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All right, you cats been talkin’ ’bout you got rhythm. You got this and you got that. I got rhythm! I’m gonna see what you all got.

—LOUIS ARMSTRONG
his spoken intro to “I Got Rhythm”







Singing is the lowest form of communication.

—HOMER SIMPSON







There are three kinds of songs— happy songs, sad songs, and songs for teenagers who like things like ‘Tweedle-Dee-Dee.’

—FRED FLINTSTONE
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INTRODUCTION
AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

IN 1970 THE GREAT CHOREOGRAPHER George Balanchine put together a ballet entitled Who Cares?, a work based on seventeen of George Gershwin’s most famous songs. Clive Barnes, in reviewing the work for the New York Times, quoted one of Noel Coward’s best-known bromides, “How potent cheap music is.” I don’t know if Sir Noel, who was alive and active at the time, ever read this review, but he had already lived more than long enough to see this line of his not necessarily misquoted but misused time and time again. The line appears in Coward’s play Private Lives, in a scene in which the actor-playwright-composer, upon hearing one of his own songs, makes an in-joke at his own expense. Coward never intended it in the spirit in which Barnes and other commentators have used it, as a sweeping indictment of the whole of twentieth-century colloquial music. It was one thing for Coward to display a charming touch of self-deprecation, but it’s unlikely that anyone, up to and including Sir Noel, actually regarded his songs, or those of Gershwin, Porter, or Kern, as “cheap music.”

Nonetheless, potent they are. The potency of pop music derives from its immediacy and intimacy, empowering this music to move us on a deep level, and in a way that few other artistic mediums can. The history of classic American pop (which is to say, the kind that flourished before and even during the coming of rock-and-roll, and which continues to survive in spite of it) is the story of singers, bandleaders, instrumentalists, jazz improvisers, Broadway shows, and Hollywood films.

Yet one element persists above all, and that is the songs themselves. Astronomers can trace the birth, life, and death of a star, but there has never been a serious attempt to chart the biographies of the most important of the Great American Popular Songs.

The central thesis of this book is that the classic American song is the most flexible form of music: it’s conceivable that one could take a tune by Bob Dylan and play it as a waltz, a cha-cha, or a swing flag-waver, but why would you want to? Nothing would be gained by reinterpreting that particular piece of material. Likewise, it would be wrong to deviate very far from the tempos Mozart indicated for his Jupiter symphony. However, the first four bars of that symphony bear a mysterious resemblance to “For All We Know” by Sam Lewis and J. Fred Coots, and one can interpret that 1934 number—like all pop songs—in any tempo, in any time signature, in any style. The American Popular Song is like a car full of clowns at the circus: from the outside it looks small and unassuming, yet you can’t believe how much is contained inside. As Mel Tormé put it mildly, “Popular songs are subject to constant interpretation.”

When I mentioned the idea behind this book to people over the year or so it took me to write it, their question was always the same: How did you come up with your list of songs? I generally avoided answering by saying that it was actually my editor, Bob Gottlieb, who came up with the list (which is at least half true, since there’s not a single item on it that he and I didn’t discuss in detail and agree to).

This list is not intended as our choice of the twelve greatest songs of all time, nor is it a list of the twelve most popular or most recorded songs of all time. It’s merely a list of twelve great songs, each of which has enough of a history, a long enough list of recordings, and a wide enough variety of interpretations in many different styles.

We considered a number of songs that are widely heard in jazz, such as “Cherokee,” “How High the Moon,” and “Tiger Rag,” but although all of them have lyrics that have been recorded, they primarily exist as jazz instrumentals and are only infrequently sung—people remember “Moon” less for its original text than for Ella Fitzgerald’s scat solo on it. I also had the idea of including, to use a long-extinct term, a “novelty” song—something like “Three Little Fishes” or “Civilization” would give me the opportunity to discuss a whole other genre of popular music. But I quickly realized that no one novelty can be considered representative of that entire genre, nor could I find one that lends itself to a variety of interesting interpretations.

Readers will no doubt be puzzled by the absence of even one song by Irving Berlin. Both my editor and I feel that Berlin was probably the greatest songwriter of all time (hardly a minority opinion), but I also found it impossible to pick any individual song of his that stood out from the others. Certainly “White Christmas” is Berlin’s single best-known work, yet it didn’t meet our criteria for inclusion: it’s been heard in different styles for nearly sixty years, but its form and content demand a certain consistency to the interpretations. “White Christmas” is almost always heard as a sober, seasonal song no matter if it’s being done by Bing Crosby, Elvis Presley, the Drifters, Charlie Parker, or even Anita O’Day. We considered many of Berlin’s finest songs, particularly “Blue Skies” and “How Deep Is the Ocean?” but neither of them really stood out from the others the way that, say, “Night and Day” stands out as Cole Porter’s single most notable song. In a way, it would have been easier to do a book of twelve Berlin songs than to choose just one.

The same can almost be said for Harold Arlen and “Stormy Weather.” At one point we did consider “Over the Rainbow,” but that’s a clear-cut case of a song that’s going to live from here to eternity linked “with an umbilical cord made of piano wire” (to quote Sheridan Whiteside) to a single performer. Others have sung it besides Judy Garland—Frank Sinatra, Ella Fitzgerald, and Tony Bennett are hardly slouches—but I think it’s fair to say that all performances by all other singers were pretty much given in reaction to Garland and her lifelong association with the song.

LIKE EVERY OTHER AUTHOR, I have a list of acknowledgments—you know, friends who looked over the manuscript or even just talked it over with me and made suggestions, additions, and corrections. I must, however, begin with the names of two associates who made this book possible. Without Bob Gottlieb as editor and chief “inspirator” (as Louis Armstrong would say), there’s no chance I would have written this book. Even the idea for the project came out of informal discussions and a long friendship with Bob. He had already edited, extracurricularly, my Sinatra! The Song Is You, for which he performed what amounted to an eleventh-hour rescue job. This time Bob helped me shape the whole work from the beginning, and was instrumental not only in determining the list of songs to be included but in deciding what each chapter would include.

Extra-special thanks also to Mitch Zlokower (aka Zak Mitchell). Mitch is a professional pianist, singer, conductor, composer, and orchestrator whom I met through my lifelong chum Eric Comstock about ten years ago (it turns out that Mitch and I both went to Edward R. Murrow High School, although he turned up there about a decade after me). It’s appropriate that Mitch plays the piano, because he serves the same function for me that a pianist does for a singer: because he understands music so deeply and intimately, he was able to help me get inside the songs the way a writer and fan (and, I proudly declare it, a really dreadful amateur saxophonist) never could. Mitch’s understanding of harmony was particularly useful. Of course, all mistakes and errors of judgment remain strictly mine.

Not long ago, I happened to be sitting next to a friend of mine and his eleven-year-old daughter at an awards show. After we had heard several dozen winners get up and make long, overwrought acceptance speeches, his little girl said, in a voice loud enough for everybody to hear, “Gee, Daddy, is it really such a big deal?” The great thing about the acknowledgments in a book, perhaps the literary equivalent of an awards-show acceptance speech, is that no one forces you to read them.

