we had asked, or words that should have been expressed.


THE FACT THAT JUST this fragment of the tune was recorded in that notebook doesn’t mean George hadn’t written more of the song. George wouldn’t write out a fair copy (the song as written out to be played on the piano) until he had completed a song. He might not even have bothered to do a fuller copy until Ira had written a lyric, which would usually come later in the process. Once the two parts of the song had come together—the music and the words—George would write up the song and give it to a copyist. The song would then go to the orchestrator, who would create a full instrumental version, replete with extra dance choruses if it was being prepared for a theatrical production. Then it would again be given to the copyist, who would now write out the individual parts for each instrument in the orchestra, and so a Gershwin song was sent on its journey into the world.


Since most people in those days didn’t get to hear songs performed in their original theatrical incarnations but first learned them through sheet music, the theater orchestration of the song was of vital importance, and George would work closely with the orchestrator or arranger (the two terms are interchangeable) to ensure that the translation from piano to ensemble was appropriate and what he wanted it to be. The arranger can make or break a song and has the power to make it sound an infinite variety of ways. That the arrangers sometimes had contempt for the composers they served never seemed to diminish the quality of their results.
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George and Kay Swift in the late 1920s.





An orchestration can clothe a song with rhythms and styles from rumba to rap, waltz to reggae, march to dirge, and everything in between. It can make a song sound happy, sad, urgent, lugubrious, weighty, ironic, pompous, insolent, autumnal, or celebratory. All this comes from the arsenal of instruments in an orchestra and the way they are combined. Arranging and orchestrating are the most important and underappreciated skills in music. Without the great arrangers, the work of Gershwin and other composers would never have been fully realized. Gershwin himself began occasionally orchestrating his own works as early as 1922, and by 1935 he was confident enough to completely orchestrate his opera, Porgy and Bess. The process took him nine months.


There was a famous music editor named Albert Sirmay, a kind and gentle man who followed George when he switched music publishers from Harms to Chappell. Sirmay edited and prepared piano copies of songs for George and other greats like Richard Rodgers and Jerome Kern, along with all of the workmanlike songs he had to whip into shape when not working with a more illustrious talent. During production of a show he would sometimes help notate a piano score, but later his job was to simplify the songs to make them manageable for the average pianist. It wasn’t his pleasure to do so, as he knew better, but it was his job.


Sometimes George’s original score, when we have it to compare, is markedly different from the published version. Songwriter Milton Ager, who was a close friend of George’s, looked at a printed copy of “The Man I Love” and wrote in the margin of the sheet music, “Not the way George played it.” I discovered that incidental notation while paging through his former copy of a Gershwin songbook that I had inherited. It’s amazing what bits of ephemera can later become so significant. On another piece of music, once in the possession of skillful pianist and composer Hal Borne, Gershwin’s Beverly Hills phone number is noted in pencil, perhaps the only record of such.


George was also very facile at notating (writing) music himself. When one looks at his orchestration for Porgy and Bess, or a copy of any of his song manuscripts, the notations are very sure-handed, written very boldly and cleanly with very few corrections. He sometimes wrote in ink, and here and there are only a few notes crossed out and replaced. When I see a passage like that, I imagine George working quickly, grasping at some fleeting idea and making sure he gets it down on the page as the inspiration courses through him.


George was absolutely clear in what he wanted to notate and how he wanted to notate it. This is fascinating, because there are so many choices one can make. With a piano copy, which in the traditional sense is the Bible for a song, the writer has to decide what the accompaniment is, where the chords fall, how the music flows. There are many ways a song can be played on a piano, because playing the chord on the melody note, or a half-beat or even a beat later, changes the way something is notated. The person who is going to be playing the song also has to be taken into consideration. Can they read the music easily? Can they understand what you intended? For example, it might be too difficult to include a syncopated idea—to delay the playing of a chord—because then when the song is notated, it’s much more difficult to read. And if somebody knows that the feel of it is to play a little bit off the beat, you write it on the beat with the understanding that in interpretation it can be varied a little bit.




[image: images]


A portrait of George’s hands.





Not everyone found the process of notating as easy as George did. It was a laborious task for Cole Porter, for example, and it shows in his manuscripts. You might see his hand early on and then Albert Sirmay takes over as if to say, “Move over, let me finish it.” A single sheet of paper can reveal so much.


Irving Berlin couldn’t write music at all and only tried once, when asked by a collector to notate “God Bless America.” Burton Lane, one of the great musical theater composers, had to learn how to make piano copies even though he was a formidable pianist and could play his songs brilliantly. He did learn and was very proud of his acquired skill. Harry Warren could not make piano copies—he played by ear and it took him many years to learn to read music, let alone make a piano copy. Again, the ability to create a song doesn’t mean you can easily write it down or even play it on the piano. Inspiration does not always include technical ability. Conversely, when Tchaikovsky nervously showed the great German composer Brahms one of his newly completed works, Brahms perused it carefully and finally replied, “What beautiful manuscript paper you have,” thus devastating Tchaikovsky, which was evidently the intended effect.


Vincent Youmans, one of the great theater songwriters, had a very limited output. He died young, at the age of forty-seven, and published fewer than one hundred songs. But almost all of them are spectacular. Fortunately, there are arduous recordings of him at work. Youmans worked laboriously, playing melodies over and over for hours, making one little variation here and another there until he had what he considered the perfect combination of the notes. His process—the incessant honing and editing—was what turned a melody in his head into a beautiful song. There were no shortcuts for Youmans. Listening to a song like “Tea for Two,” it’s hard to believe it took so much labor to achieve such a joyously carefree melody.


George was the exception to all of these rules. He could do it all with an ease that was maddening to his contemporaries, and that was because his creation of music was more organic than many and he had the rare gift of musical assurance and knowing when something was right. The end result is the same to the listener but the process varies wildly from creator to creator. No wonder George was surrounded by such jealousy. From a distance he appeared wildly vain, yet from a more intimate perspective, he was adored by his songwriter friends for his frankness of expression, musically and otherwise.


