
        Behold, 
     my fantastic 
     invention:  
      the Mirror 
      of Reality!  
      Step right 
      up and see 
     the world as 
     it really is!  
   Uncover your  
  inner personality,   
understand your 
 neighbors, see what         your friends 
are truly made of…    But it was not gone; 
a splinter of glass from the inventor’s 
mirror had landed in Kai’s eye, and its power 
traveled straight to his heart... The fabric 
   of her robe looked like millions of starry 
   snow-flakes linked together. She was delicate 
     and beautiful, but made of ice—shining, 
      dazzling, glittering ice... Wait, I haven’t seen 
        him yet, but I’m sure he will come soon.  The 
          river seemed to think so.  He carried you 
             here.   Oh, don’t be so sad.  Come, eat some 
               ripe red cherries and then I will take 

  you to visit my garden... Once upon 
  a Time , in this very CAWdom where you 
 and I are sitting, there lived a princess 
   so wonderfully CA--clever that she had 
   read all the books and the newspapers—
   and forgotten them too... But I’m your 
  daughter and you must give me everything I 
  

  I’ve written you a song A beautiful 

       routine; 
       (I hope 
       you 
       like 
       it.) My 
             technique 
   can’t be wrong, I learned it from the screen... 
    I am the very model of a modern Major-
        General. I’ve information vegetable, animal, 
  and mineral. I know the kings of England, 
       and I quote the fights historical From 
         Marathon to Waterloo, in order 
   categorical... It’s a funny thing- 
        I look at you, I get a thrill I 
             never knew. Isn’t it a pity we never 
      met before?... I used to work in a 
            nightclub For sixty bucks a week. 
    To please the chumps I did the bumps 
   And turned the other cheek... The night 
     is bitter, The stars have lost their 
 glitter; The winds grow colder And 
     suddenly you’re older- And all 
   because of the man that got 
   away... Shall we dance, or 
   keep on moping? Shall 
    we dance, and walk 
        on air? 
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Letter from the editors

Letter from the editors
Dear PlayNotes Readers: 

Happy New Year, and welcome to the fourth issue of PlayNotes for the 
2013-2014 season! We’re ringing in the second half of the season at 
Portland Stage with something a little different: a play with music. 
Words By: Ira Gershwin and the Great American Songbook, by Joseph 
Vass, tells its story with both spoken words and performers singing 
the lyrics of Ira Gershwin, one of the most successful librettists of 
American musicals. The play is the second written by Vass about 
the Gershwin brothers (his earlier, The Soul of Gershwin, focused on 
George), who have been a lifelong fascination for the Minnesota-
based playwright.  You can read more about Vass’s connection with 
the Gershwins in an interview with the playwright on pp. 23-24. 

Ira Gershwin’s career as a librettist—writing words to the tunes of 
musicals from the 1910s to 1950s—was often in the background, 
overshadowed by the composers writing the music. That seemed 
like an invitation to us, at PlayNotes, to focus our attention on this 
less-glamorous side of artistic creation. So, in this issue, you can find 
articles on the Gershwins and how they worked together (pp. 10-12) 
as well as on the craft of songwriting (pp. 18-19) and the collaborative 
relationships of artistic partnerships (pp. 25-26). From classic 
comedy duos to more recent teams like the screenwriting/directing 
partnership of the Coen brothers, no two artistic collaborations ever 
share the limelight in quite the same way. 

With Words By opening, this Portland Stage season is going by fast, 
but there’s still a lot of exciting theater coming up both onstage 
and behind-the-scenes. One of the ways the Education Department 
complements every production here is by hosting three discussion 
series that give you an opportunity to go in-depth and interact with 
the artists who create each show. Our “Artistic Perspective” and 
“Curtain Call” discussions take place on Sunday afternoons, while 
“Page to Stage” is held on Tuesdays at the Portland Public library. You 
can always find the discussion dates for the current show on the final 
page of PlayNotes (in this guide, p. 35). If you’d like more information 
on discussion opportunities, or have any other comments or 
questions, you can reach us at 207.774.1043 x104 or by e-mail at 
dburson@portlandstage.org. We’d love to hear from you!

Sincerely yours,

PlayNotes Contributing and 
Editorial Staff

Dan Burson
Education Manager

Jessica Bland
Education & Theater for Kids 
Intern

Nicholas Orvis
Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

J.J. Peeler
Directing & Dramaturgy Intern

Shannon Wade
Education & Theater for Kids 
Intern 

Georgia Zildjian
Directing & Dramaturgy Intern
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aBout the pLay
Most people know of George Gershwin in some way; 
they’ve heard one of his songs or seen one of the fi lms 
for which he wrote the music. Often, they know him 
as a part of a creative team: the Gershwins. And he 
often collaborated with his brother, Ira. George is 
the more famous Gershwin, regarded by most as a 
musical genius and icon, and 
Ira agreed; by all accounts, he 
idolized his brother. Words By, 
though, is a play about “Th e 
Other Gershwin,” the not-
quite-as-famous Gershwin. Th e 
man whose job “happened to 
be writing words for songs,” as 
playwright Joseph Vass states, 
not the charismatic genius who 
got much of the glory.

Ira Gershwin, in many ways, 
is a more approachable 
hero than his brother, and a 
fundamentally American one. 
He wasn’t ostentatious; he 
worked hard, and created lyrics 
for many of our nation’s most 
beloved songs, “Th e Standards.” 
It is easy to iconize George as the 
genius who could play anything. 
Ira, however, is a more subtle 
icon in the way he shaped the American cultural 
identity. Ira wasn’t as fl ashy as his brother, and since 
he outlived him by four decades, he has a larger body 
of work. George might have been a genius, but Ira was 
solid and steady. What’s more American than a hard-
working man from unremarkable beginnings, a fi rst-
generation American, climbing to the top of American 
popular culture and eventually coming to represent it?

Ira Gerswhin gave words to ideas that came to represent 
who we are as Americans, and he used American slang 
to speak for us. It was no accident that Ira found a 
way to express America’s voice. Working for his 
father’s business, a Turkish bath, Ira met Paul Potter, 
a customer and playwright. Potter encouraged Ira to 
“learn especially [his] ‘American Slang.’”  Th is advice 
seemed to stick, judging by Ira’s future body of work. 
Ira Gershwin gave a new America a voice of its own, in 
a nation that was growing increasingly diverse due to 

a fl ood of immigration in the early 20th century. Ira’s 
lyrics speak to universal themes, but in an American 
vernacular. America was more casual, rambunctious, 
and jazzy. Ira found a nation’s expression in simple, 
unpretentious language. 

Gershwin says in the play, 
“Singers still want to sing 
our songs for people who still 
want to hear them . . .  ‘Th e 
Standards.’ I like that word. 
Th e best classical music like 
Chopin satisfi es the highest 
standards of craft, beauty, 
and meaning. Do our songs do 
that?” For many, their songs do. 
Scholars and musicians say that 
a Gershwin song has a typical 
emotional lyrical structure. 
Th ey start with the simple 
and the mundane, then grow 
outward into the universal, 
poignant, and expressive. In 
the song “Th ey Can’t Take Th at 
Away From Me,” the singer 
discusses the simple things 
they cherish about their loved 
one, “Th e way you wear your 
hat/Th e way you sip your tea.” 

By the end of the song, the singer admits “Th e way 
you changed my life—No!/Th ey can’t take that away 
from me!” Suddenly, we are left with someone’s life-
defi ning moment in a relationship created from the 
smaller, seemingly insignifi cant moments. Words By
follows this structure. Th e simplicity of a Gershwin 
song is what makes it irresistible. Th e lyrics sneak into 
a poignancy that’s never overwrought, but captures 
how the mundane details become expressive of a life, 
a generation, and a nation. 

From a man who simply wants to express and celebrate 
the era and his colleagues, we begin to understand the 
larger nature of a friendship and collaboration with 
George Gershwin that changed not only Ira, but the 
world. Ira Gershwin reminds us to keep looking at the 
music. When we return to the music, we can hear the 
spirit of a nation coming into its own during a century 
of turmoil, hardship, and celebration.

“Th is play is about a man whose job happened to be writing words for songs.”

—Joseph Vass, Playwright

I ra  G e r s h w i n  a t  h i s  h o m e  i n 
B e v e r l y  H i l l s .
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In what ways did social and economic conditions in the early 20th century and the two World Wars 
    infl uence the rise of the modern entertainment business? 

How does the work of other artists infl uence the creation of new works of art? What other sources    
    of inspiration can artists pull from to help in their work? 

What is the American Dream and how has the entertainment industry infl uenced this Dream? 
    Has the way the American Dream is perceived changed over time?

What does it mean for a song to be a “standard”? How are other songs and forms of music measured 
    against “standards”? Why have songs that are “standards” lasted for so long?

Th e theme of love has been central to a countless songs composed throughout history. Why do 
    we never tire of writing music about love? Do we connect with love songs diff erently than to other 
    themes in music? 

Ira Gershwin was a master of incorporating American slang into his works. Does the use of slang 
    in lyrics infl uence the popularity of that music? How does this change as time passes from when 
    the song was fi rst written?

What makes musical theater a distinctly American art form? Are there origins or qualities of 
    musicals that can only exist in America?

What does it mean to be a collaborator? Do the terms of the collaboration change when the people 
    working together have a close relationship outside of their work as well? 

George Gershwin rarely stopped working at his music and took little time to himself. Is work more 
     important than play? Is it possible for work and play to be one in the same? 

Is there a diff erence between being an accomplished person who is widely recognized for their 
   success and a person whose accomplishments few know about? Does fame make a diff erence in 
    measuring the value of someone’s art?

What does it mean to leave a legacy behind? Who decides which legacies are remembered and 
     which are forgotten?

focus Questions
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aBout Joseph Vass
A writer, pianist, and composer in his own right, 
playwright Joseph Vass grew up listening to the music 
of the Gershwins. It was not until years later, though, 
that he began to listen to traditional Jewish music 
and made the connection between the Gershwin 
brothers’ music and his own cultural heritage. From 
this realization have sprung the epicenters of Vass’s 
dramatic work, three plays with music that explore 
the connections between Jewish and popular music: 
Mishegass: Such a Musical!, The Soul of Gershwin: 
The Musical Journey of an American Klezmer, and, 
most recently, Words By: Ira Gershwin and the Great 
American Songbook.

Born in Springfield, Illinois, and growing up in Oak 
Park, Vass came to the theater by way of music. He 
started piano lessons at age 8, became an enthusiast in 
his teens, and is supposedly six teachers removed from 
Ludwig van Beethoven. He is perhaps best known for 
his work as the bandleader of the Jewish-American 
band Klezmerica, which has performed throughout 
the country as well as in Canada and Israel. Klezmerica 
plays to concert halls and Jewish communities, where 
its music has inspired and instructed audiences in 
Jewish folk traditions. They also participated in the 
International Klezmer Festival in Safed, Israel. In an 
interview for one of his later shows, Vass said, “the 
klezmer [is] a person, a Jewish musician, who plays 
not just Jewish music, but all kinds of music, or 
incorporates all kinds of music into Jewish music.” 

In 1999, Vass began his first foray into the world 
of musical theater. Along with his bandmates from 
Klezmerica and some local vocalists, Vass performed 
a concert of Gershwin’s music that quickly morphed 
into a show called Gershwin the Klezmer. Opening 

later that year at the Park Square Theatre in St. Paul, 
Minnesota (a theater that has become one of Vass’s 
major creative bases), the show was very successful, 
leading to performances in California, Florida, and 
Canada. It was eventually restaged at Park Square in 
2011 under its new title, The Soul of Gershwin, and set 
attendance records for that theater as well as winning 
Vass an Ivey Award (the Twin Cities equivalent of a 
Tony Award) for the show’s music. 

