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    Frontispiece: The “Begin the Beguine” Band, summer 1938. Back row: Sid Weiss (b); Cliff Leeman (d); Johnny Best, Claude Bowen, Chuck Peterson (tp). 2nd row: Harry Rodgers, George Arus, Russell Brown (tb). 3rd row: Les Burns (p, with back turned); Al Avola (g); Tony Pastor (ts); Les Robinson (as); Ronnie Perry (ts); Hank Freeman (as); note Freeman’s baritone sax in front of him, and his bass clarinet and B-flat clarinet to the right of his stand. Front: Patty Morgan (v); Shaw.
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  Foreword


  The first time I saw Vladimir Simosko’s name was when someone sent me an article he had written about my Gramercy 5. That title, by the way, was simply the prefix of one of the numbers in the 1940 New York telephone directory, as were several others I used for various small groups formed from the big band I led that year—the Chelsea 3, the Regent 4, the Vanderbilt 6, the Trafalgar 7, and of course the eponymous (as in John O’Hara’s novel) Butterfield 8.


  Back to Mr. Simosko . . . since then he and I have had many telephone conversations, and we also spent several days together when he came down here a few years ago to discuss one of his early drafts of this book. Most of the published material I’ve read about myself is riddled with error and discrepancy and at times sheer foolishness, and I was impressed by Vladimir’s genuine concern for accuracy and awareness of musical values.


  I find it difficult to be objective about a book dealing with me and my work. However, I can state that this one is definitely an “authorized version.” Many of my personal recollections and observations are here, and, viewed purely as a small fragment of history, the text contains a great deal of information I had completely forgotten.


  Mr. Simosko obviously has done a lot of hard work compiling all this data, and I must admit I’m pleased that much of the music holds up quite well after all these years. But I can’t help thinking of the story about a schoolboy who, when asked to hand in a report on a book about penguins, wrote: “This book tells me more about penguins than I care to know.”


  Oh well. Anyway, here’s Vladimir’s big fat book about me and my many bands and my rather sporadic recording career. I hope you’ll find it interesting, illuminating, and perhaps even useful, as a carefully researched reference source. I know I will.


  

  ARTIE SHAW


  Newbury Park, California


  25 August 1994


  


  


   
  Editor’s Foreword


  Artie Shaw put away his clarinet, from which he had coaxed such unique sounds, in the summer of 1954, but his music still commands attention, and so does the man. Nearing 90, Shaw remains as fiercely independent of mind and mercurial of temperament as ever, and he is still actively involved in the creative process as he completes his literary magnum opus, a trilogy that will be part autobiography, part novel.


  Meanwhile, before the reader is the definitive survey of Shaw’s musical career and recorded legacy. A labor of love by Vladimir Simosko, who discovered Shaw when he was a teenager studying the clarinet, this book is the result of decades of dedicated research. It was worth the time and care.


  Prior attempts to deal with this material have been either incomplete or inaccurate, and Shaw’s work as a sideman has never before been dealt with in depth. For the first time, we have a clear picture of what Shaw played and recorded (including solos, thankfully) before becoming a bandleader. That alone is a major contribution to the history of jazz and popular music, but there is much more. Shaw’s fertile years at the helm of big bands and small groups, even his classical activities, are documented in unprecedented detail. Among other things, this brings into proper focus his important but often overlooked work as arranger.


  It is ironic that Shaw’s enormous popularity as an icon of swing served to obscure his stature as a creative jazz musician, but in recent years that key aspect of his contribution has begun to get proper critical attention. Simosko’s book, which bears the not readily imprimatur of its subject, enhances our understanding and appreciation of a musical legacy that will remain a source of joy and inspiration to lovers of jazz, and of the clarinet.


  

  Dan Morgenstern


  Series Editor


  





   
  Preface


  Research for this work began in 1957, when, as a fourteen-year-old clarinet student, I first REALLY HEARD an Artie Shaw record. My teacher, Frank Stark, a band director and jazz player around Pittsburgh in those years, had encouraged me to improvise to learn my way around the instrument, and to listen closely to all clarinetists to develop an idea of how the instrument should sound. I was already familiar with my father’s collection of Swing Era 78-rpm records, many by Benny Goodman or featuring various other clarinetists. I’d also had my own copy of Artie Shaw’s The Pied Piper of Hamelin album of records for children, many years earlier. Nevertheless, the focused listening inspired by Frank Stark’s advice to look for conceptual models caused me to hear music in a new way, and soon afterward, when I heard Shaw doing “Frenesi” on the radio, the impact of his sound, control, and phrasing on the instrument was overwhelming.


  From that point, I simply habitually acquired almost everything I encountered concerning Shaw’s music, including records, articles, photos, and mentions in books of all sorts. My motive was to answer the questions I’d had since first hearing Shaw play. What was the story behind that breathtakingly flexible, conceptually strong, yet delicately subtle clarinet playing? What were the stories behind each of those distinctive bands he led? What kind of leader was he? How much music was there? How was the unity within and among the performances achieved? (The point was seldom made that Shaw had arranged the bulk of his output himself, and composed a healthy percentage of the best of his bands’ repertoire).


  Of course, Shaw’s autobiographical The Trouble with Cinderella immediately provided the definitive insights into Shaw’s character and development. The career that had produced the music was also fascinating, representing the acting out of a specific artist-versus-society confrontation, but a detailed account was not available. It quickly became obvious that a clear, chronological account of Artie Shaw’s musical career and recorded output, which I had been trying to assimilate piecemeal, didn’t exist in any one source. Accordingly, this book represents the one source I had been looking for since 1957.


  I must stress that there was no intention of providing a detailed account of Artie Shaw’s personal life or his career apart from his music. As Shaw approved of this approach, it seems justified. Even so, not every story I heard concerning Shaw has been included—only those with adequate verification and not refuted by Shaw himself. Only when specifically referring to his music or musical career, and seeming of importance, have any spurious stories been refuted in the text.


  The major resource center for information was the Institute of Jazz Studies at Rutgers University. In 1968, I became part-time curator when the collection was acquired, and began setting it up in the Dana Library in Newark, New Jersey. My work there, and the contacts available, enabled me to acquire the bulk of the source material for this work over the next few years. I perused all the music periodicals for the relevant years out of general interest, continuing my habit of photocopying or making notes on information concerning Shaw. Several key publications, such as Billboard among others, had to be researched in other libraries, such as Lincoln Center and Princeton University. In 1973, I was able to meet Artie Shaw in person, thank him for his music, and discuss this project on the telephone with him a few times.


  The first result of these efforts was my paper, “Artie Shaw and His Gramercy Fives” in the Journal of Jazz Studies, vol. 1, no. 1 (Fall 1973), pp. 34-56. By then, I also had been in touch with important Shaw collectors and researchers (as acknowledged in that paper), and with the major record companies for which Shaw had recorded. A proposal for a biodiscography on Shaw, prepared in collaboration with fellow collector/researcher John Harding, was sent to prospective publishers in 1975, but for various reasons that project was abandoned soon afterward.


  By 1988, when Martin Williams encouraged me to submit my efforts on Shaw to him at the Smithsonian Institution Press, which had published my earlier book (on Eric Dolphy, written in collaboration with Barry Tepperman), the number of “new” Shaw recordings and the amount of available information on Shaw in my files had grown considerably. Accordingly, I prepared an entirely new draft, and recontacted Shaw.


  Fortunately, Shaw was willing to spend time discussing this project on the telephone over the next few years. His secretary at that time, Midge Hayes, also went over the draft I had sent him. In 1991, I was able to meet with Shaw at his home near Los Angeles and go over the draft with him thoroughly. He made many suggestions, corrected much misinformation from published sources, and told many new stories clarifying various details or phases in his career.


  While on study leave from my full-time job as Head of the Music Library at the University of Manitoba, I revisited the Institute of Jazz Studies at Rutgers University to make another pass through available research material. The cooperation of the staff there was invaluable.


  The number of other individuals who contributed significantly over the years toward the information contained in this work is very large, beginning with Frank Ellisher telling me the story of his helping out the band while they were at the Willows in Pittsburgh in 1937. My uncles, John Zawaski and Andrew Z. Williams, provided the photos they took of the 1939 band at the Stanley Theatre in Pittsburgh. Fred Turco, of Oak Lawn Books in Providence, Rhode Island, also was a major source of recordings and books. In essence, Mr. Ellisher and my uncles began my collecting habit, and I could not have continued it without Mr. Turco after I moved to Canada in 1974. Successively, my parents and wives assisted with my collecting and recurring involvement with this project over the years, not in the least by their patience. Special thanks also are due to Martin Milgrim for assistance in finding certain rare recordings; Hugh Larimer for access to his collection of jazz books and magazines; Bob Strassmyer, the authority on Cleveland dance bands, for information on Shaw’s Cleveland phase; C. P. Gerald Parker, for his inexhaustible sources of contacts among collectors; Bozy White, the Bunny Berigan researcher and collector; and Martin F. Bryan of Vintage Recording Co. in St. Johnsbury, Vermont, for various rare early “sideman” items. Recontacting John Harding, after many years, I was provided with significant assistance in cross-checking various data and exchanging photos and dubs of rare recordings. Finally, Rochelle Kantorowich provided invaluable volunteer proofreading assistance.


  In this study, I followed the form used in my earlier book on Eric Dolphy. An introductory chapter summarizes the musician’s career in the contexts of jazz history and social setting. The rest of the work provides a more detailed account of the career and known recordings, with contemporary review and interview quotes providing atmosphere and direct insights. The discography lists all known recordings and preferred issues of them, and is separate from the text to facilitate easy reference. Appendices and indexes supply additional details on topics that did not seem to warrant such thorough attention within the rest of the text.


  Adapting this form to Artie Shaw’s musical life, it seemed logical to break down the account into chapters detailing each phase of his career, and the discography to reflect the known surviving recordings of these successive phases. (However, the idea of listing all known releases of all performances recorded has been dismissed, as this would clutter the discography with much virtually useless information, often impossible to verify.)