GEORGE WROTE MUSIC so easily that not only did he work much faster than Ira wrote the words, but he usually nailed melodies on the first try and rarely had to rewrite them. More often than not, the way the song first came to him was the way it stayed. But not with “Strike Up the Band.” The version we know now is at least the fifth. When it came to melody, George Gershwin had extremely high standards. Often he would play a tune to Ira, and Ira, who was no pushover, might say, “That’s great, I’ll write it up.” But George wasn’t satisfied till he, too, thought it was right and finally he could say, “This is the one.” While he didn’t often do major rewrites, sometimes finding the right tune was more elusive than on other occasions.


Ira rarely had to wait for George to finish a melody and was more often under the gun to turn in the lyric, thanks to his habit of being a proud procrastinator. In his later years he seemed to cultivate a sedentary nature as part of his persona. He even expected his cat, Tinkerbelle, to come and fawn over him, not wanting to exert the energy to pick her up. Ira really should have had a dog, but his wife was a cat fancier.


I own one of Gershwin’s tune notebooks. Today these books are historical gold mines. Ira had told me that most of these extraordinary volumes had been accounted for, but one in particular was lost decades earlier. Who knew how important they would become? Years later one mysteriously turned up at auction, and I bought it. Paging through the book offers a rare glimpse into the creative process of the composer and his working methods. Music was constantly running through George’s head, and he spent most of his time at the piano trying to turn that music into hit songs. He could compose away from the piano but frequently, while improvising at a party or just relaxing at his favorite pastime, he would hit upon another tune worth remembering. He carried a tiny notebook so that he could capture ideas while out and about. On some pages of his notebooks he’d write on the top, “G.T.”—Good Tune. The tune would live in his notebook for any period of time until he’d find a use for it. If he came up with an idea when he wasn’t carrying a notebook, any handy scrap of paper would do. Later on, he had special score paper prepared with his name printed on it.
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Selected pages from the notebook that is in the author’s collection. The ninth and tenth staves on the next spread, right, contain his original inspiration for the melody of “I Loves You, Porgy.”
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The book I own was used by George between 1928 and 1930. Its ninety-nine pages contain among many others the germ of an idea that became “I Loves You, Porgy,” an aria from Porgy and Bess, which was finished in 1935, so we now know that the concept for the song existed for at least five years before it was completed. In my notebook the seed of the song is just a few bars on a page that included other melodies. Here they would remain until they were plucked out of the book and written into a score, and in the case of this one melody, it became part of Porgy and Bess. No one knew this scrap was the genesis of the song until George’s tune notebook turned up—another piece of the giant puzzle that is George’s musical career. Still, we don’t know what made him go back to that particular melody so many years later and use it as a pivotal aria in his great masterwork. Nothing else in the notebook had such a long gestation period as far as I can tell. I often wonder what the process might have been that led him back to that particular tune for Porgy. Did it just pop into his head one day, reminding him of its existence, or did he go searching generally through papers, looking through song scraps? We’ll likely never know.


In the notebooks there are all kinds of bits and pieces that have never been heard—bars of music that George couldn’t find a place for, complete tunes with no accompaniment, and melody lines without choruses, among other things. There are many unpublished songs, some of which I have recorded, but most of them—and the fragments—are destined for obscurity.


Melodies came so easily to George that he had far more than he could ever use. He once told the conductor Andre Kostelanetz, “I write thirteen songs a day to get the bad ones out of my system.” Oscar Levant wrote, “He had such fluency at the piano and so steady a surge of ideas that any time he sat down just to amuse himself something came out of it.” The irony of my owning this particular notebook is that I believe it’s the very same volume that Ira once told me about, and he would have been flabbergasted at its reemergence. It disappeared while the brothers were working on a show out of town, and George didn’t realize it was gone until they were already driving back to New York. Even though they were about forty minutes away from the hotel where it was left behind, they made the trek back, to no avail. The book’s disappearance was a disaster that would have crippled most other composers, but George was unperturbed—he was confident there would be plenty more where those melodies had come from. That self-confidence unnerved many of his colleagues. What were the chances that this precious notebook casually mentioned to me by Ira would one day come into my life?


George seems to have been born with that great self-assurance, as well as his talent. His parents, Morris Gershvin (born Moishe Gershovitz) and Rose Bruskin, were born in St. Petersburg, in Imperial Russia. They emigrated in the great wave of East European Jews coming to the United States from the 1880s through the start of the First World War. Morris and Rose knew each other in the old country and they married in the New World in 1895 and settled in New York City.
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Arthur, George, and Ira with their Mother, Rose, and the Maid in Prospect Park, Brooklyn, in 1901.
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    (CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT) Ira in 1908 • George, Arthur, and Ira with their cousin, Rose Lagowitz, in 1912 Morris and Rose Gershwin on their wedding day, 1895 • George in 1916 • Ira at his uncle’s photo studio.





The couple had four children: Israel was born on December 6, 1896; then Jacob (September 26, 1898); Arthur (March 14, 1900); and Frances (December 6, 1906). As a child, Israel was called Izzy, and then Ira. He thought his given name was Isidore and only discovered the truth when he was thirty and applied for a passport. (When I asked him why he changed his name from Isidore to Ira, he said it was because there were too many Isidores in his class!) The family name changed, too—Morris took on “Gershvin” sometime after arriving in the States. Jacob was called “George” in the family, and as a teenager George started experimenting with other spellings for his surname. He used “Gershwin” when Ira was still Gershvin, but around the time George’s first song was published in 1916, the whole family followed him in adopting the more fully Americanized version of their name. And vy not?
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    (CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT) George at age 17 • Arthur and George • Frances • George, in “drag,” with Jacob Arnold at a Catskills camp • George, Arthur, and Ira with their parents.





Morris Gershwin pursued his American dream, frequently moving from job to job. When Ira was born, he designed “uppers” for ladies’ shoes. With modest success, Morris managed all manner of businesses: bathhouses, bakeries, restaurants, stores, and every time he changed occupation, he moved his family so he could be near his place of work. Ira was born when the Gershwins lived on Hester and Eldridge streets on Manhattan’s Lower East Side and George when they were at 242 Snediker Avenue in Brooklyn. Ira and George once spent the better part of a day trying to recall all the places they had lived as children and figured they had moved two dozen times or more.


