
many entries in the great american
songbook

many entries in the great american songbook represent a rich tapestry of musical
heritage that has shaped American popular music throughout the 20th century and
beyond. This collection of songs, often associated with Broadway, Tin Pan Alley, and
Hollywood musicals, includes timeless classics that continue to influence artists and
audiences alike. The Great American Songbook is not a physical book but rather a canon
of the most important and enduring American popular songs and jazz standards from the
early 1900s to the 1950s. Many entries in the Great American Songbook have been
performed and recorded by countless musicians, solidifying their place in cultural history.
Understanding the origins, key contributors, and impact of these songs provides valuable
insight into the evolution of American music. This article explores the defining
characteristics, notable composers and lyricists, iconic songs, and the lasting legacy of
many entries in the Great American Songbook.
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Defining the Great American Songbook
The Great American Songbook is a term used to describe a canon of the most significant
American popular songs and jazz standards from the early 20th century through the
mid-1950s. Many entries in the Great American Songbook are characterized by their
memorable melodies, sophisticated harmonies, and lyrical storytelling. These songs
emerged primarily from Broadway theatre, Hollywood musicals, and Tin Pan Alley, the
hub of music publishing in New York City during the early 1900s.

Origins and Timeframe
The period from the 1920s to the 1950s is often considered the golden age of the Great
American Songbook. During this era, many entries were composed by prolific songwriting
teams who crafted songs that resonated with the cultural and social dynamics of the time.
The songs often reflected themes of romance, optimism, and the American experience,
making them relatable and timeless.



Characteristics of the Songs
Many entries in the Great American Songbook share common musical and lyrical traits
that contribute to their enduring appeal. These include:

Strong, memorable melodies that are easy to sing and remember.

Complex yet accessible harmonic structures that allow for creative interpretation.

Poetic and often narrative lyrics that tell a story or evoke emotion.

Versatility, enabling adaptations across multiple genres such as jazz, pop, and blues.

Key Composers and Lyricists
The creation of many entries in the Great American Songbook is credited to an elite group
of composers and lyricists whose work defined the sound of American popular music.
These artists wrote songs that have become standards, performed and reinterpreted by
generations of musicians.

George Gershwin and Ira Gershwin
George Gershwin, a composer, and his brother Ira Gershwin, a lyricist, are among the
most celebrated contributors to the Great American Songbook. Their collaborative works,
such as "Summertime," "Someone to Watch Over Me," and "Embraceable You," exemplify
the fusion of classical music techniques with jazz and popular styles.

Irving Berlin
Irving Berlin was a prolific composer and lyricist whose many entries in the Great
American Songbook include songs like "White Christmas," "Cheek to Cheek," and "God
Bless America." His ability to craft simple yet profound melodies and lyrics helped shape
the American musical identity.

Other Notable Songwriting Teams
Several other songwriting duos and individuals contributed significantly to many entries in
the Great American Songbook, such as:

Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart

Richard Rodgers and Oscar Hammerstein II

Harold Arlen and Johnny Mercer



Jerome Kern and Dorothy Fields

Cole Porter

Iconic Entries in the Great American Songbook
Many entries in the Great American Songbook have become iconic standards, frequently
performed and recorded by numerous artists across different eras and musical styles.
These songs are often considered benchmarks for vocalists and instrumentalists alike.

Examples of Timeless Songs
Some of the most recognizable and enduring songs from the Great American Songbook
include:

"My Funny Valentine" – Richard Rodgers & Lorenz Hart1.

"Night and Day" – Cole Porter2.

"The Way You Look Tonight" – Jerome Kern & Dorothy Fields3.

"All the Things You Are" – Jerome Kern & Oscar Hammerstein II4.

"Fly Me to the Moon" – Bart Howard5.

Interpretations and Recordings
These songs have been interpreted by a vast array of artists, from jazz legends like Ella
Fitzgerald and Frank Sinatra to contemporary musicians who continue to bring new life to
the classics. The adaptability of many entries in the Great American Songbook allows for
continual reinterpretation, ensuring their relevance and appeal across generations.

The Influence and Legacy of the Songbook
The cultural significance of many entries in the Great American Songbook extends far
beyond their original contexts. These songs have influenced the development of American
music and continue to inspire musicians worldwide.

Impact on Jazz and Popular Music
Many entries in the Great American Songbook serve as foundational repertoire for jazz



musicians, providing a framework for improvisation and expression. The harmonic
complexity and lyrical depth of these songs have made them staples in jazz education and
performance.

Preservation and Modern Interpretations
Efforts to preserve and celebrate the Great American Songbook have led to numerous
tribute albums, concerts, and scholarly studies. Contemporary artists often draw upon this
rich musical heritage, incorporating elements into modern genres and keeping the legacy
alive.