Less successful was Vass’s second theatrical work, an 
original production titled Mishegass: Such a Musical!, 
produced in 2004 by the Actors Theater of Minnesota. 
The show’s title is the Yiddish word for “craziness,” 
and seems apt: the kaleidoscope production includes 
anecdotes and songs on historical Jewish Americans 
as diverse as Meyer Lansky (an infamous gangster), 
Albert Einstein, and Moe Berg (baseball star and, 
later, crucial World War II spy). Though many praised 
the show’s intentions—it was produced on the 350th 
anniversary of the first Jews’ arrival in America, 
and the 150th anniversary of the same event in 
Minnesota—it was less well-received by critics. Lisa 
Brock in the Minneapolis Star-Tribune referred to it 
disparagingly as “mishmash,” and it has received no 
further productions.

Regardless of the vicissitudes of the theater world, 
Vass has always remained dedicated to his craft as a 
musician, writing music for theatrical productions 
and crafting his own independent compositions. 
In 2004, for example, he produced a well-received 
“musical midrash” (a commentary) inspired by the 
Hebrew alphabet, appropriately titled “Alef-Bet.” 
Words By—already developing a following with two 
productions since its inception in 2012—marks the 
composer-playwright’s return to the theater. 

Vass at the piano.

Michael Paul Levin portrays George Gershwin in the Park 
Square Theater’s2011 production of The Soul of Gershwin.
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production history
When we hear the name “Gershwin,” most people 
think instantly of George, the famous composer, 
creator of some of the most enduring and influential 
pieces of music in the American canon. The younger 
Gershwin brother, George had a grandiose personality 
that has rendered him a relatively easy subject for 
plays and stories. Ira, the older brother and lyricist, 
has enjoyed less time in the sun—that is, until Words 
By came to the stage.

Joseph Vass has said that his 
fascination with the lesser-
known Gershwin brother 
began when he was a teenager, 
working his way through a 
book of Gershwin songs on 
his piano. The opening line of 
“Isn’t It a Pity” caught his eye 
and ear: “It’s a funny thing . . .” 
This unexceptional phrase, 
Vass realized, instantly 
became poetry when put to 
music. This early connection 
blossomed into Vass’s lifelong 
interest in the Gershwins, 
an interest that has borne 
fruit in Words By and its 
companion piece, The Soul of 
Gershwin.

The premiere of Words By, in 2012, was the result 
of a complex collaboration. Arnold Mittelman, 
the producing artistic director of the now defunct 
Coconut Grove Playhouse, produced The Soul of 
Gershwin in 2002, and remounted it for the National 
Jewish Theater. From those productions, Mittelman 
established a relationship with the Gershwin estate, 
where it was mentioned that a show that dealt with 
Ira would be well received.

Mittelman immediately thought of Vass, and 
connected the playwright with his colleague David 
Ellenstein, the artistic director of the North Coast 
Repertory Theater in Solana Beach, California. NCRT 
stepped up to produce the new play’s world premiere, 
and Words By opened under Ellenstein’s direction on 
October 17, 2012. The play did well commercially; 
critically, however, it received mixed reviews. Many 
critics enjoyed the review of the Gershwins’ most 
famous pieces, and Nicholas Mongiardo-Cooper 
won accolades for his warm and understated 
performance as Ira, but some reviewers thought that 
more could be done with the songs. Pam Kragen, 
writing for the San Diego Union-Tribune, concluded, 

“Some casting and staging tweaks could really make  
‘Words By’ sing.”

The show, fortunately, has found continued success. In 
addition to the Portland Stage production, Ellenstein 
and Vass have just completed a run of Words By at the 
Park Square Theatre in St. Paul, Minnesota, which 
serves as a frequent artistic home for Vass. Words By 
ran in November and December 2013 at Park Square, 

and drew positive attention 
from local critics. Star Tribune 
critic Graydon Royce called it 
“a charming entertainment 
with obvious affection for 
one of America’s often-sung 
but underappreciated musical 
masters.” 

Some Minnesotan critics were 
less kind—Ed Huyck of City 
Pages felt that it stacked up 
unfavorably with Vass’s other 
major Gershwin work, saying, 
“Lighting [sic] doesn’t strike 
twice”—but Vass and the creative 
team noted even before opening 
that the show, for all its California 
premiere, was still in a state of 

flux.  “World premieres get all the glory, but a show at 
this stage is still in development,” noted Park Square’s 
artistic director, Richard Cook. Ellenstein expressed 
enthusiasm for the continuing development, calling 
the show “a labor of love.” The work—and the joy—
continues in this, the third production of Words By.

pLays By Joseph Vass

Andrew Ableson, Meghan Andrews, and Nicholas 
Mongiardo-Cooper in the world premiere (2012).

The Soul of Gershwin: The Musical Journey of an 
American Klezmer (1999, first titled Gershwin the 

Klezmer)

Mishegass: Such a Musical! (2004)

Words By: Ira Gershwin and the Great American 
Songbook (2012)
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who valued proficiency in “the classics.” George was 
interested in more modern modes of music as well, 
living in the city famous for housing the confluence of 
blues, jazz, ragtime, and musical theater. 

Ira’s interest in music developed later than his younger 
brother’s, and centered on the importance of lyrics. Ira 
revered the work of Gilbert and Sullivan; the duo valued 
a song’s lyrics, which appealed greatly to Ira’s literary 
sensibility. Instead of the lyrics being an afterthought, 
Gilbert and Sullivan wrote the words before the tunes, 
the opposite of the song-crafting trends of their 
time. Admiring the style of clever, plot-forwarding 
lyrics, well-constructed melodies, and their seamless 

integration, Ira was entranced 
by the budding medium of  
the musical. 

The American musical 
as we know it today was 
beginning to form from the 
more established forms of 
vaudeville and the revue in 
the early 20th century, and 
George and Ira had their 
eyes on the stage. George 
quit Remick’s in 1917, and 
went to work as a pianist for 
a production under Jerome 
Kern. Ira attended some 
rehearsals, and was dazzled 
by the quality of Kern’s work. 
With his new connection to 
Kern, George began playing 
for notable singers in their 
concerts; sometimes these 
singers would sing George’s 
original compositions. This 
caught the attention of Max 

Dreyfus, a powerful music mogul, who hired George 
for his first formal job as a composer. George was 19 
years old. 

Ira watched his brother’s success quietly, while he 
himself was working odd jobs outside of the theater 
and devouring libraries and the burgeoning genre 
of moving pictures. In 1918, the two brothers 
collaborated on their first song, “Rag.” George wrote 
his first major hit, “Swanee,” in 1919, which brought 
him a degree of fame. The seminal inciting moment in 
Ira’s musical career came with George’s characteristic 
generosity; George introduced Ira to his friend Vincent 
Youmans, a young Broadway composer, insisting the 
men collaborate. This arranged meeting led to Ira’s 

George and Ira Gershwin were two of the most 
influential songwriters of the 20th century and one of 
the century’s most famous collaborative teams. While 
they did not work together exclusively, much of their 
most successful work was composed jointly. 

Late 19th-century America drew many immigrants 
with its promise of the American Dream. Morris 
and Rose Gershovitz came to America in the flood 
of immigrants from St. Petersburg in the 1890s, and 
eventually settled on New York City’s Lower East Side. 
Changing their name to Gershvin soon after their 
arrival, the couple gave birth to their first son, born 
Israel Gershovitz, on December 6, 1896. Two years 
later, in 1898, his brother 
George followed. These two 
boys would later become 
known as the Gershwin 
Brothers, the musical team 
behind many of the mid 20th-
century’s popular hits. 

The Gerhswins were not a 
particularly musical family, 
though they purchased a 
piano for Ira in 1910. Ira 
was not much interested in 
playing it, nor was he very 
talented, preferring reading to 
practicing his musical skills. 
In high school, Ira’s interests 
drew him to the more literary 
pursuits of journalism and 
poetry. Ira’s childhood friend 
and future collaborator, Yip 
Harburg, recounted Ira as 
being “a loveable incongruity” 
in school due to his quiet and 
gentle personality.  

George, however, was keenly interested in the piano, 
and showed musical promise from a young age. The 
younger Gershwin brother started his musical career 
before Ira. Gaining a major break at the age of 15, 
George began getting work as a “song plugger” in 
Tin Pan Alley with the Jerome H. Remick Company. 
Song plugging was a common business practice for 
these shops in the early 20th century; shop owners 
would employ musicians to play or sing sheet music in 
their stores to encourage customers to purchase their 
songs. George eventually graduated to recording his 
own compositions for piano rolls in 1915 at the age 
of 17, a testament to his developing skill as a pianist. 
As a young man, George sought out serious teachers 

aBout ira & GeorGe GershWin

George (left) and Ira Gershwin (right).
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fi rst full production as a lyricist, Two Little Girls in 
Blue (1921). According to scholar Deena Rosenberg, 
Ira was concerned about “trading in on his younger 
brother’s fame,” and wrote his debut lyrics under the 
pseudonym Arthur Francis (the names of his other 
two siblings). During this time, the brothers did not 
collaborate often; of the 165 combined songs written 
by the Gershwins, only 18 were collaborations. It 
was during this period that George began to discover 
his signature style. Rosenberg identifi es George’s 
hallmark, saying that he frequently “[started] a song 
with a striking melodic fragment and then repeating it 
with a diff erent and unexpected harmony underneath,” 
accompanied with so-called “blue” notes. 

In 1924, the Gershwins collaborated on their fi rst 
project that would become a runaway hit, Lady, Be 
Good! starring Fred and Adele Astaire. Following 
the success of the production, Ira and George wrote 
over 200 songs together in fi ve years, including one 
of their most famous songs to date, “I Got Rhythm.” 
George and Ira found continuing success on Broadway 
in the 1920s, while George continued to work as a 
classical composer and concert pianist as well as on 
the Broadway stage. In the popular realm, George 
composed the Broadway musicals Oh, Kay (1926) and 
Girl Crazy (1930).

In New York in the 1920s, artistic and intellectual 
circles gathered in salons for parties, full of music, 
entertainment, stories, and famous artists and 
composers. It was at one of these parties, hosted by Lou 
and Emily Paley, that Ira met his wife, Leonore, who 

happened to be the sister of the hostess. Married in 
1926, Lenore and Ira had a long and happy marriage. 

George never married, and S. N. Behrman, playwright 
and friend of George’s, refers to George’s appeal in his 
book People in a Diary (1972), “George was becoming 
one of the most eligible bachelors in America.” Kay 
Swift was one of these admirers, it is rumored the 
two carried on a ten-year love aff air. George and Ira’s 
musical Oh, Kay (1926) is reportedly based on Swift. 

Th e twenties were also a time of exploration in style 
and craft for the Gershwins. Ira wasn’t working as 
steadily as George, but was fi nding his voice. Ira and 
George collaborated on their early musicals, such as  
Funny Face (1927), once again starring Fred and Adele 
Astaire. As the roaring ’20s turned into the ’30s, Ira 
and George discovered life-changing career success 
for their musical for Of Th ee I Sing (1931). Th e musical 
was the fi rst to win a Pulitzer Prize for Drama. With 
this success propelling him, Ira began working with 
other composers like Harold Arlen and his old friend 
Yip Harburg, professionally known as E. Y. Harburg. 
Together they wrote the musical revue Life Begins at 
8:40 (1934).

In 1935, George embarked on the most controversial 
project of his career, his opera Porgy and Bess, based 
on the novel and stage play by DuBose Heyward. 
Centering on the title characters’ love story, the 
plot portrayed controversial elements for the time, 
including poverty, drug addiction, and leading African-
American characters. Porgy and Bess was revolutionary 
in its subject matter and structure, comprised of 
an entirely African-American cast. Today, the so-
called “folk opera” is considered a work that changed 
the face of American popular culture. Th e premiere 
production itself, however, was a commercial failure. 
Ira contributed some lyrics, though most of the lyrics 
were Heyward’s. After the disappointing fi nancial 

Continued on the next page.