George’s birthplace was torn down in the late seventies, a victim of failed urban renewal. Neither Ira nor his sister, Frances (known as Frankie), seemed to care that the house was being razed. I appeared on a radio show with Frankie and people called in complaining about the destruction of the Gershwin house, but Frankie had no attachment to the house or interest in its preservation. Author Ed Jablonski said the monument to the Gershwins was not in a house but in their songs. Still, there was surprisingly little outcry at the news that George’s birthplace was to be demolished; today I think it would be different.


Recently I received a letter from descendants of a family who shared the house at 242 Snediker Avenue with the Gershwins. It turns out that the Gershwins rented the second floor, and the occupants of the first helped Rose Gershwin in many ways. The lady of the house acted as a wet nurse for Ira, feeding him because Mother Rose wouldn’t or couldn’t oblige. Knowing all that I’ve been told about her, my tendency would be to believe that Rose chose not to breast-feed. If this is the case, it might help to explain Ira’s distant relationship with his mother.
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Ledger book for George’s music rolls.







I have a copy from the Daily News of a column published on January 27, 1932, called “Tintypes,” written by Sidney Skolsky. It’s packed with eclectic Ira-related information (he’s five feet six and 152 pounds; he smokes ten to fifteen cigars a day; he once used a seven-syllable word—“incompatibility”—in a lyric in the song “I Don’t Think I’ll Fall in Love Today,” from Treasure Girl). Included is the information that up to age five, Ira had long curls and wore starched dresses. “His mother wanted him to be a schoolteacher,” the piece reveals. “She still does.” Boy, that Rose; always supportive.


THE GERSHWIN PARENTS weren’t religious—Ira was bar mitzvahed; George wasn’t. (Near the end of his life Ira could still remember his Aunt Kate rescuing him when he forgot some words during the service.)


As kids, the brothers were quite different. Ira was bookish; George wasn’t. When George got in trouble at school, Ira would be the family member delegated to go find out what the problem was because his English was better than that of his parents. Ira was shy and withdrawn while George was gregarious and strong-willed. The brothers were dissimilar physically as well—George lean and athletic; Ira shorter, stouter, and more sedentary. How had they come from the same family? George was always closer to their mother and Ira to their father, and each resembled his favored parent: George and Rose; Ira and Morris. Morris was sweet-natured and charming and had a great sense of humor, like Ira. Rose was hard and somewhat cold, which George wasn’t, but he shared her strong-willed nature.


When I was working with Ira, he would sometimes tell me details about his upbringing. Despite the fact that Morris changed jobs as often as some people change their socks, the family managed to maintain the trappings of a middle-class lifestyle. The Gershwins always had a maid, for example. Ira remembered his tenth birthday quite vividly because it was the day his sister, Frances, was born. He recalled going to the barbershop and looking at the pulp novels they kept for customers to read. He said he read A Study in Scarlet—the first Sherlock Holmes story—around this time. This was 1906, and Ira said the Gershwins were living in a building with an elevator, which impressed him because he didn’t know many people who lived in buildings that had one.


Rose Gershwin was constantly concerned with what the neighbors would think. She liked the finer things and when George became successful she was quick to outfit herself with nice jewelry and furs. When George died, Ira was mortified that the throws and stoles, and especially the diamonds, came out right away for his mother to wear, and he asked her to show some restraint and wait a few more days before wearing them.


A piano was a symbol of middle-class success and when the Gershwins bought theirs in 1910, it was with studious Ira in mind. But it was George who sat down and showed he already knew how to play the hit songs of the day. Because he demonstrated a precocious and prodigious talent, George ultimately got the piano lessons, as Ira could only make it to page thirty-two in the Beyer exercise book. George had a number of piano teachers, the most important being Charles Hambitzer, from whom George received a thorough grounding in classical works right up to Hambitzer’s death in 1918. From Edward Kilenyi, George first learned the art of composition and music theory. George continued to study music formally throughout his career. He also readily absorbed the music he heard around him: Yiddish songs, pop songs, the early jazz of James Reese Europe’s band, the songs of Irving Berlin. George was both taught and self-taught, determined to gain as eclectic a musical education as possible.
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Sheet music cover for George’s first published song, “When You Want ’Em, You Can’t Get ’Em, When You Got ’Em, You Don’t Want ’Em.”





      George was enrolled in the High School of Commerce with a view to his becoming an accountant, but academics didn’t come easily to him and he envisioned a future in music. Evidently the theory that musicians are good with math did not apply to George. Already by 1913, he was working the summer playing piano in Catskills resorts. (He must have had a lot of fun there, because I have a photo of him in very unattractive “drag,” with the back of the picture autographed to a lady he had met during his stay. He sure didn’t make a pretty-looking woman, and perhaps that was the point.) That same year, when he was fifteen, he left school to work for Jerome H. Remick & Co., a music publisher on Tin Pan Alley. George was a song plugger: His job was to play tunes for prospective buyers. Publishers made their money selling sheet music to the public and they needed performers to find their songs and turn them into hits that people would buy to play at home. That George could leave school to pursue a career in music was a demonstration of his clear view of what he wanted, as well as his parents’ inability to persuade him to finish his education. It was there that he met many of the people with whom he would later cross paths, and he was often indelibly remembered from his song-plugging days.


“Tin Pan Alley” first referred to West 28th Street in Manhattan, where a number of music publishers were clustered (so much so that the noise of playing sounded like tin pans being banged together). The center of music publishing in New York changed often, and in 1912, Remick’s moved to 219–221 West 46th Street. Other publishers moved uptown, too, nearer to Broadway, the last stop before many of them, including Remick’s, were bought by movie companies. Just as “Broadway” meant theater, “Tin Pan Alley” came to refer collectively to the publishers, whatever their location.


Remick’s, like all of the publishing houses of Tin Pan Alley, was a maelstrom of activity, and countless singers, dancers, producers, directors, and vaudevillians came calling, hoping to find the perfect song for their show, their act, their bit. George, with his dazzling play, could make anything sound better than it was. He also augmented his income by playing piano rolls, recording pieces on the paper scrolls used on self-playing pianolas. Ira recalled that George would go “across the river” to New Jersey and record piano rolls for $5 apiece, or six for $25. Years after George’s death, about 125 of them were catalogued, an invaluable chronicle of his formative musical years. About two dozen of these rolls have been reissued on compact disc and the rest are scattered among private collections and a few archives. A few more have turned up since the initial list was created, thus giving hope for even more unheard Gershwin performances to surface.
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Contract for George’s first published song, “When You Want ’Em, You Can’t Get ’Em, When You Got ’Em, You Don’t Want ’Em.”
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George at the Piano in 1925.