Having said that, it’s now time for that customary list of associates who put in their two cents and made this book a better place to live in: Helen Green, Cindy Bitterman, Dan Morgenstern, Mike Peters, Maria Carcidi, Eric Comstock, Ivan Santiago, Scott Schecter, Roger Sturtevant, Ken Bloom, George Avakian, Dick Hyman, Jim Maher, Bob “Snix” Sixsmith, Roger Schore, Heather Gilchriest, Dave Weiner, Dan Levinson, Gary and Lea Giddins, Richard Sudhalter, Joan Bender, Adam Thorburn, David Carey, Dave Wondrich, Dr. Demento (aka Mr. Barry Hansen), Al Simmons, John Leifert, Mike Kieffer, Don McGlynn, Richard Ehrenzeller, Andrew Homzy, Glenn Simensky, David Ostwald, Joe Lauro, Chuck Granata, Wodehouse scholar David McDonough, Berthe Schuchat, Mickey Clark, Jonathan Cohen, Vince Giordano, Jon Zeiderman, Al Simmons and the Toast Group, David “PegHead” Torreson and the songbirds list (songbirds@yahoogroups.com), Sherwin Dunner, Leonard Maltin, Bruce Goldstein, Ron Hutchinson and the Vitaphone Project, Stephanie Cooper, Tim Brooks, Bonnie Schiff-Glenn, Rich Markow, and Jeff Healey. My agent, William Clark, deserves special thanks for helping to make this book a reality. Did I forget to thank the Creator?

I also want especially to thank Peter Mintun for providing me with many cheerful facts, quite a few of which completely contradict the written record about Herman Hupfeld and, even more so, Johnny Green. And to Loren Schoenberg, for spending hours with the manuscript and doing some serious kibbitzing with regard to the more technical matters. These people were all extraordinarily generous with their record collections, their knowledge, and their selves, and this work is all the richer for them.

CAPE COD DISC JOCKEY Dick Golden, a longtime friend of Tony Bennett’s, recently had the opportunity to talk about music with a group of young people. He started by asking them if they could name the tune that won the most recent Grammy as the best song of the year. They couldn’t. Then he asked if they could name the number-one hit the year before. Again, they couldn’t. Lastly, he asked if they’d heard of “Body and Soul,” “Summertime” or “My Funny Valentine.” And all of them had. Now, to be fair, they probably would also know at least a few songs by the Beatles, but it’s remarkable to me that they know more songs by George Gershwin than they do by Bob Dylan, even though Dylan wrote his best songs far more recently and works in a genre that is allegedly much closer to home for millennial youth. Obviously, the songs by Gershwin and his interwar and mid-century contemporaries have a particular currency that is not to be found in the pop music of the last forty years. This book is an attempt to examine the qualities these writers brought to their art, and to discuss how they play themselves out in different ways in different songs.

WILL FRIEDWALD
February 2001




LUCY IS HOLDING A SAXOPHONE. It turns out, as she informs friend Ethel Mertz, she’s an amateur musician. Who knew? Lucy then blows into the mouthpiece and produces a few dyspeptic squawks. “It kind of sounds like ‘Star Dust,’” says Ethel, diplomatically. “Yeah,” Lucy responds, “everything I play sounds like ‘Star Dust.’”

Somehow this least expected of testimonials to “Star Dust” resonates particularly loudly. By the mid-1950s, when I Love Lucy was the most popular show in America (and therefore, one assumes, a credible barometer of national taste), “Star Dust” had already been around for twenty-five years and was long established as the most popular of popular songs. Ten years later, it was estimated that Hoagy Carmichael’s classic had been recorded at least five hundred different times and its lyric translated into forty languages. (Although over the years, on record labels and in various other places, it has sometimes been spelled as a single word, the correct title is given as two words, “Star Dust.”)

Long before Lucy, “Star Dust” had also become archetypal Tin Pan Alley: its dreamy, somewhat meandering melody had inspired thousands of other tunes, its metaphor lyric had launched God knows how many other reveries of love and loss. Small wonder that everything Lucy played should remind her of the song. Yet long after its canonization, “Star Dust” remains a maverick: its construction, its history, and its unique place in the celestial firmament of essential American music stamp it as a song like no other.

The song’s melody and lyric are both uncommonly introspective for a popular song. The tune, especially intricate, but without being fussy, is almost delicate in the way it unfolds, yet at the same time, it’s masculine enough to withstand extremely tough treatment at the hands of such macho, hell-for-leather improvisers as Coleman Hawkins and Roy Eldridge. Mitchell Parish’s words are, if not as urbane as some by Cole Porter or Lorenz Hart, sensitive in a way that few pop songs are. Yet what makes all this sensitivity unique is the long association of “Star Dust” with male performers, especially boy singers and jazz musicians. Although a number of women have sung it, the major recordings are predominantly by men (with the unlikely exception of Ella Fitzgerald).

“Star Dust,” it would seem, is a love song made for men to express the way they feel about women. That’s how Ben Webster played it, as a solo feature with Duke Ellington’s orchestra. Up until 1940, Webster had been known primarily as one of the hardest-hitting tenormen in jazz, noted for his rough-and-tumble up-tempo playing and his gritty blues technique. (Off the bandstand, as well, Webster had a reputation for settling disagreements with his fists, and did not restrict himself to exercising them only on members of his own sex.) It was at the Ellington orchestra’s famous 1940 dance in Fargo, North Dakota (famous primarily for being an early example of a remote concert recording) that Webster’s rhapsodically romantic treatment of “Star Dust” was first documented. The song became a staple of his repertoire for years after he had departed the Ellington ranks, and Webster would periodically prevail upon Jack Towers, the engineer who had recorded the Fargo concert, to cut him a few 45-rpm acetate pressings to hand out to friends.

According to legend, composer Carmichael (1899—1981) was thinking about a girl when the melody of “Star Dust” first hit him, around 1926. Until then, he had regarded the making of music, whether as performer or composer, strictly as a sideline. His piano playing had supported him through law school (Indiana University), but on graduating he gave up practicing the piano to practice law (“and be a real success”) with a firm in Miami. It didn’t last. By 1927, Carmichael was back in Indiana, and back to music.

If Hollywood had ever filmed Carmichael’s life (Gary Cooper would have gotten the role, and Hoagy himself would have played his own fictitious sidekick, named “Cricket” or “Smoke” or something), the scene of “Star Dust”’s creation would have been shot against a painted backdrop of a nocturnal sky rich with starlight. Our hero, while paying a nostalgic visit to his alma mater, happens to pass the campus’s lover’s lane, or “spooning wall” as it was known, and begins thinking about all the girls he’d loved and lost in his college days. While pondering one old school romance in particular, the kernel of a melody just pops into his head. A frantic Carmichael dashes in search of a piano and locates one in the campus coffee house—a cozy little joint called the “Book Nook”—where, oblivious to all else, our hero works the melody out and gets it down on paper. Shortly afterward, he plays it for a friend and former classmate named Stu Gorrell, who remarks that it reminds him “of the dust from the stars drifting down through a summer night.” From there comes the title “Star Dust.” “I had no idea what the title meant,” Carmichael later said, “but I thought it was gorgeous.”