Th e cast of the Boston trial run of Porgy and Bess on 
the set (1935).

Fred and Adele Astaire perform in the 
West End production (1926) of 

Lady, Be Good!
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return of Porgy and Bess, George relocated to California 
to pursue composing for musical films. 

Ira became dissatisfied with the quality of musicals 
being produced on Broadway, and joined his brother 
in Hollywood in 1936, marking a creatively rich and 
collaborative era for the brothers. DuBose Heyward 
comments on their collaboration style: “After their 
extraordinary fashion,[the Gershwins] would get at 
the piano, pound, wrangle, swear, burst into weird 
snatches of song and eventually emerge with polished 
lyrics.” While many talk about their seamless and 
effortless collaboration, Heyward’s comments imply 
that their process wasn’t always cordial, but remained 
mysterious to outsiders. Their first film in Hollywood 
was a vehicle for their old friend Fred Astaire and 
his famous on-screen partner, Ginger Rogers: Shall 
We Dance (1937). The film was a massive success and 
ushered in a year of hit after hit for the Gershwins. 
In the ’30s their work began to change tone. 
Rosenberg describes this shift: “In the twenties . . . 
the Gershwins’ love ballads cohere to produce a sense 
of loneliness and longing; in the thirties . . . a sense 
of tenuous celebration.” This celebration, however, 
would be short lived, as tragedy would soon strike the 
Gershwin family.

Still living in California, George and Ira were working 
on their next project, the film The Goldwyn Follies, in 
1937. On July 9th, however, George fell into a coma 
and underwent emergency surgery for a brain tumor.  
Two days later, George died at the age of 39. The 
Goldwyn Follies was released in 1938 after his death, 
and he was nominated posthumously for an Academy 
Award for best score. 

Ira wrote little for three years after his brother’s 
death. It wasn’t until 1941 that Ira began to work in 
earnest with playwright and director Moss Hart. The 
project would be a return to his theatrical roots: Lady 
in the Dark was directed by Hart, composed by Kurt 
Weill, and opened to critical and commercial success. 
The ’40s began a period of renewed productivity for 
Ira, with new collaborations with the era’s foremost 
composers. Jerome Kern and Ira created music for the 
film Cover Girl in 1944. With Weill and Harold Arlen, 
Ira wrote two of his most famous sets of lyrics for film 
in A Star is Born (1954), including the hit “The Man 
that Got Away,” and The Country Girl (1954). 

Ira enjoyed a long and fruitful career after George’s 
unexpected and tragic death, going on to write lyrics 
for hundreds of other songs. Ira also embarked on 
a project that was to consume the rest of his life. 
George had left behind over 60 songs that he had 
composed, with no lyrics. Slowly, over the course of 
decades, Ira added lyrics to many of these songs, and 
was instrumental in the management of George’s 
work after his death. Many of these songs appeared 
in future films, such as The Shocking Miss Pilgrim, 
Kiss Me, Stupid, and An American in Paris. He also 
oversaw remounts of George’s work alongside his own 
continued work. 

Ira continued to be prolific well into his 60s and, at 
the age of 86, he died in his native New York City. 
During their careers, the Gershwin brothers amassed 
many awards and accolades for their work, including 
three Academy Award nominations and a Tony Award. 
George was awarded a posthumous special Pulitzer 
Prize in 1998, commemorating his contributions 
to American music. Their work continues to inform 
American popular culture. As Irving Berlin said about 
the Gershwins, “No one wrote greater songs than 
George and Ira.”

Theatrical release poster for Shall We 
Dance (1937), the Gershwins’ first film.

Fred Astaire, George Gershwin,  
and Ira Gershwin  at work.
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MINSTREL SHOWS & VAUDEVILLE

musicaL theater in america

Continued on the next page.

1 8 6 6 :  T h e  B l a c k  C r o o k  p re m i e re s .

1871: Gilbert and Sullivan collaborate on a show 
for the first time.

1878: Gilbert and Sullivan achieve success in the 
USA with HMS Pinnafore.

1907: Florenz Ziegfeld founds the Ziegfeld Follies.

1927: Showboat premieres.

1930: Girl Crazy, Strike up the Band, and the 
Gershwins’ first movie score all premiere.

Musical theater is an integral reflection of American culture and 
component of American popular identity. The form that we identify 
today as “musical theatre” grew out of early American musical 
traditions, but its roots extend further back than that.  The genre 
is an amalgam of influences and a result of the development of 

American culture on a broad scale. 
A solid foundation for the American 
musical form was developed 
through the work of British artists 
Gilbert and Sullivan. By tracing 
the trajectory of the use of music 
in popular entertainment we can trace the genetic make-up of the 
modern American Musical.

Who Were Gilbert & Sullivan?
British librettist W.S. Gilbert and composer Arthur Sullivan first collaborated in 
1871. The duo achieved popularity when they began to write “operettas,” shorter, 
comic scripts with original music, rather than adaptations of popular music of the 
day. Gilbert and Sullivan’s operas were absurdist and satirical, and differed largely 
from the established form of opera in that the focus was on comedy, rather than 
melodrama.  Stylistically, “Sullivan frequently contrasted Gilbert’s comic lyrics 
with lovely melodies.”  In 1878 HMS Pinafore came to the United States and was 
a runaway hit. “After Pinafore’s huge success, the number of musical evenings on 
Broadway doubled.” 

Vaudeville was an influential form of entertainment that is still familiar in 
popular culture today. It was a loosely structured variety of acts ranging from 
circus-like performances to song and dance numbers.
The minstrel show was a racist satire of African American life for the 
entertainment of white patrons, often enacted by white actors in blackface, 
although there were some African American companies. These were similar to 
vaudeville shows, in that they portrayed a variety of entertainments.
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1948: Gower Champion wins the first-ever Tony Award 
for Choreography for Lend An Ear.

1957: West Side Story, choreographed by Jerome 
Robbins, premieres.

1960: Fantastiks premieres. It will become the longest-
running musical in history, running for 17,162 

consecutive performances.

1964: Funny Girl makes Barbara Streisand a star.

1968: The musical Hair marks the crossover of 
rock ‘n’ roll into Broadway culture.

1971: Jesus Christ Superstar, the first ever rock 
opera, premieres.

1975: Bob Fosse choreographs and co-authors the 
musical Chicago.

1988: Carrie, based on the bestselling Stephen 
King novel, becomes “the most celebrated musical 

flop” in American musical history, running for 
just 5 performances.

THE FIRST MUSICAL ZIEGFELD FOLLIES
“Glorifying the American Girl.”

Producer Florenz Ziegfeld founded his 
Ziegfeld Follies in 1907. The Follies was 
what was known as a revue, a precursor 
and contemporary of the American 
musical. A revue  took the form of a classy 
variety/vaudeville show and the Follies in 
particular represented the aesthetic link 
between vaudeville and American musicals 
as we know them today. His Follies were 
comprised of a variety of women, scantily 
clad, performing dance numbers, songs, 
and sometimes comedic sketches. 

OSCAR HAMMERSTEIN II AND SHOWBOAT 
The 1927 groundbreaking musical Showboat dealt with previously taboo subjects such as 
racism, miscegenation, and alcoholism. The show was based upon the 1926 novel by Edith 
Ferber of the same name. Oscar Hammerstein II was the lyricist, librettist and director of 
this show, which was unusual in the theater business and highlighted his immense talent. 

Hammerstein went on to serve as the lyricists for the acclaimed 
Oklahoma! (1943). He died in 1960 at the age of 65, shortly after 
completing the lyrics for the now beloved musical The Sound of 
Music (1959). Hammerstein is still widely considered one of – if 
not the most—influential artists in American musical theater 
history.

 In 1866 what we now call the first musical—The Black 
Crook—premiered. The show was a 
fusion of two different acts, resultant 
of a strange accident. A French ballet 
company whose venue burnt down 
was integrated into an American 
melodrama based on the Faust myth. 
It was, by all accounts, a disaster, 
running 5 ½ hours long on opening 
night.  Despite its initial failure, after it 
was rehearsed and polished it became 
wildly popular. The show united 

classes, as is comprised the highbrow elements of ballet 
and opera and the lowbrow characteristics of popular 
culture and vaudeville and variety shows. 
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AGNES DE MILLE & 
OKLAHOMA!

 With Agnes de Mille’s choreography, dance became 
consistent with character, time and place, further 
contextualizing and streamlining musical plots. She 
made dance an equal partner with song and plot 
in musicals. In her choreography for Roger’s and 
Hammerstein’s Oklahoma! De Mille successfully 
combined components of classical and modern dance. 
Exemplary of this is the revolutionary “Dream Ballet.” 
This was the first time that choreography had been 
used to further and substantiate the plot of a musical, 
rather than just being an “interlude.”

1996: Jonathan Larson posthumously receives the 
Pulitzer Prize for his musical Rent.

1997: The Lion King premieres in the New 
Amsterdam Theatre, the original home of the 

Ziegfeld Follies.

2001: Mama Mia premieres, as one of the first musical 
in a fad known as “juke-box musicals”—original 

stories built around pre-existing popular hits.

2003: Avenue Q, the quirky musical featuring 
Sesame Street-like puppets, wins Tonys for Best 

Book, Score, and Musical.

2006-7: Spring Awakening wins the Tony Award for Best 
Musical.

STEPHEN SONDHEIM & SWEENEY TODD

A N N E  B R O W N  &  
P OR G Y  &  B E S S

 Anne Brown was an 
African-American 
singer and actress 
born in 1912 who 
faced rejection in 
her education and 
career due to her 
race. She was in 
her scond year of 
study at Julliard 
when she met 
George Gershwin 

and auditioned for the show he was working on, 
Porgy. Gershwin hired Brown on the spot, and shortly 
thereafter expanded her character extensively and 
changed the title of the musical to Porgy & Bess to 
reflect her importance to the production (Bess being 
Brown’s character). Porgy & Bess was successful and 
revolutionary: it dealt with racial poverty issues in a 
“sophisticated” manner, while straddling the genres of 
Jazz, folk-opera and musical comedy.

The Lyricist Stephen Sondheim is the recipient of 8 Tony awards, 8 Grammy 
awards, the Pulitzer Prize in drama, and an Oscar, to date. Sondheim was 
mentored by Oscar Hammerstein II and had his first big break with West 
Side Story. In spite of West Side Story’s success, its peppy, sometimes sappy 
lyrics were not indicative of Sondheim’s true style. Influenced by the work of 
composer Bernard Herrmann (Psycho) Sondheim went on to write Sweeny 
Todd. In the show’s song “Epiphany,” Sondheim’s style is reflected: the original score ends on a dissonant note and 
is comprised of “violent harmonics.” Sondheim commented that he consciously did not want to write a song the 
audience would clap for, but something that would induce discomfort.
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Jewish Americans have a well-known cultural 
legacy in American popular entertainment. Ira and 
George Gershwin are counted in the significant 
number of first-generation Americans who were in 
the entertainment industry at the start of the 20th 
century. The Gershwin brothers, however, are just 
two examples of many Jewish-
American entertainers and 
producers. With a tremendous 
legacy of participation in 
and creation of the modern 
film and, more broadly, the  
entertainment industry.  

Before the American Civil War, the 
population of American Jews was 
relatively small; Jews made up less 
than one percent of the population 
in the 1830s, for example, 
and were underrepresented 
in entertainment and popular 
culture. Between 1880 and 1900, 
however, the population of Jews 
in America quadrupled due to an 
influx of immigrants from Eastern 
Europe. Jewish communities had 
encountered anti-Semitism before 
immigrating to the United States, 
but their concentration in low-
income areas in the U.S., coupled 
with the increased reach of mass 
media, led to widespread anti-
Semitism in their new nation  
as well. 