Soon, George was writing songs, and in May 1916, when he was seventeen, the first of them was published: “When You Want ’Em, You Can’t Get ’Em, When You Got ’Em, You Don’t Want ’Em.” The lyric was by Murray Roth, with both making $5 for their efforts, while George also made a piano roll of his new composition. George and Murray wrote another song called “A Voice of Love” and though it was never published, a copy recently surfaced. Ira told me that Gershwin and Roth might have written more songs together, but one day they started playfully wrestling and it turned into a true struggle for dominance, leaving the two so shaken that their contact permanently ceased.


After his first song was published, George wanted more. Inspired by the music of Jerome Kern (in the form of tunes from The Girl from Utah) he heard at a relative’s wedding, George wanted to be on Broadway itself, not Tin Pan Alley. He quit Remick’s and took a job as a pianist at a vaudeville house playing for acts when the band was on break. He lasted one night, having been heckled by a comedian who used his inexperience and a few mishaps as fodder for his act. George fled in shame. His fortune changed when he worked as a rehearsal pianist for an actual Broadway show, which happened to be Miss 1917, the latest show by his idol Kern. A piano roll exists of George playing “Land Where the Good Songs Go,” one of the songs from the score. When I played it once for Ira, he sang along, getting every word by lyricist P. G. Wodehouse perfect though he likely hadn’t heard the song for fifty years.


While George moved quickly into the center of professional music making, Ira, after leaving City College and his own path to a desk job, made his way toward lyric writing more methodically. He read poetry—from the classics to the witty, urbane offerings in the numerous daily newspapers—and wrote it. Ira submitted light verse to local papers and journals and in 1917, his piece “The Shrine” was published in a magazine called The Smart Set. Ira received a dollar for his short submission. Meanwhile, George was taken on as a composer for T. B. Harms Company, making good money—$35 a week—at a time when Ira was handing out towels in the St. Nicholas Baths to make ends meet.


If it hadn’t been for George’s influence, Ira might never have written lyrics and might have stuck to poetry and short stories, though growing up he loved listening to musical selections on the family phonograph, especially Gilbert and Sullivan. Ira was also inspired by Jerome Kern’s musicals—shows like Leave It to Jane and Miss 1917—but it was P. G. Wodehouse’s lyrics for those shows that moved him more than the tunes. Ira started writing lyrics when he was working at the baths, and he showed one of his songs to George, who liked it and set it to music. But George’s music didn’t fit Ira’s lyric, so after trying to make it work maybe twenty times, Ira started over. The song they came up with using George’s new melody, “The Real American Folk Song (Is a Rag),” was added to singer Nora Bayes’s 1918 show Ladies First but suffered a common fate for “interpolated” songs—songs written to order for an existing show to fill a perceived need: it was quickly dropped. But a pattern was set with that early collaboration: Ira came to prefer having a tune first when working on a song with George and was inspired by the variety and invention of what George played. They could also work the other way, but most of the time the music came first.


Ira’s lyric for that first song showed he understood what George was trying to express in his music. George was creating a unique synthesis of American music, drawing on his deep familiarity with jazz: the original African-American music. In 1922, for example, George wrote a one-act opera featuring all black characters (played by whites in blackface) called Blue Monday that was orchestrated by Will Vodery, an African-American who was a major influence on Duke Ellington.


In “The Real American Folk Song,” Ira wrote:


Each nation has a creative vein


Originating a native strain.


And later,


The real American folk song is a rag—


A mental jag—


A rhythmic tonic for the chronic blues . . .


The song wasn’t published until after it was given its first recording by Ella Fitzgerald in 1959. Though he might have considered it juvenilia, Ira was sufficiently proud of his work to release it belatedly to the public. He even had a hand in assuring that Fitzgerald’s premiere recording had the right feel, by suggesting they hire the ragtime pianist Lou Busch to supply the accompaniment after a first attempt was not quite successful.


George wasn’t just doing his brother a favor by working with him. Although the two were close and still lived in the family home, George took on Ira as a lyricist only because he was good. The other two Gershwin siblings, Arthur and Frances, dabbled in different fields of entertainment, but they didn’t share their brothers’ talent. In 1936, a year before George’s untimely death, George published a couple of younger brother Arthur’s songs. None of them became successes, nor did Arthur possess his brother’s distinctive sound. Ira described Arthur’s writing style as sounding more like the operettas of Sigmund Romberg than Gershwin. After George’s death, much to Ira’s shock Arthur proposed to become Ira’s new writing partner, but George’s shoes were impossible for anyone to fill. Arthur’s only song to achieve any kind of attention was “Invitation to the Blues,” recorded in 1944 by Ella Mae Morse.


Ira continued to read and to learn, studying Gilbert and Sullivan, reveling in how they blended contemporary references in their songs, creating something weightier and more literary out of popular culture. Eventually, in his own way, Ira became as accomplished in his field as George was in his, although Ira never would have agreed with such a statement and never showed any jealousy or competitiveness with George. Ira never found the craft of lyric writing as easy as George seemed to find making music. (Initially George worked with other lyricists while Ira found his feet and searched for a songwriting job.) Frankie said Ira might struggle all night over one word in a song, but without that rigor there would not have been the perfection of the songs they wrote together.
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“Waiting for the Sun to Come Out,” by George and Arthur Francis, aka Ira, their first published collaboration.
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George’s childhood comic The Merry Musician, 1914.
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George with Al Jolson (second from the right) and friends.





Like most lyricists, Ira preferred to have a tune to work from because he had learned that a lyric could be ruined by the wrong musical setting. The key for any lyricist is to crystallize and bring forth the hidden essence locked in the music. W. S. Gilbert was one of the few artists who wrote the words before he had the melody. Most lyricists are worried the composer is going to ruin their work or will not capture the right accent or won’t be able to create the tune that gives wings to their words. Having the tune allowed Ira to go on lyrical flights of fancy while he listened to the melody.


