Jazz and the American Popular Song

Tyranny or Friendship

I have always considered that jazz is the best friend that American popular song has ever had and that most jazz musicians love the music of the great popular show composers. However, a good friend (and fellow ‘jazz nut”) recently stated that he “hopes that, someday, jazz players will be free of the tyranny of the standards.” It is his opinion that many, maybe even most, jazz players perform standards only at the insistence of the audience and the recording moguls who wish to ensure that the buying public sees at least one or two songs that they recognize. It is also his opinion that Wayne Shorter (as well as many other jazz musicians) is a superior composer to Kern, Gershwin and Richard Rodgers. Now, although I want a five-year moratorium on “Green Dolphin Street” and “Satin Doll,” I love Broadway and Hollywood show tunes as much as I love jazz. So, my first reaction to such proclamations was “blasphemy.” But, a second more reasoned reaction was that maybe there is some truth in my buddy’s opinion and that it is at least worthy of discussion.



Perhaps it is necessary to define the term “standard” as it applies to popular music. Any song becomes a standard when it is sung often enough and long enough to become entrenched in the public’s mind. But I’m not talking about “Feelings” or Paul McCartney’ s “Yesterday.” I’m referring, of course, to what composer/musicologist Alec Wilder dubbed “The Great American Songbook,” i.e., classical standards, songs written by the Gershwins, Cole Porter, Jerome Kern, Richard Rodgers and Johnny Mercer, just to name a few. The classical standards differ in origin and form from the rock and country standards. Most of today’s pop music trades in large, generic feelings expressed as directly and as simplistically as possible. Nuances are out; “say it like it is” is in. Whereas the Beatles said, “I want to hold your hand,” Larry Hart said, “I’m wild again, beguiled again, a simpering, whimpering child again.” Thus, “Bewitched” and most other classical standards trade in subtlety and in complex emotions. Such songs have irony and the best of them have wit, literary quality and (admittedly showing my bias) I would also add intelligence. Andrea Marcovicci, an excellent vocalist and a most articulate lady, once said “as a nation we’re letting language slide, we’re letting social graces slide, which is reflected in our music -- if you have a society that loves books and the written word, you’re going to have a society that loves intelligent songs.

But does a love affair (or even a connection) exist between the classical standard and the jazz player? Well, many of the songs written for Broadway and Hollywood movies would be completely unknown today without the many jazz recordings. Jazz and cabaret are perhaps, the only outlets for today’s new lyricists and composers. But is that connection a reluctant one? We don’t live in an age when more than 200 new shows are produced on Broadway each season, as in the 1920s. Radio play lists are shockingly narrow. If artists write thoughtful, intellectual, emotionally powerful lyrics with tuneful melodies that can’t be classified as rock or hip hop or country, they have little hope of ever being heard. Karrin Allyson, or Weslia Whitfield or Diana Krall, just to name a few jazz-influenced singers, rescue such works from obscurity. But does the typical jazz musician find the classical standards challenging harmonically or melodically to work with? Or does he/she, as my friend states, perform them reluctantly? I don’t know the answer, although I hope they are performed out of respect for the material. It is unlikely that anyone will be performing a study to ascertain the truth. But I think that it is an interesting question.
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