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GEORGE GERSHWIN:

A Study of His Style

By L. Allen Pyke

This study is designed to evaluate the jazz idiom in

George Gershwin's "Rhapsody in Blue" in so far as the
form, tonalities and scales, harmonic sonorities, contra-
puntal devices and metrical and rhythmic devices are con-
cerned, and to compare the results with the normal usage
of the fore-mentioned devices.

The reasons for this study are two-fold : the first, to

appease the personal curiosity of the author, and the sec-

ond, to satisfy a need for a study of the jazz idiom in the
larger forms of composition.

There has been a controversy among people of discern-
ment as to the suitability of the jazz idiom for the larger
forms of composition. This controversy has centered it-

self around Gershwin's music since he was the first com-
poser to attempt to use the jazz idiom in serious music.

One school of thought maintained that the jazz idiom
was not a suitable idiom for the larger forms. They firmly
believed that the American composer should not attempt
to express himself through a national idiom; that is, they
felt that a national idiom characteristic of American music
had either nothing new to offer the realm of serious music,
or did not lend itself to manipulation in larger forms.

Another school of thought maintained that jazz was a
suitable idiom for serious music and the adherents of this

school of thought felt that Gershwin had created a link

between the jazz camp and the intellectuals.

Walter Damrosch says, "Gershwin's 'Rhapsody in Blue'
showed such originality of melodic invention and harmonic
progressions that I strongly felt that he had in him the
possibility of development on more serious lines."^

As a result of this controversy several questions must
be answered. Specifically these questions are: To what
extent was Gershwin's style of writing different from the
classicists in structure, content, and style ? How does he
employ the techniques of the jazz idiom in the larger forms
of composition? What is new and unusual in his music?
What did he borrow from his predecessors? By answering
these questions, a definite conclusion can be reached as to

the suitability of the jazz idiom for the more serious forms

1Charles Buchanan, "The Natural Music Fallacy," Arts And Decorations.
February, 1924.
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and furnish a basis for refuting the opinion that jazz is

not a suitable idiom for serious music.

The scope of this problem is limited to George Gersh-
win's style in a serious form in comparison to the normal
classical idioms used in larger orchestral forms. The basis

for the comparison will be George Gershwin's "Rhapsody
in Blue." By making this comparison a clear-cut picture
of differentiation will be obtained.

Insofar as the form is concerned, Gershwin's "Rhap-
sody in Blue" is in the category of a binery design due to

the fact that there is a definite line of demarkation between
the first and second sections.

The first section is composed of themes which are lively

and vibrant while the second section is predominantly
made up of a warm romantic type theme. The scoring of

the second section is characteristic of Tschaikowsky's tech-
nique of scoring, that is, using the low strings and wood-
winds in slow romantic passages.

The difference between the two sections is also clearly
marked by the difference in mood and tempo. Also, at the
end of the first section there is a decided halt before the
second section begins. These two factors place the compo-
sition on a while in a two-part design, notwithstanding the
fact that there is a transference of themes from one section
to another.

However, the main concern is with the forms used
within the sections. Jazz itself is not a musical form ; it is

a style of treatment. It is a style in which forms are
developed. In Gershwin's "Rhapsody in Blue" we find that
the variation form is used by the classicists. Even though
there is some resemblance between the two schools, Gersl^-

win's usage resembles a form of repetitions.

Another characteristic of Gershwin's style oi writing

in so far as the form is concerned is that his phrases are

short and they tend to end abruptly. They do not join one
another as the phrases of the classical idioms of eighteenth-

century writing.

The elasticity of Gershwin's form was primarily due
to the fact that when he composed the "Rhapsody in Blue"
he was not conscious of all of the aspects of a formal
design. Just as the English composer wrote unconscious
of form, so did Gershwin. He did not bind himself down
to traditionalism simply because he did not know how. Olin
Downes sum the whole idea up. He says, "Gershwin dis-

played the immense virtues of his defects as a craftsman,
his lack of musical background, his youthful ignorance of

symphonic usage and tradition and the environment which
fortunately was not that of a standardized institution of
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musical learning."^ Gershwin composed the music as he
heard it and not as as any stereotyped design directed him.