When much later he worked with composer Kurt Weill, Ira had to supply all lyrics first. It was not easy to engage in a collaboration like that, so Ira eventually started coming up with his own “dummy tunes” to finish the job. One of his dummies actually ended up in their show Lady in the Dark. It was called “Girl of the Moment.”
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George in London in 1925.





Ira likened his work to that of a jeweler. He worked in a small “space,” confined by what was allowed by George’s notes. Ira had to write with a character in mind; the song could only be so long; and, almost without exception, the lines had to rhyme. When working on a song, he would often come up with the title first. (As he said in verse: “The title is vital; once you’ve it, prove it.”) He might write the last line of the chorus first and track back from there. He talked enviously of Buddy DeSylva’s being able to take a yellow pad, write a title and a final line, and fill in the rest in an hour, as if doing a crossword puzzle.


Ira had to hustle in the early days, something for which he was not characteristically suited, yet his March 17, 1920 letter to a successful writer for the Ziegfeld Follies, Gene Buck, reflects his eagerness to succeed in his hoped-for profession:


Dear Mr. Buck,


I am a brother of George Gershwin and have just placed some numbers with him in Dere Mabel and Sweetheart Shop. I am sending you the first draft of a lyric which I know you and Mr. Stamper [composer Dave Stamper] could develop into a good Follies number. As George is doing the ’20 George White Scandals, I thought it might be interpolated there but George told me he couldn’t work on it as the George White show is practically all set, and he suggested that I try you. If not for the Follies, how about making it a popular song? Whether favorably or not, hoping to hear from you soon, I am sincerely, Ira B. Gershwin.


Even though George and Ira had been writing together sporadically for a few years, their first published song was “Waiting for the Sun to Come Out,” for a show called The Sweetheart Shop, in 1920. The song was added while the show was previewing in Chicago. Before playing it for the producers, Ira decided to adopt a pseudonym to conceal his relationship to George. With characteristic modesty, Ira didn’t want to trade on George’s burgeoning success by using the family name. Using his other siblings’ first names, he became Arthur Francis, a mask he wore until 1924. I own a piece of sheet music autographed by composer Vincent Youmans and Arthur Francis, the latter clearly written in Ira’s instantly recognizable handwriting. In 1920, when asked who this Arthur Francis was, George said, “He’s a clever college kid with lots of talent.”


The Sweetheart Shop did well in Chicago but closed quickly on Broadway. Before the final curtain fell on the show, George made sure he got the $250 he had been promised for the song (he said the “college kid” needed the money) and gave Ira half. That year Ira made a healthy $723.40 from sheet music and $445.02 from phonograph sales. That was good money for him, but George was already in a much higher income bracket.


George wrote his first full Broadway score in 1919, when he was twenty-one, thus making his soon-to-be-former mentor Jerome Kern jealous. La La Lucille marked the entry into the family business for Alex Aarons, son of established Broadway producer Alfred Aarons, who helped his son put together the musical with George writing the music and Buddy DeSylva the lyrics. The show’s run of 104 performances at Henry Miller’s Theatre (since demolished and rebuilt as the Sondheim) was cut short by an actor’s strike, and although it produced no major hits, it did receive the attention of critics and the public, who heard a fresh musical sound.
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Ira in the 1920s.





George’s first hit also came in 1919. The one-step was a popular form of song at the time. It was a fast and furious dance that caught on just before the introduction of the Charleston. Many of the most popular one-steps, with names like “Hindustan,” were set in real or mock Asian locations. George and a lyricist named Irving Caesar had the idea of setting an American one-step in the South. The two men knocked out “Swanee” in half an hour in the Gershwins’ apartment on 144th Street. (Or perhaps it was only a matter of minutes, depending on what source you believe. Caesar shortened the time it took to write the song every time he told the story through the decades, even taking credit for the music the last time he repeated the tale.) George’s father, who was playing poker in the apartment as the song was being written, put down his cards long enough to play a kazoo-like accompaniment on a comb.


In October 1919, “Swanee” was added to the Demi Tasse Revue at the new Capitol Theatre, but it wasn’t a hit. It would have remained that way except that it was heard by singer Al Jolson approximately six weeks later at a gathering he hosted in a whorehouse run by a madam named Bessie Bloodgood. George was among the guests, along with Buddy DeSylva, a songwriting contemporary of George’s who had just had his first big break writing songs for Jolson on Broadway, discovered by Jolson on Catalina Island when DeSylva was a beach bum and, in the words of Ira, “the best ukulele player I ever heard.” He eventually became a producer at Paramount Pictures and was a founder of Capitol Records. DeSylva was a facile lyricist and had an immensely likable personality. It is ironic in light of the setting of this story that DeSylva likely died from complications of syphilis. It was DeSylva who generously asked the fledgling writer to play his new composition. When the song was over, Jolson told his conductor, Louis Silvers, that he wanted to add the song to his current show as soon as possible. Consequently Jolson sang “Swanee” in his roving revue, Sinbad, then playing in Brooklyn, and it gave George the biggest hit he would ever have.


George made $10,000 from sheet music and phonograph royalties in the first year “Swanee” was published, and he was soon writing with DeSylva for the popular annual revue the George White Scandals, a plum writing gig. It always dogged George that he never eclipsed the popularity of “Swanee” with his later, more sophisticated hits. Decades after the story of its creation had turned into legend, Caesar invented a charming story that after the success of their song, they made a pilgrimage down south to see the actual Swanee River. Upon finally reaching their destination to disappointedly observe a “muddy little stream,” Caesar reported George as saying with impeccable timing, “If I had seen the river first, I never would have written the song.”


