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Streisand’s Chronology




1942 Barbara Joan Streisand born, in Brooklyn, New York, to be educated in public schools through graduation from Erasmus Hall High. Her father dies in her infancy, and her mother, Diana, takes up with Louis Kind, a stepfather out of a crummy fairy tale, verbally abusing BJS when not ignoring her altogether.

1957 and 1960 BJS has a taste of professional acting in upstate New York in summer stock, first interning at the Malden Bridge Playhouse, then turning professional at the Cecilwood Playhouse.

1960 Determined to become an actress, BJS nevertheless takes an informal course in The Great American Songbook, learning repertory from actor Barry Dennen (her first lover) and arranger-accompanist Peter Daniels. Dennen tapes Streisand’s vocals—from Harold Arlen to Walt Disney Silly Symphony—and keeps the tapes when the couple breaks up.

1960–1961 BJS introduces her song act in increasingly major New York clubs—the grungy Lion, the spiffy Bon Soir, the prestigious Blue Angel—meanwhile emphasizing the unique in respelling her first name. Barbra: the only one.

1961–1963 BJS enjoys a pride of notable television appearances, from Mike Douglas’ afternoon talk show to prime-time slots such as The Judy Garland Show, where the two are joined by Broadway’s belter-in-chief, Ethel Merman, in a now-fabled belt-off. Overall, the TV exposure reveals not only BJS’s talent but also her independence.On PM East, empaneled with producer David Susskind, BJS bluntly recalls how, in his agent days, he rudely blew off an appointment with her. In a much-quoted line, virtually a mission statement, she asks—tells—the stupefied Susskind, “I scare you, don’t I? I’m so far out, I’m in.”1

1962 BJS’s Broadway debut, in I Can Get It For You Wholesale. She becomes personally involved with the leading man, Elliott Gould, though they don’t marry till 1963 (and will divorce in 1971).

1962 BJS signs with what is to be her lifelong label, Columbia Records. More independence: the contract gives her complete artistic control.

1963 BJS is Cue Magazine’s Entertainer of the Year, a mark of absolute national prominence.

1964 More magazine covers: Time and Newsweek run BJS on their covers in recognition of her tour de force in Funny Girl, her second and final Broadway show. The ideal showcase, Funny Girl gives BJS a new-star-in-town triumph almost unprecedented in theatre history, comparable to the excitement created by Jeanne Eagels in the straight play Rain (1922), one of the few performances that can truly be termed legendary.

1966– As BJS’s recordings and solo television specials appear, she resists catering to the news media in the traditional show-biz manner, provoking a media fury that haunts her from then on. Rex Reed’s hit piece in the New York Times is typical, calling her “Barbra the terrible—rude, arrogant, anything but a lady.”2 Years later, he apologizes. BJS: “I had more respect for him when he hated me.”3

1966 Jason Emmanuel Gould, BJS’s only child, is born.

1967 A Happening in Central Park, a free concert before 135,000 people, expands BJS’s popularity on the national scene when most of it is televised a year later. The trash carted away during the four days after the concert takes in a Scrabble game, a Merry Widow corset, a Russian-English dictionary, a sterling-silver ice bucket, and the usual discarded unmentionables without which these events would be incomplete.

1968–1970 BJS’s first three movies are musicals, and Funny Girl wins her the Best Actress Oscar; Streisand’s first words are “Hello, Gorgeous,”4 her opening line from Funny Girl on both stage and screen. Her fourth film is a non-musical, bringing her closer to her determination to act rather than sing. The recordings, however, keep coming.

1969 With Paul Newman and Sidney Poitier (later joined by Steve McQueen and Dustin Hoffman), BJS forms First Artists, to produce movies as she produces her records, with complete artistic control. Again, independence is the key concern. The outfit lasts for some ten years, yielding twenty-three films, three with BJS.

1969–1970 With new folk- and Beatles-influenced pop writing overwhelming the traditional American Songbook, BJS attempts to adopt current styles, first in the unpersuasive What About Today?, then in the happily conclusive Stoney End. “I don’t feel it,” BJS says at first. “It isn’t me.”5 Me is Rodgers and Hart, Harold Arlen, and—the caption for this upheaval in pop music—“As Time Goes By.” Still, the change in repertory, from What About Today?’s sometimes stark or gritty numbers to a more lyrical pop sound on Stoney End, creates a wedding of singer and song. Suddenly, it’s me.