The legend, as is often the case, probably isn’t true: according to Richard Sudhalter, currently in the process of finishing the first serious biography of Carmichael, Hoagy had been working on the tune at least since early 1926, possibly while still in Miami. Thus the whole story about the spooning wall and the Book Nook may have been a later invention, although the wall notion would later find its way into the lyric.

Carmichael introduced “Star Dust” on records in a session for Gennett Records, the number-one label for jazz and blues in the Midwest, on Halloween, 1927. He recruited a symphathetic band of friends who usually played under the leadership of pianist Emil Seidel, although in this case they were credited on the original label as “Hoagy Carmichael and His Pals.” The verse is introduced by trumpeter Byron Smart, following which the main melody is laid out by one of the alto players (Gene Woods or Dick Kent). Then Carmichael plays a one-chorus piano solo (a true solo, as he is completely unaccompanied) that immediately sets up a brilliant set of variations on the song. The arrangement is in D natural (two sharps), which, as Sudhalter observes, must have been the key Carmichael felt best suited his piano solo. He certainly wasn’t doing the horns any favors by throwing them into “sharp-infested waters.”

The original 1927 tempo of “Star Dust” is considerably faster than we’re accustomed to hearing, especially in the wake of Nat King Cole and Frank Sinatra. This has misled many historians to describe “Star Dust” as having originally been a “stomp” or a “ragtime” number. Although the melody has the feel of a jazz improvisation, particularly one by Hoagy’s hero Bix Beiderbecke, make no mistake: “Star Dust” was always essentially a reflective, contemplative tone poem. Indeed, back at the beginning, Carmichael even wrote a set of love lyrics to the tune. But love songs, like every other kind of music then, were also meant for dancing, and the idea of a band or a jazz-influenced pop singer doing a number in slow rubato (really slow out-of-tempo balladeering, as we know it today, was not heard in pop music until the coming of Sinatra, decades later) was all but unknown. Carmichael’s 1927 disc of “Star Dust” moves along at a comparatively fast clip, yet it’s slower than most other recordings by Carmichael’s compadre Emil Seidel or by any other band of the era.

It has also been widely reported (by Alec Wilder, among others) that the verse was added only later, at about the time Mitchell Parish wrote his famous lyric. But the verse is there on the 1927 premiere recording by Hoagy and pals. Just listen: the disc opens with a guitar intro (the instrument was just beginning to be widely heard in the new age of electrical recordings; banjos had dominated in the acoustic era) before the trumpet takes the now famous verse, which can be heard on virtually all the early “jazz” versions of the tune. The apocryphal story of the verse being written later on was to work against Carmichael: for years a rumor persisted that the verse wasn’t written by Carmichael at all but by Don Redman, a composer and arranger who worked for Carmichael’s publisher, Irving Mills. As with the persistent gossip that Fats Waller actually wrote some of Jimmy McHugh’s songs, there’s nothing to back it up.

Although Redman didn’t write the verse, that pioneering jazz orchestrator (also saxophonist, bandleader, and novelty vocalist) does play an important role in the career of “Star Dust.” Redman, who had spent the earlier part of the twenties as musical director for Fletcher Henderson’s band, was by then the leader of McKinney’s Cotton Pickers. The McKinney’s band, based in Detroit, seems to have been the first to record “Star Dust” after Carmichael, working under the pseudonym of “The Chocolate Dandies.” (This was in October of 1928, nearly a year after Carmichael had recorded the entire song, verse included.) Carmichael brought his own chart to Detroit and met with Redman, who, according to Sudhalter, “filled it out and corrected the voicings,” although he left it in Carmichael’s key, D major.

Apart from the evidence of the verse existing on the original Gennett recording, there’s the evidence of one’s own ears. A single hearing of its melody, which is even more meandering and ruminative than the chorus’s, should be enough to convince anyone that the verse is by the same hand that penned the central chorus melody. The chord changes in the verse are slightly more conventional than they are in the chorus, as we’ll see, but the melody of the verse is either the work of the same mind—it uses the same kind of range and intervals—or the mind of a darn clever forger.

There’s one particularly lovely record of “Star Dust” from 1987 by avant-garde jazzman Archie Shepp, most of whose career can be regarded as a rebellion against the traditional musical values that “Star Dust” had come to stand for. What we find here, however, is a romantic tenor treatment of the great love song in the best Ben Webster tradition, done as a duet with the remarkable expatriate pianist Horace Parlan. The oddest thing about this recording is that the CD booklet credits the song to “Carmichael-Redman,” inserting Don Redman’s name and omitting poor Mitchell Parish entirely.

Paradoxically, in its time, “Star Dust” was hardly a traditional song. Compared to most pop songs of the late twenties, “Star Dust” is conventional in certain aspects but in many others it’s rather daringly different, for its day or any other. It consists of a thirty-two-bar chorus that can be broken down into four eight-bar sections, as well as a sixteen-bar verse, something that can be said of about ninety percent of the items in what we consider to be the Great American Songbook. The current edition of the published sheet music is in C. The melody moves primarily in thirds. Sometimes these are major thirds (as C to E) and sometimes minor thirds (as B to D). While this is uncommon, Sudhalter notes, there are are other songs of the period that do use these bigger intervals as organically as “Star Dust” does, among them “Coquette,” “Make Believe,” “I’ll Get By,” and “All of Me.”

“Star Dust” also has an uncommonly wide range. And while other songs do this, too—“Night and Day” covers an octave and a fifth whereas “Star Dust” travels only an octave and a third—these other songs generally use their high and low notes as a means of heightening the drama. “Night and Day” saves its low G for a climactic moment, but “Star Dust” uses its widely polarized high-highs and low-lows as an integral aspect of its basic melody. At the start of the second bar we’re on a low D (“spend”) and exactly four beats later we’re holding a high E for a whole measure, and a bar after that we’re back down at low D. As I say, this is no special effect; it’s simply the bread and butter of the “Star Dust” melody. The song never stops jumping high and then stooping low.

When we talk about the structure and the harmony of any given song, we’re usually talking about two separate, if interrelated, issues. With “Star Dust,” however, it’s impossible to discuss one without the other. As we’ve noted, the song is thirty-two bars in length, but it’s not laid out in typical A-A-B-A form. With most songs, it’s immediately apparent where the eight-bar sections begin and end; with “Star Dust,” the start of the B section is more ambiguous. The form is A-B-A-C, but even that isn’t clearly spelled out, and each section is eight bars long.