  Shaw was immersed in the music business as a performer for thirty years, from the summer of 1924, when he began to study saxophone, until the summer of 1954, when he ceased performing. It is this period of activity that is the focus of this work. The exact mid-point of this career was the year 1939, and Artie Shaw was the most popular musician in the music business at that time. Swing, a particular form of big band jazz, had been the popular music of that era for about three and a half years as 1939 began. Following Shaw’s abdication from his position as the most popular musical figure of the day toward the end of that year, popular tastes began leaning toward bands with a distinctly more commercial, entertainment-oriented style, and jazz was never again so closely intertwined with popular tastes.


  In examining Shaw’s career and musical orientation, hopefully it becomes apparent that a pinnacle of good taste was achieved in musical popular culture that year. Moreover, not only was the reigning pop star also a major jazz artist—that, after all, had been the case since Benny Goodman inaugurated the Swing Era and became King of Swing in 1935—but Shaw also was almost entirely responsible for the character and arrangements of the music made under his own name, a rare situation in the music business among pop stars. This alone would have earned him a place of significance and prominence in any era. The combination of these factors surely represents an unusual situation in history. Consequently, the chapters on the development and success of the band Shaw was leading during that period are the longest, as are those sections of the discography (since more has been preserved and made available from that period of his career).


  Throughout, I have tried to present a balanced account appropriate to what Shaw’s musical legacy represents. Accordingly, earlier chapters leading up to his enormous success sketch out the phases of his development as a musician and his attitudes toward what he was doing, highlighting significant events in this development. Later chapters reflect the essential features of his subsequent work and career as a musician, again with aspects of his personal life only sketched in as background data when relevant. It should be obvious in context why, for example, his two prewar string orchestras are discussed in separate chapters and why the division is where it is, while the discography lists all his 1940-1942 string ensembles in one section; or why appendices seemed appropriate for the discussions of his work with singers while a leader, and of his role as composer/arranger in his bands. The indexes, of course, are to provide ready reference to tunes he recorded as a sideman (with dates and the bands he recorded them with), as a leader (with composer credits and dates of recording), and on the relevance (in context) of individuals mentioned in the text or discography.


  A complete bibliography of all references I’ve encountered while preparing this work would be enormous, and would contain mostly repetitive and often misinformed clichés. Most references used are fully cited in context: this not only makes it easier for the reader or researcher to see what was said where; it also provides insight, in context, into the attention Shaw received in the media as his career ebbed and flowed over time. Any extensively used or quoted sources are also listed or described in the bibliography.


  Transcriptions of solos and arrangements have been ignored. The music was meant to be heard, not studied in written form, which in any case could not provide any insight into the feel of the interpretations. Anyone who cannot hear the subtlety and depth of Shaw’s playing, and of his arranging as performed by the working bands he led, would not be helped by such a map. Those who can hear these qualities would not need one.


  Inevitably, errors will be found. Typos and inadvertent mistakes crop up with every proofing, causing awe that they had survived so many earlier proofings. Inevitably, more data will surface as well, and I hope many more “unknown” recordings. I will be looking forward to such information.


  I also would like to thank Professor Paul Hammer and Dr. Bernie Rose, both of the University of Manitoba School of Music, for reading the draft and making suggestions, and Jeff Solylo and Chris Rutkowski for assisting with the computer.


  

  Vladimir Simosko


  Winnipeg, June 1999


  






  Chapter 1


  Artie Shaw in Context: A Historical Perspective


  Artie Shaw and his music cannot be understood or appreciated on any but the most superficial levels without an understanding of the medium within which he worked and the “stage setting” against which the drama took place.


  On the surface, Artie Shaw is world famous as a clarinet-playing bandleader popular during the Swing Era, just prior to World War II. A slightly closer look reveals the glamour image, which included eight wives, among them the famous movie actresses Lana Turner, Ava Gardner, Doris Dowling, and Evelyn Keyes, as well as best-selling novelist Kathleen Winsor. Various Hollywood adventures and his dashing abandonment of his musical career on several occasions also contributed to Shaw’s public image as an iconoclastic, unpredictable celebrity. Decades later, watchers of late-night television may have become aware of Shaw as an articulate guest on many talk shows. In the early 1980s, filmmaker Brigitte Berman did a two-hour Academy Award–winning documentary for the National Film Board of Canada titled Artie Shaw: Time Is All You’ve Got. For those who saw it, this film would have generated a deeper appreciation of the complex nature of Artie Shaw and his career, and the greater depths lurking there. Documentation of other aspects of the Artie Shaw phenomenon includes his autobiographical The Trouble with Cinderella, first published in 1952, and two collections of short fiction published under his own name.


  Even jazz buffs and record collectors tend to perceive Shaw primarily as one of the great figures of the Swing Era and perhaps acknowledge his supreme virtuosity as a clarinetist, without recognizing his deeper role and influence. Sadly, some of the superficial coffee-table jazz books emerging in the 1980s and 1990s have even naively attempted to dismiss Artie Shaw as merely a “multitalented dilettante” whose place in jazz history was as Benny Goodman’s competition for the title of “King of Swing” following Shaw’s 1938 super-hit recording of “Begin the Beguine.” Such misinformed dismissals are, of course, easily refuted by a closer examination of Shaw’s career and legacy. It quickly becomes obvious that Shaw was in fact a master jazz artist of unusual depth and sensitivity, who clearly outclassed his peers and contemporaries on several levels of activity.


  Even Shaw seems to have had a restricted appreciation of his own significance. In his autobiography he wrote:



   Primarily, I have always tried to play music that would satisfy me, within the limitations of the fields I’ve worked in. . . . Given the imperative necessity to please enough people to continue making enough money to be able to pay good enough musicians to play the kind of music I felt more or less satisfying. . . .


  But judging from any strictly creative viewpoint, I have never actually been a musician at all. In my opinion, no public performer in any mass medium can ever be creative in any real sense. At best, a performer can only RE-create, interpret, modify, seek—and sometimes find—new values in the creative work he is interpreting, performing, re-creating; but the fact of the creating itself, the making of something where nothing existed before, this is the domain of the composer, and the composer only—when it comes to making music. In the same sense as it is the playwright who makes the theatre, the writer the book business. ([1], pp. 385–86)




  Well, this perspective can be argued both ways. In one sense, only God is creative. Even the composer, playwright, novelist, and so forth, are merely interpreting their impressions and feelings, re-creating life situations and, in a sense, being performers as well. From the other side of this view, even the slavishly imitative performer is “making something where nothing existed before.” Every performance is different and new. Also, Shaw composed pieces for his bands, and developed a style of improvising on the clarinet that evolved over the years but remained distinctive.


  “Improvisation” has been defined as “spontaneous composition,” and in an art form where originality is highly valued, Shaw earned the highest respect. While it could be argued that these achievements are variations on the idiom within his medium, it also could be argued that, in the process, Shaw defined a distinctive career. By the choices, decisions, and development as a musician he made along the way, he created Artie Shaw, the icon. The career itself makes a statement where nothing existed before, and also left a body of work that defines the music of Artie Shaw.


  Shaw himself refers to “the Artie Shaw business” as something separate from the human being inhabiting what became a public image. Shaw deals with his own perceptions and insights lucidly in his autobiography, revealing himself to be an intellectually oriented and acutely conscious individual who found himself in the sometimes awkward position of simultaneously pursuing a wide-ranging self-education while making a living being Artie Shaw the celebrity.


  However, it is the body of work defining the music of Artie Shaw, and the career producing the music, in the process making its own statement, that are the focus of interest here. For this reason, the “Ex–Artie Shaw” of later years and any more intimate gossip-oriented examination of his personal life would be of little relevance to any attempt to develop a clearer perception of this career and music, and what it represents. On the other hand, any account of his career and music would be meaningless outside the context of its medium and the larger social backdrop.


  This larger social backdrop was North America, primarily from the 1920s through the early 1950s. The medium was the music business, but despite Shaw’s overwhelming popularity during his peak years, his music should be understood in the context of jazz history rather than as pop music of its day. Shaw certainly has earned his place in the history of popular culture, but his career and music can be more fully appreciated as a chapter in the history of jazz as an evolving art form.


  Social histories and jazz histories abound, but certain points should be kept in mind for fuller understanding. Jazz history itself cannot be understood divorced from the history of the times. A detailed account of the history of the second quarter of the twentieth century (plus a few years on either side) is beyond the scope of this work, even from a jazz viewpoint. Nevertheless, some grasp of the mood of the times is necessary, as is a brief survey of the broad contours that heavily influenced the details.


  Both jazz and the twentieth century had their immediate genesis during the latter half of the nineteenth century. The Industrial Revolution and assorted new inventions provided the technological and sociological background for various developments that did not radically change life on a mass scale until World War I and its aftermath. In the same period, jazz began to develop out of the folk roots of the African American experience blended with European harmonic sophistication, and before the end of World War I the first jazz records were becoming a popular rage. Thus it was not until the early 1920s that familiar features of the twentieth century were becoming the norm in North America.


  Jazz is in a rare position among art forms. It offers documented evidence of its history and development almost from its inception. Because recordings had become practical enough to offer a widespread repertoire to a mass audience by the beginning of the century, many examples of pre-jazz “roots” in music were preserved even before some of the earliest jazz groups were recorded. Photography and cinema also were developing roughly contemporaneously with sound recording technology, providing an immediate visual documentation of the era and glimpses of early bands and personalities as well.


  The first commercially successful record players began reaching a curious public in the late 1880s with Berliner’s machines. By the turn of the century, various types and manufacturers of equipment were available. The Columbia and Victor companies were among the leaders in the field, and Enrico Caruso’s operatic arias were million-sellers in the opening years of the twentieth century. Ragtime was the popular music of the era, but as the piano didn’t record well at that time, records of ragtime piano playing were rare at first. Before technology had improved enough to permit adequate records to be made, ragtime piano performances were recorded on piano rolls. Early ragtime records featured banjos, xylophone ensembles, and even saxophones. (Saxophones were a relatively recent addition to the musical instrument family, having been invented by Adolph Sax around 1840.) “Coon Songs” and other manifestations of minstrel show entertainment also were popular, and represented another dimension of pre-jazz roots. Vaudeville musicians making records included the ragtime saxophone ensemble The Six Brown Brothers and the virtuoso saxophonist Rudy Wiedoeft.