Significance in American Culture
The Great American Songbook represents more than just a collection of songs; it embodies
the spirit and history of America’s musical evolution. Many entries highlight themes of
love, hope, and resilience that resonate with diverse audiences, underscoring the
songbook’s enduring cultural importance.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Great American Songbook?
The Great American Songbook is a collection of the most important and influential
American popular songs and jazz standards from the early 20th century, primarily from
the 1920s to the 1950s.

Why are there many entries in the Great American
Songbook?
There are many entries because the Songbook encompasses a vast repertoire of songs
written by prolific composers and lyricists during a rich period of American music history,
reflecting diverse styles and themes.

Who are some of the prominent composers featured in
the Great American Songbook?
Prominent composers include George Gershwin, Cole Porter, Irving Berlin, Richard
Rodgers, and Jerome Kern, among others.

How have many entries in the Great American Songbook
influenced modern music?
Many entries have become timeless standards covered by countless artists, influencing
genres like jazz, pop, and musical theater, and shaping the development of American



music culture.

Are many entries in the Great American Songbook still
performed today?
Yes, many songs from the Great American Songbook are still performed by contemporary
artists, featured in films, and taught in music education, maintaining their relevance and
popularity.

Additional Resources
1. American Popular Song: The Great Innovators, 1900-1950
This comprehensive book explores the creative minds behind the early American popular
song tradition, focusing on composers like George Gershwin, Irving Berlin, and Cole
Porter. It examines how these innovators shaped the Great American Songbook with their
timeless melodies and sophisticated lyrics. Detailed analyses of key songs provide insight
into the cultural and musical context of the era. This volume is essential for understanding
the roots of American popular music.

2. The Great American Songbook: The Stories Behind the Standards
This engaging book delves into the fascinating histories and anecdotes surrounding the
most beloved standards of the Great American Songbook. From Tin Pan Alley to Broadway
and Hollywood, it traces the origins and popularization of iconic songs. Readers gain an
appreciation of the songwriters' craft and the social backdrop that influenced their work.
The narrative is enriched with rare photos and original sheet music excerpts.

3. Irving Berlin: New York Genius
A definitive biography of Irving Berlin, one of the most prolific contributors to the Great
American Songbook. The book chronicles Berlin’s journey from immigrant beginnings to
becoming a songwriting legend who penned classics such as “God Bless America” and
“White Christmas.” It highlights his unique ability to capture the American spirit through
simple yet powerful melodies. Readers also get insight into the historical and cultural
impact of his work.

4. The Gershwin Style: New Looks at the Music of George Gershwin
This scholarly work offers an in-depth analysis of George Gershwin’s music, focusing on
his contributions to the Great American Songbook. It explores his blending of classical,
jazz, and popular music elements to create a distinctive style. The book includes musical
examples and discussions of songs like “Summertime” and “I Got Rhythm.” It is ideal for
musicians and enthusiasts interested in Gershwin’s legacy.

5. Cole Porter: A Biography
An illuminating biography of Cole Porter, celebrated for his witty lyrics and sophisticated
compositions. The book traces Porter’s life and career, highlighting how his songs such as
“Night and Day” and “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” became standards in the Great
American Songbook. It examines his influence on American musical theater and popular
music during the early 20th century. The author also delves into Porter’s personal life and
the challenges he faced.



6. From Tin Pan Alley to Broadway: The Evolution of the American Songbook
This historical overview tracks the development of American popular music from its Tin
Pan Alley roots to the Broadway stage. It discusses key songwriters and landmark songs
that have become staples of the Great American Songbook. The book also explores the
changing tastes, technologies, and social conditions that shaped the music industry during
the 20th century. It serves as a valuable resource for understanding the broader context of
these timeless songs.

7. The Song Is You: A Singer’s Guide to the Great American Songbook
Designed for vocalists and performers, this practical guide helps interpret and perform
songs from the Great American Songbook. It covers vocal techniques, stylistic nuances,
and historical background for a wide range of standards. The book includes annotated
lyrics and suggestions for phrasing and emotional expression. It’s an indispensable tool for
anyone looking to bring these classic songs to life on stage.

8. Ella Fitzgerald: The Tale of a Vocal Virtuosa
This biography celebrates Ella Fitzgerald’s extraordinary career as the “First Lady of
Song” and her definitive interpretations of the Great American Songbook. The book
highlights her collaborations with legendary arrangers and composers, as well as her
ability to bring new life to standards like “Summertime” and “Mack the Knife.” It includes
rare photographs and personal anecdotes that reveal her impact on jazz and popular
music. Ella’s story is one of talent, perseverance, and artistic excellence.

9. Jazz Standards: A Guide to the Repertoire
While focusing broadly on jazz, this guide extensively covers many songs from the Great
American Songbook that have become jazz standards. It offers historical background,
composer biographies, and musical analysis for each entry. The book is a valuable
resource for musicians, educators, and fans interested in the crossover between popular
song and jazz improvisation. It highlights how these classic tunes have been adapted and
reinterpreted over the decades.
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