In many songs—“I’m in the Mood for Love,” for instance—we get a recurrence of the tonic chord at either the beginning or end, or both, of each eight-bar section. This doesn’t happen on “Star Dust.” The tonic normally helps serve notice that one section is ending and a new one is beginning, but in “Star Dust” the chords keep progressing right through the start of the new segment. And the lyric matches this movement: rather than stop a sentence and start a new one, lyricist Mitchell Parish pins an ongoing thought to this passage, which just continues uninterrupted. The B section melody begins at the start of bar nine, on the last three words of the line, “when our love was new.” Those words fall on the V chord (the fifth, which in C major is G), and in fact this is the only time in the chorus when Carmichael gives us the same note (G) three times in a row. Instead of the tonic (C), we linger on the unresolved dominant and don’t get to the tonic again for another two measures.

The song starts on the IV (F) chord in major, then shifts, in bar 3, to minor (Fm+7); we don’t spend any time to speak of on the tonic until bar 5, where it arrives, appropriately, on the word “melody.” Traveling through the circle of fifths, we pass through the iii (Em7), the VI (A7), the ii (Dm7), and hit the iv (Fm+7) again. The harmonies of the opening section are reminiscent of the 1918 “After You’ve Gone” and anticipate Gerald Marks’s 1931 jazz classic “All of Me,” among many other songs. The difference is that those other two songs employ some of the same chords in a more conventional fashion. In “Star Dust,” the subdominant (Dm7) leads to the dominant (G) at the start of the B section, expressed in two bars of variations on the dominant chord (G7, Gdini7, G7 again, and then G7 with an augmented 5th to correspond with a D sharp on the word “inspiration”). The B section also dwells on the II chord (“But that was long ago …”), either a D9 or a D7.

The return to the A section is in itself striking. As noted, the transition from A to B is so subtle that we don’t even notice we’re changing sections. The shift back from B to A is more pronounced, and jarring in fact, because it brings us back to A before we’ve really registered it mentally that we’ve left A to begin with. This second A section, which begins with the words “Beside a garden wall,” is identical to the first melodically and harmonically (only the lyric is different), the only time anything is repeated in the song. The chords of the final section, C, are, for the most part, solidly major. This not only provides the song with a strong and unambiguous resolution, but gives the last eight bars a decidedly anthemic feel. The sixteen-bar verse that precedes the chorus begins and ends in C but has many of the characteristics of the refrain (including a melody that travels primarily in thirds). The third bar of each A section (“night” and “bright”) is truly a long, sustained E note against the Fm+7 (IV) chord. This is an amazing dissonant note probably not found in any other song of the period.

IRVING MILLS HAD BEEN publishing Carmichael’s compositions at least since “Washboard Blues” in 1926. By 1930, Mills had solidified his reputation as a music publisher and band agent specializing in black and jazz-oriented talent—most famously Duke Ellington (whom he represented as both a performing artist and a composer). Thus “Star Dust” quickly began to circulate in black and jazz circles, although, as we have seen, the first group to record the song after Carmichael was not one of Mills’s East Coast charges but the Detroit-based McKinney’s Cotton Pickers (aka the Chocolate Dandies). Coincidentally, however, both of the group’s principal arrangers, Will Hudson and Don Redman (McKinney’s musical director), would eventually join Mills’s staff.

Mills himself would produce recordings of “Star Dust” by at least four different bands, the first in November 1928, with a studio unit, the personnel of which is still unknown, credited on the label as “Mills’ Merry Makers.” A low-register clarinet splits the first chorus of the melody with a nimble-fingered trombonist; a no less nimble altoist plays the verse. Most interestingly, the tempo is the slowest the tune has yet been heard in (on record), and the key is a half-tone up (E flat) from Carmichael’s. By contrast, the next Mills version, made in September 1929 (back in D), is a more rough and ready affair with vigorous solos from trumpeter Manny Klein and altoist Jimmy Dorsey and the familiar faster tempo, as well as a piano solo that recalls the composer’s Gennett effort. In an imaginative jazz switch, the original Carmichael piano solo appears as a sax trio statement. The impresario seems to have put this date together to feature Carmichael and his songs (all three on the session are his) and, in one case, even his singing. Though Hoagy was front and center, the results were still released as by “Irving Mills and His Hotsy-Totsy Gang.”

By 1929, the tune had caught on solidly among jazzmen, but it wasn’t known at all to the general public. That would change when Mills decided to have a lyric written for it. In his autobiography, Carmichael disavowed the notion of “Star Dust” serving as a love song with lyrics. “It didn’t seem a part of me,” Carmichael recalled thinking when he finally heard the finished work. Yet, as we’ve seen, Carmichael had written his own words to it back at the very beginning, words that were considerably more sugary than the 19 29 text to “Star Dust” that the world has come to know. This lyric was the work of Mitchell Parish (1900—1993), a Mills staff member who, like Carmichael, worked in the legal profession. Unlike Carmichael, however, Parish continued to labor as a law clerk through most of the thirties, even though he was already responsible for some of the most profitable songs of the era. A year younger than Carmichael, Parish, who (according to some sources) was born in Shreve-port, Louisiana, but grew up with all the other songwriters on Manhattan’s Lower East Side, had been writing professionally since 1920. He had been associated with Mills at least since 1922, when “Waltz of India” was published as credited to Parish (who wrote the words), Jimmy McHugh (who wrote the music), and Mills (who probably did nothing, but often cut himself in as a co-composer in order to pocket an even larger chunk of the proceeds).

Like Mills, Parish would make a specialty of songs with jazz associations—his first notable success was “Sweet Lorraine.” (It could be that Art Tatum was acknowledging Parish when he quoted “Sweet Lorraine” in the middle of his “Star Dust”; and perhaps it’s no coincidence that Nat King Cole recorded definitive versions of both songs.) In 1930, Parish would anonymously write the lyrics to “Dreamy Blues” and help transform it into “Mood Indigo,” thereby beginning a long association with Duke Ellington. Parish would eventually broaden his scope from jazz instrumentals to all manner of works that required lyrics in English, including Leroy Anderson’s “pops” pieces (e.g., “Sleigh Ride”) and foreign songs (e.g., “All My Love”).

The final lyric for “Star Dust” seems to be a crystallization of ideas by Parish, Stu Gorrell, and Carmichael himself (who had used the phrase “Star Dust melody” in his original), and the story told in the lyric is consistent with Carmichael’s tale of how the tune happened to come to him. It can be summed up in a single sentence: a fellow alone at night gazes up at the stars and, reflecting on a past love, hums a song in his head. Toward the end of the first A section, we learn that the song is being sung to the absent lover. As he does with much else in the lyric, Parish sneaks this fact in somewhat cagily, with his rhetorical shift from the first to the second person: “… and I am once again with you.” In a Tin Pan Alley kind of a way, the idea is almost Proustian—that just one listen could inspire so much reminiscin’. It’s also important to note that the text was written in 1929, the year that Wall Street laid an egg, and that its popularity blossomed over the course of the Great Depression. “Star Dust” is hardly a Depression song in the same sense as “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?” or “The Gold Diggers Song (We’re in the Money),” but it makes sense that the basic conceit of the song—fond recollections of a recent bygone time when things were better—must have been especially welcome in the early thirties.