  A legend persists about the New Orleans cornet player Buddy Bolden. He is often credited with leading the first authentic jazz band, before 1900 (despite equally convincing documentation that the first “Dixieland” band was led by the white drummer Jack Laine in New Orleans even earlier). Bolden apparently had made a cylinder recording prior to his running amok during a New Orleans parade and being incarcerated in a mental institution in 1907. Obviously, the insight into early jazz that this recording could provide, should it ever surface, assuming it still exists, would be invaluable. Unfortunately, no trace of it has ever been found. (In one of those ironies of history, Artie Shaw’s earliest recordings in 1928, featuring his arrangements and alto saxophone solos, have something of the same intriguing aura: they were never issued, although test pressings are known to have been made and circulated. Of course, these would be primarily of interest to Shaw specialists and students of the Swing Era, and have not achieved the widespread legendary status of the Bolden cylinder, with its potential insights into this earliest acknowledged jazz stylist.)


  Another early figure important to jazz history is James Reese Europe. Europe led a large black ensemble in the pre–World War I years. They often accompanied the dance team of Vernon and Irene Castle, who provided a ballroom dance show similar to the virtuoso showmanship later provided by Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. During the war, Europe led a military concert band that entertained the troops in France and England. His recordings generally are cited as among the documentation of pre-jazz roots. Europe was credited with great potential, but he was stabbed to death during an argument with his drummer in 1919.


  Most sources on jazz history note that Freddie Keppard, the Creole New Orleans cornet giant, was offered the opportunity to record with his jazz band in 1916. He refused, preferring not to offer documentation that would allow others to “steal his stuff.” Thus, the next band to be offered the opportunity, the Original Dixieland Jazz Band (ODJB), a white group also from New Orleans, became the first group to record authentic jazz, in 1917.


  The ODJB’s first record, “Livery Stable Blues’/“Dixie Jass Band One-Step” recorded for Victor, was a million-seller. Ironically, the group had actually had a prior record date for Columbia, but the record was not released at once, and credit for the earliest available jazz record subsequently went to Victor. Comparison of the ODJB’s records with other records up to that time reveals that jazz was indeed a distinctive new approach, although the ragtime roots were clearly evident. The fact that they were a white group notwithstanding, blues inflections also were evident from their first recordings. Unorthodox use of their instruments was a feature as well, although the barnyard animal effects on “Livery Stable Blues” is more in the spirit of novelty entertainment than avant-garde experimentation.


  The ODJB was a sensation at Reisenweber’s at Columbus Circle in New York. They appeared in a Chaplin short and toured England in 1919. Suddenly jazz had displaced ragtime as the latest popular music fad. Imitations began to appear, and established performers such as The Six Brown Brothers, Rudy Wiedoeft, and James Reese Europe can be heard on records incorporating elements of the ODJB’s approach. Other early jazz bands to record included Jimmy Durante’s and Wilbur Sweatman’s. Sweatman, a clarinetist who often led a circus band and closed his vaudeville acts by playing three clarinets at once, is also remembered for having Duke Ellington as his pianist for a while. He recorded under the name “Wilbur Sweatman’s Jazz Band” as early as 1918. His performances indicated close ties to the ragtime roots and some flamboyant clarinet playing.


  James Reese Europe’s last records in May 1919 clearly show the influence of the ODJB when compared with their records and his own earlier records. Rudy Wiedoeft went on to be a major influence on most early jazz sax players because of his prodigious technique. He made several records in that era that were million-sellers, but he never developed into a jazz performer.


  The New Orleans ensemble style was thus first revealed on the ODJB’s records, and despite inspiring imitations, for a time they were the style’s only widely known authentic example. This style featured a front line of cornet or trumpet playing melodic lead; trombone providing a lower counter-melody pattern with slurs and fills; and clarinet providing decorative arpeggios. They would improvise variations on the melody being performed, adhering to their roles and the harmonic structure of the piece. The ODJB’s rhythm section consisted of just piano and drums at first. The piano provided harmonic and rhythmic support, and the drummer would supply a distinctive, propulsive rhythmic foundation. Other instruments associated with rhythm section roles included the banjo or guitar and the string bass or tuba (the players frequently “doubled”), augmenting both rhythmic and harmonic support. Generally everybody played all the time, with rhythmic accents in their phrasing often interlocking kaleidoscopically in the same manner as the roles of various drummers in African percussion ensembles. This similarity is easily identified by careful listening to and comparison of African drum ensembles with authentic New Orleans jazz.


  The European contribution of course was the melodic and harmonic character of the pieces performed. The simultaneous improvisations generally would be confined to the prominent intervals in the chord structure, with passing tones and vocalization techniques occurring ad lib. Although other instruments would take the lead occasionally, to give the trumpet or cornet player a bit of a rest, solos were virtually unknown. “Breaks”—brief unaccompanied solo flurries by one or another instrument—often were features of performances, but these characteristically were the only “solo” passages. Thus, the improvisations even in the most freewheeling climaxes were more the variations-on-the-melody approach rather than creative new melodic ideas superimposed on the structure.


  The “feel” of the music was lighter and more buoyant than its most obvious parent style, ragtime. It is easy to imagine, when ragtime was the most popular music of the day, what would happen as the musicians loosened up as the night progressed. The bands would play at parties, picnics, and taverns, with the atmosphere growing more lively and the urge to “jazz it up” given rein as the inebriants flowed and the behavior grew uninhibited.


  Besides ragtime, the repertoire of the entertaining bands or pianists would include minstrel and vaudeville tunes, and folk songs from the various ethnic communities of the clientele. They would also play scaled-down versions of the repertoires of the community concert bands, which would perform in the kiosks of the parks of nearly every town on Sundays and holidays. It should be remembered that improvisation was common even in the European classical tradition prior to the twentieth century, so at that time, spontaneous variations would not have been as wild an idea as might be later supposed.


  Thus, rudimentary jazz was developing spontaneously anywhere musicians could let it out. Naturally it would evolve more readily in the less-inhibited environments where the liveliness of the occasion would stimulate more flamboyant improvisations. New Orleans, with its famous Storyville red-light district and potpourri of diverse ethnic inhabitants, was a logical spawning ground for such developments. With the New Orleans ensemble approach evolving into a tradition representing the most sophisticated manifestation of this tendency, and with the first group to record and become famous playing jazz hailing from New Orleans, the city’s reputation was secure. By 1920, jazz had definitely arrived.


  As the 1920s began, the United States was emerging from World War I with a new identity as a major world power. Euphoria was in the air. Peace and prosperity were coupled with the new lifestyle made possible by the new technological innovations. Automobiles and airplanes, radios and record players, movies and telephones, all on a scale previously unimaginable, were reshaping values and behavior. Fashions and decor were changing also. Everything was fresh and new, at least for the young and healthy not lost in rural backwaters. Between the new media and the war’s influence, the entire population was inexorably affected.


  The “Roaring ’20s” also were referred to as the “Jazz Age,” with the cliché images of gangsters and flappers, classic cars and Prohibition, and the hot jazz band in the cellar speakeasy.


  In retrospect, it seems odd that record companies were slow to pick up on the market for jazz recordings. The “race records” market did not get under way until 1920, with the popularity of Mamie Smith’s earliest blues disc. Record companies then began to develop their lists of such material. In the early 1920s, small independent record companies began to record jazz regularly. One of these was Gennett Records, with a studio in Richmond, Indiana, known as the first recording studio in the Midwest. Gennett developed a remarkable catalog of classic jazz recordings in the early 1920s. Its artists included the New Orleans Rhythm Kings, a white group largely from New Orleans then performing at the Friar’s Inn in Chicago, who began recording for Gennett in 1922.


  In California, Kid Ory’s Sunshine Orchestra, consisting of black New Orleans musicians, also was recording in 1922. They recorded for the Sunshine label, a black-owned company with limited distribution, in typical New Orleans ensemble style. In 1923, Gennett recorded another black New Orleans group, King Oliver’s Creole Jazz Band, that featured the young Louis Armstrong and the Dodds brothers, the pioneer drummer Warren “Baby” Dodds and the outstanding clarinetist Johnny Dodds.


  In 1924, Gennett recorded the Wolverines, featuring Bix Beiderbecke, the young white cornet player with a unique and distinctive style. By this time soloists were performing well-developed creative improvisations on records regularly, but this development had not been recorded prior to 1922. On one of the records that the New Orleans Rhythm Kings made for Gennett, “Tiger Rag,” the brilliant clarinetist Leon Roppolo performed a long virtuoso clarinet solo that clearly was beyond the concept of thematic variation. Roppolo improvised an original new melodic idea on the structure of the tune, a musical statement independent of the original composition except for the harmonic foundation.


  The idea of such solos caught on quickly. King Oliver featured himself and his young protégé Armstrong both on unison cornet breaks and for solo features in an aggressive, powerhouse style. He also featured clarinetist Johnny Dodds for some rough-hewn, expressive clarinet spots. With the Wolverines the next year, Beiderbecke demonstrated a dialectical antithesis to their solo approach by recording lyrical, melodically flowing solos with a clear, longing tone. By 1924 and 1925, Muggsy Spanier was recording with his Bucktown Five and Stomp Six groups featuring his own Armstrong-inspired trumpet and clarinetist Volly DeFaut in substantial solos. By that time Armstrong had left Oliver to work in New York with Fletcher Henderson, inspiring all musicians who heard him with his powerful approach and original ideas.


  Fletcher Henderson had begun as house pianist for the Black Swan record company, the first black record label, which formed in 1921 as a subsidiary of Pace Phonograph Corporation. In providing backgrounds for various blues and popular singers, Henderson used emerging local jazzmen and ultimately formed the first jazz big band. They landed a long run at the popular New York City nightclub, the Club Alabam, on West 44th Street. The band included Coleman Hawkins, appropriately called the “Father of the Tenor Saxophone” as he was the first man to develop a distinctive solo style on the instrument. Hawkins thus became the first role model for budding saxophonists in jazz, but even he showed a dynamic expansion of conception following Armstrong’s tenure with Henderson.