Anti-Semitism was fueled by conditions in the 
workplace, as new immigrants sought to make a 
living in their new country, forcing them into low-
paying professions. Jewish Americans, like other 
immigrant communities, found work in factories and 
shipyards, industries that provided little income and 
even less opportunity for advancement. Over a single 
generation in the early 1900s, however, as Beth S. 
Wenger details in her book The Jewish Americans, “the 
economic profile of the American [Jewish community] 
shifted rapidly from working to middle class.” First-
generation Jewish Americans began entering into 
small-business sectors, such as the increasingly 
profitable storefront Nickelodeon movie theater 
market and other entertainment professions. 

In Jewish neighborhoods, such as the area surrounding 
Hester Street in New York City, Yiddish theaters arose 
to cater to their expanding middle-class communities, 

and found great financial success. One example is 
Yiddish theater star Boris Thomashefsky. In the 
early 20th century, Thomaschefsky created his own 
traveling company performing in Yiddish, and saw 
great success directing and performing his Yiddish 
adaptation of Hamlet. Adaptation was a popular 

practice on the Yiddish stage 
and other artists, such as Jacob 
Adler, performed in many Yiddish 
adaptations of Shakespeare 
classics. Sarah Blacher Cohen 
argues that the goal of Yiddish 
theater performances was to 
showcase successful assimilation: 
“the industrious immigrants 
eager for social and professional 
advancement, regarded the 
Yiddish theater as a Dale Carnegie 
course that would . . . hasten their 
transformation from Yidn to 
Yankees.” Elmer Rice, a playwright 
popular in this period, downplayed 
his ethnic heritage, but wrote 
more obliquely about the Jewish 
experience: “I have never paraded 
my origin, but I have never tried 
to deny it.” Such was the feeling 
of many generations of Jewish 
entertainers and artists. 

As Yiddish theater became more 
successful in the early years 
of the 1900s, producers like 
Thomashefsky and Adler sought 
to widen their works’ appeal, and 

transitioned into performing in English. Theaters such 
as these began marketing beyond Yiddish audiences 
and found success performing popular mediums like 
burlesque and vaudeville in English. As their stages 
transitioned into more mainstream genres, so did 
their performers. It was in such performance halls 
that famous Jewish-American icons such as Irving 
Berlin, Fannie Brice, Sophie Tucker, and Al Jolson got 
their starts. 

The tradition of Jewish Americans in entertainment 
follows the history of the American musical from 
theater to film. As vaudeville transformed into 
Broadway musicals, its performers and composers 
followed. The Gershwins are numbered among 
these, as are famous Jewish-American performers 
like Gertrude Berg and Molly Picon. Al Jolson was 
arguably the first Jewish-American film star, famous  
 

JeWish americans in shoW Business

The corners of Hester and Clinton St. in New 
York, circa 1890, a major center of  

Jewish culture.
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to see success in several mediums, recording popular 
songs and performing in film and television. Barbra 
Streisand is one performer who benefited from this 
cultural network, finding success in music. Streisand’s 
debut commercial musical effort, The Barbra Streisand 
Album, received two Grammy Awards in 1963. 
Streisand’s career blossomed in film and television, 
and she is one of the most popular performers in 
American popular culture. 

As performers, producers, and studio-heads, Jewish 
Americans sought careers in music. In his essay “Jews, 
Punk Rock and the Holocaust,” scholar Jon Stratton 
argues that the presence of Jewish Americans in music 
increased after the “cultural trauma” of the Holocaust, 
when “invisibility was no longer an option.” He traces 
the connection between the “history of Jews in post-
war American radical politics and protest music,” 
like the music of Bob Dylan, Lou Reed, and beat-
poet-turned-musician, Tuli Kupferberg (founder of  
the Fugs).

Jewish Americans’ history and widespread presence 
in the entertainment industry encapsulates the 
powerful draw of the American Dream. In the case of 
Jewish Americans in entertainment, the American 
Dream was very real. In an era of unsurpassed 
population growth due to immigration, and coming 
from modest beginnings, Jewish Americans in the 
popular industries such as music, film, television, 
and theater acquired wealth and fame to express not 
only their own experience, but to create and capture 
a larger American experience. Mainstream Jewish-
American entertainers in various genres continue to 
add to the American popular culture landscape. Today 
the list is long, and includes American mainstays 
such as Jerry Seinfeld, Woody Allen, Sarah Silverman, 
Leonard Cohen, The Coen Brothers, and Sarah Jessica 
Parker—just a small sampling of a modern cultural 
tradition that continues to thrive.

for his performance in the first feature-length film 
with audio, The Jazz Singer (1927). 

With the 1930s in full swing, moving pictures were 
a risky investment. Jewish-American producers, 
however, saw opportunity. When they were unable 
to invest in projects on the stage due to anti-Semitic 
bias, they turned to the new wild-west industry 
of film. Early films were often considered crass 
entertainment and not art. Neal Gabler explains in 
his book An Empire of Their Own why so many Jewish 
Americans gravitated to the film industry. As Jewish 
Americans became more middle class, “middle-aged 
men of some means seeking new outlets for their 
investments and energies. . . . Jews began expanding 
their operations . . . they needed new sources of 
capital. What really created a Jewish ‘network’ and 
populated the amusements with Jews were the friends 
and relatives who came aboard as investors and 
employees and then used their experience to embark 
on their own ventures.” Jewish-American producers 
began to find success in the film industry, such as 
the Warner Brothers (the founders of their namesake 
company), Adolf Zuckor (the founder of Paramount 
Pictures), and Marcus Loew (the man behind MGM). 
The networking inside the Jewish community paved 
the path for generations of Jewish Americans to enter 
the entertainment industry.

As Jewish Americans  became a powerful force in film 
production, they diversified their investments in the 
larger entertainment industry, acquiring theaters and 
producing and managing the careers of entertainers. 
Jewish-American entertainers were also increasing in 
number as they benefitted from the community and 
family networks that could employ them and make 
them stars. Television star Milton Berle was able to 
trade in favors from colleagues from his vaudeville 
days in order to become the first major television 
star with his program Texaco Star Theater, which ran 
until 1955. Many Jewish-American artists were able 

Compose r  P ro f i l e :  Ha ro l d  A r l e n

The Jewish-American composer Harold Arlen was born Hyman Arluck in 1905 
in Buffalo, New York. His father was a Jewish cantor.  Arlen moved to New 
York City at age 20 and got his start as a vaudeville accompanist. While his 
name may now be unfamiliar to many, Arlen wrote over 500 songs, the most 
popular of which was “Over the Rainbow” for the 1938 film The Wonderful 
Wizard of Oz. “Over the Rainbow” was subsequently dubbed the “most popular 
song of the 20th century” by the Recording Industry Association of America. 
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The practice of putting words to music as a theatrical 
device dates back to ancient Greece, when the chorus 
filled the role of narrator through expository musical 
interludes. Musicals as we know them today have 
evolved considerably, both in style and craft, largely 
making their home in the United States. Instead of 
having music serve as the backdrop or an interlude to 
a play, musicals, as their name suggests, take music as 
their central device. But what does the craft of lyric 
writing entail? And how has this craft evolved over 
time? To understand the role of lyricists in crafting 
modern musicals, we must explore the history of the 
craft in America, examining examples from lyricists 
past and present.

Lehman Engel, in his 
book on theater lyrics 
and lyricists, Their Words 
Are Music, writes that the 
lyrics of musicals today 
have their roots in Civil 
War-era poetry. Engel cites 
the work of Walt Whitman 
and Emily Dickinson in his 
explanation of American 
musical taste. Whitman 
and Dickinson were (and 
are) prime examples 
for budding lyricists, in 
their unique and often 
strange metaphors. This 
strangeness resulted in 
specificity of experience, 
providing an avenue for 
personal connection with the poetry—what modern 
lyricists also hope to achieve in their songs. Engel 
notes that this specificity is the key to a successful 
song of any genre: “[The poems of] Dickinson and 
Whitman are not only filled with fresh images but 
all of them are specific. In earlier days the use of 
generalities was commonly accepted.” Dickinson’s 
assertion that “hope is a thing with feathers” is far less 
worn out—and much more specific—than the age-old 
“hope springs eternal.” While not popular poets in 
their lifetimes, Whitman and Dickinson’s specificity 
made their imagery not only appealing, but raw and 
true. Their work has subsequently been adapted into 
many musical forms and provided a standard for 
professional lyricists in America.

 

Most lyricists aspire to this poetic standard of 
specificity. But there is a distinct difference between 
the perception and crafting of lyrics vs. poems. 
Engel explains, “A good lyric, as distinguished from 
a poem, must ‘sing’ well and be comprehensible to 
the listener.”  To understand this difference, one may 
compare the sonnets of William Shakespeare with 
the “patter songs” of Gilbert and Sullivan operas. A 
patter song is written is such a way that the performer 
must half speak, half sing the complicated lyrics at an 
accelerated pace. Gilbert and Sullivan’s patter song 
lyrics employ assonance, alliteration, and rhyme just 
as Shakespearean sonnets do, but the result is not the 
same, nor is it intended to be. As Engel points out, 
“Shakespeare did not intend his sonnets as lyrics 
for music, and in this single line he created his own 

music, making any 
other superfluous.”   In 
contrast to this, the 
snappy patter songs of 
Gilbert and Sullivan, 
such as “When you’re 
lying awake” from 
Iolanthe (1882), not only 
have to be compatible 
with the musical score, 
but they are addressing 
an audience, rather 
than a single reader. 
The lyrics, especially in 
the traditional form of 
musicals, have to fight 
to be recognized above 
the tune. 

A unique feature of the musical theater genre is 
that for a song to be successful, it is essential that 
the music and lyrics complement one another and 
that each are given equal import. In other genres of 
music, the tune or the lyrics take precedent over one 
another. The melodies of lyrics have requirements 
and constraints at times contradictory to spoken or 
written (to be read) words. Comprehension plays a 
big role in this. Although Engel writes, “words should 
be sung as closely as possible to the manner in which 
they are spoken,” it is obvious that the singing voice 
adds a layer of complexity to comprehension between 
singer and audience.

In the late 19th century, lyrics in American musicals 
reflected the Victorian sensibilities of the time, and 

Lyricists then and noW: 
the craft of sonGWritinG

An actor performs one of Gilbert and Sullivan’s most famous patter 
songs, “Modern Major General.”
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were often what we would now call melodramatic 
or “fluffy.”  These early lyrics employed the tools 
of “biblical” language, using such words as “Thee” 
and “thou” rather than “you.” The idea behind this 
trend was two-fold:  this language not only appealed 
to the more religious bent of popular culture, but 
simulated elegance. An example of this can be found 
in the opening lyrics of the “Gypsy Love Song” from 
the show The Fortune Teller (1898): “The birds of the 
forest are calling for thee/And the shades and the 
glades are lonely.” This non specific, overly flowery 
opening is comparable to Katy Perry’s “This is the part 
of me/that you’re never gonna ever take away from 
me.” Both songs employ “filler words” (such as “never” 
“ever” “and”). Lyricists for musicals may often be held 
to a higher standard and expected to be more specific 
because they are responsible for contributing to the 
overall arch of a larger story, rather than modern pop 
lyricists, who tell one story at a time.