The chorus opens with the well-known phrase “Sometimes I wonder …,” which, as a construction, is as awkward as it is beautiful. Carmichael used it as the title of his second autobiography (1965), supposedly at the suggestion of Peggy Lee. (His first memoir, from 1946, also had a relevant title, The Star Dust Road.) Yet sometimes one wonders exactly what purpose is served by that opening phrase. Before the protagonist can get to the moonlit reverie, he must first contemplate the nature of the reverie itself. Perhaps it goes with the masculine slant of the song: men don’t want to deal with their feelings and can’t come out with their emotions directly. What he really wants to tell us is that he spends “the lonely nights dreaming of a song,” but first he feels obliged to justify all that dreaming. It’s all a bit rhetorical—after all, if he really doesn’t know why he spends the lonely nights dreaming of a song, he’s dumber than he looks—but Parish gets the job done with the high standard of professionalism that was his stock-in-trade.

The verse, if florid in the traditional Tin Pan Alley way, is especially effective: by opening with the word “And,” he instills the feeling that the story has started even before the song commences, that we’re merely tuning in to a game already in progress. Carmichael’s rough 1926 lyric uses the phrase “star dust” over and over, but Parish is more economical with it. The reference, in the verse, to “the purple dust [“dusk” in some versions] of twilight times” might lead some to accuse him of writing purple prose, but it does start to set up the idea of “dust” as something other than a household inconvenience—a substance that could indeed have cosmic, even romantic, significance. The term “star dust” itself appears only twice in the text, and both times it’s worked into a triple metaphor of love, the cosmos, and music—near the end of the verse (“the star dust of a song”) and the chorus (“my star dust melody”). Parish also throws in a reference to a “garden wall” (and he would come up with “sleepy garden walls” for “Deep Purple,” a very star-dusty number from 1939). Perhaps this “garden wall” is a manifestation of the “spooning wall” that allegedly inspired Carmichael in the first place: the song has now become part of its own mythology.

Thus, “Star Dust” was complete, with verse and chorus and lyrics, by 1929. It was only in May 1930, however, that the first “pop” version— albeit instrumentally—of the song was recorded. The term “pop” is here in quotes because this was Isham Jones’s band, which was only slightly less of a jazz organization than those led by Mills or even Don Redman. (Jones even plays the song in two sharps, the familiar key of the earlier jazz versions.) In addition to being a bandleader, Jones was himself a composer and arranger, and his band would launch the careers of two other composer-arranger-bandleaders, Victor Young and Gordon Jenkins, both of whom would figure prominently in the evolution of “Star Dust.”

Jones, who wrote a few all-time standards himself (“It Had to Be You,” “I’ll See You in My Dreams”), led one of the premier dance bands of all time. It is perhaps an oversimplification to say that he and Young, who arranged this chart, deserve full credit for carrying “Star Dust” over from jazz original into pop folklore. In David Ewen’s American Popular Song, Jimmy Dale, another gifted arranger of the immediate pre-swing era, is credited with the innovation of playing “Star Dust” in a “slower tempo and in a sentimental style,” although this was, as we’ve seen, the direction the song was headed in from the beginning. Still, while the Jones-Young “Star Dust” of 1930 is only slightly slower than the 1928 Mills Merry Makers version, it is indisputedly the first pop performance of the song, including, among other elements, a small string section with the melody stated by Young himself on violin. There’s no doubt that the Jones record was the first to introduce “Star Dust” to the mass audience.

“Star Dust” was among the final selections that Young would orchestrate for Isham Jones; in 1931 Young became a house conductor for the American Recording Corporation (ARC) and launched a series of dance-band sides under his own name on the Brunswick label. One of the earliest of these (May 1931), by the newly christened “Victor Young and His Orchestra,” was a twelve-inch concert treatment of “Star Dust.” Though Young’s orchestra was the principal attraction on this side, it featured the Boswell Sisters, a vocal group from New Orleans that ARC’s head, Jack Kapp, had also only recently signed.

“The Bozzies,” as they were nicknamed, were notorious among song pluggers for recasting and altering the melodies of songs in a completely original and very jazzy way, and this particular “Star Dust” takes a lot of liberties with Carmichael’s tune. Some of these variations sound as if they were the work of the sisters themselves, but others sound as if they originated as part of Young’s idea for transforming the tune into an extra-long concert work. There’s a generally grandiose approach throughout, and several symphonic-style tempo changes. In this case, the biggest departure from the written melody is an original intro which goes “I am always dreaming of the ‘Star Dust’” and then reappears as “My poor heart is broken and I’m lonely / Always dreaming of the sweet star dust.” From that point on, the Boswells sing it close to straight, very slowly with only sustained strings. When they get to the second half (“beside a garden wall …”) the vocal trio goes briefly into swingtime but slows down again for the coda. The piece winds up with a big concerto finish in which the Boswells reappear briefly. One can’t finally rate this as either a classic Boswell Sisters record or a classic version of “Star Dust,” but it’s a fascinating four and a half minutes. (The best vocal group version is probably the Mills Brothers’ Decca single of 1939, which is one of the last to spotlight the brothers’ penchant for vocal imitations of instrumentation, a major factor in their early thirties sides.)

We don’t know what recording of the song first included the lyric, although the Ben Selvin version of April 22, 1931 (featuring Benny Goodman and Tommy Dorsey in the sections and a vocal by Smith Ballew), has to be among the first. Then there is Ted Wallace and His Campus Boys from a month later. In the Selvin track, trumpeter Mannie Klein plays the verse (and Ballew sings one of the words on a wrong note); in the Wallace recording the vocal is handled by the gifted but insane trumpeter Jack Purvis. However, for all intents and purposes the Mitchell Parish text became part of American musical history with two breakthrough recordings in 1931 by Bing Crosby (August) and by Louis Armstrong (November). These were the two performances that gave “Star Dust” pop and jazz immortality, respectively. Crosby and Armstrong further testify to the close connection between these two forms, in that “Star Dust” can be both things at once—sentimental love song and hot jazz stomp.

Crosby doesn’t only croon his version in a sweet romantic style, he scats and he whistles and at various points improvises on the melody, even exchanging phrases with alto soloist Jimmy Dorsey (who’d already played the tune on the ’29 Mills version). This Crosby version (in C major) closes with a few notes on the celeste, as if to suggest stars twinkling in heaven’s firmament. Its accompaniment was directed by Victor Young, then Brunswick’s chief house conductor, in his third recording of the song in less than eighteen months. The orchestration, presumably by Young, slows the tempo down still further—it’s definitely a ballad by now—but it’s still considerably faster than it would be in the post-Sinatra era. Crosby’s reading of the verse is particularly masterful; this is surely the definitive early vocal version of the song. The only real contender wouldn’t come along until the the classic Nat Cole—Gordon Jenkins version twenty-five years later.

Crosby had known Carmichael at least since 1927; Carmichael’s idol had been the greatest of all midwestern jazzmen, Bix Beiderbecke, and Crosby had worked with that legendary cornetist in Paul Whiteman’s orchestra. As historians such as Duncan Schiedt and Richard Sudhalter have shown, there was indeed an Indiana-Iowa school of jazz in the mid-twenties, and Beiderbecke was its greatest son. Bix’s influence is palpable on such Carmichael classics as “Star Dust,” “Blue Orchids,” and, especially, “Skylark.”