1971–1973 Filming The Touch with his usual players and, als Gast, Elliott Gould, Ingmar Bergman meets BJS and is struck by a thought: a movie version of The Merry Widow starring BJS. Bergman has enjoyed a whopping hit staging the operetta in 1954 in Malmö, Sweden, and now seeks to preserve his vision of the piece, though how BJS will negotiate a role for a classically trained soprano is anyone’s guess. Still, here is a rare chance for BJS to appear in a film by a universally acknowledged High Maestro of the art. But she requests script revisions, and Bergman abruptly terminates the project.

1973 BJS makes The Way We Were, the ultimate glamour-star film, with Robert Redford. A thorny romance about two strong personalities who must part because of incongruent worldviews, it is sabotaged when its director, panicking after an unappreciated preview, cuts out the movie’s political content. Yet it remains one of BJS’s great roles, the first to exploit her versatility.

1973–1984 Hair-salon entrepreneur Jon Peters partners BJS. In an apparent surrender of her hard-won independence, she brings Peters into her career as both recording and film producer. This is the time of ButterFly, BJS’s least impressive disc, and of A Star Is Born, a critical fiasco but her highest-grossing movie to this point. The word goes out in Hollywood: “Shoot Streisand singing six numbers and we’ll make sixty million,”6 regardless of the quality of the film itself.

1979–1981 Barbra Quarterly, an elaborately produced color magazine, is devoted to the Streisand mythos, a manifestation of the power of show-biz stardom in America.

1983–2012 BJS auteurs and stars in Yentl, the most independent—and personal—of all her projects, an obsession she has nurtured for more than ten years. Later, The Prince Of Tides and The Mirror Has Two Faces affirm BJS’s gifts as a director, though establishment Hollywood resists supporting her. Because she’s a woman? Because she has never played the flatterbox with the giveme-givemes? You choose. Later movie jobs, except for her excellent performance in the difficult Nuts, fail to arouse enthusiasm.

1985 The Broadway Album marks Streisand’s return to the repertory she started with, featuring songs by Jerome Kern, the Gershwins, Rodgers and Hammerstein, Frank Loesser, and, especially, Stephen Sondheim. He supplies new lyrics to change the autobiographical subtext of “Putting It Together” from his story to hers, to show how BJS’s artistic control of her albums doesn’t protect her from interference by Columbia’s suits.

1986 BJS returns to live performance in One Voice, on the grounds of her Malibu estate, with a small band and guest second voice Barry Gibb, as a benefit for political causes. Admission, at $5,000 a couple, is limited to 500 seats, and the program emphasizes BJS’s standards, from “People” to “Evergreen.” HBO tapes the concert, which then goes to home video.

1986–1996 BJS holds an option on Larry Kramer’s AIDS play The Normal Heart. This is in effect Kramer’s Yentl, a highly personal work, and Streisand collaborates with Kramer on the screenplay. But these two highly self-directed egos clash, and after ten years Streisand allows the option to lapse as she prepares to direct and star in the romantic comedy The Mirror Has Two Faces. In a Variety interview, Kramer complains that “she was all set to make [a film] about a worldwide plague, and … switches to a film about a woman who gets a face-lift.”7 Feeling betrayed, BJS announces that she “will no longer be involved with the project.”8

1993–1994 BJS makes her first live singing appearance to the general public in twenty-one years, in Las Vegas. She then takes the show on tour, to England, California, and New York. The net is some $60 million, not counting supplemental earnings from an HBO special.

1998 After a career decorated with romantic liaisons, with Pierre Trudeau, Don Johnson, Andre Agassi, ice-cream mogul Richard Baskin, and others, BJS marries for only the second time. The groom is television and movie actor James Brolin.

1999 On the New Year’s Eve of the predicted Y2K calamity power glitch, BJS gives the Timeless concert, in Las Vegas. Attendees are presented with thin little red-and-white flashlights bearing a silver commemorative seal, just in case.

2003 In a celebrated escapade, BJS appears on Oprah Winfrey’s show, a gala confrontation (not for the first time, either) of the two most powerful women in America. Streisand wins, with a blitz of her beloved white. She’s dressed in it up to the turtleneck, she sings “Smile” backed by stills of her late little white dog, she brings on her new little white Coton de Tuléar puppy, and then reveals that she had Oprah’s staff paint her mic white.

2003 BJS inadvertently gives birth to a concept that becomes a thing: the Streisand Effect. This describes an attempt to deflect attention (here from an aerial photograph of her Malibu estate, part of a series of more than 10,000 such shots of the California coastline) that ends only in attracting attention. Few have seen the picture in question till Streisand’s complaint; it then goes viral.

