the great american songbook the composers
music and lyrics for over 100 standards from
the golden age of american song

The Great American Songbook represents a glorious era of musical creativity, encompassing a rich
collection of songs that have become the cornerstone of American music. Spanning from the 1920s to
the 1950s, this remarkable body of work features timeless compositions that have left an indelible
mark on the world of music. The Great American Songbook includes a plethora of standards created
by some of the most influential composers and lyricists in history. This article will explore the music
and lyrics behind over 100 of these standards, delving into the lives of the composers and the impact
of their work.

Understanding the Great American Songbook

The Great American Songbook is not merely a collection of songs; it is a cultural phenomenon that
reflects the social and artistic trends of its time. It encompasses works from various genres, including
jazz, pop, and Broadway. Composers and lyricists from diverse backgrounds contributed to this
vibrant musical landscape.

Key Characteristics of the Great American Songbook

The Great American Songbook is defined by several key characteristics:
e Melodic Brilliance: Many songs feature memorable melodies that are easy to sing and
remember.

e Lyrical Depth: The lyrics often explore universal themes of love, loss, and longing, making
them relatable across generations.

¢ Jazz Influence: Many standards incorporate elements of jazz, allowing for improvisation and
creative interpretation.

e Cultural Reflection: The songs provide insight into the cultural and social dynamics of their
respective eras.

Iconic Composers of the Great American Songbook

Numerous composers have significantly contributed to the Great American Songbook. Below are some
of the most notable figures whose music and lyrics have shaped this important musical canon.



George Gershwin

George Gershwin (1898-1937) was a pioneering American composer who blended classical music with
jazz influences. His works, such as "Rhapsody in Blue" and "Porgy and Bess," showcase his unique
ability to merge genres.

Notable Standards by Gershwin

Some of Gershwin's most celebrated songs include:

"Summertime"

"l Got Rhythm"

"Someone to Watch Over Me"
"Embraceable You"
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Irving Berlin

Irving Berlin (1888-1989) was one of the most prolific American songwriters in history. His ability to
craft catchy melodies and relatable lyrics made him a household name.

Notable Standards by Berlin

Berlin's contributions to the Great American Songbook include:

"White Christmas"

"God Bless America"

"There's No Business Like Show Business"
"Cheek to Cheek"
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Cole Porter

Cole Porter (1891-1964) was known for his witty lyrics and sophisticated melodies. His works often
feature clever wordplay and themes of romance and glamour.

Notable Standards by Porter

Some of Porter's iconic songs are:

"Night and Day"

"l Get a Kick Out of You"

"Let's Do It (Let's Fall in Love)"
"Anything Goes"
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Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart

The partnership of Richard Rodgers (1902-1979) and Lorenz Hart (1895-1943) produced some of the
most enduring songs in American musical theater.

Notable Standards by Rodgers and Hart

Their collaboration resulted in classics such as:

. "My Funny Valentine"
. "Blue Moon"

. "Isn't It Romantic?"

. "The Lady is a Tramp"
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Harold Arlen

Harold Arlen (1905-1986) is best remembered for his work on the musical "The Wizard of Oz," where
he composed the beloved song "Over the Rainbow." His ability to evoke emotion through music is
unparalleled.

Notable Standards by Arlen

Other notable songs by Harold Arlen include:

. "Stormy Weather"

. "It's Only a Paper Moon"
. "If 1 Only Had a Brain"

. "That Old Black Magic"
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Impact of the Great American Songbook

The Great American Songbook has had a profound influence on music, culture, and the arts. It has
inspired countless artists and musicians, transcending time and genre.

Influence on Modern Music

The standards from the Great American Songbook continue to be covered and reinterpreted by
contemporary artists across various genres, from jazz to pop. This ongoing relevance highlights the
timeless appeal of these compositions.



Jazz Interpretations

Jazz musicians have embraced the Great American Songbook, often using its standards as a
foundation for improvisation. Iconic jazz artists such as Ella Fitzgerald and Louis Armstrong have
breathed new life into these classics, showcasing their versatility and emotional depth.

Broadway and Film

Many songs from the Great American Songbook have found their way into Broadway shows and
Hollywood films, further cementing their place in American culture. The integration of these songs
into popular media has introduced them to new audiences, ensuring their continued relevance.

The Legacy of the Great American Songbook

The legacy of the Great American Songbook is immense. It serves as a bridge connecting past and
present, showcasing the evolution of American music. The songs encapsulate a unique blend of
emotion, storytelling, and musical innovation that remains relevant today.

Preservation and Celebration

Efforts to preserve and celebrate the Great American Songbook include:

1. Concerts and Festivals: Annual events and festivals celebrating American music often feature
performances of these classic standards.

2. Recordings and Albums: Contemporary artists frequently release albums dedicated to reimagining
and interpreting the songs of the Great American Songbook.

3. Educational Programs: Music education programs often incorporate these standards, teaching new
generations about their significance and musicality.

Conclusion

The Great American Songbook stands as a testament to the creativity and artistry of American
composers and lyricists. With over 100 standards that span decades, it is an essential part of the
musical landscape that continues to inspire and resonate with audiences around the world. The
melodies and lyrics crafted by these talented individuals not only capture the essence of their time
but also serve as a bridge to the future of music. As we celebrate these timeless works, we honor the
legacy of the composers who created them and the enduring impact they have made on American
culture.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Great American Songbook?

The Great American Songbook refers to a canon of the most important and influential American
popular songs and jazz standards from the early 20th century, particularly from the 1920s to the
1950s.

Who are some of the key composers associated with the Great
American Songbook?

Key composers include George Gershwin, Cole Porter, Irving Berlin, Richard Rodgers, and Harold
Arlen, among others.

What themes are commonly found in the lyrics of Great
American Songbook standards?

Common themes include love, heartbreak, nostalgia, and the American experience, often reflecting
the social and cultural sentiments of their time.

How did the Great American Songbook influence modern
music?
The Great American Songbook has significantly influenced modern music by providing a foundation

for contemporary genres, inspiring countless artists and musicians to reinterpret and cover these
timeless standards.

Can you name a few popular songs from the Great American
Songbook?

Popular songs include 'Summertime,' 'Someone to Watch Over Me,' 'Night and Day,' 'My Funny
Valentine," and 'Over the Rainbow.'

What role did jazz play in the Great American Songbook?

Jazz played a crucial role in the Great American Songbook by bringing new interpretations and styles
to the standards, with many jazz musicians adding improvisational elements that became integral to
the genre.

How are the Great American Songbook and Broadway
connected?

Many songs from the Great American Songbook originated in Broadway musicals, showcasing the
collaboration between musical theater and popular music during the golden age of American
songwriting.



What is the significance of the Great American Songbook in
American culture?

The Great American Songbook is significant in American culture as it reflects the artistic expression of
its time, capturing the essence of American life and emotions, and continues to resonate with
audiences today.
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