  Thus, by the mid-1920s, jazz had developed considerably as an art form. The collectively improvised ragtime-with-blues approach of the New Orleans pioneers and Harlem Stride pianists had evolved into a style featuring virtuoso soloists, and the first jazz big bands had begun to appear.


  Even popular dance orchestras were exhibiting the influence of jazz. Paul Whiteman had established some of the groundwork for the blending of jazz and classical influences with his combination of symphonic textures, “hot” jazz soloists, and occasional sophisticated arrangements. His premiering of George Gershwin’s “Rhapsody in Blue,” with Gershwin on piano, represented a landmark in this genre, although the jazz content was minimal. Whiteman’s first recording of the piece, in 1924 with the composer again at the piano, occupied a 12-inch 78-rpm record. This performance was far jazzier in interpretation than the usually heard orchestral version. Whiteman’s later use of jazzmen such as Bix Beiderbecke, Frank Trumbauer, the Dorsey brothers, and Jack Teagarden, to name a few, and of arrangers with jazz orientation such as Bill Challis, was an indication of his leanings. Whiteman even was called the “King of Jazz” and was widely considered to have made jazz “respectable” by these practices. He had one of the most popular dance orchestras in the country, and with his first record, “Japanese Sandman”/“Whispering” in 1920, he joined the ranks of million-sellers. Whiteman’s long career extended into the television era. His contribution to jazz was slight beyond providing work for his jazz soloists and influencing most dance orchestras and public tastes toward jazz.


  Another popular and influential group was the California Ramblers. This was a recording group consisting of studio musicians in New York who began turning out jazz-oriented dance music during the early 1920s. Its personnel included Red Nichols, Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey, Adrian and Art Rollini, and other significant early jazz performers. However, Chicago was considered the center of jazz activity, because of its wide-open nightlife, the gallery of major jazz stars working there, and of course the documentation of these figures by Gennett Records. With the early recordings by Louis Armstrong, Earl Hines, and the group of white musicians known as the Chicagoans, the sounds of the era achieved fuller definition. This was enhanced by the replacement of acoustical recordings with the improved fidelity made possible by electrical recording technology, beginning in 1925.


  Artie Shaw began taking his first steps into the music business during 1924–25. Then in his mid-teens, he was self-taught, and learned by the usual method of studying the masters. Although jazz had been documented on record only since 1917, young musicians already had a substantial body of material for study. The youngsters later to gain fame as the Chicagoans were learning jazz the same way at the same time.


  The practice of studying the recordings of the masters for guidance and inspiration has remained the usual way for aspiring jazz performers to begin. After a young musician identifies role models and develops a conception of how to sound, playing jazz with others refines skills and the ability to improvise interactively. The budding musician’s own personality then has the opportunity to emerge. Although some performers remain slavish imitators of the masters throughout their careers, the ideal in jazz circles always has been to establish a personal style. Ideally, the musician also continues to grow as an artist, evolving with changing conditions and personal maturity. However, this is rare. Even many of the most creative innovators have exhibited the tendency to crystallize their styles and continue without significant changes in their approach, after a certain point.


  Shaw made it a point to work with musicians from whom he could learn. First in his hometown of New Haven, Connecticut, and in the latter 1920s in Cleveland, he worked hard to develop his skills as a multi-instrumentalist, and also learned to arrange music for the dance orchestras with which he worked. He has affirmed that his earliest musical idols and stylistic role models were Bix Beiderbecke and Frank Trumbauer (2). As individual stylists they were unique, with more advanced harmonic conceptions than was the norm in that era and a lyrical, melodic approach. Their music on their many records together from the latter 1920s was highly distinctive, and had a great impact on Shaw.



   They were the greatest influence on my style. Later came Louis [Armstrong]. I went to Chicago to see him many times. I wasn’t thinking in terms of the clarinet then, but Jimmy Noone made the greatest impression as far as clarinet players go. (2)




  The clarinet had been one of the primary instruments in jazz from the beginning. Larry Shields, with the ODJB, was the first clarinetist to gain prominence as a major influence through recordings. He had a clear-toned, flowing style, smooth and florid. These traits were identified with the Creole school of New Orleans clarinetists. They also were evident in Leon Roppolo’s work with the New Orleans Rhythm Kings (NORK), and were derived from the French classical approach to the instrument. This style was personified by the Tio family of clarinetists and teachers in New Orleans, and by the legendary Alphonse Picou. However, these men were not noted for their improvisational prowess, and it remained for their pupils to add creative virtuosity to this foundation. Sidney Bechet, Albert Nicholas, Barney Bigard, and Omer Simeon were among the early jazz soloists whose styles were shaped by studying with the Tios. Bechet developed an extremely personal style that featured a wide, rapid vibrato, but he later became more identified with the soprano saxophone. Both Bechet and Nicholas became expatriates to Europe after some impressive early recordings. These included Bechet featured with Clarence Williams in 1923 and Nicholas with the Jazz Wizards in 1925. In the latter 1920s, Bigard achieved considerable prominence with Duke Ellington, and Simeon had recorded with Jelly Roll Morton and others.


  Jimmy Noone also was from New Orleans and a pupil of the Tios. His influence on other clarinetists spread from his work in Chicago with major bands and on an impressive series of recordings beginning in 1923. Noone’s virtuosity and musical imagination had a great impact on all who heard him. Apparently, he was the primary influence for young clarinetists in the 1920s. Even Jimmy Dorsey in New York exhibited Noone’s influence, and the Chicagoans, including Frank Teschemacher, would go to see him play and sit in. Despite his prowess and prominence, Noone continued to study, even taking lessons from famed classical clarinet teacher Franz Schoepp, who also counted among his pupils such future clarinet stars as Buster Bailey and Benny Goodman.


  Johnny Dodds also had studied with Lorenzo Tio Jr., although Dodds exhibited the rougher, more vocalized style of clarinet playing that served as an antithesis or alternative style for the instrument. Many of the younger stylists showed blends of elements from both the smooth and rough-hewn approaches, a successful synthesis that afforded a wider range of expressiveness.


  Benny Goodman, only a year older than Shaw, grew up in Chicago. He was immersing himself in the nightlife at an early age, and recorded his earliest clarinet solos with Ben Pollack’s jazz-flavored dance band in 1926. Meanwhile, in New York, Jimmy Dorsey had begun recording with the California Ramblers in 1924, being featured in solos on both alto sax and clarinet. Dorsey’s technical proficiency and articulate, imaginative solos made him one of the great figures of the era and a major influence on other musicians.


  Also in New York in this period, Duke Ellington was emerging as one of the most creative composer-arrangers in the history of the art form. Ellington brought a new sophistication to arranging concepts by employing unusual voicings in blending instruments in his band, and by writing to feature the unique musical personalities of his soloists. Like Fletcher Henderson, Ellington was fortunate in obtaining an extended engagement in a major New York night spot which included regular broadcasts. This provided exposure, security, and the opportunity to try out ideas with some of the best musicians available working in the band. At the same time, the Harlem Renaissance generated an upsurge of black pride and a curiosity among white audiences, who found black entertainment an exotic and stimulating diversion.


  Against the backdrop of the excitement of the Roaring ’20s, parallel improvements in cinema and radio entertainment contributed to the stimulation pervading the culture, and provided increasing work for musicians. Performing in the orchestra pit in theaters for silent films and stage shows, and at dances and in nightclubs, kept most musicians busy. Only the best could aspire to studio work in the radio stations, the most elite, prestigious positions.


  Record sales also were reaching all-time, unheard-of peaks in the late 1920s, with over 100,000,000 units consistently being sold annually. Of course, only a fraction of these were jazz or jazz-oriented music. As with radio, however, the work was essentially anonymous. Only the big stars or bandleaders were named. Often pseudonyms were used. As in every era, there were celebrities with larger-than-life status, “stars,” but these were usually movie and radio personalities or Broadway and vaudeville “names.” Rudy Vallee emerged as a major popular singer in this period, but only occasionally were individual virtuoso musicians so acclaimed, such as was Rudy Wiedoeft.


  With the stock market crash at the end of October 1929, the era ended. The 1930s began with the population preoccupied with basic survival and a search for some escape from the well-named Great Depression. The early 1930s witnessed a slump in the recording industry along with everything else. By 1932, record sales had dropped to a tiny fraction of previous totals, with sales figures quoted as low as 6,000,000 for the year. Obviously a significant source of income for musicians had evaporated. With the advent of “talkies” (as films with sound were called) another formerly reliable source of work had vanished, as musicians no longer were required to provide accompaniment to the movies in theatres across the continent. Prohibition ended in 1933, putting speakeasys out of business, although many converted to legitimate nightclubs. Many superb musicians were unable to work and considered themselves fortunate to get other jobs, outside music. Yet, radio was on the upswing, as the dominant entertainment medium of the era. More than ever, the best position for a musician was with a radio station, and obviously only the very best could hope for such a prestigious situation.


  It is therefore a clear testimony to Artie Shaw’s ability and professionalism that he was hired to play lead alto sax on the radio in Fred Rich’s house band with the Columbia Broadcasting System (CBS) in New York, in 1931. Shaw had finished up the 1920s as musical director, arranger, and lead alto saxophonist for Austin Wylie, who had the top band in Cleveland at the time. He then spent much of 1930 working in Irving Aaronson’s Commanders, one of the most famous dance bands in the nation, in Hollywood and on a cross-country tour, before becoming stranded in New York. He subsequently spent six months jamming with the best musicians in Harlem, where he played regularly with Willie “The Lion” Smith and became good friends with such emerging major jazz figures as Chick Webb and Billie Holiday, while waiting for his Musicians’ Union card. Then, in the front ranks of the best white musicians in New York (black musicians were segregated from such employment opportunities at the time), he sat out the worst years of the Depression as a staff musician at CBS or, later, as a freelance musician in the studios.