2012–the present BJS plans a new film adaptation of Gypsy, starring as Madam Rose. But no studio backs the project; the meme of “Streisand singing six numbers” may no longer guarantee a huge profit. In 2017, on National Public Radio, when asked about current projects, BJS speaks of two subjects, the young Catherine the Great of Russia and the Life photographer Margaret Bourke-White. Still, the mythos of youth and independence yields to the autumn of lost time and missed opportunities. Madam Rose, which might have been BJS’s greatest movie role in something like 1990, is apparently never to be.









On Streisand





An Introduction to Streisand’s Life and Work

I became a singer,” she has famously said, “because I couldn’t get a job as an actor.”9

The two vocations, separately and together, have characterized her career. Streisand started as a singer, but within a short time she was on Broadway, acting and singing, and her movie work (in straight drama, comedy, and musicals) has coexisted with her vocal discs all the way along. On the other hand, none of her movies is thought to stand in the top class of American cinema, while she is arguably the greatest popular singer America has ever produced.

It was a rough childhood, as so often with artists: a father who died in her infancy, an older brother, a mother of too limited cultural background to understand her daughter’s talent and drive, a much younger half-sister, and a loathsome stepfather who finally abandoned the family during Streisand’s early teens. It was Brooklyn; it was the mid-1950s; it was a working-class world in which young people with a yen to break out of this quotidien normality were discouraged as a rule. On the Inside the Actors Studio television show on March 21, 1994, Streisand recalled her mother’s insisting that her daughter give up her show-business ambitions and take a steady job as an office typist—the reason, Streisand then joked, she grew her famous fingernails, as long as Turandot’s. She couldn’t type, so she had to become a performer.

Some parents are like that. It’s not because they somehow can’t imagine the excitement in embarking on a career in the arts. Nor is it about financial security, though they pretend it is. It’s because they don’t like you, and your dreams of joining the leadership class of unique individuals irritate them. They say they want you happy, but they don’t. They want you under their control.

No amount of success will persuade them that you made the right life’s choice, either. When Streisand won the Best Actress Oscar for Funny Girl (in a tie with Katharine Hepburn, highly exclusive company), all her mother cared about was her attire. True, Streisand was in an outlandish pantsuit with a vaguely see-through quality. But it’s not about a dress, mom. It’s about winning the Oscar.

Thus, Streisand had to summon up her self-belief all on her own. It’s a challenge many fail to meet, creating instead unstable defenses that impede their ability to succeed. However, Streisand created a defense of simple determination that was leading her forward even in high school. Legend tells us that the teenaged Streisand was already cultivating the highly nonconformist image she became known for, but her biographer Randall Riese tracked down a few of Streisand’s classmates and faculty at Erasmus Hall, and they affirm Riese’s view of the young Streisand as a more or less typical high-school kid—smart, able, and pleasant.

She was in choral club, not surprisingly. Yet not a single one of the many Streisand books records her as having taken part in any dramatics. This is all but unbelievable considering that Streisand was already determined to get into acting.* But then, Streisand may have avoided school plays because she was already a professional, having interned at fifteen in summer stock and, three years later, played Hortense in The Boy Friend at salary. It was just a supporting role, as the maid at the Villa Caprice, a French finishing school for young ladies of rank. But Hortense has the first moments of the show to herself and even gets a song, “It’s Nicer In Nice.”

So Streisand was, to put it lightly, On Her Way. And she had mentors, first of all actor Barry Dennen, who introduced her to the golden age of popular song, in recordings by Ethel Waters, Libby Holman, Billie Holiday, Mabel Mercer, and even Charles Trenet. A sort of latter-day Maurice Chevalier, Trenet toyed with as much as delivered the music, in a dualistic style that managed to dwell within the song while standing apart from it—a quality Streisand herself would occasionally use, especially in comic numbers. Thus, Streisand doesn’t “become” Second Hand Rose, though the piece was written to be sung autobiographically. Instead, Streisand observes Rose at a remove, singing inside scare quotes. It’s supposed to be a lament—poor Rose gets nothing but hand-me-downs—yet Streisand makes it merry. However, in more dramatic solos, Streisand does the opposite and personifies the lyrics. In the torch song “Cry Me a River,” we hear how she feels about the lover who abandoned her—Dennen himself, according to their friends at the time, for the two had become intimate. This isn’t “woe is me” torch; this is revenge torch. As a Dennen-Streisand confidant told Streisand biographer James Spada, “She’s not acting in that song, she’s feeling it.”10

The singers on Dennen’s records were feeling it, too, contradicting the prevailing pop-singing style of the 1950s, which favored an above all smooth delivery—expressive, to be sure, but avoiding extremes. The long-playing discs had replaced the 78 as recently as 1948, so everyone was enjoying the novelty of listening to recorded music without having to get up and change the disc after three or four minutes. So the vocal recital became useful as background music, whether for tête-à-têtes or a bustling party: singing that promised no distraction. Performers thus had to oblige with renditions as even as cream. Think of Doris Day, Jo Stafford, Gordon MacRae: wonderful music-makers but not music-actors. Their torch didn’t slash with anger; their comic novelties were lighthearted rather than zany.