Gershwin thinks and composes in fragments. His larger
works are, therefore, hardly more than patches of gorgeous
music. The preceding statement sums up the difference in

conception of Gershwin and the classicists. One thinks or
rather he conceived a composition as a whole, the classicist,

while the other conceived a composition in sections. "Con-
trasted with composed and more formal music, jazz treats
form as something fluid and living, with an undeterminate
length and content."^

The scalar structure of jazz, especially in so far as it

is a product of the harmonic system, shows much European
influence. Gershwin utilizes the techniques of the harmonic
scalar structure of the jazz idiom much more than the
scalar structure of the classicists. Panassie says that the
"Rhapsody in Blue" is not jazz and does not use jazz melo-
dies. Accordingly his conception of this composition is that,

"it is music which dimly resembles jazz only because of
the instrumentation used and still more dimly by reason of
certain bastard tunes distantly related to hot music."^

In the opposite camp, H. H. Haggin, "the first Ameri-
can work to make an impression in the serious form using
the jazz idiom was Gershwin's 'Rhapsody in Blue' because
of the excellence of the jazz melodies of which it is com-
posed."^

Here we have two conflicting ideas on the same sub-
ject. Haggin voices the opinion of the modern commercial
jazz musician of the east. The layman today is more fami-
liar with the refined jazz of the modern dance band which
partly accounts for the tremendous ovation the "Rhapsody
iii Blue" receives whenever it is played.®

On the whole Gershwin's materials are same as those
of the classicists. The main difference between the two
methods used is the technique of the usage of the materials
at hand.

One characteristic of jazz which here-to-fore had not
been common in musical forms is that of ending phrases
with a seventh or ninth chord. The true significance of

^ Merle Armitage, George Gershivin (Longmans, Green and Co., London,
1938), p. 221.

^Frederic Ramsey, Charles Rogers, Charles P. Smith and Russel Wil-
liam, The Jazz Record Book (New York: Smith and Durrell. 1944.) p.
31.

*It might be remembered that the analysis of jazz made by Panassie
is based on Chicago and Kansas City styles and his definitions are in

terms of these styles which to him characterize true jazz.

^Haggin, B. H., "Gershwin and our Music" Nation, vol. 135.

^Armitage, Merle, op., cit.
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this is that we are losing, in part at least, our sense of the
classical modes; our majors and minors become ambiguous;
our tonic and octaves lose their predominance as notes on
which to begin and end tunes. Dissonance, which has crept
into the body of our music, now usurps the one place that
seemed forever secure against it.

The element of dissonance in music is not a new aspect
in music. William Byrd of the English Madrigal school was
an innovator as far as dissonances are concerned. Other
composers of later periods used the same sonority as found
in Gershwin's "Rhapsody in Blue," Bach's "Toccata in A
minor", Chopin's "Etude No. 2," and Brahm's "Clarinet
Quintet," second movement, to mention a few. The sonority
in question was the simultaneous employment of the major
and minor third. The harmonic sonorities of Gershwin and
Ceasar Franck are distinctly similar, but they differ in their
usage.

It is plain to see that Gershwin did not develop the
sonorities that he used in the "Rhapsody in Blue." "Jazz,
on an everlasting lookout for novelties, has not hesitated
to appropriate the chords and even the progressions of the
latest modernists."' Gershwin did not adhere to the classi-

cal rules for harmonic progressions, although, as fore-

stated, the basic difference is only in the usage.

It has been said that the beauty of the orchestral so-

norities and colors was due to Ferde Grofe's proficiency
as an arranger.^ It is true that when the "Rhapsody in

Blue" was orchestrated for the first time it was done by
Ferde Grofe due to the fact that Gershwin was not capable
of orchestrating the composition himself.

Albert Heink Sendry says, "Gershwin did not realize

that the basis for all good music is counterpoint."^ A con-
troversy arises at this point as to the validity of the pre-
ceding statement. In the time of Palestrina the preceding
statement would be true, since the basis of the polyphonic
music of the seventeenth, eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies is concerned, the statement is not true. The basis of

the style during these periods up to the present day is the
harmonic system. However, the usage of the contrapuntal
devices is prevalent in much music.

Gershwin takes advantage of the classical techniques
involving contrapuntal devices even though he does not
adhere to the strict contrapuntal rules and methods of the
classicists. His contrapuntal sonorities are not the result

of the contrapuntal lines. They are more or less incidental

'Isaac Goldberg. Tin Pan Alley (New York: John Day and Company,
1930.) p., 265.