The “skill” of a modern professional lyricist can be 
measured by their nuance, attention to detail, and 
reverence for words. One indicator of a lyricist’s skill 
can be interpreted by the quality of his or her rhymes. 
Successful examples of rhyme can be easily found 
in the work of Gilbert and Sullivan. However, when 
unable to find the “perfect” rhyme, they purposefully 
use words that are ever so slightly dissonant. Engel 
writes of this technique, “because of [the words’] 
proximity to one another, they appear almost to 
rhyme, and they snag the listener’s attention.” While 
this is the case with many of Gilbert and Sullivan’s 
“patter songs,” perhaps the most famous example 
comes from their song “Modern Major General,” from 
Pirates of Penzance (1879): “I am the very model of a 
modern Major-General/I’ve information vegetable, 
animal and mineral.” While “general” and “mineral” 
are similar, they do not technically rhyme. The stanza 
is successful, however, because of its clear intent 
and clever phrasing. Again, we see this technique 
successfully employed today, often in rap. The poet 

and recording artist Beck uses it to great effect in his 
song “Devil’s Haircut:” “Temperature’s dropping at the 
rotten oasis/stealing kisses from the leprous faces.” 
Again, while not an exact rhyme (“oasis,” “faces”) the 
phrasing catches the listener’s ear in a positive way, 
calling attention not only to the specificity of the 
lyric, but also the craftsmanship of the lyricist.

Perhaps the best example of combining the artistry of 
modern lyricism and the form of traditional musical 
theater is the work of Stephen Sondheim. Sondheim, 
who is a composer as well as lyricist, gives equal 
weight to both the music and the lyrics when writing: 
“I will improvise or think of various melodic ideas and 
sometimes chord sequences. . . . At the same time, I’m 
also jotting down any lyric. . . . I may have a musical 
idea and expand on it, but I never go far without 
bringing the other one in.” He goes on to highlight the 
importance of rhyme. While it is something listeners 
may often take for granted, it can indeed make or 
break a song—especially in musical theater.  Sondheim 
relates: “You want something that will somehow 
encompass or pinpoint what you want to say—there’s 
a rhyme right there—about this situation.” Thus, 
much like the carefully chosen words of poets like 
Dickinson, Whitman, and Beck, the specific rhymes 
and words chosen by Sondheim are reflective not only 
of his personal style, but the overall storytelling of the 
musical. Perhaps Sondheim himself puts it best: “I’m 
interested in the theater because I’m interested in 
communication with audiences. Otherwise I would be 
in concert music. I’d be in another kind of profession. 
I love the theater as much as music, and the whole 
idea of getting across to an audience and making them 
laugh, making them cry—just making them feel—is 
paramount to me.”

Poet and recording artist Beck.

Composer-lyricist Stephen Sondheim.
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Ed Reichert is on the faculty at USM’s School of Music as the musical theater vocal coach/director. He studied music and 
theater at the Aaron Copland School of Music/CUNY. His credits include Off Broadway plays, musicals, operas, revues, and 
cabaret acts. He freelances as a musical director/conductor and works at regional theaters across the country. Highlights 
in Maine include producing the critically acclaimed Songbook Series at the PMA, conducting the PSO in a concert version 
of Evita starring Andrea McArdle, 22 seasons at MSMT, his work with composer Maury Yeston and collaborations 
with vocalist Marie Pressman. Ed has appeared onstage as “Manny” in productions of Master Class starring Lucie 
Arnaz and Rosemary Prinz. His most recent work was directing and accompanying the opening act for Joan Rivers at  
Merrill Auditorium.

PlayNotes: How were you first introduced to the works 
of Ira Gershwin? In what ways have you continued to 
interact with Ira’s work as a professional artist? 
Ed Reichert: I’ve been “collecting” my experiences with 
songs written by Ira Gershwin since I was about 12 years 
old. As a teenager growing up in Ohio, I would go to 
auctions with my mother, Lillian, and we’d buy box-lots 
of old sheet music . . . I still have all the music . . . and I 
do mean ALL the music! Favorites were Rita Hayworth on 
the cover of “Long Ago and Far Away” (from Cover Girl/
music by Jerome Kern); Kurt Weill’s “Speak Low” from 
One Touch of Venus; a song with great cover art from a film 
called The North Star with music by Aaron Copland; and 
an entire book of Gershwin selections that Judy Garland 
had recorded. Fast forward to being paid my first year 
in college to play for singers performing selections from 
Porgy & Bess. Wow! That music really spoke to me. I was 
truly connected to the vibrancy and emotional content of 

the score. . . . I had the privilege of musically directing and conducting a production of Crazy For You at North 
Shore Music Theatre in Beverly, Massachusetts about eight years ago. Those memories as a teenager seeing Judy 
[Garland] and Mickey [Rooney] on the big screen in Girl Crazy (which it’s based on) came full circle. 

PN: What’s your favorite work written by Ira Gershwin and why?
ER: My favorite film with lyrics by Ira Gershwin is A Star is Born because the 
songs that he wrote with Harold Arlen are perfectly custom tailored to Judy 
Garland. . . . Huge gamut of emotions on  display . . . and some of the best 
musical sequences ever captured on film. A favorite song with lyrics by Ira is 
“My Ship.” Simple, stunning, and beautiful. [My] favorite stage work has to 
be Porgy & Bess. It’s a masterpiece.

PN: How have you incorporated the works of Ira Gershwin into your 
classes at the University of Southern Maine? 
ER: There are some semesters in the School of Music where I’ll give everyone 
in my studio a song written by one specific composer/lyricist. We focused on 
the Gershwins a few years ago. Last spring we did a decade-by-decade song 
study in chronological order, beginning with the 1890s. Almost everyone was 
able to include a song with lyrics by Ira Gershwin once we hit the 1920s. . . . 
[E]veryone who is a musical theater major eventually has a Gershwin, Berlin, 
and Porter section in their audition book. They are the standards that people 
in the business of theater expect young professionals to know.

 
 

community connections:  
the GersWhins’ LeGacy in music

Judy Garland and Mickey Rooney perform “I Got Rhythm” 
in the film of Girl Crazy (1943).

T h e  r e l e a s e  p o s t e r  f o r  J u d y 
G a r l a n d ’ s  1 9 5 4  h i t  A  S t a r 

i s  B o r n .
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PN: If a student who was looking to introduce themselves to Ira Gershwin’s repertoire came to you 
asking for recommendations, which shows, songs, and movies would you suggest and why?
ER: I’d encourage them to listen to Porgy & Bess . . . to look at the songs in Girl Crazy, as well as those used in My 
One & Only and Crazy For You. Great, basic songs for singers and actors, and entertaining too. . . . A lesser-known 
movie from 1953 called Give a Girl a Break with music by Burton Lane features a young Debbie Reynolds, Bob 
Fosse, and Marge and Gower Champion. Any musical theater performer could be asked to sing 16 bars of “I Got 
Rhythm” (from Girl Crazy, 1930) in an audition situation. It’s a classic up-tempo song that shows a great deal 
about the performer’s ability to sell a song.

PN: How do you approach artistic collaboration and how do you encourage your students towards 
successful artistic collaboration?
ER: There has to be a commitment towards excellence. If you can be creative and have fun along the way, that’s 
even better. Two is always better than one. I encourage my students (present and former) to perform as much 
as possible. Some enjoy competing. Many of them are interested in writing music, singing in jazz and vocal 
ensembles, producing, and directing. I love all these opportunities for collaboration. It makes them better 
musicians and more interesting artists.

PN: In what ways do you see the influence of the Gershwins in establishing and legitimizing 
the creation, artistry, and production of the American musical comedy as an honored and  
applauded endeavor?
ER: The Gershwins were part of an elite group of composers and lyricists who helped develop and advance 
this uniquely American form of artistic and creative expression we call musical comedy.  Rodgers and Hart and 
Hammerstein, Cole Porter, Irving Berlin, and Jerome Kern were colleagues and fellow innovators. The recent 
popularity and success of musicals on and off Broadway today is a testament to George and Ira’s endeavors. I 
think of The Book of Mormon, Avenue Q, and The Light in the Piazza as three newer titles that they would certainly 
approve of. We can see and hear their influence in the works by many of our living contemporary composers 
including (but not limited to) Mr. Sondheim, Jerry Herman, Sheldon Harnick, Alan Menken, Adam Guettel, and 
Jason Robert Brown. The Gershwins helped establish and blaze the trail for all!

PN: As a music educator, performer, and admirer of the Gershwin brother’s artistic works,  why do 
you believe the Gershwins’ work continues to connect with modern audiences? Also, why should we 
continue to produce, perform in, attend productions of, and study the Gershwins and their music? 
ER: The Gershwins’ body of work is timeless. So many of their themes are what people are still writing and 
singing about today: a presidential campaign tainted by scandal, civil rights, embracing rhythm, etc. Something 
as basic as searching for love certainly resonates with many. The songs may be over 50 years old, but the meaning 
behind them is as relevant today as when they were first written. . . . They wrote really good stuff! The Gershwins 
are responsible for enriching our lives and adding something very special to a branch of our American history. 
[In] present-day Ohio, Lillian, at 92, is a resident in a memory care facility there. I travel there often and play 
piano at the Inn for anyone wanting to listen. . . . People who seldom talk, let alone have much of a memory, 
come alive in remarkable ways when I play these songs by Porter, Rodgers and Hammerstein, Lerner and Loewe, 
Berlin, and the Gershwins. (One of my Mom’s favorite songs is “Lavender Blue, Dilly Dilly”.) The residents may 
not be able to recall what they just ate for dinner, but they can remember these golden melodies and precious 
lyrics. . . . Bingo! For me . . . this is why.

Jerome Kern (1885-1945) was a composer of show tunes for Broadway musi-
cals and Hollywood films. Although primarily known for Show Boat (1927), he 
produced dozens of musicals and films and penned over 700 songs. He was a 
founding member of ASCAP (the American Society of Composers, Authors, and 
Publishers), but it was his work in musical theater that was revolutionary. He 
was said by historian Gerald Bordman to have “built and polished the mold from 
which almost all later major musical comedies evolved.” Kern continued to work 
throughout his life; when he died in 1945, he was in New York for a revival of 
Show Boat.

composer profiLe: Jerome Kern
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David Ellenstein (Director) is returning to Portland Stage, where he previously 
directed Halpern & Johnson. Ellenstein is the Artistic Director of North Coast 
Repertory Theatre in Solana Beach California, where he has over three dozen 
directing credits including the world premiere of Words By: Ira Gershwin and 
the Great American Songbook. David is the former Artistic Director of the Los 
Angeles Repertory Company and the Arizona Jewish Theatre, and has taught 
theater at several universities in California. 

PlayNotes: What is Words By: Ira Gershwin and the Great American 
Songbook about?
David Ellenstein: This play is about Ira Gershwin. It’s about his passion and 
his commitment to the craft of writing lyrics. It’s also about a shy man and 
how he reveals himself through what he does. By his work, you will know him. 

PN: You’ve directed this play twice before, at North Coast Repertory 
Theatre, and at the Park Square Theatre in St. Paul, Minnesota. 
What is different about the Portland Stage production from the  
previous two?
DE: We have a new music director; the other two productions had the same 

music director. The music will be slightly different. Mostly, I would say it’s the personnel. The songs are so 
infused with who the singers are and how they interpret the material.

PN: What is it like to revisit a play on which you’ve previously worked? 
DE: There is a relaxation that comes with knowing how something works, and that it does work. It’s fun to 
attack things with new personnel, so that you find new interesting things about the piece that you didn’t see 
before. You are reinventing the things that do work, and making them even better. There’s a kind of relaxed 
confidence that comes when you do something that you’ve already done successfully. 

PN:  How is the process of developing a new play different from rehearsing an established play?
DE: You have nothing to base your ideas on except what your ideas are. The research that you do is not about a 
production that has already happened and what they did; it has to do with how you’re going to do a play for the 
first time. Especially if you’re working with an author, you’re discussing the motives behind things with them, 
why decisions were made in the script. . . if you’re working on a new play, you’re making it up for the first time 
as you go and there is a lot more latitude. It depends on the author that you’re working with, as well. Most of the 
authors that I’ve worked with are open to changing things in the process of the first production. 