So Dennen’s discs showed the young Streisand how much she could get out of a song—as long as she broke away from the style of the day and probed a song’s meaning. There was something behind the notes, inside the words, and she had to tear the material apart and put it back together personally, liberating her feelings as she swept through the melody and the verbal cues. Day, Stafford, and MacRae had a good relationship with their numbers, no more. Streisand, however, created a boundary tension between her songs and herself.

Further, Streisand’s first steady accompanist, Peter Daniels, let her adapt each number to her own uses in purely musical terms, to sing not straight off the sheet music but in unique arrangements. And there was an acting coach, Allan Miller, and a manager, Martin Erlichman, who forged Streisand’s early career. He got her from humdrum gigs to Columbia Records, from Broadway to Hollywood, and on from there to now (with one long, unhappy break which we will learn about presently). All four men contributed to Streisand’s first public manifestations, in what she did and how she did it.

However, Streisand knew how to present herself as a personality without help from others. She preferred—insisted upon—the offbeat. Her dress revived the castoff finery of vanished eras, the kind of thing found on the rack in New York’s plentiful line of thrift shops. Bob Schulenberg, an early Streisand associate, told James Spada that the first time Schulenberg met Streisand she was wearing “a new cherry-red velvet skirt … chocolate-brown nylon stockings and gold-lamé and red satin strap 1927 shoes. Her top was a gold, silver, and cherry-red brocade with big square-cut Elizabethan sleeves.” The accessories—necklaces, bracelets, and earring—were all glass. Schulenberg concluded with “She looked like a weird Vogue illustration from the twenties. I was fascinated.”11

Matching this was Streisand’s verbal tone, not the suave and accommodating approach recommended to on-the-rise talent but a jokey, sarcastic, mock-feisty Brooklyn rap. Or there was the drolly fantastical element in Streisand’s early biographical blurbs (“Born in Madagascar … ”) or simply dropping the redundant “a” in her given name. It was all part of the Streisand act, one might say, except it reflected her worldview as it was while her colleagues were trying to fit into the categories that show business tries to impose on newcomers—bewildered maiden, manly sweetheart, cagey sidekick, and so on, going all the way back to the Victorians and their Singing Chambermaid and Heavy Father. Producers (and others with ultimate power) don’t like original talent until these originals somehow break through as forces of nature. Then these same producers genuflect before the originals and try to order up imitations.

Defying the norms can sabotage one’s advance, but Streisand’s singing made her, to some, irresistible—and certain of those autocratic producers found her unpredictable patter engaging. When local television stations started PM East (in New York) and PM West (in Los Angeles) to rival The Tonight Show, then hosted by Jack Paar, in the same time slot, there was no chance they could compete with his model in terms of big-name talent. (It was not a question of money, because Paar paid scale; it was the national exposure he could offer his guests.) However, PM East’s host, Mike Wallace, and his team were smart enough to look for out-of-the-way company. “We needed something alive, human,”12 the show’s executive producer, Mert Koplin, told another Streisand biographer, René Jordan. This show wanted to avoid the canned show-biz palaver and go for personalities with tang.

And that, truly, was Streisand, “though,” Koplin recalled, “she was wearing a basic burlap bag and looked like a disreputable Judith Anderson.”13 Still, her chat was ingenuous, so far from the practiced schmooze of The Tonight Show that it could be called crazy. And her singing was a wonderful shock to those who didn’t already know how good she was.

One night, Wallace raised the question of Streisand’s purse, which, he said, she had dropped. One of the show’s staff had retrieved it, and Wallace was curious about all the keys found inside. There was the sum of thirty cents in it as well:

streisand (comically):  It better have thirty cents in it.14

But the keys, she explained, let her into various apartments and offices where she could crash, as she didn’t have a fixed abode (except her mother’s place in Brooklyn, to which death would be preferable). Yes, she was quite open about it. And then, said Wallace, “They’re telling us from the control room … that they’d like another song,”15 and at the piano Peter Daniels had already started the intro.