  Jazz was continuing to evolve despite the limited opportunities for the musicians to work or record in the early 1930s. Logical stylistic possibilities and extensions would occur naturally to the more creative musicians at any time. Style also is affected by changes in atmosphere and social conditions. The eminent folklorist Alan Lomax explored the relationship between style and culture in his monumental study, Folk Song Style and Culture (Washington, D.C.: American Association for the Advancement of Science, 1968). Lomax showed that nuances of style in the arts are a reflection of values and life-style in the culture. Consequently, the evolution of style in jazz also is a reflection of the musicians responding to their environment. Life-style and attitudes in the early 1930s were so different from what they had been in the 1920s that changes in artistic expression were inevitable. It is interesting that the hypervitality of the jazz of the 1920s subtly evolved into a smoother, lighter approach. This feeling eventually dominated most popular music of the 1930s and became known as “swing.”


  The concept of swing was not new. In fact, Baby Dodds, one of the great jazz drummers of all time and the most important jazz drummer of the New Orleans tradition, who started performing before 1910, stated in The Baby Dodds Story As Told To Larry Gara (rev. ed.; Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1992):


 
    When I first started playing in New Orleans. . . . Those days they didn’t call it jazz, but they called it swing. (p. 12)




  Many song titles incorporated the word, the most famous and definitive being Duke Ellington’s “It Don’t Mean a Thing If It Ain’t Got That Swing.” This song title summarized the prevailing attitude toward the propulsive, levitating feel characteristic of jazz from its inception. As a stylistic label, however, it applied to the overall feel of the music during the Swing Era, also identified as the Big Band Era in jazz history because of the simultaneous popularity of big bands playing this style.


  The precise nature of this stylistic evolvement in jazz is easy to hear if one listens to a wide cross section of prominent jazz musicians’ work chronologically through the time period in question. The rise of virtuoso soloists during the 1920s to a dominant role in the music was an affirmation of the euphoria and individuality that marked the era. Stylists were encouraged to develop their individuality (within limits), so that a wide variety of approaches were explored very quickly. The “language” of the music developed its own “vocabulary,” and its most eloquent spokesmen and innovators had a dominant effect on the styles of younger musicians, who utilized them as role models while blending influences from many sources in finding their own personal expression. As noted, this often involved a synthesis of apparently opposite orientations toward the music. For example, combining the aggressive, flamboyant “hot” style with the smooth, flowing melodic approach that emerged in the same period provided the essential characteristic of the swing style. The lighter feel to the rhythm and the more sophisticated harmonic textures that characterized the style of the Swing Era were logical developments in response to the greater expressive freedom the soloists were putting forth. These elements also can be perceived as a direct response to the mood of the early Depression years, incorporating a certain introspective attitude with a less aggressive flamboyance, while retaining a badly needed sense of euphoric freedom as an antidote to the economic situation.


  In the big band field, this development can best be illustrated by comparing the direct, call-and-response-between-sections approach of Fletcher Henderson with the moody, harmonically sophisticated tone colors of Duke Ellington, as the two premier big band leaders of the 1920s evolved. Listening to other jazz-oriented big bands performing in the early 1930s, including certain jazz dates led by Red Nichols, Glen Gray’s Casa Loma Orchestra, Benny Carter (one of the great creative arrangers of the era as well as an influential instrumentalist), and of course Henderson and Ellington especially, proves the swing style was being played by big bands years before the style became the dominant popular music in North America.


  Precise technical descriptions of what was happening musically in such transitions are meaningless. The music itself developed intuitively, by ear, with theoretical discussions following later by those concerned with such matters. Those who understand the music (or “musical language”) can hear these developments clearly, and would not need a map. Those who do not understand the music would be baffled by such an analysis. In any case, precise notation cannot capture the feel of the music, which is its most essential ingredient. Such an exercise would therefore be futile, except for those attempting to write arrangements based on these styles. Even then, more would be gained by studying the published versions of complete arrangements from that era, or even more important, the original recordings. No two bands would play the same arrangement the same way, and even the same band on the same day generally evidences differences in interpretation when alternate takes are compared. In any case, the interpretative feel of the music, intuitive in that era, would have to be learned by imitating records. The culture no longer exists. The style is natural only to survivors of that era, although imitations persist. Naturally, only the original contemporary recordings document the style adequately.


  Fortunately, recordings exist in abundance. Films and photographs also serve to document the era, although Hollywood’s treatment of jazz always has been to trivialize it. Appearances by the big bands in movies were more often embarrassing than representative, and often performances were marred by irrelevant dialogue. The best visual documentations of the big bands were the film shorts. A band was then featured for a number or several numbers, usually without interference or distractions. Sound recordings exist in three basic categories: commercial studio records; radio broadcast air checks of live appearances; and radio transcription recordings. Transcription recordings were marathon recording sessions providing radio stations with studio-quality material for broadcasting, as commercial studio records were for home use only and not licensed for broadcast. Hundreds of recordings by each of the most popular bands of the Swing Era survived, and go in and out of print regularly.


  Artie Shaw naturally was part of the scene during the transition from the 1920s styles to the swing of the 1930s. Working in the radio studios as one of the top saxophonist/clarinetists in New York, he was called for countless radio shows, transcription dates, and commercial recording sessions during his period as a sideman. However, the commercial nature of most of the music he was involved in playing was incompatible with his intellectual development, the program of self-education he had been pursuing, and his aesthetic tastes. Although he derived fulfillment and musical pleasure from playing jazz, this generally occurred in informal jam session settings, or while sitting in with bands in Harlem. Despite the security of his situation, Shaw became disillusioned with the music he was forced to play to make a living and walked out on his musical career at the height of the Depression, in 1933, to live on a ramshackle farm and write a novel. Eventually, however, he found he had to return to music to earn a living and finance his further education.


  The Swing Era officially started in 1935, when Benny Goodman took his radio show dance band on the road performing the Fletcher Henderson arrangements he had been playing on the air. Audiences who had heard the broadcasts gave him an overwhelming reception, and the big band swing fad became recognized as a commercial, moneymaking business.


  Radio and records had continued to be the favorite forms of entertainment in the homes of those who could not afford a nightlife. But the Depression was easing, and the public increasingly was finding the means to go out to movies and dances. The theaters offered the latest Hollywood escapism and remnants of vaudeville, and ballrooms offered bands performing popular songs and the latest from Tin Pan Alley for dancers. The new swing style was embraced wholeheartedly by a public conditioned by jazz-flavored popular music. The mood of the population coincided with the euphoric freedom inherent in the music, and swing helped lift the morale of the entire continent out of the Depression despite the war clouds looming over Europe and the Far East. The popular big bands became the centerpieces for theater shows, where the public could see them along with the latest escapist film and some leftover vaudeville. Dancing to the big bands in the big ballrooms became a favorite pastime. Record sales once again escalated, to previously unimaginable figures. Creative jazz soloists were elevated to the status of pop stars and became cult figures. Benny Goodman was “King of Swing.”


  Artie Shaw got into the band business almost by accident. As a free-lancing studio musician of proven ability, he was offered a spot in the world’s first swing concert, in 1936. He decided to blend his interest in classical music with his jazz ability and featured himself in a unique chamber-jazz context amidst the usual big bands and combos performing typical swing. He was a sensation and was immediately offered contracts and the opportunity to record. Although his ambition still was to save up enough to retire and go off to a farm to write, as he’d done in 1933, the prospect of making the money playing his own music was irresistible.


  Shaw assembled a group that was an extension of his experimental chamber-jazz ensemble. They made some records and performed in a few ballrooms and theaters, but the public was responding to the big bands. Shaw’s group, performing his unique arrangements, was too subtle. Although an artistic success, as far as the public and the businessmen in music were concerned, the band was a flop.


  Miffed, Shaw decided to give the public what it obviously wanted, a conventional big band, which he referred to as “the loudest goddamn band in the world.” Obsessed now with success (he spelled it “$ucce$$” in his autobiography), he gruelingly drove himself to shape the band into the kind of unit and sound he wanted. Still using many original compositions and his own arrangements, he added a repertoire of the most attractive popular songs by the highest quality popular composers of the day. Nevertheless, he uncompromisingly defied the rigid racial barriers of the era by hiring black singer Billie Holiday. Shaw wanted success, but on his own terms.


  When Shaw’s record of “Begin the Beguine” became one of the most popular and biggest–selling records in popular music history, he suddenly found himself a superstar. Temperamentally unsuited to handling the maelstrom of attention and flood of trivia with which he was deluged when he opened at the Hotel Lincoln in New York City for the fall and winter of 1938–39, he felt that everything had suddenly become a madhouse. Yet, on January 16, 1939, he was part of a delegation of entertainers, along with singer Gertrude Niesen, actor John Garfield, and actress Frances Farmer, to discuss the political situation with President Franklin D. Roosevelt. In the midst of his first flush of success, Shaw felt concern about the coming war.


  It is worth noting that the Swing Era also affected Europe. American jazzmen visiting England and the Continent had been sensations since as early as 1919, and European musicians were catching on to the style, notably the superb Belgian Gypsy guitarist Django Reinhardt, as documented on recordings with the Quintet of the Hot Club of France. European recordings by American jazzmen, some of whom had been residents of Europe for years, also were widely available before the war. The Nazi regime naturally banned swing as a product of the black and Jewish “races” and therefore as “decadent” and unsuitable because of its corrupting influence on Germanic youth. In fact, the real threat in the music was its euphoric freedom and individuality, obviously in direct contrast to Nazi discipline and uniformity. The film Swing Kids clearly and evocatively depicts one aspect of this phenomenon as it was experienced in Nazi Germany in 1939. One of the great ironies of the era was that Hitler’s cultural police did not feel it necessary to ban Artie Shaw’s records at first, as they somehow thought he was the son of George Bernard Shaw (perhaps because of Artie Shaw’s widely known literary interests) and, thus, Shaw could be neither black nor Jewish and therefore okay.


  In the spring, Shaw, a celebrity publicized as the most popular musician in the country, collapsed on stage from a rare blood disorder. Following his near-death experience, he again considered quitting the music business, but was talked into continuing with his band. Nevertheless, the pressures of the business side of his career, and the frantic behavior of fans, finally led to his highly publicized walkout six months later.