Arthur Francis had by this time written lyrics for songs written by other composers. He worked with Vincent Youmans on a show called Piccadilly to Broadway in 1920 that played in Boston but never made it to Broadway, and again with Youmans the following year on Two Little Girls in Blue, producing a hit called “Oh Me, Oh My, Oh You.” Two Little Girls in Blue ran for 135 performances on Broadway, and Ira was thrilled to have a hit show. That same year, George wrote the music and Arthur Francis the lyrics for A Dangerous Maid, another show that closed out of town.
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Letter from George to Ira written in London in February 1923.
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By the time Arthur Francis became Ira Gershwin he was an experienced lyricist. He worked with George on several songs that were interpolated into shows, like “Tra-La-La” (1922), used in For Goodness Sake and again, much later, in 1951 (and with a different lyric supplied by Ira), in An American in Paris. Arthur/Ira worked with George and Buddy DeSylva on a song they finished in one evening for the 1922 Scandals: “(I’ll Build a) Stairway to Paradise.” Surprisingly to Ira, the musically complex and sophisticated song was a hit and his one-third share of the royalties—$3,500—kept him afloat for a year.


In 1923, Ira wrote the lyrics (and Joseph Meyer the music) for “Singing in the Rain.” Not that “Singin’ in the Rain,” which was published a few years later with lyrics by Ira’s friend Arthur Freed. I’ve had fun stumping people about Ira’s “Singing in the Rain” when people are expecting “Singin’ in the Rain” à la Gene Kelly.


Ira worked on the show Be Yourself which had music written by Lewis E. Gensler. Among Ira’s collaborators was George S. Kaufman who surprisingly helped with the lyrics. He also worked on the musical Primrose with Desmond Carter as co-lyricist and his brother as the composer. Primrose was produced in England and was so musically endemic to those shores that it never came to the United States as a full musical production.


This was an extraordinarily fertile period for George. Late in 1923, he wrote the musical Sweet Little Devil (called A Perfect Lady in its out-of-town tryout) with DeSylva. Between the show’s run in Boston and the opening in New York, George wrote Rhapsody in Blue in a matter of weeks. It premiered on February 12, 1924, and the reaction was instant history, but George was too busy at first to comprehend the ramifications of the Rhapsody. George also scored that year’s version of the George White Scandals (his songs included the soon to be standard “Somebody Loves Me”). The first successful show George and Ira wrote together for Broadway was Lady, Be Good! The show was commissioned by the producers Alex Aarons and Vinton Freedley, who would work with George and Ira on a string of musicals.


Primrose had a healthy run (255 performances) at the Winter Garden in London. Clearly not everyone in London knew Ira, because one English reviewer now famously referred to him as George’s sister. While in London George came up with the first eight bars of what would become “Fascinating Rhythm,” one of the key songs of Lady, Be Good!


At this time, the traditional standard format for modern popular songs had evolved to a familiar and comfortable form that has remained the template for classic songs as we know them. Tin Pan Alley writers produced their songs in this thirty-two-bar format in which the chorus (or refrain) was made up of four eight-bar pieces, most often in AABA pattern, in which the A melody is broken up by B, a different “bridge.” George followed this for most of the songs he wrote in this period but was already occasionally stretching the form and testing the limits of what he could get away with without upsetting his audience in the process.


It is songs like “Fascinating Rhythm” that show best how George could work within the conventions of the thirty-two-bar form without being constrained by them. The song was introduced (performed in public for the first time) in December 1924 by Fred and Adele Astaire, the first time these two sibling sets of American legends—the Astaires and the Gershwins—worked together. An earlier version of the song was called “Syncopated City” (a “dummy” title that was descriptive of the composer’s musical architecture and the all-pervasive influence of his hometown), but when George came back to New York, Ira thought of the title “Fascinating Rhythm,” which George liked. Ira worked on the rhyme scheme of the refrain for days before settling on ABAC—ABAC. George suggested that the C rhyme should consist of a two-syllable word, instead of the one-syllable that Ira had used. George argued that a conductor would put the emphasis on the last-but-one beat in the fourth and eighth lines, and so the two-syllable word was necessary: “quiver,” “flivver.” Back and forth they went until Ira, as he put it, “capitulated.”


Fascinating rhythm


You’ve got me on the go!


Fascinating rhythm


I’m all a-quiver


What a mess you’re making!


The neighbors want to know


Why I’m always shaking


Just like a flivver.


THERE WAS ALWAYS a good deal of give-and-take between the brothers as they strove to make the best possible song. Ira might ask George for another note at the end of a phrase, and George could insist on a particular length of word to fit his needs. Ira sometimes made helpful suggestions to George. Ira thought that a beautiful, broad theme in George’s Second Rhapsody could be extended to good effect, and so it was. He also came up with the title for Rhapsody in Blue (suggested cavalierly at a party)—a perfect embodiment of a piece of music in words.


Producer Edgar Selwyn was the man who put the “wyn” in the Goldwyn movie company (Samuel Goldfish provided the luster, and the bluster). In 1927, Selwyn had the idea of teaming writer George S. Kaufman, one of the giants of American musical theater, with the Gershwins, and they set about writing their operetta, an antiwar musical. Kaufman had worked with Ira on Be Yourself and with Morrie Ryskind would write three satirical musical comedies with George and Ira: Strike Up the Band, Of Thee I Sing, and Let ’Em Eat Cake.


The title song “Strike Up the Band” was written in an unusual way, affording us a glimpse into the way the brothers worked. Although George found melodies easy to come by, he might find something he liked but not be completely satisfied right away. He’d bounce an idea off Ira, but George knew in his musical heart when he had a tune and when he didn’t. It might take a while to get there. In his book Lyrics on Several Occasions, Ira recounted the story of writing the title song for Strike Up the Band. In the spring of 1927, George and Ira were in Atlantic City to meet with Selwyn about Strike Up the Band. It was Saturday night and Ira got back to his hotel room late, carrying the Sunday papers. He checked his brother’s adjoining room and there was no light showing under the door, so he assumed George was asleep. A short time later, however, George, in pajamas, came into Ira’s room. He said he’d been lying in bed thinking about the march they’d been working on. He said he now had it right, and sat down at the piano and played the refrain, slightly altered from the previous version. George asked Ira if he liked it. Ira said he did, but wanted to be sure his brother wasn’t going to change his mind once again.


“The reason I wanted assurance was that over the weeks he had written four different marches and on each occasion I had responded with ‘That’s fine. Just right. O.K. I’ll write it up.’ And each time I received the same answer: ‘Not bad, but not yet. Don’t worry. I’ll remember it: but it’s for an important spot, and maybe I’ll get something better.’”