To “Moon River.” The theme song of the Breakfast At Tiffany’s movie, a Johnny Mercer lyric on Henry Mancini’s melody, it showed Streisand’s gifts as what used to be called a “jazz singer,” with a free elaboration of the written notes, plenty of back-phrasing, a slight touch of wailing, and an overall sense of improvisation to give the listener the feeling that the vocalist is reformatting his or her interpretation to suit the mood of the moment.*

Streisand was then nineteen years old, and where she derived her technical command is a mystery. (Some of the very greatest opera singers, too, such as Rosa Ponselle and Franco Corelli, did not complete conventional academic vocal study.) Barry Dennen opened up her repertory and Peter Daniels may have revealed to her the musical structure of a number. But this “Moon River”—and all the other specialties of Streisand’s early catalogue, from the wistful “A Sleepin’ Bee” to her jiving “Lover, Come Back To Me”—give us a vocalist who owes nothing to the many singers Dennen played for her. Streisand’s approach is comparable to theirs only in its freedom. This is a style rather than a method, a theorem that can’t be proved.

Perhaps it’s comparable to the way Streisand avoided the mellow emptiness, the studied flatterbox charm of show-biz chit-chat in her PM East talk segments: she didn’t know how to converse about nothing. Those keys in her purse were how she was living then, a vagabond toting a folding cot. So she didn’t speak of merry adventures in the world of entertainment. She spoke of how she lived and what she thought.

And that was great for PM East’s need to stake out territory in the avant-garde. Still, such unvarnished honesty put many people off, because it was so … honest. There was much talk as well about Streisand’s looks (including from Streisand herself) as being unsuitable for a major career as a singer, an actress, a movie star. It was even written into her first roles, as with Funny Girl: “To tell the truth, it hurt my pride,” Streisand sang on returning from her honeymoon, “the groom was prettier than the bride.”

Yet I wonder if people were reacting to not her physical appearance but rather her behavior and attire. Wasn’t it really Streisand’s unique approach to how she wanted to be perceived that was unsuitable? As I’ve said, people called her “special,” some in praise (for her talent) but some in blame for her unruly—or let’s say unpredictable—presentation. As photographs attest, Streisand was a perfectly nice-looking kid, and, once she gained stardom, she became the most photographed woman in history, a twentieth-century Cleopatra. The camera would catch her in every conceivable shot—standing on one foot under an umbrella and reading Sports Illustrated in a checked sports jacket with the collar turned up; in high fashion (white top, dark jacket and matching dark shorts over high white high-heeled boots) in a London park; sucking a lollipop in pigtails with a Topsy grin; posing with brother Sheldon and half-sister Roslyn or various co-stars and boy friends; making merry; being thoughtful or silly; embracing; insisting; imagining; modeling.

So there was no “looks” problem. There was a “special” problem that got called a “looks” problem because people didn’t know how to describe finding Streisand outlandish. “Different” wasn’t a genre yet: and Streisand was different. Not only because of the retro attire and flippant attitude, but because a nineteen-year-old isn’t supposed to be able to bring the soul and sophistication of maturity to her singing, till even the rustic lilt of “Moon River” becomes worldly wise, a hurt valentine of wonder and regret. For a New Yorker piece on singer Mel Tormé by Whitney Balliett, Tormé himself observed, “It’s a good idea to allow some small piece of unhappiness from your life to be a part of your work every night. It gives your singing depth.”16

Yes—but Streisand can as well get playful even in a torch number, so let us consider that aforementioned “Lover, Come Back To Me,” by Sigmund Romberg (with a bit of Tchaikofsky in the release) and Oscar Hammerstein, from the operetta The New Moon (1928). As Streisand sang it on the old Ed Sullivan variety hour, she explodes the original’s sentimentality with a roguishly physical delivery. Romberg marked the refrain as Più espressivo, ma sempre moderato (roughly “Expressive yet restrained”), but Streisand takes it at a whirlwind pace, jumping all around the written notes and words and feeling the music through her body.

She’s all arms and hands, hips and head, and even shades her eyes at one point to peer into the audience: has lover come back after all? Is he in the house? Now she’s leaning her head on her arm, all but throwing a line away; now she’s shaking from head to toe, forcing the melody out of her very being. The line “But love was old” turns into “But love … ooooold!,” and after the song’s final phrase she releases an “Ow!” with her head up and arms out. Such exuberance had not been heard since the swing era, for—I repeat—fifties mainstream pop was easygoing, its LP infrastructure used as background music in suburban living rooms.

