Approaching

Rhapsody in Blue

Arguably the most famous piece in the
jazz-influenced gente, Rhapsody in Blue
was cornmissioned by Paul Whiteman for
a concert entitled "An Experiment in
Modern Music” on 12th February 1924
The orchestration was made by Ferde
Grofé, who was one of Whiteman’s
arrangers, and drew on the mult-
instrumental capabilities of Whiteman'’s
reed playeis. The piece was later re-
orchestrated for symphony orchestra, but
it is the original band version that
concerns us here. For more detail on all
aspects of the piece, I highly recommend
David Schiff’s book published in the
Cambridge Music Handbooks series

Due to the rapid speed with which
Rhapsody in Blue was composed and
orchestrated (Gershwin apparently only
began work on the commission having
read a newspaper repott announcing it in
January), the original manuscript score of
the band version of Rhapsody in Blue is
1ather sketchy. A facsimile of the score is
published by Warner Brothers, and shows
Grofé’s use of shorthand rather than
writing out repeated passages, indicating
that this was a working document rather
than a fair copy Also notable is that the
score is dated 4th February, just over a
week before the first performance The
piano part, which was probably partially
improvised by Gershwin at the first
performance, is only roughly represented
in the scote The details that we now
expect as part of the piece are often
missing and one entire cadenza (before
the central stow section) is not written out
at all, merely giving the direction to the
conductor to ‘wait for nod”.

The subsequent number of printed
versions in which the Rhapsody exists
causes problems when trying to define the
precise identity of the piece, and has given
importance to vatious recordings in
preserving the detail and sense of the
work Recording has always played an
important role in preserving and
disseminating performance practice in
jazz, an otally based and improvisational

art form In the case of Rhapsody in Blue
recording has played a vital part in the
ongoing development of the work in
performance, to the extent that certain
features of the work seem to have
originated almost entirely from recorded
rather than notated soutces A famous
example of this is the opening, which was
petformed by clarinettist Ross Gorman as
a glissando as a joke in trehearsal.
Gershwin, however, liked the sound and
instructed Gorman to perform the theme
with as much of a wail as possible at the
premicre (Schiff, 1992:102) The glissando
is not indicated on the score produced by
Grofé but is present in the early
recordings of the piece

Similatly, recordings have clearly
influenced the progressive standard-
isation of interpretations of the central
slow section (Andante moderato) of the
piece, described by Schiff as ‘the most
famous melody in twentieth century
concert music” (1992:22), which is rarely

played as written today The piano rolls
that Gershwin made of the piece, in which
he performed both the solo and ensemble
parts {issued in 1927 buf probably made in
1925 and now available as CD) transfers)
demonstrate free use of 7ubato where the
tempo varies constantly and widely
However, in most modern petformances
the first two bars of the theme are usually
performed at half the speed of the
following six bars in which the counter-
melody appears, a practice that Schiff
suggests appears to have resulted from
crude mechanisation of the rubato in
Gershwin's petformances (1997:22)

The recording of the Rhapsedy made by
Michael Tilson Thomas in which
Gershwin ‘performs’ the solo piano part
through a playback of the piano roll using
a modern pianola equivalent may be
regarded as the most ‘authentic’ modern
recording of the piece But even here, there
is a typical ‘mechanised’ interpretation of
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the initial part of the Andante moderato
section performed by the ensemble alone
(not following the way in which Gershwin
performed this futti section on the original
piano roll). Hence, when ‘Gershwin’
enters in the repetition of the melody the
tempo almost doubles and the band has to
conform to his flamboyant rubato. This
performance can sound uncomfortable in
the tutti sections with piano, as the band
races to keep up with Gershwin, and the
concept has the inherent flaw that a solo
recording has been transported into an
ensemble context.

Indeed, recordings made by Gershwin
with the Paul Whiteman Band provide
evidence that Gershwin performed
the piece differently with a band
accompaniment Such performances
suggest that the slow section should be
interpreted as a foxtrot (a popular dance
of the day) in 2/2 (Schiff, 1997:23), albeit
with some flexibifity in recognition that
the Rhapsody is a jazz-influenced concert
piece rathet than actual dance music. This
is an important distinction, as in the 1920s
the very nomenciature of the decade - the
jazz age’ - indlicates that jazz was not only
popular music but also an aesthetic
movement that permeated to the core of
society As jazz rose to prominence and
extreme universal popularity in the ‘jazz
age’ of the 1920s, it became the sounditack
not only to the underground clubs and
bars of America, but also in Furope and as
an important influence on both high art
and mainstream culture. It is this
atmosphere that T believe Gershwin’s
Rhapsody expresses so wonderfully It is
clearly not an accurate representation of
jazz of the period, and does not preserve
history like a photograph or recording It

 Itbecame the sounditrack not only to
. the underground clubs and bars of
 America, but also in Europe and as an
~ important influence on both high art
- and mainstream culture

does, however, cleaily express the spirit of
the ‘jazz age’ seen through the eyes of this
composer and as such is fundamentally
authentic as a personal expression

Often, additonal contextual research is




necessary to provide greater depth of
understanding of the petformance style
that we might encounter on recordings in
which composers perform or conduct
their own music The development of
recording technology in the twentieth
century has allowed us unprecedented
access to many composers petforming
and conducting their own work It is
tempting to give such documentary
evidence unequivocal importance as the
‘authentic” readings of the work to which
we should aspire in our own
performances However, although it is
possible to replicate the details of a
recording exactly (‘authentically’) this
does not necessarily ensure a convincing
performance - it may be historically
accurate but dull!