Carmichael’s relationship with the other great trumpeter of the era— indeed of all time—Louis Armstrong hasn’t been investigated as thoroughly as it deserves to be. In 1929 and ’31 Armstrong recorded three of Carmichael’s early classics, “Star Dust,” “Rockin’ Chair” (with Hoagy himself in duet), and “(Up a) Lazy River.” In The Faber Companion to 20th Century fop Music, the editors claim that “Star Dust” quotes from Armstrong’s 1927 “Potato Head Blues.” Sudhalter points out that bars 3 and 4 of Armstrong’s “Potato” solo are echoed in the stop-time portion, bars 25 and 26, of Armstrong’s “Star Dust” solo. But this occurs in Armstrong’s version only, not in “Star Dust” as written. Loren Schoenberg adds that this particular “lick” also turns up in a lot of classical music and isn’t necessarily something Carmichael would have gotten only from Armstrong.

All three songs became staples of Armstrong’s repertoire, particularly the latter two, and he would record more than a dozen of Carmichael’s songs over the years, giving him more attention than any other composer. The jewel of the whole batch, however, is Armstrong’s 1931 “Star Dust” (in D flat), which survives in two takes. As Louis glorifies the melody, with both a stellar trumpet solo and his vocalizing, his energetic paraphrase is irresistible. In Armstrong’s treatment, the last lines become the exclamation “Oh memory! Oh memory!” (not heard in the alternate take), itself a veritable rallying cry for “Star Dust.”

And musicians were indeed rallied by it. Among Armstrong’s trumpet progeny who took it on were Louis Prima—who was still very much under Armstrong’s sway when he was featured playing it on a 1934 big-band date for Associated transcriptions led by Joe Venuti—and the cockney Nat Gonella, who recorded it both in 1935 and 1940. (Other Pops-influenced players who had something outstanding to say with “Star Dust” include Yank Lawson, with Bob Wilber, and Ruby Braff.) Coleman Hawkins, the next great soloist in jazz after Armstrong, made two recordings of it during his European sojourn, in 1935 and 1937.

Also in ’38 it was performed by the team of Chu Berry and Roy Eldridge, who in that year could have been described as “Hawkins and Armstrong: The Next Generation.” Eldridge did even better by Hoagy’s tune six years later in a bravura treatment with his big band. That 1943 disc is a strong and forceful yet tasteful performance, open-belled and beautiful, which clearly shows what “Star Dust” was all about. “Star Dust” was also grist for the mill of many virtuoso soloists, starting with pianists Art Tatum (1934), Garnet Clark (1935), and Fats Waller (1937).

Thus, by 1931 the song was up and running. Irving Mills recorded it yet again, now with lyrics, with virtually all his bands (nearly all of which, by now, were black), including the Mills Blue Rhythm Band (1931) and Cab Calloway (1931), both of which succeeded Ellington at the Cotton Club at various times. White arranger Will Hudson, leading his own Mills unit, recorded it in 1936, and non-Mills black bands were doing it, as well: Fletcher Henderson (1931), Jimmie Lunceford (another Cotton Club band, 1934), and Edgar Hayes (1938).

Lunceford’s record is both elegant and disappointing. The melody is stated by lush, opulent reeds, just the way the song ought to be heard—no problem there, except that the second half is dominated by a vocal from trombonist Henry Wells, who, like most black band singers of the thirties, seems strangely indebted to the white falsettos and tenors of a decade earlier, although there’s something of the Crosby-Armstrong tradition in his phrasing. He’s not bad, but he’s not special, either, and the space should have been used for something more interesting.

The last of the Mills charges to capitulate was his number one band, Duke Ellington. Ellington may well have been playing “Star Dust” live for years, but there’s no written or recorded evidence that it was in the band’s book until around the time he was parting company with Mills in 1940; the Maestro would occasionally return to the tune for many years thereafter.

BY THE TIME BENNY GOODMAN ignited the big-band boom in 1935, “Star Dust” was recognized as the most played staple of the swing era, a perfect vehicle for a large jazz ensemble that wanted to play something a little more introspective than “Bugle Call Rag.” Not coincidentally, all four of the major white swing bands on Victor—Benny Goodman, Tommy Dorsey, Glenn Miller, and Artie Shaw—cut the tune for the corporation between 1936 and 1940. “Star Dust” was a major part of the swing vocabularly, and virtually every band had its own interpretation of it. It was a ballad that wasn’t excessively sentimental and a jazz original that wasn’t based in the blues.

Both Goodman and Tommy Dorsey had long and involved relationships with the song, starting with the 1931 Ben Selvin version, on which both were present, Goodman playing alto. The classic Goodman Victor version of 1936, arranged by Fletcher Henderson, was a classic of the early swing era. It had roots in two sources, the first being the 1931 version by Henderson’s own orchestra. A lot has been said about white bands of the period taking black bands as models; the Henderson orchestra recording is a clear-cut case of a black group being inspired by the white, midwestern school of Carmichael, Bix Beiderbecke, and the Jean Goldkette band. As Bill Challis, who arranged the Henderson version, told Phil Schaap in 1985, the leader was deliberately trying to evoke the sound of the Beiderbecke—Frank Trumbauer ensembles, with cornetist Rex Stewart doing Bix. Stewart aside, it’s not a very successful attempt; Henderson’s band, abandoning their own glorious idiom, sounds sloppy and underprepared. (Their homage to Bix and Tram on “Singin’ the Blues” came off better.)

In June 1935, two months before his Palomar Ballroom “breakthrough,” Goodman recorded a noncommercial version of “Star Dust” for Thesaurus, RCA Victor’s transcription service. This three-and-a-half-minute treatment is quite nice, opening with the melody on the muted trumpets, except for the second A (bars 16—24), which is given over to like-muted trombones. The second chorus is a pip: it’s all Goodman, again except for the second A, taken by altoist Toots Mondello. These particular solos are more typical examples of white musicians relying on black role models, since Mondello is in a Benny Carter bag here and Goodman, in his last eight, brings to mind the jumping between high and low that Armstrong did on “Alligator Crawl.”

The transcription, released as by “The Rhythm Makers Dance Orchestra,” is a semi-slow number for dancing. The tempo picks up considerably with the 1936 Henderson chart, which is still a dance number, but one that makes the dancers work harder. It’s much more of a piece with the swing era; the only soloist of note here is the leader, and he doesn’t reuse any of the ideas from the Rhythm Makers record. The glory is in the ensemble and in the swinging fashion in which they phrase Carmichael’s now classic melody. One almost wishes that the leader and the orchestrator had set things up so that Goodman played all the way through, which would make this close enough to a concerto for clarinet to scare the hell out of Artie Shaw.