Most arresting of these early television appearances is the “Happy Days Are Here Again” that Streisand sang in May of 1962 on The Garry Moore Show, a variety hour with a stock company (including Durwood Kirby, stuttering Marion Lorne, and a just breaking out Carol Burnett). Moore’s show had a regular feature called “That Wonderful Year,” saluting bygone tunes, and for Streisand’s guest stint the year was 1929, not only reviving “Happy Days” but making it the centerpiece of a seven-and-a-half-minute one-act play. Streisand appeared as a Park Avenue grandee strolling into a bar after hours, with chairs on the tables and all the customers gone. A young waiter reluctantly prepared a place for her, and she launched the number with new vocal material, written by the experts who thronged television in those days, to set up the “Happy Days” chorus. It was champagne that Streisand had come for, we learned in the new intro, to celebrate in expansive irony having lost everything in the Crash.

In her fur cape, her hair in a tasty bun-and-bangs do, Streisand was the very model of elegance, balanced by a democratic bonding with the waiter, whom she addressed (as show-biz tradition demands) as “Joe.” With no money left, Streisand offered Joe a diamond earring for a drink, but they pour on the stingy side in this bar; each glass is no more than a swallow. At Streisand’s “I’ll have another,” the waiter pointed to the other earring, and Streisand merrily surrendered it, finally starting “Happy Days” itself. The melody, originally meant as an up-tune, was newly presented as a loving ballad, as if Streisand was singing about a newfound lover. So the song no longer defies the Depression (the original verse began “So long, sad times”) but rises above it with aristocratic grace.

More champagne now, in exchange for Streisand’s two bracelets, and the cape netted her the whole bottle. As the music mounted, the orchestra sounded a bit of “Auld Lang Syne,” Streisand rose to the utmost of the belter’s range, an E (a tenth above middle C), and she cradled the bottle as the camera pulled back for the fadeout. To button the number, Moore, looking leftward from stage right, blew her an appreciative kiss.*

In the middle of all this, in the summer of 1962, Streisand had already reached Broadway, in a supporting role in I Can Get It For You Wholesale, and had walked away with the reviews (albeit in an ensemble mostly made of what we have to call distinguished has-beens). Clearly, it was time for her to sign a recording contract. Some labels had expressed interest, but Marty Erlichman wanted Columbia, the most prestigious firm after having seized the top spot from Victor by habilitating the long-playing disc to replace the cumbersome, all too destructible 78.**

However, Erlichman and Streisand would have to captivate the snooty head of Columbia’s Artists and Repertoire department, Goddard Lieberson. Decca’s Jack Kapp pioneered the Broadway cast album, but it was Lieberson, with Columbia’s advanced technical savvy backing him up, who made show recordings essential in the ID of the culturally informed middle class. Further, having persuaded the Columbia suits to capitalize My Fair Lady’s physical production, Lieberson made two fortunes for his outfit—the profits of the show itself and those of the recording, to that point the biggest seller in the history of music.

So Lieberson, in 1962 (the year My Fair Lady closed its Broadway run, after six-and-a-half years, unprecedented for a musical), was in effect his own record label, able to sign any artist at will. And Lieberson was well aware of Streisand, as Columbia had made the Wholesale album and also a spinoff, a studio reading of a comparable show, Pins and Needles (1937). Both bear music and lyrics by Harold Rome, both deal with labor-management problems in the Depression, and both are heavily Jewish in flavor. There is even one powerful Streisand link between them in that her celebrated solo in Wholesale, “Miss Marmelstein,” corresponds precisely with Pins and Needles’ “Nobody Makes a Pass at Me,” the comic lament of a lonely office worker who tries every beauty shortcut (“On Ry-Krisp I have thinned …”) without success. At that, Streisand’s performance on Columbia’s Pins and Needles was even funnier than her “Miss Marmelstein,” and it utterly erased the “Nobody” of its creator in the show’s original all-union cast, Millie Weitz (Local 22, Dressmakers) on her 78 single. So, to repeat for emphasis, Streisand was a central figure in the view through Goddard Lieberson’s windshield.

But there was a snag—typically, one created by Streisand’s self-absorption during the recording of the Wholesale cast album. James Spada, crediting the account to Wholesale’s conductor, Lehman Engel, tells how Streisand broke off in the middle of a take of “Miss Marmelstein” to announce that she didn’t like the arrangement and wanted it changed.17

This never happens. Not generally never or virtually never. Never. Show albums in those days were recorded at white heat all in a single Sunday right after the premiere, using—of course—the charts played in the theatre. Yet here was Streisand, heedless of tradition, the time-is-money aspect of show recording, and the very purpose of the cast album, making diva demands in an ensemble piece of which she was but a part. Lieberson, personally producing the disc, spoke privately to Streisand, and, whatever he said, the taping immediately resumed without incident.