In addition, it may be argued that since
time has elapsed since the original
petformance, whilst it may be re-
performed physically it is actually
impossible to replicate aesthetically, as it
will be tainted by our new knowledge and
experiences as performers and audience
Interestingly Tilson Thomas, in a later
recording of Rhapsody in Blue with
orchestra in which he performs the piano
part himself, reverts wholesale to a typical
romantic interpretation. As Schiff points
out, ‘it seems hard for any performers, no
matter how historically informed, to give
up the full-blown romantic approach to
the theme in favour of a more authentic
rendition that usually sounds saccharine”
(1992:68) It seems that Tilson Thomas’
later interpretation, although it may be
critficised for a lack of historical
authenticity is arguably more authentic
emotionally Thus, it seems that the most
sensible approach is to use ‘authentic’
sources such as composer’s recordings in
our preparation for performances to help
us to produce an interpretation that is
faithful to the score and the composer’s
intention (as far as this can be determined)
but yet we must remain true to our own
creativity and integrity as musicians

In jazz, the phenomenon of
petformer/composer is extremely
common, as many musicians compose
their own material and improvisation,
which may be regarded as a form of
composing, is inherent in the style As a
result, recordings and, of course, live
performances are obviously extremely
useful sources when learning about jazz,
Although the practice of “sitting in” jazz
bands and learning from other musicians
on the job is less commeon today, jazz
musicians continue to copy other
musicians, often to the extent of
transcribing and learning improvised

solos from recordings. Ideally, these
vatious influences should be absorbed
into a musician’s personal style. For
musicians beginning to play in jazz and
popular styles, listening is an important
aspect of the learning process. Through
using jazz recordings to absorb stylistic
elements, musicians are already engaged
in responding to aural stimuli that is a
basis for successful jazz performances
Recordings allow easy access to the
largely un-notatable aspects of the music,
particularly the various different “feels’
and ‘grooves’ and analysis of improvised
material can yield melodic ideas and
structural concepts for creating solos
I'have found recordings invaluable
when working with Dr Jazz and the
Cheshire Cats, both as a stimulus for
improvisation and familiarity with
various styles, but also more directly as an
nsight into the pieces that are currently
being rehearsed Publishers such as
Warner Bros provide a recording of the

piece when the set of parts is purchased.
have found that it is useful, patticularly
for the thythm section, to be jable to hear

the piece prior to the rehearsql This goes
against the traditional method of a
conductor forming an interpretation
through working with the score, which is
then communicated to the players in
rehearsal However, I believe that with the
quality and quantity of recordings
available today, recordings in all genres,
but particularly popular genres, often
become part of the history of that work
and critical evaluation of recorded
petformances can be important in helping
us to find ow own reading of a piece. In
addition, the big band conductor, and to
an extent the community ensemble
conductor, is more accurately a director,
providing the necessary resources and
guidance to facilitate the performances of
the group, and this may well include
recordings as a supplement to rehearsal
time.

Whilst the big band is the most
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conventional ensemble format for jazz,
and as indicated earlier, is easy to form
from within a pre-existing wind ensemble,
it has been criticised for the lack of creative
improvisation possibilities and stylistic
variation. For this reason, it may be
desirable for big band players to listen to
recordings from other areas of the genre to
broaden their knowledge and awareness
Jazz has evolved into a musical style in
which eclecticism is itself a significant
feature, hence jazz may be considered
mote as an approach to the handling of
these materials Indeed, attempts to define
jazz precisely as a musical style can be
extremely problematic to the point of
being a pointless exercise. Jazz has a
peculiar history in which a conventional
linear view fails to acknowledge the
continuation of forms even though new
ones have evolved For example, the be-
bop movement pioneered by musicians
such as Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie
failed to entirely wipe out the big bands
popular in the 1930s and 1940s; and
traditional or ‘Dixieland’ jazz remains
popular all over the world almost a
hundred years since its formation.
Modern big band and jazz-influenced
wind ensemble compositions may draw
on any and many aspects of the relatively
brief but yet continually evolving history
of jazz, and hence an understanding and
acquaintance with these different forms of
jazz is clearly desirable

Bibliography

(1987} George Gershwin

Rhapsody in Blue Commemorative Facsinile Edition

(Warner Bros )

Schiff, D {1992)

Gershevin Rhapsody in Blue

(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press)

Sudhalter, R (1999)
Last Chords: White Musicians and their
contribution to fazz 1915-1945

{New York, Oxford University Press)

Rhodes, C (1994)
Primitivism and Modern Art
(London, Thames and Hudson)

Discography

The Jazz Album

(Simmon Rattle /London Sinfonietta)
EMICDC 747991 2

Gerstawin plays Gershwin: The Piano Rolls
Elecktra Nonesuch 7559-79287-2

Paul Whiteman: The King of Jazz
ASV Living Era CD AJA 5170

Preliides, Fugues and Riffs: Jazz in Classical Music
(NPR Milestones of the Millennizim)

[contains Gershwin/Tilson Thomas version of
Rhapsedy in Blue]

Sony SMK 61657

Gershwin: Rhapsody in Blue et
[Tilson Thomas, piano/conductor]
Sony SMK 60028





<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /NA
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /NA
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