Conversely, Goodman’s 1939 sextet record of “Star Dust” is all solos, principally by Goodman, who takes the opening melody; once again he turns over the second A to another soloist, this time to vibraphonist Lionel Hampton, who does so well with it that BG lets him walk off with the ending C section as well. The other star player in the sextet is BG’s newly hired virtuoso electric guitarist Charlie Christian in his first session with the clarinetist’s small group. Goodman’s own solo is surely one of the most beautiful documents of any jazzman playing Carmichael’s most famous melody, or for that matter, any jazz musician playing a melodic improvisation. Goodman plays slowly and rhapsodically, squeezing every note, every delicious sound, that can be wrung out of it.

It’s also one of the few Goodman records in which a sideman gets more solo space than the leader—Christian takes a full chorus, whereas Goodman grabs only half of one for himself. When Christian enters, he plays everything but Carmichael’s tune, playing instead a new melody he had already composed based on Carmichael’s chord sequence and detouring through Tony Jackson’s 1916 hit “Pretty Baby.” The ending is inspired: there’s nothing better in the entire universe than Goodman playing the melody and Christian jamming on the harmony, and for a few lines in the final C section they do this simultaneously before heading into the coda.

Incidentally, although Christian lived only twenty-three years, he managed to record “Star Dust” twice, returning to it in 1940 for a small group session organized by John Hammond to provide surprisingly jazzy backing for Eddy Howard, an emerging pop vocalist not otherwise associated with jazz. Les Paul recorded a treatment with his guitar-piano-bass trio that shows his debt to Christian as well as to the King Cole Trio’s Oscar Moore, the guitarist with that legendary combo.

Hampton gets just as much room as Goodman—and he’s prominent behind the leader at both the beginning and end. When the vibraphonist-showman formed his own orchestra, “Star Dust” eventually became one of his big numbers; in fact, along with “Moonglow” and “Midnight Sun,” “Star Dust” was one of Hampton’s best-known ballad features in the six-decade history of his band. With Hampton, however, the term “ballad” is relative: although he played “Star Dust” at a tempo considerably slower than “Flying Home” or “Cobb’s Idea,” with him a ballad is no less a vehicle for extrovert crowd-pleasing than some killer-diller flag-waver. Of all the hundreds of times Hamp played “Star Dust,” there are at least a handful of exceptional live recordings, in several of which one can hear the crowd breathing along with him and not missing a beat: gasping every time he takes a breathtaking run and guffawing everytime he interjects an unlikely quote.

Best of all is the 1954 Apollo Theatre concert album, in which in the middle of “Star Dust” Hampton throws in “Pretty Baby” as a (possibly) spontaneous homage to Charlie Christian and his own role in the classic 1939 Goodman-Christian “Star Dust.” When it was appropriate, Hampton could also play a truly intimate love song, most notably on his long series of quintet recordings with Oscar Peterson for Norman Granz in the mid-fifties; their ten-minute discourse on “Star Dust” set a new standard for introversion for both the vibraphonist and the pianist. A few years later, Hampton recorded yet another outstanding “Star Dust,” this one on his own label, Who’s Who, with an all-star cast including trombonist J. J. Johnson (who gets the opening melody statement), Coleman Hawkins (in the last of four times he would record it), Clark Terry, and Hamp himself, who finishes it off.

Tommy Dorsey cut the tune three times in 1931 alone: with Selvin (April), with Victor Young on his concert version with the Boswell Sisters (May), and with Bing Crosby and Young (August). What’s surprising about the later 1936 Victor recording by Dorsey’s own orchestra is that, unlike virtually every other swing-band treatment of the period, it features a one-chorus vocal refrain. Sad to say, it’s that vocal, by Edythe Wright, that prevents this from being one of the superior versions of the song. Paul Weston’s arrangement starts out predictably but superbly with TD himself playing the tune in his best semi-slow (you notice I didn’t say “half-fast”) ballad. It’s a tough spot for any singer to be in, having to follow one of the great voices of popular song—a brass voice operated via slide that was more expressive than most human voices—on one of the greatest melodies of all time. Over the years, Dorsey would employ a number of singers who could have pulled this off—Sinatra, Jo Stafford, Dick Haymes, maybe even Bob Allen or Connie Haines—but Wright isn’t up to it. She’s not a bad singer, and hers is a welcome presence on the majority of her many sides with TD, but it would take a great one to follow Dorsey here, and this she is not. One dreams in vain that her chorus had been given to tenor-sax aristocrat Bud Freeman, who joined the band just in time for this session.

Still, the 1936 Dorsey version is a music-industry milestone in that it may well be the only time when a major record label released a disc with the same song, in two very different interpretations, on each side: one side had Goodman’s 1936 “Star Dust,” the other side had Dorsey’s. Four years later, Victor could have rereleased the Dorsey track backed with another version of the same song by the same bandleader. In 1940, Dorsey redid “Star Dust” as a vehicle for what he called his “Sentimentalists,” a combination of solo vocalist Frank Sinatra, the Pied Pipers vocal quartet, and the Dorsey orchestra rhythm section (featuring drummer Buddy Rich and Joe Bushkin on celeste). This was the same format with which the Dorsey crew had recorded “I’ll Never Smile Again,” their blockbuster hit of a few months earlier, and “Star Dust” must have seemed a likely follow-up. (It also uses the tinkling celeste to suggest twinkling stars, à la the classic 1931 Bing Crosby version.)

Just as the melody seemed a natural for Goodman’s clarinet and Dorsey’s trombone, it was inevitable that it would be exalted in the best fashion of the overall ensemble sound of Glenn Miller’s orchestra. Miller may not have had the swing of Goodman or the gentle sentiment of Dorsey, but his orchestra was one of the great romantic sounds in recorded music. Miller’s 1940 “Star Dust,” with its shimmering reeds and a tempo that screams for close dancing of the most intimate kind, also features brief solos by trumpeter Clyde Hurley (in an especially Armstrongian vein), clarinetist Willie Schwartz, and two spots by tenorist Tex Beneke. (Miller did the tune again around 1944 in a special performance with his Army Air Force Orchestra and guest vocalist Dinah Shore.) Given that Miller and Artie Shaw cut the tune within a few months of each other, and that both recorded extra-length versions (well over three minutes), it seems possible that RCA may have been considering a new, two-sided twelve-inch disc of “Star Dust.” As far as I know, this never happened.

Artie Shaw is also responsible for two very different versions of “Star Dust”: in December 1938, he played it with his standard big band in an arrangement that survives only as an aircheck (first released commercially in 1954); two years later, in October 1940, he waxed his more famous Victor recording, using his large, West Coast—based orchestra with strings. This is widely considered one of the highlights of the entire big-band era. With characteristic modesty, the clarinetist-leader himself has described it as “the definitive big band record of ‘Star Dust.’” Maybe so, and although it was voted the greatest record of all time in Billboard disc jockey polls, it doesn’t seem to me any more of a masterpiece than either of Goodman’s two commercial recordings from the period. And Shaw himself has suggested that he likes the 1938 version just as much. Maybe I’m hearing too much in it when I suggest that New York—based, theater-based composers (Gershwin, Rodgers, Kern) were more Shaw’s meat than midwesterners; perhaps the Chicago-nurtured Goodman, who had spent more time with such proto-cool jazzers as Beiderbecke, Trumbauer, and Red Nichols, had an advantage here.