Still, Lieberson would have been intensely unhappy with Streisand’s lack of esprit de corps, and that must be why he wanted to make the succeeding Pins and Needles album without her. Harold Rome interceded, however, and Lieberson gave in. But now he told Marty Erlichman that, as far as a Columbia contract for solo recitals was concerned, Streisand was—here’s that word again—too “special.”

What a useless euphemism! It means everything and nothing—and in fact there was another reason Lieberson didn’t want Streisand recording for Columbia: he already had a big-selling singer who excelled in the Broadway and Hollywood Golden Age repertory Streisand was highlighting in her club gigs—the Wagnerian soprano Eileen Farrell.

That’s not a jest. Farrell was the first great crossover singer, with an instrument capable of adjusting power from opera’s “dramatic soprano” down to Schubert, Poulenc, and “Danny Boy.” She had her own radio show when still in her early twenties, starting way back in 1941, and her first recording dates took her from Victor Herbert and Sigmund Romberg to the last forty-five minutes of Siegfried (Brünnhilde’s entire part in that opera). Farrell’s operetta is beguiling and her Wagner tremendous, Siegfried’s two high C’s (a terror for some of the greatest sopranos) casually formidable.* I just do it, she seems to say, and her autobiography is sensibly called Can’t Help Singing. So by the time Farrell got to Columbia, in the late 1950s, she was indispensably versatile, taking down Verdi, Puccini, the Messiah, and four pop recitals.

Their very titles, such as I’ve Got a Right to Sing the Blues! and Here I Go Again, suggest taking on a dare, not merely singing classic pop but styling it. Thus, these discs anticipate some of what Streisand would be doing when Columbia finally signed her, and doing so in comparable numbers—“The Man I Love” and “Old Devil Moon” (from the stage), “A Foggy Day” and “I’m Old Fashioned” (from the screen), Bart Howard’s “In Other Words” (which everyone thinks is called “Fly Me To the Moon”). It’s everything from torch to up-tunes, and even boasts a number created for Farrell by Luther Henderson (one of her arranger-conductors) and Charles Burr (Columbia’s liner-notes editor), “Solitaire,” a kind of hommage to the lazy-ballad style of Duke Ellington with a period feeling in both words and music.

Streisand, too, would sing numbers written just for her (though much later on), and Farrell further points toward Streisand in the creative orchestral settings she works in, Henderson’s in particular. And note that, partnered by arranger-conductor André Previn in Together With Love, Farrell ends the Gershwins’ “Love Is Here To Stay” by repeating the first four notes of the A strain, leaving the music hanging on an unresolved supertonic [image: image] chord. The effect is offbeat and exotic, two words commonly used to describe Streisand at the time. And while diva Farrell does slip in an operatic high note here and there (which Streisand does in “Who’s Afraid of the Big, Bad Wolf?”), she is unquestionably at home in the pop style.

She even gets playful with the text, interrupting the flow of “Ev’ry Time” (from Hugh Martin and Ralph Blane’s Best Foot Forward), after a lyric about her boat’s not being “yare” (meaning “easy to handle”), to ask, “What’s yare?” Streisand would soon after do exactly the same thing on her first solo LP in “My Honey’s Loving Arms,” when she has to sing about “a morris chair.” Anticipating a “Huh?” from the listener, just as Farrell had done with “yare,” Streisand sings, instead of the succeeding written lyric (and in an almost plaintive tone), “What kind of chair is a morris chair?”

In other words, Lieberson didn’t “need” Streisand while he had Farrell, and his personal take on vocal style inclined him away from Streisand in the first place. “Special” meant “intense,” and Lieberson preferred placid, suave, the velvety wishfulness of the singer soaring in fantasy. Farrell’s torch found beauty in woe. Streisand’s torch was the charge of a Viking warrior, as in that “Cry Me a River,” in which we hear less sorrow, more fury. She isn’t going down: he is.

All right, then. What did Lieberson want? He liked what everyone liked before Streisand showed them the alternative, a sweet sound largely free of intense vocal or psychological inflection, very evenly presented and with an attractive personal flavor. The Frank Sinatra sound, the Rosemary Clooney sound. It would be impossible to conceive of Sinatra or Clooney singing “Cry Me a River” with Streisand’s bite. Indeed, it would be impossible to conceive of anyone’s trying to launch a career in about 1960 with so much audacity of tone, so much variety. Singers of the day turned each number into their number, in their way of being; Streisand turned herself into each number. Too special.