Finally, with this fifth melody, George was satisfied. “Are you sure?” said Ira, and George responded, “Yes, this is it.” And Ira started working on the lyric. “Interestingly enough,” said Ira, “the earlier four had been written at the piano; the fifth and final came to George while he was lying in bed.”


“Strike Up the Band” is one of the few marches George composed. Most of his work, from orchestral pieces to ballads, used jazz-tinged chords and intervals that clearly mark them as works by George Gershwin. Even though “Strike Up the Band” is a typical march, a fast-paced style of music normally associated with a military band, it includes elements that on closer examination are distinctively Gershwin.


I’ve lost track of the fragment of “Strike Up the Band” that I played for Kay Swift, but I do remember that the title “strike up the band” came at the end of the phrase as it does in the final version of the song. However, I do recall that the statement was more deliberate in this earlier version, explicitly made by using notes on each beat. Now, we hear a jazzier, syncopated rendition here, which is unusual in a march. George retained the original military feel of the march in the first lines, but the added syncopation at the end of the phrase is what makes the song distinctive and gives it the delicious Gershwin sound.


It was typical for George Gershwin to take a traditional form like a march, that even in the thirties was a bit old-fashioned, and make it fresh and vital. In an era when Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart were considered to be superior writers of sophisticated songs, here come George and Ira writing a song in march time. Its distinction is once again found in George’s ability to find a nonclichéd tune, combined with its beautiful dressing in Ira’s satirical syllables. There has never been a march like it before or since, and it remains a pleasing combination of patriotism, satire, cynicism, joy, and freshness.


Leave it to the Gershwins to stretch the boundaries of Broadway yet make it seem so natural, and in the process create a tune that later would help define a nation in times of war and peace. That was the genius of the Gershwins, and that energy still magically hovers around their work, a timeless creation yet a product of its time. It would have been hard for contemporary audiences to believe that a decade later Gershwin would be dead at age thirty-eight.


ALAS, AFTER TRYOUTS at theaters in Long Branch, New Jersey, and Philadelphia, the show didn’t make it to Broadway. It’s easy to say that Strike Up the Band was ahead of its time, because it was reworked and rereleased on Broadway in 1930 and became a big hit. Kaufman’s original book was probably too acerbic. It was about a war, albeit one between the United States and Switzerland over cheese, and that didn’t play well in the peacetime America of 1927.


The book was rewritten by Morrie Ryskind, who had attended Townsend Harris High School with Ira. The cheese was replaced by chocolate, but it’s hard to imagine that made much of a difference, though Ira said that the sweeter confection mirrored a sweeter book. (The opening number from 1927, “Fletcher’s American Cheese Choral Society,” became “Fletcher’s American Chocolate Choral Society” in the 1930 version.) The show still made its political points but not with a sledgehammer. The revised version moved from Boston through New Haven and arrived in New York in January 1930, where it ran for 191 performances at the Times Square Theatre.
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Original program cover for Strike Up the Band at the Times Square Theater, 1930.





There is some very rare newsreel footage of George playing “Strike Up the Band” in 1929, when the reworked show was trying out on its second run. George is playing the famous refrain as accompaniment while the chorus girls do a “buck dance,” a kind of cross between a shuffle and a tap routine. He plays the march with dazzling precision and rapidity. Any footage of George playing is a gift and this piece is a particular treasure, as you’ll never hear anyone play “Strike Up the Band” the way its creator could. (Kay Swift recalled hearing George play it at a party one night in the very difficult key of F sharp, just for a lark. It was still letter-perfect.) George wrote a solo piano variation for his 1932 songbook, one of a number of versions of the song that we have. I like the original harmonies George wrote, and when they are missing, the song isn’t always musically as interesting to me. It is thus with many Gershwin creations. They sound best as set by the composer.


“STRIKE UP THE BAND” (the song) enjoyed a number of reworkings. In the 1940 movie version, producer Arthur Freed took George and Ira’s song and built a Busby Berkeley production number around it with Mickey Rooney and Judy Garland as the stars. The movie had nothing to do with war and included none of the other songs or any of the book from the stage show.


Ira rewrote the lyric a couple of times over the next fifteen years to bring the song up to date with what was going on in the world. In 1927, the original song went as noted on this chapter’s opening spread. In 1940, with Europe under the Nazi cosh and the United States making up its mind about whether to join the war, Ira felt the “pastime / last time” rhyme in the verse might sound unpatriotic, so he changed the verse:


We hope there’ll be no other war,


But if we are forced into one—


The flag that we’ll be fighting for


Is the red and white and blue one!


In 1942, America was in the war full force and the conditional sense of that lyric was abandoned.


Again the Hun is at the gate


For his customary pastime;


Again he sings his Hymn of Hate—


But we’ll make this time the last time!


There’s not much satire in that.


Ira also adapted the song for another martial but slightly less lethal pursuit than war: football. In 1936, when George and Ira were in Hollywood working on the movie Shall We Dance, UCLA asked them to write a marching band song for their football team. The brothers adapted “Strike Up the Band” into “Strike Up the Band for UCLA.” The 250-strong UCLA Bruins band still plays it.


We’re Sons and Daughters of the Bear,


We’re the California Bruins;


We fight the foe and do and dare,


And the foe is left in ruins!


For their trouble, George and Ira received season tickets for UCLA football games. Ira lived a long and fruitful life, so the song’s “royalty” turned out to be a good deal: they were very good seats, which he used for a very long time—he would occasionally go to games or give the tickets to friends. When Ira died, the tickets stopped coming. Ira’s widow, Leonore (who was usually known as Lee), had a fit and the tickets reappeared. She kept receiving them until she died.


THERE WAS ONE FURTHER rewrite of the lyric of “Strike Up the Band,” which Ira did not undertake and did not like. I wrote about this episode at length in my autobiography, so I’ll tell the story quickly here. In 1982, I agreed to represent Ira’s interests on what started out to be a revival of George and Ira’s Funny Face, which was later called My One and Only. It had Tommy Tune and Twiggy as stars, initially under the direction of Peter Sellars, who was fired after the opening night in Boston. There were a lot of problems with the production. Everything was supposed to sound like 1927, but in many places it didn’t. “’S Wonderful,” for example, was rearranged with a completely inauthentic ragtime countermelody that was wildly anachronistic and removed George’s delightful ascending bass line, yet only seemed to bother me.