PN: George Gershwin is generally regarded as the “more famous” Gershwin. What is compelling about 
Ira Gershwin, specifically? 
DE: What makes him compelling is the fact that he is not an extrovert. It’s a glimpse into somebody that you 
don’t normally get a glimpse at. He didn’t want people to know who he was, particularly. He shied away from 
the spotlight. What’s compelling is to look at somebody like that who created all this amazing work, and we 
know so little about him. Half of the work he created, we don’t even realize he created because he didn’t care  
to be recognized.

PN: What about Ira’s lyrics makes them timeless and “standards?”
DE: Ira talks about how his nickname was “The Jeweler,” and the meticulous way in which his lyrics were put 
together. Each piece of music had to fit exactly with each lyric. The craft and attention to detail that went into 
it was not haphazard in any way. It was thoughtful and thought out. Whatever is there is there specifically on 
purpose to have the moving effect that it does—which is why these songs are standards. Which is why any kind 
of singer can take the songs and interpret them and they still come alive. 

PN: This play could be defined as being from a few different genres. How would you define it?
DE: It’s a one-man play with two singers and twenty-six songs. It’s not a musical; it’s a play with twenty-six 
songs. It’s Ira’s story and message to the world. There is so much music in it, it’s hard not to call it a musical—but 
it’s not. It’s a play with a lot of music in it. 

interVieW With the director



23pLaynotes

perspectiVes

PN: How has the play changed over the course 
of these last two productions (at NCRT and the 
Park Square Theater)?
JV: The play has changed little since the first rehearsal, 
except that in collaboration with the director, David 
Ellenstein, I have worked continually to streamline 
and otherwise improve the storytelling, which in 
practice means working to hone the language in which 
Ira tells his story.

PN: Can you tell me a little bit about how you 
became a playwright?
JV: I wrote a play. I started with music, then wrote 
a play about the Jewish connection in the music of 
George Gershwin. It was called The Soul of Gershwin, 
or Gershwin the Klezmer. The idea was that we learned 
the story of the music of George Gershwin, and its 
connection to Jewish music and other kinds of music 
all came together. That was produced—a great success, 
relatively—and then I wrote another play, and then I 
wrote another one. So what can I say? Once you have 
something produced, people will look at something 
else you wrote. 

PN: How do you start writing when you’re 
working on a new piece?
JV: It varies. The main thing is to conceive a structure 
or architecture to keep in mind as I write. 

 

Joseph Vass (Playwright) is the author of Words By: 
Ira Gershwin and the Great American Songbook,  
Mishegass: Such a Musical! and The Soul of Gershwin: 
The Musical Journey of an American Klezmer, 
which has been performed around the country as well 
as in Canada and (in concert) in Israel. He is also the 
bandleader and chief songwriter of Klezmerica, a 
contemporary Jewish music ensemble that has performed 
around the country and at the International Klezmer 
Festival in Safed, Israel. He has composed for concerts and 
for theatrical productions, and was the recipient of the 
2012 Ivey Award for his musical direction of Park Square 
Theater’s re-mount of Soul of Gershwin.

PlayNotes: What happened that inspired you to 
write Words By?
Joseph Vass: I think it was a combination of things. 
I became aware that there’s a great story that’s really 
untold, which is the story of Ira and of his work, his 
life’s work as a lyricist—not only with his brother 
George, of course, but also with other great composers. 
And since the story was untold, and it’s a great story, 
it seemed like a very good idea to write it.

PN: What kind of research did you do while 
writing Words By? Did you work mostly before 
the North Coast Repertory Theater production, 
or during rehearsals?
JV: Long before writing this play, I had studied and 
performed the Great American Songbook, including 
Gershwin songs, extensively. For this particular play, 
I studied various collections of Ira Gershwin lyrics, as 
well as biographical material. I particularly recommend 
“Lyrics on Several Occasions,” Ira Gershwin’s own 
selection of his lyrics.

PN: What would you say that Words By is about?
JV: It’s about Ira: his life’s work, and the kind of 
person who could create that work, and that body of 
work. So the story is all those things together: who 
was this person who created this body of work? It 
interested me, and, based on my experience so far, the 
audience seems to love to find out who this person 
was who created this wonderful body of songs. And 
it interested me because I think that even though 
Ira was the opposite of a confessional songwriter, 
the opposite of a confessional artist . . . the nature 
of his work reflects the nature of his personality, in 
that it is often funny, witty, tender, profound, wise, 
and all kinds of other things that we look for in our 
songs. Another thing that interested me was that I 
write songs myself, and I think that by studying the 
masters, you learn. And the best way to learn is to 
study the masters directly. Ira was one of our masters. 

interVieW With the pLayWriGht

Continued on the next page.
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so far has been the work of David Ellenstein, who’s 
directing at Portland Stage, and is a wonderful and 
collaborative and supportive director . . . and I want to 
give my support to Nicholas Mongiardo-Cooper, who 
portrays Ira, and he’s wonderful. I’ve seen him do it 
before and I’m really looking forward to seeing him do 
it again. And of course, we have received great support 
from Michael Strunsky of the Ira Gershwin Trust.

PN: You wear a lot of hats—you’re a composer, 
a playwright, the bandleader for Klezmerica, 
the music director and pianist for your shows.
How do juggle those roles, and do they inform  
each other?
JV: Yes, they all inform one another. Because writing 
this script, in my mind, was also in part a matter of 
figuring out how the music would happen. Thinking 
ahead about the music put me in a pretty good 
position, relatively, to try to make sure the music 
came out the way I envisioned it when I was writing 
the play! I provide the musical arrangements based 
on my experience, but even when I wrote the script 
I knew what the music was going to sound like, even 
though, of course, no one else did. A person could read 
the script, but they didn’t necessarily know how the 
music was going to go. But I had a pretty good idea 
what the tempos, the rhythms, and all kinds of other 
aspects of the music were going to be when I wrote the 
script. So they all inform each other, it’s true. 

PN: Anything else you’d like to add?
JV: An important part of everything that’s happened 

Compose r  P ro f i l e :  Ku r t  We i l l

Va s s  ( c e n t e r )  w i t h  h i s  fe l l o w  b a n d  m e m b e r s 
f r o m  K l e z m e r i c a .

Michael Paul Levin and T. Mychael Rambo in Park Square  
Theater’s 2011 production of The Soul of Gershwin.

Kurt Weill was born on March 2nd, 1900, in Dessau, Germany, coming 
of age in an era rife with political turmoil. Weill’s accomplishments in 
the German musical theatre scene led him to meet Bertolt Brecht in 
1927, and they collaborated on several subsequent works, including 
The Threepenny Opera (1928) and Rise and Fall of the City of Mahagonny 
(1930). When the Nazis came to power in 1933, Weill left Germany and, 
dreaming of Broadway success, moved to the United States. Weill’s first 
musical hit was the 1941 sensation Lady in the Dark, written by Moss 
Hart with lyrics by Ira Gershwin, which went on to become one of the 
most popular shows in Broadway history.
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The Gershwin brothers, though perhaps the most 
influential, are only one of many artistic and creative 
duos that have left their mark on popular culture. 
Writers, cinematographers, and artists of all stripes 
frequently form long-lasting partnerships; the 
classic names Gilbert and Sullivan, or Rodgers and 
Hammerstein, immediately spring to mind. The 
Gershwins were renowned for their honesty with 
each other (sometimes swearing at each other while 
writing), their habit of developing both music and 
lyrics simultaneously, and their easy friendship, 
but many other types and temperaments of  
partnership exist.

The double-act is an old staple of comedy (think of 
Abbot and Costello, 
or Laurel and Hardy), 
and one comedy duo 
deserves particular 
mention: George 
Burns and Gracie 
Allen. This husband-
and-wife team was 
one of the most 
remarkable acts of 
the 20th century, 
and had a joint 
career that spanned 
vaudeville, radio, and 
television. Having met 
in 1922, the couple 
formed an act almost 
immediately, with 
George acting as the 
straight man and 
Gracie playing a ditzy, scatterbrained ingénue. They 
were married in 1926, beginning one of the most 
fruitful and famous celebrity love stories of their era. 

Throughout their careers, Burns was the primary 
writer for their shows, while Allen provided the charm 
and humor that filled theaters. At first the couple 
worked a “flirtation act,” with George playing a young 
gentleman calling on the clueless Gracie. In 1941, 
they decided that they had outgrown the act, and 
began a sitcom called The George Burns and Gracie Allen 
Show, largely based around their lives as a working 
showbiz couple. This was the performance for which 
they were best known, and during their years of fame 
they undertook a number of popular publicity stunts, 
perhaps the most famous of which was Gracie’s run 
for president of the United States in the 1940 election. 

tWo’s company: artistic teams in american 
popuLar cuLture

The couple continued to ply their trade until Gracie’s 
retirement in 1958. Though George, a workaholic, 
attempted to keep their television show running as 
The George Burns Show, audiences missed Gracie, and 
the show folded quickly. 

Another famous duo was born behind the scenes of 
early American comedy: George S. Kaufman and Moss 
Hart. Contemporaries of the Gershwins, Kaufman and 
Hart were unrelated and not even particularly close in 
age (Kaufman was born in 1889, Hart in 1904). Despite 
their differences, the pair was responsible for some of 
the best-loved comedies of early American theater, 
such as Once in a Lifetime (their first collaboration, in 
1930), You Can’t Take It with You (which won a Pulitzer 

Prize in 1936), and 
The Man Who Came to 
Dinner (1939). Their 
relationship was easy, 
friendly, and deeply 
collaborative. Hart 
said once, “Every line 
and idea, including 
the idea of the play 
itself, was so tightly 
woven into the mosaic 
of collaboration that 
it would be impossible 
to tell who suggested 
which or what, or how 
one line sprang full-
blown into another.”

Despite this, the 
dynamic between 

the two when they were at work could be an odd one. 
They had very different temperaments: Kaufman 
was meticulous, aloof, and focused, while Hart 
(though no less hardworking) tended to be more 
flighty, gregarious, and inspiration-driven. Their 
contemporary Brooks Atkinson said once that a 
standard picture of their work was “Mr. Kaufman 
usually sitting at the typewriter, Mr. Hart roaming the 
house and hoping for interruptions. . . . Mr. Kaufman 
feels happy if they produce four pages a day.” This 
timeline was apparently accurate; the rewrites alone 
of Once in a Lifetime took the pair six months. The 
two were also noteworthy for the unevenness of their 
work; while some of their pieces were immensely 
successful, several were not. In particular, Merrily We 

Continued on the next page.

George S. Kaufman and Moss Hart at work.
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Robert’s death in 2012 at the age of 86.

Far more congenial, and in many ways more public, 
is the relationship between another team of creative 
brothers: the Coen brothers, Joel and Ethan, famed 
filmmakers widely considered the fathers of the 
indie film movement. Noted for their genre-bending, 
humor-infused noirs, these Minnesotan siblings 
began their career with an old Super 8 camera in 
their hometown. They then graduated first to film 
school, then the independent film circuit, and 
finally to a unique industry status that allows them 
to work with major producing companies while still 
maintaining the “Coen-esque” vision that makes their 
films so unique. The films themselves are virtually all 
acclaimed—a short list includes Blood Simple (1984), 
Raising Arizona (1987), Fargo (1996), The Big Lebowski 
(1998), O Brother, Where Art Thou? (2000), and No 
Country for Old Men (2007).