Let’s imagine a different kind of Streisand whom Lieberson might have signed—and in fact we don’t have to. It was Shirley Bassey, the Welsh singer who rose up at the very start of the stereo era in the mid-1950s. Unlike Streisand, Bassey had a fondness for big-band arrangements featuring swinging brass choirs, lots of strings, and even the occasional oohing chorus. A huge asset for EMI Records, Bassey was the key artist who broke with the standard fifties smooth style to enliven the scene with very outgoing delivery, perhaps most famously in the soundtrack theme song to the James Bond film Goldfinger. A belter, Bassey owned a very bright high range that centered her melody with arresting climaxes. Further, she had great espressività and a unique youthful loveliness in her timbre.

She fielded a wide repertory, getting into classic Broadway, from “Somebody Loves Me” to “April In Paris,” while concentrating on ephemeral pop. Yet she approached each number with the same easy care, never condescending to the pop or getting arty with the show tunes. Music is music.

Thus, there are few moments in a Bassey interpretation that one singles out. Streisand, by contrast, plays all kinds of tricks, on a phrase-by-phrase basis; Bassey runs on an all-purpose effervescence. So she can revive “The Song Is You,” a passionate ballad from the Jerome Kern and Oscar Hammerstein operetta Music In the Air (1932), as if unveiling the latest pop hit, in an uptempo arrangement and with an inspiring reading of the number’s climactic line, “Why can’t I let you know the song my heart would sing?,” capping it with a splendid high note on the last word.

Once more, this turns out to be no more than the C above middle C, yet Bassey makes it a cry of love, youth to youth. This is not a nuanced aesthetic but rather a forward-charging presentation based on a response to the music above all. Bassey would never question a lyric with “What’s yare?,” and her “Cry Me a River” is slow and sad, hardly acted at all. Still, whether “interpreting” or direct, the best singers fall under the music’s spell, like—to add more names to our short list—Judy Garland or Sammy Davis Jr. They’re not just singing: they’re being sung by the music, with a dense emotional range and plenty of tone.

But aren’t there great singers who don’t fall into this category? Singers who seem totally in control of the music rather than controlled by it? Here’s one: Ella Fitzgerald. In her classic Verve series of Songbooks by Rodgers and Hart, Cole Porter, the Gershwins, Duke Ellington, and others such, Fitzgerald avoids the portrayals that many singers find irresistibly embedded in the material. Nor does the music lure her into expanding her customary approach. In her very early days, in the late 1930s with the Chick Webb Band, Fitzgerald could cut loose, as in her jiving rendition of “A-Tisket, A-Tasket (a brown and yellow basket).” The number swings with such invitation that the band members have to get in on it. “Was it green?” they cry, to Ella’s “No, no, no, no!” and “Was it red?” Oh, “No, no, no, no!”

She was full of the dickens then. But in 1956, in attacking the Cole Porter assignment—and such it was, rather than a labor of love—Fitzgerald is, we might say, even-tempered. Hers is not the sound usually associated with Porter, whose favorite Broadway exponent was the trumpeting Ethel Merman and who later attracted cabaret sophisticates such as Lena Horne and Bobby Short.

Fitzgerald, however, never quite “got” Porter. The memorial website of her arranger-conductor, Buddy Bregman, recalls Fitzgerald’s slighting of the words to perform entirely on the melody and her distaste for set-up verses. “Why do I have to do this?” she would say, for instance of the all-important introduction to “Just One Of Those Things.” Nor could she place most of its soigné cultural allusions (to Abelard and Heloise, Dorothy Parker, and so on). “It’s as if she’s reading words off the paper,” Bregman observes.

Even so, through some mysterious alchemy—a kind of delicacy of strength, relaxed and confident, and generously dipping into the chalumeau of her lower range—Fitzgerald takes the music for her own. She doesn’t seize it or toy with it (except in some jazzy inflections on the second choruses), and the whole affair is almost free of interpretation of any kind. Yet the two-LP Cole Porter album became (along with My Fair Lady in the same year) an instant classic, vital infrastructure of the American pop style. To repeat: Fitzgerald is in control of the music. Shirley Bassey, in comparable material, is excited, taken by the music.

Streisand, however, pulls all this to the next level: in control yet possessed as well. There was nothing mysterious about how she bonded with her songs. Hers was conviction art. Ah—was that what Goddard Lieberson meant by “too special”? Was Streisand getting too inside the music for his somewhat fastidious taste? Or was it her all too candid way of communicating, as we’ve mentioned? Her odd attire? Her self-absorption?

Streisand marked a break with tradition in many ways, but it was her singing style in particular that marked her as unique, and no doubt Lieberson finally realized that she wasn’t a curiosity but the next Original. So he not only signed her but let her go her way, though the Columbia suits must have been eager to stuff Streisand into one of their categories.
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