Then there was “Strike Up the Band,” which was the finale for the first act. Ira didn’t want the song in the show in the first place—it hadn’t been in Funny Face, and if he allowed Gershwin songs to appear randomly in shows, he believed it might hurt the chances of reviving those other musicals in their original form. But the producers got what they wanted. The song was in. Then, for purposes of the plot, Tommy Tune changed the lyric. Originally it went:


Hear the cymbals ring!


Calling one and all!


To the martial swing


Strike up the band!


This show had nothing martial about it, so Tommy wanted to lose the martial swing and sing “Calling one and all” twice. When I told Ira, he said, “Oh, my God, this is terrible. It ruins the rhyme scheme.” So he wrote a new line, “Now’s the time to swing.” But Tommy didn’t want to use Ira’s line, and the last iteration of the song heard on Broadway was one that displeased the lyricist.


I tried to defend Ira’s position until I came to be seen as a meddlesome presence around the production. For Ira, who spent hours, days, and years perfecting his art, such lyrical changes were a matter of pride, craft, and history. After I was on the wrong end of a tirade by Tommy Tune (who was also under tremendous pressure as codirector to create a hit), Ira’s wife, Lee, said to me, “If you keep insisting on these things, they’re going to lose their star and then they’re going to be in big trouble. So we can’t interfere with them; we have to give them what they want.” Ira never knew that it was actually his wife who prevented some of his wishes from being reinforced, yet she always lived by a certain code and absolutely believed that she was doing what was right for the show, feeling that it was more important to have a hit than to deny anything the producers asked for when they were in trouble. I felt differently in that it seemed a compromise should have been possible, but it wasn’t, without her support.


I kept trying to steer the show away from what I perceived to be a mauling of George and Ira’s work, but when I tried to persuade them to take snippets of Rhapsody in Blue and the Concerto in F out of “Kickin’ the Clouds Away,” I got another earful. Finally the show’s orchestrator colorfully told me, in the bar of the Copley Plaza, to get out of town. Eventually Ira threw up his hands and said, “Let them do their worst.”


In fairness, I have to note that My One and Only was a big hit. I should also mention that Tommy Tune and I have become friends again. In retrospect, I can better understand both sides of the argument. Tommy, perhaps justifiably, felt that I was treading on his creativity, and I’m sure everyone was frustrated that I was creating an obstacle when they needed to focus on saving their show. My argument was, if the show was truly meant to be a celebration of Gershwin, then it was essential that it sounded authentic. The new version irritated Ira because it was unrepresentative of him, and certain participants kept invoking his name, especially for publicity purposes, while not respecting his work. My apologies to Irving Berlin, but not everything about show business is indeed “appealing.”


Ira was not an absolutist about his songs—he would make a change—but it had to be well done. For the 1934 show Life Begins at 8:40 that he co-wrote with E. Y. “Yip” Harburg to Harold Arlen’s music, there’s a song called “Let’s Take a Walk Around the Block.” The song includes a section that goes “And then in Caracas / On a jackass, / We’ll sit and ride around the block.” The rhyme of “Caracas” and “jackass” is inspired, but Bing Crosby wasn’t allowed to sing it on the radio. So someone changed it to “. . . in Mexico / On a burro” with “Mexico” pronounced “Meh-ico.” Ira was very upset by that because it didn’t rhyme. And, of course, a jackass is a real animal—it’s a male donkey—but I guess the radio censor, perhaps too closely resembling the animal in question, was a little too imaginative to allow that to pass.


Ira was always most comfortable and fulfilled when he was able to work with George, an inspired and inspiring collaborator. As the writing of “Strike Up the Band” demonstrates, George and Ira’s was a full and equal partnership that challenged their creativity and brought out the brilliant best in both men.


MORE THAN FORTY YEARS after George’s death, Ira was still protective of his brother and their work. They were closer to each other on an emotional level than they were to anyone else. The only thing they didn’t talk about was George’s love life. He had other friends to discuss that with, and Ira knew but didn’t want to know about it.


The bond between the brothers was so strong that it even startled them at times. When working on a song they shared a musical shorthand that made them feel deeply connected in a mystical way. Ira talked of the creation of “A Foggy Day” and how, when he suggested an “Irish verse,” George instantly played a strain on the piano that was perfection itself and felt like it was plucked from the inspiration that radiated from Ira’s imagination. They would sometimes speak the same phrase at the same time and laugh at the shared moment. They were in so many ways, to quote Ira, “two halves of a whole.”


Ira was the first to recognize what George had—he knew his brother was a genius from the moment George sat down at the new family piano and showed he already knew how to play. Ira saw beyond George’s bravado and understood what made his brother tick. And although he considered George to be light-years ahead of him talent-wise, Ira wanted to work with him. From the time they started writing together, Ira protectively—and sometimes jealously—maintained his partnership with George, even after George was gone. In 1978, lyricist Yip Harburg (“Brother, Can You Spare a Dime”; “It’s Only a Paper Moon”; The Wizard of Oz), who’d been friends with Ira since high school, wrote Ira a letter saying his dream had always been to write with George; he asked if Ira would allow him to take some of George’s unpublished melodies and write lyrics for them. It was a beautifully constructed and eloquent plea. Ira was very upset by this request. He wasn’t about to allow Yip to write with George. That was still Ira’s domain and was the one thing that he owned unequivocally and uniquely. It simply would have been too painful to let Yip near George’s music, and to add to it, Yip was still working creatively in his eighties, while Ira had given it up decades earlier.


George looked upon Ira as his equal even if Ira always insisted that George get the lion’s share of the money they earned together. The customary split was 50:50 but Ira saw to it that George got more. Ira was content to stay in the background and even demanded it. Ira’s focus was on glorifying George. He wanted other people to recognize the breadth of his genius in the same way he did. He truly felt George deserved more money. He was proud of his brother’s rapid ascent, even when he was still handing out towels in the St. Nicholas bathhouse and George had a show on Broadway. Their love for each other was complex and deep.
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