Unlike the Shermans, the Coens seem nearly 
inseparable. In person, many have noted that the two 
have a tendency to finish each other’s sentences, or 
to communicate thoughts to each other with so few 
words as to be inscrutable to outsiders. There are some 
small differences between them: each brother has his 
own skill set, though in the case of the Coens their 
roles are far less defined than the Gershwins’. Ethan, 
three years younger, is more literary, holds a degree in 
philosophy, and has published short stories of his own. 
Joel, on the other hand, went to film school, worked 
as a film editor, and is the more visual of the two. It is 
widely known, however, that the roles they received 
credit for on their films (until 2003, Joel was always 
listed as the director and Ethan as the producer) were 
casual lies; in reality, like many creative teams before 
them, both performed whichever tasks came to hand, 
with an implicit trust in each other and the value of 
their shared endeavor. As their acclaimed movies—
and, indeed, the works of many other collaborators—
attest, artists working in tandem have the potential to 
create more and better work than either could alone.

Roll Along (1934), while noteworthy for being the first 
play to use reverse chronology in the American canon, 
was a critical and commercial flop. Despite their hit-
and-miss track record, the pair remained good friends 
until their deaths, six months apart, in 1961.

Perhaps the most superficially similar artistic 
partnership to the Gershwins’ was the Sherman 
brothers’. As the only songwriters ever hired as staff 
by Disney, Robert and Richard Sherman created the 
scores to some of the most popular Disney hits of 
the mid-20th century. Their film credits included The 
Parent Trap (1961), The Sword in the Stone (1963), The 
Jungle Book (1967), Chitty Chitty Bang Bang (1968), 
The Aristocats (1970), and Mary Poppins (1964), for 
which they won two Academy Awards. The Shermans 
also the created the famous (or infamous, depending 
on your point of view) Disney anthem “It’s A Small 
World After All.” Much like the Gershwins, one 
brother was primarily a lyricist (Robert, the elder), 
while the other (Richard) was the main composer. 
Unlike the Gershwins, they officially shared credit for 
all the music and lyrics to their songs. 

Their personal differences from the Gershwins, 
however, are striking. While the Gershwins had a 
happy and productive relationship until George’s 
death, the Sherman brothers had an intense dislike 
for each other. Their sometimes intensely hostile 
relationship was fueled partly by rivalry, and partly by 
deep differences of personality: Richard was energetic 
and driven, single-minded in his work, while Robert 
was more of a dreamer and had a wider range of 
interests. They worked together for years and, indeed, 
presented cordial and even friendly faces to each 
other in public. But in private they rarely socialized, 
and their families were kept separate for the better 
part of 40 years. Most of the world would know 
nothing about this until the 2009 documentary The 
Boys: The Sherman Brothers’ Story, which chronicled 
the brothers’ lives and bizarre relationship. It was 
a partnership that would only come to an end with 

Dick van Dyke and the cast of Mary Poppins perform “Chim 
Chim Cher-ee,” the song that won the Sherman brothers an 

Academy Award.

The Coen brothers on the set of their 1998 film  
The Big Lebowski.
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In his book The NPR Curious Listener’s Guide to 
Popular Standards, Max Morath says that “the term 
Standards, like many others in the lexicon of popular 
music, probably began life as a term used by working 
musicians to identify the songs that had outlasted 
faddish attention and stayed in the American ear.” 
From jazz to blues to pop to musical theater, most 
genres of music have their own set of standards. 
These standards often ebb and flow, with some songs 
sticking around for long periods of time and others 
passing the torch to new songs that continue the run of 
a standard. The underlying question, however, is why 
are certain songs considered standards? What are the 
shining qualities of a song that make 
it stick in such an impactful way for 
so long? Is it possible to definitively 
pinpoint these qualities?  

The songwriting boom that 
produced the standards referred 
to in Words By occurred between 
1920 and 1960, in what is now 
known as America’s “Golden Age 
of Popular Music.” These standards 
were influenced by both the musical 
genres and business practices that 
preceded them. “Tin Pan Alley”  
referred to the music business in 
the early twentieth century, when 
popular music was thought of as 
a commodity to be merchandised 
and written in large quantities. 
Ragtime and jazz were two up-and-
coming genres in the ’20s that had 
a heavy influence on the composers 
of standards. Jazz in particular was 
partially responsible for some songs’ 
longevity, as jazz singers brought their own style and 
interpretation to Broadway showtunes. In multiple 
cases these singers pulled songs like “It’s Only a Paper 
Moon” and “April in Paris” out of unknown shows and 
gave them new life as jazz standards.

In addition to the broad range of influences that 
allowed standards to build off one another and 
flourish, Morath also details what he sees as the 
specialties in structure, words, and music that set 
standards apart from other popular music. Many 
lyrical standards use a pattern, such as AABA or 
ABAC, to write the chorus of their songs, which then 
repeats itself between shorter and sparser verses 
than their earlier predecessors. While Tin Pan Alley 
songs included many, many verses to tell their stories, 
standards relied more on the chorus for the bulk of  

the song. This earworm aspect is another reason 
standards hold up over time. 

Lyricists during the Golden Age utilized a more subtle, 
sophisticated rhyming scheme than that of earlier 
songs, and also worked much more of the casual slang 
of the day into their work. Morath tells how “at the 
same time, the language became richer: more vivid, 
more literate. And as [lyricists] juxtaposed elegant 
language with slang and topical references, it became, 
simply, more fun.” Finally, and most importantly, 
standards are embedded with messages that speak to 
the heart, ensuring the listener a personal connection 

to the song.

While the qualities of the standards’ 
structure, words, and music are 
important in understanding what 
sets these songs apart from the 
rest, there is also that fleeting, 
undefinable quality present in 
these songs that makes them 
infectious and makes a person want 
to hear them again and again. It 
is that quality that surfaces when 
one encounters a piece of art and 
connects to it – it might not be easy 
to find the words to describe the 
feelings it evokes, but it strikes at 
something deep and stays with the 
viewer for a long time. 

Max Morath’s ideas on the qualities 
of standards are clear and make it 
seem relatively easy to quantify and 
define them. However, when one 
considers the broad set of qualities 

that standards hold (a wide range of influences, catchy 
lyrics that speak to the heart, music that is pleasing to 
the ear and has a tendency to get stuck in one’s head, 
a general pattern that the music’s path follows), it 
seems that there are many, many songs that fit this 
bill, though only a small percentage of them are known 
as standards. This narrows our original questions into 
more specific ones: What is that seemingly undefinable 
quality that creates a standard? Who defines them? Is 
it even possible to have a “definitive” list of standards, 
or does it vary from generation to generation or even 
person to person? 

Upon closer consideration, there are other, slightly 
more specific, common denominators among 
standards. Most apparently, these songs are exemplary 

What maKes a standard?

Continued on the next page.

Nat King Cole was one of the jazz 
artists responsible for establishing  

the “standards.”



28 Words By

perspectiVes

representatives of their genre and help that genre 
define itself. Songs like “It Don’t Mean a Thing (If It 
Ain’t Got that Swing),” “Over the Rainbow,” and “Cross 
Road Blues” are songs almost all jazz, musical theater, 
and blues performers, respectively, have as part of 
their repertoire. Musicians, along with academics and 
music lovers, are the most influential when it comes 
to identifying standards because they are the ones 
who keep playing songs over the years and increase 
their timelessness and longevity.

As songs from the Golden Age continue to be taught, 
played, and enjoyed by many, yet another question 
arises: how can music from the second half of the 
twentieth century up to now fit into the “standard” 
classification? Eric R. Bronner states in his article 
“New ‘Standards’ for Singers: The Next Generation of 
Great American Songbook Writers” that “some pop-
rock material is making its way into the ‘standard’ 
literature . . . not surprising considering that the 
‘original’ standards were the pop music of their day.” 
Songs by the Beatles, Elvis Presley, Stevie Wonder, 
Bruce Springsteen, Joni Mitchell, Queen, and more 
have been included in albums and songbooks alongside 
ones by more traditional standards, suggesting their 
place as standards of the modern age. 

Since entering the twentieth century, the advent 
and widespread use of the Internet has caused music 
to be created, shared, judged, and built upon at a 
rate the composers of Tin Pan Alley never dreamed 
possible. Though Golden Age standards are now at 
our fingertips, they are often overshadowed by the 
tremendous amount of music available online. As a 
result, it can be extremely difficult to find songs widely 

agreed upon enough to be called the standards of 
today. Does the enormous, one-hit-wonder popularity 
of songs like Gotye’s “Somebody That I Used to Know” 
and Carly Rae Jepsen’s “Call Me Maybe” justify them 
as pop standards, or are they just fluffy hits of the 
moment that will one day fade into obscurity?

It is worthwhile for someone considering what defines 
a modern standard to look back on the qualities of a 
standard discussed above. What truly exceptional 
songs exist today that exemplify the qualities found 
in Golden Age standards? What kinds of new musical 
innovations and genres are being created that will 
pave the way for future musicians and composers? 
As a whole, the millennial generation might not ever 
have heard songs like “Autumn in New York,” “Sing 
Sing Sing,” or “Moon River,” but they have a whole new 
wave of songs by the likes of The Head and the Heart 
and Nikki Minaj that speak to their times and what 
they are going through today. Clearly, there can never 
be one singular list of standards due to the ephemeral 
qualities that make them so timeless. While we can do 
our best to narrow down and try to pinpoint exactly 
what standards are, time is the true test of what will or 
will not become part of the American musical canon. 

Vernon Duke was 
born Vladimir 
Dukelsky in 
Russia in 1903. 
In 1920, he 
moved with his 
family to Istanbul 
and then to 
America to escape 
the Russian 
R e v o l u t i o n , 
before setting 
off on his own to 
Paris in 1924. In 
Europe, Dukelsky 
composed many 

successful classical pieces, but had his heart set on 
becoming a big name on Broadway. He moved back 
to New York in 1929, legally changed his name to 
Vernon Duke (at his colleague George Gershwin’s 
urging), and found the fame he sought with songs 
like “Autumn in New York” and “Taking a Chance on 
Love,” along with his greatest commercial success, 
the musical Cabin in the Sky (1940).

Compose r  P ro f i l e : 
Ve r non Du ke

The music of the Beatles is now widely considered a part of 
the modern “standards.”
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instant Lessons
Ideas for the classroom to apply the Maine Learning Results in 

creative expression, cultural heritage, and criticism and aesthetics.

Getting Started: Pre-Show Activities
1. Read the article “About Ira and George Gershwin” on pp. 10-12 and discuss the Gershwin Brothers’ 

collaboration. What are the plusses and minuses of collaborating with a sibling? How do you think their 
personalities contributed to their successful musical partnership? Create a Venn diagram comparing and 
contrasting the similarities and differences between Ira and George.  

2. Jewish Americans have played a prominent role in the advancement of the entertainment industry both 
before and after the Gershwins. Read the article “Jewish Americans in Show Business” on pp. 16-17, 
and research one of the Jewish-American entertainers mentioned in the article.  Write a short story or 
monologue about life in show business from the perspective of the person you researched. 

3. Read and analyze the “Musical Theater in America” Timeline found on pp. 13-15. Which sorts of events 
are included on the Timeline? How are these events organized? Why do you think the particular topics 
given an accompanying paragraph with more details were chosen? As a class, divide up the events on 
the Timeline that do not already have an accompanying paragraph, and research them. Write your own 
paragraphs describing the events to create a broader timeline in your classroom.   

4. When Ira Gershwin wrote lyrics, he most often had to fit lyrics to music that had already been written, 
instead of writing words and then having the composer come up with the tune. Divide into groups of two, 
one composer and one lyricist. Have the composer hum or whistle a short melody – repeat it a few times, 
and then the lyricist comes up with words for it. Share your results with the class, then reverse the process, 
with the lyricist writing two lines of words and the composer then coming up with a tune for them. Which 
songwriting style do you find easier?

Making Connections: Post-Show Activities
1. In the play, George Gershwin is a central character in Ira’s story, but he is only represented by his music 

played on the piano – there is no actor onstage playing George. Did you find this representation of George 
effective? Was what George meant to Ira at different moments in his life conveyed by the music? What 
would be the advantages and disadvantages of having an actor playing George rather than the music? 