^Loc. cit.

^Merle Armitage. op. cit., p. 105.
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in the voice movement connecting the vertical sonorities.

Gershwin did not have any formal training in the mechanics
of counterpoint; therefore, any sonority resulting from his
contrapuntal lines was accidental.

Gershwin does not write conventional counterpoint. He
does use contrapuntal devices to create interest and variety
in his music. In this respect the jazz musicians and the
classicists concur with one another. Rhythm incorporated
with the various contrapuntal devices creates an interest
and variety which is distinctly Gershwin. However, in the
more serious music this characteristic is not stressed as much
as it is in Gershwin's music.

One essential characteristic of jazz music is the em-
ployment of rhythmic device. "The most common platitudes
concerning the rhythm of jazz are, the development of the
music is almost exclusively rhythmic, the rhythm is com-
plex or it is simple and monotonous. "^° Gershwin's "Rhap-
sody in Blue" becomes more complex rhythmically as it is

heard. The beginning is relatively clear and easy to follow,
metrically, but as the composition progresses the rhythms
become more and more complex.

Gershwin's rhythms are somewhat different from those
of the classicist but there is also a similarity between his

techniques and those of the classicists. The main feature
of the isorhythmic motet is prevalent in Gershwin's music,
that is, the employment of a reiterated scheme of time-
values. The idea was originally used for the presentation
of liturgical cantus firmus. It was the logical development
of the modal rhythm of the thirteenth century. Another
characteristic of jazz rhythm, polyrhythms-contrasting
rhythms within the same scheme of accents, was utilized

by the classicist.

The crux of the matter goes gack to a statement made
on the preceding page, Gershwin was a jazz craftsman.
He used the jazz techniques for creating interest—varied
rhythms above, under and around melodic lines. It is true

that the classicist did use rhythmic patterns to create in-

terest; but, rhythm in their compositions was not usually
the prime factor used to create variety in their music. The
classicist built his music upon beautiful melodic lines for

the most part.

In Gershwin's "Rhapsody in Blue" there are sections

where very difficulty pianistic passages containing complex
rhythmic patterns are evident. These patterns appear to

have no bearing upon the composition on the whole. They
give the appearance of having been interjected into the
composition for the purpose of building a climax in pure

^"Jazz Record Book. op. cit., p. 26.
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rhythmic complexity, where as the classicist used rhythm
in conjunction with the melody.

On the whole, rhythm is the chief characteristic of the
''Rhapsody in Blue." Interest is maintained throughout the
entire composition principally by the variation of the
rhythmic patterns and unity is obtained by the repetition
of the melodic lines.

It is difficult to determine what enduring values,
aesthetically, jazz has contributed, because jazz is a con-
glomeration of many things. This has been true of Gersh-
win's music. His music is composed of many styles and
adheres to the concepts of both schools—jazz and classical.

The fragmentary design of the "Rhapsody in Blue"
does not adhere to the classical concept of form; but this

does not prove that this composition is not good music.
Using the nine tone scale of the jazz idiom Gershwin does
not concur with the classical concepts of the tonalities used
in larger forms. However, he utilizes the same eight notes
of a major scale that Bach, Beethoven and Brahms used,
but his methods of usage are quite different. His rhythmic
patterns reflect the characteristics of the rhythmic patters
used by the composer in "Tin Pan Alley."

According to the classical concept, all serious music
must first of all adhere to a formal design. Gershwin's
serious music did not do this. The "Rhapsody in Blue" it-

self can and does refute this classical concept. In fact it

refutes all of the classical concepts concerning serious music
and yet it is serious music. Since its premiere in 1924 it

has been played by practically every major symphony or-

chestra in the United States. It has been acclaimed in the
concert halls from Maine to Florida.

Gershwin was an innovator. What he did with melody,
rhythm and harmony in the larger forms of composition
had not been done before his time. His melodies were not
the result of mechanical units, nor of a stereotyped rule,

they reflect the concepts of a composer who lived in music
and expressed everything, serious or not, sound or super-
ficial, by means of music. As Paul Whiteman says, "He
led the way. He has given the finer jazz a firm root—so
firm that others who come after him may carry on his fine
tradition. The 'Gershwin theme' has been inculcated in

the minds of the younger composers, and it is for them to
take it and go forward."^^

^^ Merle Armitage, op., cit.
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