  Still at the height of his fame when he returned after a few months’ rest, Shaw reentered the music business, again on his own terms. This time he featured a large orchestra with a string section, enabling him to experiment with a wider palette of tonal colors. He refused to play anything but extended hotel and ballroom engagements on the West Coast, and he recorded several more hit records with his own arrangements, often using Latin rhythms, and with a small combo. Nevertheless, after about a year he retired again to rest and study.


  It was in this interlude, to the best of Shaw’s memory, that he made one of his rare overt “political” gestures within the music business. Always impatient with the business practices of the booking agents, the strain of touring schedules imposed by the agencies, and the competitive practices imposed on the music business by interagency rivalries motivated by monetary concerns, Shaw tried to organize the top band leaders into withdrawing from their agencies and forming a cooperative booking agency.


  During the late 1930s and up to World War II, some deplorable practices were common in the way bookers and other agencies dealt with their clients. As documented in contemporary music magazines, musicians were intentionally subjected to grueling tours and long jumps between one-night stands, to undermine morale and eliminate potential rivals even within the same agency, with tradeoffs between agencies as part of business deals stimulating such practices as well. Uncooperative musicians whose ideas conflicted with the agencies’ policies also were subjected to this treatment as a disciplinary measure, with the threat of not getting work at all offered as the alternative. While not all agencies were so unscrupulous, and even the best-intentioned booker might have to schedule bands on such long jumps and grueling tours just to keep them in action, there is no doubt that many musicians and bands gave up or were eliminated through accidents on the road caused by intentionally exhausting scheduling that could have been avoided through cooperation and intelligent planning among the various agencies that made up the business.


  Shaw felt that he had been subjected to such practices prior to his sudden popularity, and wanted to eliminate the problem for everyone by having the top bands control their own bookings. Instead of competing, they would exchange locations cooperatively, dividing the territory and sharing the exposure. With plenty of work available for all bands at the height of the Swing Era, other bandleaders could join and perform at other spots, filling in and being groomed for the top positions.


  Even Glenn Miller (who had taken top position in the popularity polls after Shaw’s walkout and subsequent self-imposed withdrawal from touring in favor of remaining at one location for most of the life of his 1940–41 orchestra) was in favor of the idea, as was Tommy Dorsey, another very popular bandleader with an acute business sense. However, to Shaw’s chagrin, Benny Goodman refused to join the venture. Without Goodman’s cooperation, the idea was doomed before it could be tried.


  It is not clear why Goodman refused to consider the venture. Perhaps the alleged rivalry between the two clarinetists that was stirred by the musical press influenced Goodman’s opinions. Apparently, Goodman took the idea of there being a rivalry far more seriously than Shaw, who always maintained it was nonsense. Shaw noted,



   There never was any contest. Even back in the days when we played together in the studios. I always played lead. No contest. (2)




  In any event, Shaw’s status as a controversial and iconoclastic figure within the music business would have been ensured even without such an overt political move. A less popular figure probably would have found himself unable to work at all after taking on the agencies at such a level. The history of jazz contains many stories of outstanding musicians whose careers were obliterated because of their being “controversial” in their critique of dubious business ethics. (The impressively interesting tenor saxophonist Lucky Thompson a generation later comes to mind.) Shaw’s efforts to perform such a maneuver to outflank the established powers in the business, following his outspokenness on so many earlier occasions, provides great insight into why he often was referred to in disparaging or sneering ways in the musical press. Even Gunther Schuller, who certainly should know better, made some astonishing comments about Shaw’s personality and motives in his controversial book The Swing Era (New York: Oxford University Press, 1989, pp. 692–714), thereby carrying on the tradition of character assassination and inaccurate criticism of Shaw’s music a full 50 years after Shaw’s initial critiques of the music business.


  It must be stressed, therefore, that at this point in Shaw’s career, the bulk of the music he had performed under his own name had been arranged or coarranged by Shaw himself. As noted, he had been a skilled arranger since his Cleveland days, and he continued sketching out or providing models for everything his bands played and providing final adjustments to the material his arrangers scored, even in his later orchestras. Goodman, of course, had relied on Fletcher Henderson, Edgar Samson, and others. Glenn Miller, who also was a skilled arranger, nevertheless hired Jerry Gray as his arranger, at Shaw’s suggestion. This was after Gray had been with Shaw for about four years as Shaw’s main orchestrator, in a musical relationship Shaw once described as similar to that of Billy Strayhorn with Duke Ellington (2). Shaw did use the work of other arrangers in later bands, but few bandleaders were as responsible for the total effect of the music under their names as Shaw, and few produced a body of work in such consistently good taste, particularly in his prewar bands. In addition, Shaw was his own chief virtuoso soloist, continuing to provide breathtaking solos, awesomely intricate or exquisitely lovely, as the arrangement required. Still only thirty years old at this point, he already had recorded eight records that quickly became million-sellers.


  When he again reentered the music business with a new band in the late summer of 1941, it was an extension of his prior experimental big band with a string section. This time, Shaw hired top arrangers instead of doing all the arranging himself. Of course, the band also played his old arrangements and he composed and arranged new material for it himself, but for the first time as a leader he was featuring others’ material. By this time, after Shaw’s earlier hit records with a string section, many other successful bandleaders also were adding string sections.


  There was nothing new in dance orchestras having string sections, but jazz-oriented swing bands had not previously included strings. Shaw’s own arrangements with his earlier bands, and the arrangements by others that he was using in his new orchestra, were incorporating jazz and classical elements in their more advanced writing that anticipated the so-called Third Stream movement of the coming decades. In Artie Shaw: Time Is All You’ve Got, Shaw stated that if the war had not disrupted everything, he might have continued with this orchestra for quite a while.


  When the United States entered the war, Shaw enlisted in the Navy as an ordinary seaman. However, he was soon promoted and put in charge of a band, without his requesting the change. Characteristically, Shaw went right to the top. He visited James Forrestal, then U.S. Secretary of the Navy, to request a reassignment to form a quality band that would tour battle areas to help boost the morale of the troops, where they most needed it. Forrestal agreed. The band toured the South Pacific battle zones, saw action, and nearly broke down from fatigue and illness. Shaw emerged so depressed by his view of the war, and life in general, that he was hospitalized and received a medical discharge. He then underwent psychoanalysis with May Romm in Los Angeles for one and a half years, and with Abram Kardiner in New York for two and a half years.


  World War II was an all-out effort on the part of the United States to save the world for democracy as far as the population was concerned. Emerging victorious with the atomic bomb and various postwar technological developments enhancing life-styles, the country went into a postwar reevaluation phase. The GIs settled down with their brides, and the Baby Boom was well under way. A mellow life in suburbia became the American ideal.


  During the war, popular musical tastes shifted to appreciation of sentimental singers, for obvious psychological reasons. Also, the draft and rationing during the war had curtailed much of the big band scene and its audiences. Furthermore, the recording ban by the Musicians’ Union during the war had prevented new records by instrumental musicians but allowed singers and vocal groups to record.


  Meanwhile, jazzmen were responding to the hyperpace of the new era by expanding their expressive freedom with still more adventurous harmonic and rhythmic innovations. Thus, the style known as “bebop” developed among the avant-garde musicians of the day.


  Essentially, the classic bebop style of the 1940s can be appreciated as a logical extension of the gradual stylistic changes that had been evolving throughout the history of the art form. The leading innovators and their immediate predecessors can be heard contributing to this development on contemporary recordings, although the recording ban prevented many of the more adventurous and short-lived bands from recording at all. As always, certain key innovators were catalysts for the development of the new style. Most of them spent their formative years working in the big bands during the prewar years.


  The Swing Era was not entirely preoccupied with big band jazz. Popular groups included the “corny” and “sweet” bands as well as assorted smaller ensembles. Other styles of music also generated huge popular followings, including country music, polkas, blues, and boogie-woogie, which was a jazzy style of piano blues. Even the best of the big bands performed silly and insipid popular material along with big band jazz. Most big bands also featured small ensembles from within the band, allowing more freewheeling jazz performances.


  Some of these small groups performed in the older Dixieland style, such as Tommy Dorsey’s Clambake 7 or Bob Crosby’s Bobcats. Others were offering significantly different material, including Benny Goodman’s quartet, featuring Lionel Hampton’s vibraphone; Chick Webb’s Little Chicks, featuring Wayman Carver’s flute; and Artie Shaw’s Gramercy 5, featuring Johnny Guarnieri’s harpsichord. It should be noted that Shaw is frequently mentioned in the literature on jazz as being harmonically advanced relative to his contemporaries and therefore more of an influence on the next generation of musicians. It is worth noting as well that his big bands were remarkably free of the silly novelty tunes and syrupy, insipid ballads relative to the repertoire of almost all other bands of the era.


  Some of the most creative innovators emerged from the small groups and big bands of Count Basie, Duke Ellington, Benny Goodman, and the then-obscure Jay McShann. The Basie band featured startlingly modern tenor sax solos from Lester Young, and a new style of drumming from Jo Jones. Ellington’s bassist, Jimmy Blanton, and Goodman’s guitarist Charlie Christian innovated styles on their respective instruments that served as guidelines for the next generation, although sadly neither lived to participate. McShann’s band launched Charlie Parker, prototypical bopper and one of the most influential musicians in jazz. It is interesting to note that Basie’s and McShann’s bands emerged from Kansas City, performing in a unique style that has been identified with that city, and that Charlie Christian came from Oklahoma.


  The earliest manifestation of the Kansas City style was Bennie Moten’s big band records of 1932. This band included Count Basie and several charter members of Basie’s band a few years later. As another wide-open city in that era, Kansas City’s nightlife afforded its musicians lots of opportunities to work and try out ideas.