2. How did the lighting and projection design choices made in Words By influence your 
understanding of Ira’s story? How did these visual elements reflect the passage of time in 
the play? If you were designing a production of Words By, what would you do differently? 

3. Throughout Words By, Ira discusses his and his brother’s role in the establishment of American music 
standards. Read the article “What Makes a Standard?” on pp. 27-28 and, as a class, identify the characteristics 
of what you think makes a song a “standard.” Then divide into small groups, and choose a song from today 
that you think should be classified as an American music standard. Play a recording of it to the class and 
as a group make an argument for why the song is a “standard,” based on the characteristics you identified.  

4. Working with a partner, improvise and perform a short scene based on the characters of Ira and George 
Gershwin presented in the play. Imagine Ira and George Gershwin as they’re collaborating on their next big 
musical hit, and work to show how each one contributed in different ways. How do you play an extrovert? 
An introvert? Following your performances, discuss as a class the difficulties of the collaboration process.  

5. Read the article “Lyricists Then and Now: The Craft of Songwriting” on pp. 18-19 and consider the role of a 
lyricist in crafting songs. What is the philosophy behind lyric writing? How did Ira Gershwin approach it? 
Choose a song written by Ira Gershwin, and study the song’s lyrics, both written and on a recording of the 
song. Write a short essay on which techniques - metaphors, rhyme scheme, repetition, etc. - Ira used to craft 
the lyrics. How did these techniques impact your emotional and rational understanding of the song? 
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GLossary
Arthur Sullivan (1842—1900): British composer, and a member of 
famed collaboration team known as Gilbert and Sullivan. During his 
career, Sullivan composed 23 operas, 13 orchestral pieces, two ballets, 
numerous choral works, and hymns. His collaborations with Gilbert 
are referred to as the Savoy Operas, which denotes a style of comedic 
operas. Gilbert and Sullivan wrote a total of 13 operas over the course 
of 20 years. While other writers and composers created works that are 
considered Savoy Operas, few have remained as relevant and popular as 
the works of Gilbert and Sullivan.  

Danny Kaye (1931-1987): Born David Kaminsky, Kaye was an American 
comedic performer known for his outrageous physical humor and quick 
mouth. He got his start on the vaudeville stage in the 1930s. His big 
break was being cast in Lady in the Dark (1941) on Broadway, a project on 
which Ira Gershwin worked. Famous for his films The Kid from Brooklyn 
(1946), Hans Christian Andersen (1952), and White Christmas (1954), 
Kaye became a celebrity endorser for many charities, including UNICEF. 

Danube: A river flowing from southern Germany to the Black Sea, 
between Romania and Ukraine. Once acting as the border of the Roman 

Empire, the Danube, commonly called the Blue Danube, flows through ten countries and is the second longest 
river in Europe.  “The Blue Danube” also refers to the famous waltz by Strauss written in 1866.

DuBose Heyward (1885—1940): Heyward’s greatest work was undoubtedly his novel Porgy and his later 
involvement in and collaboration with the Gershwins for the subsequent adaptations that led to Porgy and Bess 
(1935). Heyward was a white writer and poet from South Carolina, but Porgy examines the troubles and lives of 
poor African Americans in the South with compassion. 

E. Y. Harburg (1896—1981): A childhood friend of Ira Gershwin who went on to have a very successful career 
as a lyricist for Broadway and film musicals. Known by close friends as Yip, he is famous for such works as 
“Brother Can You Spare a Dime” and “Over the Rainbow,”  for which 
he won an Academy Award in 1939. 

Fanny Brice (1891—1951): An American entertainer, Brice was 
born Fania Borach in New York City. Beginning in burlesque, Brice 
went on to perform in the Ziegfeld Follies in 1910—11. She had 
a career in radio and film and appeared in both films based on the 
Ziegfeld Follies. The Broadway musical Funny Girl (1964) is based 
on Brice, famously portrayed by Barbra Streisand. 

Irving Berlin (1888—1989): Famous composer and lyricist. 
Originally from Belarus, he emigrated to the United States in 1893. 
An idol for the Gershwin brothers, he is responsible for such works 
as Annie Get Your Gun (1946), White Christmas (1954), and Ziegfeld 
Follies (1936). He was a contemporary of the Gershwins, and greatly 
influenced their style. 

Jewish cantor: Also known as a “hazzan,” a Jewish religious figure 
who leads groups of worshipers in synagogue in prayer through 
singing of the sacred texts. Cantors are known for their pleasing 
melodic voices and familiarity with the theology of Judaism. 
Traditionally a man, the cantor holds a position of great respect and 
is considered to be a member of the clergy. The first female cantor 
was recognized in a sect of Judaism known as Jewish Renewal in 

Fa n n y  B r i c e  ( 1 8 9 1 — 1 9 5 1 ) .

Fa m o u s  G e r m a n  o p e ra  s i n g e r 
E r n e s t i n e  S h u m a n n - H e i n k  p o s e s 

w i t h  v i c t r o l a  r e c o rd  p l a y e r.
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2006. 

Jo Stafford (1917—2008): American singer and actress, Stafford was 
a classically trained opera singer. Getting her start in singing groups in 
the ’30s and ’40s, she began an immensely successful solo career in the  
mid-1940s. A popular USO performer, Jo Stafford’s songs were 
played by Japanese forces to decrease morale in U.S. soldiers 
during WWII. This is also where she acquired the nickname “G.I. 
Jo,” as Ira states. Stafford had her own television show in the 
1950s, and sometimes performed comedic songs under the name  
Cinderella G. Stump.

Judy Garland (1922—1969): Judy Garland is one of the most famous 
performers in American popular culture.  She began her career on the 
vaudeville stage, where her voice made her a star. Garland’s performances 
in such films as The Wizard of Oz (1939) and A Star is Born (1954) have 
made her an American icon. Her struggle with addiction and alcoholism 
for most of her life led to her death in 1969. She was inducted into the 
Grammy Hall of Fame in 1997, won the Grammy Lifetime Achievement 
Award, and was nominated for several Academy and Golden Globe Awards. 

Oscar Levant (1906—1972): American composer, performer, and 
comedian, Levant had a diverse career in music, film, and television. 
Friends with George Gershwin, Levant composed the music to “Blame 
It on My Youth” (1934). Mostly remembered for his performing and sharp wit, Levant appeared in the films 
Rhapsody in Blue (1945) and An American in Paris (1951).

Tin Pan Alley: The colloquial name for the section of New York City that was a haven for many music publishing 
companies beginning around 1910. Originally located on West 28th Street between Fifth and Sixth Avenues, 
the exact location would change through the years. Tin Pan Alley is famed for its influence on 20th-century 
popular music, and many famous musicians got their start there, including Irving Berlin, Jerome Kern, and 
Harry Warren. The colloquial name is attributed to the sounds of upright pianos, known for their lesser quality 
and “tinny” sound. 

Torch singer: A singer who specializes in singing sentimental love songs, particularly mournful songs full of 
longing for lost or unrequited loves. The title is said to come from the phrase “to carry a torch for someone.” “The 
Man That Got Away” (1954), music written by Harold Arlen and lyrics by Ira Gershwin, originally sung by Judy 
Garland, is an example of the mournful lament of a torch song. 

Victrola: A revolutionary type of phonograph made by the Victor Talking Machine Company and first released 
in 1906. Popular in the early 20th century, victrolas were the 
height of technology in recorded music. Known for housing 
the entire apparatus in one cabinet, these machines were 
more fashionable than previous phonographs because their 
working parts, turntable, and amplification horn were hidden 
inside a piece of furniture.

W. S. Gilbert (1836—1911): An English poet, librettist, 
and dramatist, Gilbert was half of the musical collaboration 
duo Gilbert and Sullivan, and was known for his clever lyrics 
and poetry. His most famous contributions to the English 
stage were, H.M.S. Pinafore (1878), The Pirates of Penzance 
(1879), and The Mikado (1885). Most accurately referred to 
as operas, these comic musical pieces were early precursors 
to the modern musical. Gilbert and Sullivan were known for 
their unusual working style. At the time, the trend was for 
composers to write the words before the lyrics, but Gilbert 
wrote the libretto before Sullivan wrote the music. 

J u d y  G a r l a n d  a n d  “ Te r r y ” 
a s  D o r o t h y  G a l e  a n d  To t o  i n 
T h e  Wo n d e r f u l  W i z a rd  o f 

O z  ( 1 9 3 9 ) .

A n  a r t i s t  w o r k i n g  o n  s h e e t  m u s i c  c o v e r 
a r t  o n  T i n  Pa n  A l l e y,  c i r c a  1 9 0 0 .
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po r t L a n d  s t aG e  
ed uc a t i o n  p roGr am s

Life Discovered. Portland Stage’s interactive education programs help young people explore all the 
elements of theater from the inside out—writing, production, performance, and more.  With a focus 
on literacy, cultural awareness, and creative thinking, we provide students in grades K-12 with the 
tools to discover the valuable lessons that exist at the intersection of theater and life.

Play Me A Story 
Brings literature to life at interactive Saturday morning performance/workshops that engage kids while 
inspiring teamwork and promoting creativity and self esteem. 

PLAY - Schools Outreach   
Stimulates imaginations at elementary school performances and workshops: a “gym class with words” that 
combines kinesthetic, visual, verbal, and cooperative approaches to build literacy.  

Student Matinees  
Connects middle and high school students from an 80-mile radius with professional theater performances and 
post-show talk-backs that engage them as thinkers, listeners, and analyzers. 

PlayNotes
Opening the world of the play to audiences, PlayNotes guides present a broad spectrum of information for 
teachers, students, and patrons who want deeper context on our productions. 

Classroom Workshops
Engages middle and high school students in the creative process with pre- and post-show enhancement, 
building deeper understanding and personal connections to plays.

Young Writers Project
Gives high school playwrights the opportunity to be read, seen, and heard at our new plays festival, inspiring 
local students to write for theater. 

Vacation & Summer Camps
Turning learning into “play” at week long, theme-based, day camps that give young people essential tools in 
finding meaning, creativity, and collaboration.

The Intern Company
Nurturing and developing 9-10 young theater artists each season: fostering the individuals that will become the 
next wave of exceptional theater makers. 

For more detailed information on all of our Education Programs, including when and where you can take part, visit the 
EDUCATION pages of our website, www.portlandstage.org.
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d i s c u s s i o n  p roGr am s 
for t h e  Ge n e r a L  p u B L i c

Dialogue between artists and audience is an integral part of Portland Stage’s creative process—talking in the 
theater is encouraged at public discussions held in conjunction with each of our Mainstage productions.

The Artistic Perspective brings audience members together with special guests who offer unique viewpoints 
on the productions in our season.  Each discussion illuminates a different aspect of the world of the play or of 
the creative process.   (Held after the first 2:00 p.m. Sunday matinee performance) 

Page to Stage connects the audience more fully to the background ideas that go into creating a production.  
Presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library, discussions provide context on the literary, social, 
and rehearsal aspects of the play.  (Held at the Portland Public Library at 12:00 noon the Tuesday after a  
show opens.)

Curtain Call builds off the collaborative energy between audience and actors following a performance.  
Discussing process, performance, and emotion, artists and audience develop a deeper understanding of their 
shared experience. (Held after the second 2:00 p.m.  Sunday matinee performance)

The Artistic Perspective: Sunday, January 26, following the 2 pm matinee.

Curtain Call: Sunday, February 2, following the 2 pm matinee.

Page to Stage:  Tuesday, January 28, at noon at the Portland Public Library.

All discussions are free and open to the public. 
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Office at 774.0465.

d i sc u s s i o n  da t e s  fo r  “Word s  B y ”
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