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To my friend Tom Owens, who said,
“Of course, you know about the Tune-Dex?”


It is his belief that practically every professional musician in the country owns at least one of these fake music books as they constitute probably the single most useful document available to the professional musician. They are a ready reference to the melodies of almost every song which might conceivably be requested of a musician to play.

—FBI file, Cleveland office, 12 May 1964

It still is kind of unbelievable to me when I see it almost 30 years later now, on bandstands from Kiev to Bali, knowing its history like I do. Believe me, no one involved would have ever imagined it.

—Pat Metheny, jazz guitarist,
commenting on The Real Book, May 2003
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Editor’s Foreword

Barry Kernfeld enjoys a sterling reputation in the world of jazz scholarship as editor of the authoritative New Grove Dictionary of Jazz and author of such acclaimed works as What to Listen For in Jazz. This latest study is something of a departure: a definitive and fascinating examination of the fake book, those ubiquitous compendiums used by almost every musician at one time or another but rarely considered from a historical perspective. From the Tune-Dex of the 1940s through the oxymoronic Real Book, the author applies his customary thorough scholarship and diligent research skills to provide cogent insights into a wide range of related issues, including copyright law, changes in performance practices and popular taste, and the music publishing industry. Like Maxwell Cohen’s Police Card Discord, an earlier and equally distinguished work in this series, Kernfeld’s study focuses on a relatively esoteric and seemingly dry aspect of the music industry but one which had surprisingly broad musical, commercial, and cultural implications. And in the process, he has managed to construct a readable—and even gripping—tale.

Edward Berger
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Introduction and Acknowledgments

Through some sort of personal disconnection that is common in the worlds of academic activities and real life, I spent the first two decades of my professional career writing scholarly books about jazz and playing jazz from fake books without ever pausing to think about the relationship between the two. Around 1998, it suddenly popped into my head that there might be an interesting topic here. My first thanks go to Topi Järvinen, professor of music, who invited me to speak in 1999 at the first Summer Jazz Conference at the University of Jyväskylä in Finland, where I presented a paper entitled “The ‘Right’ Changes: How Fake Books Have Altered Jazz.” At that time, I had begun to wonder about the history and origins of fake books, but I figured that this bootlegging activity would necessarily be deeply shrouded and impenetrable and that my curiosity would remain unsatisfied.

By 2001, when at the invitation of Professor Tony Whyton—thank you, Tony—I gave a substantially revised version of that same paper at the annual International Jazz Education Conference at the Leeds College of Music in England, I had begun to discover some details of the history and origins of these bootleg publications, and it was becoming obvious that this emerging story was much more interesting than my initial topic. Subsequently I consigned “The ‘Right’ Changes” to the large scrap heap of scholarly ideas which I shall never pursue. Instead I focused on the bootlegging story, which carried me backwards, under its
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