  When Lester Young first recorded in 1936 in a small group out of Basie’s band, he seemed to burst on the scene with a totally individual style that was fully developed and mature. His style represented an antithesis to Coleman Hawkins’s robust, swaggeringly powerful approach. Young acknowledged admiration for Frank Trumbauer, and was closer to the lyrical, melodically flowing music of the Beiderbecke-Trumbauer material than anything else in jazz. His sense of phrasing and harmonic ideas were extremely advanced, and Young is universally acknowledged as the model for the entire “cool” style of saxophone playing that emerged over a decade later. Interestingly, Shaw expressed the greatest admiration for Lester Young while discussing musicians of that era in personal communications. A good summary of Shaw’s 1991 comments on Lester Young was communicated to Loren Schoenberg in a 1984 interview, which was quoted in his liner notes to the MusicMasters CD 65026 (originally titled Artie Shaw ‘1949’ and reissued as Last Recordings Vol.II: The Big Band). Shaw stated:


 
    Hell, Lester Young had more of an effect on me than any clarinetist. Lester and I were friendly, and we would go out and jam together when he was with Count Basie. We also sat around in his hotel room in Harlem playing, just the two of us. . . . Bill (Basie) said something of interest to me: “When Lester plays, I kind of lose the band.” You know, Lester played in another dimension than the band did . . . he would go off into another place. . . . Lester played MUSIC first, jazz second. When Lester would play something, and I would follow him, we were kind of meshing. It was a very interesting kind of juxtaposition of two quite different sensibilities doing almost identically the same thing. He knew I dug him, and I knew that he dug me. “Dig” is a good word there—not just understood, not just heard, but dug. Got underneath. . . . He played better clarinet than guys who played “better” clarinet than he did. The formulation of the idea in his head, musically, came out of his horn.




  Basie’s entire rhythm section also represented a stylistic breakthrough into the next wave of innovation. Basie’s sparse, stimulating solos and subtle accompaniments to others’ solos, Walter Page’s walking bass, Jo Jones’s light, infectiously swinging drumming, with only occasional accents from the bass drum and the timekeeping cymbals, and the overall rhythmic feel generated by the section working together with Freddie Green on rhythm guitar, provided the foundation for the new stylistic movement.


  Charlie Christian, innovating a style of guitar playing derived from adapting a Lester Young–inspired solo style to the electric guitar, came to prominence with his features in Benny Goodman’s sextet. Later, at jam sessions at Minton’s Playhouse and Monroe’s Uptown House, where the young avant-garde players were working out the new style in the early 1940s, Christian played with Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, Thelonious Monk, and drummer Kenny Clarke. After Jimmy Blanton died of tuberculosis, Oscar Pettiford emerged during the war years as the prototype for modern bassists. Monk was providing radical new approaches to the piano, and Parker and Gillespie defined the new style on alto sax and trumpet, respectively, becoming the greatest exponents of the bebop conception.


  Parker and Gillespie worked in big bands led by Earl Hines and later Billy Eckstine during the war years. These were the most advanced big bands during that period while the “modern jazz” aesthetic was being developed. Recordings by bands led by Benny Carter, Stan Kenton, and later Georgie Auld and Boyd Raeburn demonstrated the development of arranging styles during the later war years and immediate postwar period. In the later 1940s, Gillespie’s big band and Woody Herman’s Second Herd were among the best performing in this style.


  Despite the vitality of the new music, and the relevance of the style to postwar conditions, its sophistication was lost on the general public. Listening to the bebop combos and big bands, it is easy to sense the mood of the culture, which had just emerged from winning the most destructive war of all time and was getting used to having jet planes and atom bombs. But public tastes seemed to turn instead toward ever more insipid vocalists, and jazz was relegated to being an increasingly underground phenomenon. These were the final years in the waning popularity of big bands, and the hyperenergy of the new solo stylists was incomprehensible to most of the population.


  Artie Shaw had not been in a position to participate in the development of this new style. Much of the time, of course, he was off the scene, serving in the Navy. Following his recovery period on the West Coast, he put together another superb big band, without strings, in 1944. Again, he used other arrangers, and he hired several forward-looking stylists as sidemen. However, with the decline of popularity of big bands generally, he found himself with an excellent but underappreciated unit. Accordingly, he broke up this fine band after about a year, and devoted much of 1946 to experimenting. Recording with a studio orchestra, he used his own arrangements and several vocalists, most often Mel Tormé, in trying to elevate the treatment of popular songs to an artistic level. An eclectic musician, he also recorded a set of children’s records, The Pied Piper of Hamelin, for which he had written the script and composed and arranged the music in 1941. There were only a few instrumentals in this series of recordings, with relatively little jazz interest. Following these experiments, he again retired from the music business to devote himself to writing. For two years he did no public performing. He was not inactive musically, however, as he was undergoing a disciplined artistic metamorphosis into the classical idiom.


  When Shaw reappeared in 1949 as a classical soloist, he was well received by most classical reviewers. Yet the jazz and popular music critics were hostile. They were looking for his old hits. Few seemed to appreciate his motivations in immersing himself in this idiom. He had been involved in classical music since the beginning of the 1930s, and his experiments with fusing jazz and classical elements into a coherent artistic expression had appeared off and on since his first appearance as a leader. Yet his contributions in this direction have never been fully acknowledged, and his 1949 experiments also remain undervalued. After several months and some superb recordings, wanting to earn money for a new farm, he again formed a quality big band.


  Unfortunately, while Shaw was off the scene, another recording ban had assisted the final demise of the Big Band Era. Vocalists still were flourishing, and the public was growing more apathetic toward jazz as the prominence of the bebop style prevailed. Shaw’s 1949 big band was one of his best, but by the beginning of 1950 he had disbanded because of public disinterest. Again, he cynically decided to give the public what it wanted, and he toured briefly with a nostalgia unit. He also made a series of recordings for Decca, again arranging popular songs for vocalists. These exhibited little jazz content aside from Shaw’s masterful solos. He then dropped out of sight again, once more retiring to a farm to write. This time the result was his autobiography, published in 1952.


  During the late 1940s and early 1950s, two movements in the jazz world were occurring simultaneously, while the big bands were disintegrating and the bebop movement was alienating the public. One movement was the “Dixieland Revival.” The other was the development of so-called cool jazz.


  The Dixieland Revival originated with the rediscovery of the New Orleans pioneers still active in the South. Increasing interest in jazz history had led to the first books on the subject emerging during the 1930s, and researchers were turning to the sources for information. Discovering that many of the pioneers still were able to play well, these researchers brought them out of retirement or obscurity. After the war, interest in the older styles began to grow. Many previously unrecorded pioneers were documented by Bill Russell’s American Records label, including trumpeter Bunk Johnson, a contemporary of King Oliver and another mentor of Louis Armstrong. Along with Johnson, clarinetist George Lewis, the same age as Armstrong but unrecorded and obscure, was brought into prominence and became a central figure in the revival. It is worth noting that when Lewis was asked who his favorite clarinetist was, he said, “Artie Shaw” (Tom Bethell, George Lewis: A Jazzman From New Orleans [Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1977] p. 113).


  Older figures were encouraged by lucrative offers to return to their original styles, including Louis Armstrong, who formed a Dixieland group that included clarinetist Barney Bigard, trombonist Jack Teagarden, and pianist Earl Hines. Sidney Bechet and Albert Nicholas were flourishing in Europe. Jimmy Dorsey formed his Dorseyland Jazz Band, a small group out of his dance band, playing some of the better Dixieland jazz in that period. Imitators began to gain great popularity, including the Dukes of Dixieland and groups led by Bob Scobey and Turk Murphy. Clarinetist Pete Fountain and trumpeter Al Hirt, both from New Orleans, recorded together, playing superb music in this era before going on to become commercial parodies of the style. Fountain was a musical clone of his mentor Irving Fazola, a star with Bob Crosby’s big band and Bobcats. Fountain went on to star on Lawrence Welk’s television show in the latter 1950s, where he performed excellent Dixieland jazz regularly in special features and became a pop star.


  While the clarinet was regularly featured with the early stylists, it had fallen out of favor with the modernists. It allegedly was too difficult an instrument to adapt to the technical demands of the new style. However, several outstanding clarinetists made excellent records in the new style, especially Buddy DeFranco, who had emerged from Tommy Dorsey’s band to work with Boyd Raeburn and, by the late 1940s, to win polls as top clarinetist. Clarinetist Tony Scott also played bebop early in the development of the style, recording with Dizzy Gillespie in 1945. Scott went on to experiment in the 1960s and later with cross-cultural blends, including recording an album with Japanese classical musicians performing on koto and shakuhachi in their traditional styles. John LaPorta, Bill Smith (later known as William O. Smith, the contemporary composer and avant-garde clarinetist), Sam Most, and Jimmy Giuffre also provided ample documentation of their work as outstanding clarinetists in the modern idiom in the early 1950s. Giuffre also was associated with the Third Stream movement and recorded many excellent albums in the cool style, remaining active in more avant-garde contexts as well.


  The cool jazz movement also began in the late 1940s. It represented a restrained, cerebral approach to the innovations in harmony and rhythm of the bebop pioneers. The style can be perceived as a logical extension of the approach to jazz exhibited by Bix Beiderbecke and Frank Trumbauer in the 1920s. As noted, Lester Young was the stylistic role model for saxophonists in this trend. Miles Davis’s famed “Birth of the Cool” nonet of 1948, which recorded a number of excellent examples in this genre in 1949–50, is usually cited as the trigger for this movement. This band contained sidemen who had worked with Claude Thornhill’s unusual big band of the late 1940s: Thornhill was a skilled and imaginative arranger whose original ideas were executed by his arranging staff, including Gil Evans and Gerry Mulligan among others. Evans and Mulligan also arranged many of the Miles Davis nonet pieces. Blind pianist Lennie Tristano was another central figure pioneering this style. Lee Konitz, who had played alto sax with Tristano, Kenton, Thornhill’s band, and Miles’s unit, was the quintessential cool jazz alto player, although eclipsed by Paul Desmond’s work with Dave Brubeck. Brubeck was perhaps the most successful popularizer of the style, which actually succeeded in attracting a bit of an audience, especially among beatniks and the college crowd. Gerry Mulligan also was very successful with this approach from the early 1950s onward.


