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Irving Berlin: Musical Emperor
A song is a mysterious abstraction. It enters
the world without identity. It has little character or context. No one can know its destiny,
even a pro like Irving Berlin.
We learn in James Kaplan’s new biography, Irving Berlin: New York Genius
(Yale University Press), that after laboring
over a few ideas in the summer of 1932, all
Berlin had to show for it was “Say It Isn’t So”
and “How Deep Is the Ocean.”
Not good enough, his inner critic fretted.
He discarded both.
Fortunately, each tune found the
light of day and began to infiltrate the
inner lives of unsuspecting listeners. They
whistled it, hummed it, sang it, danced to
it and, without noticing, enfolded it into
their being. That’s how songs work—good
or bad, it makes no difference. They quietly attach themselves to moments in our
lives and become the lock boxes of our
emotional memory.
Kaplan is a good custodian of memory,
too. As a youth, he had a fascination with
old age as a souvenir of the past that he had
missed. And at the impressionable age of 21
in 1972, he came upon a 1909 Berlin record,
“Oh How That German Could Love.” For Kaplan, it was “modernism on the hoof. ... formal innovation smuggled into a seemingly
banal idiom.”
A cultural historian was born.
The literature on Berlin is small. In interviews, he could be “a little murky, probably
because [he] wanted it that way,” Kaplan
writes. “He preferred to be the one in control
of his own backstory.”
Aside from an early biography by his
Algonquin Round Table contemporary Alexander Woollcott in 1925, he declined to cooperate with any a biographer in his lifetime.
Laurence Bergreen’s 1990 work remains the
definitive Berlin story, supplemented by Ed
Jablonski’s 1999 book and a memoir by the
composer’s daughter. They are the roadmap
of this relatively compact (335 pages) narrative. In place of new revelations, Kaplan
writes in the readable voice of an observant
journalist and profiler.
New York Genius is part of the Yale series Jewish Lives, but Berlin’s Jewishness is a
secondary theme here. Kaplan respects his
passion to shed the Old World and assimilate into a new one without any multicultural scolding about deserting his heritage.
Berlin just used his background when it was
useful. And because he wrote principally
from his imagination, not his experience,
no genre was beyond reach. His first truly
personal work came when the death of his
first wife made him a widower at 24. The result was “When I Lost You,” whose craft was
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impeccable in its simplicity. He understood
that repetition is “the soul of a song,” and
Kaplan finds Judaic method in that insight.
“Reiterated lines sometimes beget music,”
he points out, “and much of Jewish musicality grew from the resonance of repeated
words.” Berlin’s passion to assimilate never
completely displaced his background. “His
Jewishness permeated his songs,” Kaplan
writes.
Berlin understood his value and how to
turn in into power. Composing both music
and lyrics, he became the complete auteur.
And after becoming his own publisher in
1914, Berlin became a vertically integrated
musical empire. His terms were not always
easy, though. In Hollywood to score Top Hat
in 1935, he was the first songwriter to get a
piece of the picture’s profits.
Kaplan’s final chapter is short but moving, covering Berlin’s final 20 years, largely
spent alongside his friends and contemporaries in a world that had outpaced them.
He came to distrust strangers and held the
outside world at bay. It was a remarkable
outcome for a man who had been such a
cultural lightening rod for so long.
I attended his 100th-birthday celebration in 1988 at Carnegie Hall, but Berlin
wasn’t there. Still, I never saw as many legendary figures in one place in my life, singing his songs and hoping for a word from 17
Beekman Place, where the composer lived in
New York. But the reclusive Berlin was silent.
He left them all alone by the telephone. A
good name for a song, come to think of it—
one that Berlin wrote it in 1924.
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Beyond the musical pleasures and sonic adventurism of Anders Svanoe’s latest solo dispatch,
the project’s appeal is bolstered by a sense of crusading zeal. Specifically, this fourth edition of the
saxophonist’s State Of The Baritone series casts a
layered spotlight on the expressive possibilities of
the instrument.
In keeping with the aeronautical theme of
earlier work, Svanoe’s song titles usually cling
to flying motifs—“Aerial View” and melancholy-tinged closing track “The Open Blue Sky.”
More generally, he latches onto the concept of flying solo, but the “solo” definition is somewhat
deceptive; Svanoe performs by himself, while
overdubbing parts.
His self-generating ensemble generally
involves bari duos, as with the breezy blues opener “Grounded” and the pensive, rubato “Long
Runways,” where Svanoe uses his horn in twin
roles as melodic voice and low-end bass, capitalizing on the instrument’s flexibility. The saxophonist’s truly solo “Solo Flight” opens gently,
garnering concentric force as it goes. But denser
trio pile-ups can suggest the rangy accretion of
the World Saxophone Quartet, whose wily persona is echoed on “Bird Turbulence” and “Parker’s
Wings.”
Like Jon Irabagon, Svanoe’s sometimes-collaborator, the baritone player commands a
diverse, fairly full-service musicality on his horn.
And on this recording, he keeps the improvisatory spirits in check without sacrificing melodic logic or other time-honored jazz values. With
the State Of The Baritone series, the saxophonic
underdog has been duly served and celebrated.
—Josef Woodard
Solo Flight: State Of The Baritone, Vol. 4: Grounded; Nose In
The Wind; Solo Flight; Courage; Bird Turbulence; Long Runways;
Brilliant Maneuvers; Aerial View; Parker’s Wings; The Open Blue
Sky. (43:55)
Personnel: Anders Svanoe, baritone saxophone.
Ordering info: anderssvanoe.bandcamp.com