  For a while, jazz almost seemed to be recovering a popular following. The Dixieland Revival had generated a popular following in a nostalgia mood, and cool jazz was appealing to intellectually oriented modernists. At least the cool jazz movement was an appropriate reflection of the style and mood of the era, when a relatively restrained and sedate approach to life seemed to prevail. Television had taken over as the primary medium for home entertainment, and the Baby Boomers were in school. Fans of the Swing Era and former GIs were facing approaching middle age in front of their television sets in suburbia as the relatively mellow Eisenhower years got under way. The Cold War was becoming a fact of life and a conservative and relaxed aura prevailed, despite the paranoia generated by Senator Joe McCarthy’s House Un-American Activities Committee.


  In the early 1950s, the “Red Scare,” concern that subtle communist infiltration was undermining the American way of life, stimulated a gigantic congressional investigation led by McCarthy’s committee, which intimidated everyone with witch-hunt tactics and pounced on the slightest clue and flimsiest evidence, destroying careers and blacklisting celebrities.


  Artie Shaw was among those adversely affected by these developments, being called to testify before McCarthy’s committee in 1953. Shaw confessed to being in favor of world peace. When asked why he attended a communist-sponsored World Peace Congress, he replied that if there had been a Republican one, he would have gone to that, too. This remark earned a round of applause from onlookers. Shaw was let off, but the next thing he knew, the Internal Revenue Service was after him for $82,000 in back taxes. He scrambled around trying to pay this off, but ultimately he was forced to sell his farm.


  Despite these pressures, Shaw then surprised the jazz world by reemerging to appear with an updated Gramercy 5 combo, playing the then-current cool style, during the fall and winter of 1953–54. Performing this style of modern jazz was the obvious approach for Shaw, whose personal aesthetic roots were from the same sources. He always had been impatient with nostalgia, and his own music always had been post-Dixieland despite a handful of convincing performances in that style from his sideman recordings. Popular music still was dominated by silly or insipid vocal stylists. Rock and roll, still in its infancy, was just a white version of black rhythm-and-blues styles.


  Consequently, Artie Shaw can be seen as totally contemporary and as a vivid reflection of the times once again in 1953–54, just as he was during the peak of his popularity at the height of the Swing Era. His playing was better than ever. He expressed interest in touring with his new Gramercy 5, along with a string quartet for performing classical repertoire as well, for the college audiences. Interestingly, this type of programming later became a feature of the so-called Third Stream recitals.


  Although Shaw was unable to fulfill this plan at the time, a set of four LPs issued by the Book-of-the-Month Club in 1984 contained exactly this programming. The set was titled Artie Shaw—A Legacy (BOMR 71-7715) and included many of these Gramercy 5 recordings along with Shaw performing classical repertoire with a string quartet (as well as some other items of great interest in the Shaw discography). This collection therefore represents the culmination of his mature artistry and reveals his musical intentions and interests at the time he left the music business entirely, at the age of forty-four.


  The evolution of Artie Shaw as an artist, therefore, can be seen as a reflection of the times in which he was living, and of the evolution of jazz as an art form up to the time he left music. Stylistically, his music represented the range of jazz styles, from the New Orleans ensemble style on one rare item, through the cool jazz that was the epitome of modern jazz in the early 1950s. His recordings reveal him to be one of the most interesting soloists performing at each successive stage from the early 1930s until his retirement. Only the flamboyantly aggressive bebop style, which was avant-garde in the mid-1940s, was not represented. Throughout one important stage in the evolution of jazz, the period during which it was the most popular form of music in North America, Artie Shaw was performing some of the best music the era offered, and for a while was the most popular musician active. This is even more remarkable when it is recalled that he functioned as his own arranger and chief soloist, and was the composer of four of the eight tunes that he recorded that were million-sellers at the time. No other bandleader of the Swing Era could make such a claim. Few were virtuoso soloists. Very few did any arranging, let alone all their own arranging. Only a handful achieved Shaw’s level of popularity (only one at a time could be No. 1) or had such a proportion of original tunes become million-selling records. Most important from an artistic viewpoint, very few continued to evolve as artists or remained so contemporary during their careers.


  Beyond all that, there is another side to Shaw: the writer/intellectual whose career was also an acting out of an existential statement. Throughout his active career, Shaw was constantly appalled by the commercial aspects of the music business, and consistently made comments in interviews and wrote articles about his views on the music scene. He made it clear that he felt stress from the conflict between the motives and goals of an artist on the one hand, and the pressures and demands of the music business and the materialistic society in which he functioned on the other. Shaw acted this out by consistently trying to escape from the music business, both prior to his rise to fame and later, when it meant walking out on a million-dollar business. Even his recorded legacy reflects aspects of this conflict of interest. As a sideman early in his career, he deplored the commercial music he was required to perform, although he loved the occasional opportunities to play some good jazz. As a leader, he would alternate long periods of relentlessly uncompromising artistic integrity with brief phases of “giving the public what it wants” before walking out yet again. Careful listening to his overall legacy makes the approach/avoidance conflict audible, although his own clarinet playing was always impeccable and inspiringly beautiful.


  His life exhibited several contrasts of similar intensity. These help explain his character and lend insight to further appreciation of his music and career. One is the extreme contrast between the poverty and loneliness of his childhood in New York and New Haven and the wealth and frenzy of his later life as a pop star and Hollywood celebrity, hounded by newsmen, fans and hangers-on. Another is between this wildly public life as a popular bandleader and his perennial desire to retire to a reclusive life on a farm and write. Either extreme was in bizarre contrast to his war experiences in the South Pacific. Besides the stress of battle contrasted with performing, he was alternately met on this tour with either “Oh, it’s Artie Shaw! What can we do for you?” or “Who do you think you are? This isn’t Hollywood!” There also are the much-publicized marriages, which feature the contrast between what he apparently was looking for in a wife and the glamorous movie stars and celebrities he actually married after his rise to celebrity status. Nevertheless the major contrast professionally was between what Shaw wanted to do musically and what the public demanded of him. It was the conflict of interest between his goals as a developing artist and the pressures of the music business, which molded his career and demonstrated his integrity.


  The portrait that ultimately emerges is of a frustrated, intellectually oriented artist devoted to his medium but desperately trying to escape the commercial pressures and to resist the trivialization of his art. Inadvertently becoming a celebrity and a controversial figure, he continued trying to create as he felt appropriate, but he alternated these efforts with occasional experiments along more popular lines, retiring each time he became consistently regarded as a celebrity instead of as an artist. Finally, he refused to continue the game.


  It sounds like the plot of an existential novel on artistic alienation. With added elements such as “son of a poor Jewish tailor” and “marries a succession of glamorous movie stars,” it seems too improbable to be believed. Nevertheless the resulting body of work, both literary and musical, is of surprisingly high quality. It is an artist’s legacy, after all, on which he is ultimately evaluated.


  It was as a clarinetist that Artie Shaw made his greatest impact. Although he started as a saxophonist and played lead alto sax and/or baritone sax in countless bands on record and radio shows, doubling as required on clarinet, bass clarinet and flute, he seldom recorded solos on anything but clarinet (although a few alto sax solos from his sideman days have surfaced). He began being featured regularly, on records and radio shows, from about mid-1931. By then there was plenty of tradition to draw from for comparison, but Shaw proved himself to be among the most interesting soloists of the era at the age of twenty-one. These earliest performances, with Fred Rich’s Fred’s Friendly Five on radio show transcriptions, among others, revealed Shaw to be aurally identifiable, if not as distinctively original as he would later become. His uncanny control of every nuance of his sound already was a feature of his work. Several of his performances on these broadcast transcriptions were within Dixieland-styled arrangements, and his clarinet was fluently exciting in that idiom. His jaunty, round-toned low-register improvisations from this period are also of particular interest. Although he performed many featured sub-tone chalumeau spots as a sideman, most were melodic statements without much decoration, and this style did not appear in his later work, as a leader.


  Throughout the early and mid-1930s, Shaw made many records as a sideman and eventually as leader of his own bands. Consistently, his solos revealed stylistic evolution and a maturing conception, developing toward what it would become by the time he began recording for RCA’s Bluebird label in the summer of 1938. By then, both his style on clarinet and his band’s style were fully formed and well defined. Growing out of the full-toned, smoothly fluid approach of so many of the best clarinetists, Shaw’s sound became even fuller and richer, exhibiting uncanny control of the extreme upper register. Every phrase and nuance seemed impeccably placed for maximum expressive effect. His solos had taken on the impact of the direct communication of a fully formed musical idea. Shaw was no longer just playing the clarinet. He was making music with a sound totally under control and breathtakingly flexible. His ideas had strength, imagination, and subtlety. He also seemed to have a cunningly sophisticated sense of the appropriate way to play whatever piece he was performing.


  Shaw’s improvising produced such intelligently conceived solos, with such interesting harmonic choices, that many listeners believed they had been composed beforehand. Of course, alternate takes and broadcasts of live performances of the same pieces proved he was improvising fresh ideas almost constantly. On rare occasions he would repeat himself, as on the two versions of “I Get a Kick Out of You” recorded for both Thesaurus and Decca with his 1949–50 band. Such instances seem appropriate, as if he were quoting himself or repeating an anecdote. Even with this absolute mastery, he continued developing as a clarinetist. His playing changed with his environment and the conditions affecting him. This is natural for all artists providing honest expression as opposed to mere craftsmanship.


  It is fascinating to follow the transformations in Shaw’s style as a clarinetist in chronological order from his earliest available extended solo features with Fred’s Friendly Five onward throughout his career. Each stage offers a new dimension to his artistry and musical persona. Even within the context of his sideman work, an evolutionary trend is apparent between his earliest work and the solos after his return from the Bucks County farm. Careful listening reveals an evolution even between 1934 and 1936. Shaw’s playing after he became a leader also changed from band to band. Particularly obvious are the differences in Shaw’s playing with his 1937–38 band, as revealed on his records for Brunswick/Vocalion and the Thesaurus transcriptions, and with the 1938–39 band heard on his records for Bluebird and available air checks. His playing changed again within the contexts of his 1940–42 string orchestras. Also particularly obvious are the transformations in his playing after the war, with his 1944–45 band, and again following his immersion in the classical idiom when he returned to playing in 1949. He was again developing a new approach to the clarinet with his final group in 1953–54. He has often stated that the recordings with these last groups were the best playing he ever did.
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