Still, Shaw’s record is indisputably a classic. Shaw made a point to include trombonist Jack Jenney, who had recorded the song in 1938, in a treatment spotlighting his own trombone that can be described as one of—if not the—definitive big band versions. The orchestration is all the more inspired because it consists, essentially, of nothing more than a string setting for two choruses and three solos: trumpeter Billy Butter-field (who plays the opening melody open-belled), Shaw himself (sixteen bars), and Jenney (eight bars); the band plays the final eight. Such an arrangement can work only if the soloists are outstanding, and they are considerably more than that. The clarinet solo is one of the greatest ever performed; only half a chorus long (Shaw takes a full chorus on the ’38 track and returns for a tag at the end), it is stunningly conceived, balanced, and executed, particularly the triplets in bar 10 and the way Shaw manages to capture the sweep of Carmichael’s tune, the rapid movement from high to low. (Surprisingly, although the record is otherwise in D flat, Shaw’s own half-chorus is in F.) Jack Jenney gets just eight bars to knock us out, and he more than succeeds with a statement that sounds amazingly smooth even when he zooms up to a fifth that, in the words of Meredith Willson, is a whole octave higher than the score.

In these years, “Star Dust” was also swung by Les Brown, Glen Gray and the Casa Loma Orchestra, and Benny Carter, among many others. (Comparatively few sweet bands essayed it, apart from Wayne King in 1931, Jan Garber in 1937, and Eddy Duchin in 1938.)

Pianists, saxes, and trumpets aside, the tune was played by virtuosi on all manner of unusual jazz axes: vibraphone (Adrian Rollini, 1938); harmonica (Larry Adler, 1937, and, later, Borah Minevitch and his Harmonica Rascals, and, still later, Jerry Murad and the Harmonicats); and accordion (Phil Green, 1937). Although no one would have assumed that the song was proper washboard band material, the Washboard Rhythm Kings cut a corker of a version fairly early in the game, back in July 1931: rollicking pianist Eddie Miles doubles as featured singer and choir leader, liberally reshaping the melody in a manner halfway between Armstrong and Billie Holiday.

The idea of a washboard “Star Dust” will surely amuse turn-of-the-millennium listeners but it wouldn’t have caused any great stir in 1931. Nevertheless, two of the undeniably great versions of the song were done on instruments that would have surprised its composer—the harmonica, then a novelty instrument, taken seriously by few, and the bass. Where Adler was a classical mouth-organ virtuoso and Minevitch, that harmonica rascal, a vaudeville act, Toots Thielemans wins hands down as the greatest “serious” jazz soloist on the instrument. At times he’s the Stephane Grappelli of the harmonica, at other moments he’s its Ben Webster. The Belgian multi-instrumentalist recorded “Star Dust” live in 1986 with an American rhythm section led by pianist Fred Hersch. This is the saddest of all “Star Dust”s; the mood is minor throughout, and while one keeps expecting the tempo to brighten and the spirits to lift, it never happens.

The other major “Star Dust”—heard on an instrument barely in use in jazz when the song was written, and then almost never as a solo instrument—is a recording by bassist Oscar Pettiford. A pioneering player from roughly the same generation as Jimmy Blanton, Pettiford was part of the evolution of the bass from strictly a timekeeping functionary into a solo voice. His “Star Dust,” from his 1956 album Another One (on the Bethlehem label), more than makes the case. Pettiford plays verse, then chorus, then improvises on the changes in a masterful way that plays second fiddle to no horn player.

In thirties Europe, the tune served as a virtual theme song for jazz itself, being recorded by local London acts like the Six Swingers (1935), the Ballyhooligans (1938), British reed virtuoso Freddy Gardner, and Buddy Featherstonhaugh (1943), and Joe Daniels and His Hotshots in Drumnastics (1937), in addition to Nat Gonella. In Paris, it was played by Americans like black bandleader Willie Lewis (1936), while Django Reinhardt cut it with both Coleman Hawkins and Garnet Clark, and the French crooner Jean Sablon sang it as “Cette Melodie.” “Star Dust” also turns up in North Carolina (Jimmy Gunn and His Orchestra, 1936) and New Orleans (Joe Derbigny and His Orchestra, actually a quartet, in 1940, and the West Brothers Trio, which consisted of mandolin, guitar, and bass, 1935). By far the most extreme version of “Star Dust” was by Charlie and His Orchestra, a German dance band sponsored by the Nazi government that, as we shall see with other songs, specialized in retooling American popular standards with anti-Allied and anti-Semitic lyrics for propaganda purposes.

IT’S SAFE TO SAY that by 1940, “Star Dust” was a song known by everybody, although it was principally the property of jazz and jazzmen; up through the big band era, it was played far more often than it was sung. By the late 1940s and fifties, “Star Dust” is heard in equal parts from swing and “mainstream” players (there’s a classic treatment by Lester Young and Oscar Peterson), modernists, and both male and female vocalists. Before 1945, jazzmen treated it as a piece of material from their own tradition, much the way they would something by Duke Ellington or “Tiger Rag.” As far as the jazz world was concerned, “Star Dust” and Carmichael were local boys who had made good. In the bop era and beyond, “Star Dust” no longer seemed the personal property of the improvising musician; now it was just another great song, and its jazz origins had lost their relevance.

Still, there was no dearth of outstanding versions. Paul Desmond, Roland Hanna, and Gerry Mulligan are examples of modern jazzmen who liked the tune well enough to record it more than once and in widely varying contexts. If Armstrong and Roy Eldridge did much to make the tune seem attractive to trumpeters of the thirties and forties, Clifford Brown did the same for trumpeters of the fifties and sixties. Howard McGhee, a player who bridged the gap between swing and bop, cut it at the time of the transition with Coleman Hawkins’s sextet in 1945 (Maggie played the verse, Hawk played the chorus), and may have been the first modernist to play it.

But in terms of pure melody, the treatment on Clifford Brown with Strings (1955) is at the top of list. Brown’s playing here is stark and spare—this from a firebrand of a player who could blast out a million notes a minute when called for. His statement, both in the melody and in a brief improvisation, makes for fine contrast with the string background. Trumpeter Donald Byrd (on the 1960 Motor City Jazz Scene) and flügelhornist Wilbur Harden (with John Coltrane, on a 1958 date released variously as Star Dust and The Star Dust Session) both seem inspired by Clifford Brown, as does Coltrane himself. Lou Donaldson states the melody rapturously in front of a well-orchestrated chamber-style accompaniment that arranger Duke Pearson makes sound bigger than it actually is. It’s on an obscure album not issued until decades after it was recorded, eventually released as both Sweet Slumber and Lush Life, even though “Lush Life” isn’t on it, and it’s still not available on a domestic CD.

The Byrd is more typical of modern-era album ballads in that a single soloist out of the collective dominates the song, although pianist Tommy Flanagan also gets a piece of the action. The Coltrane-Harden track is unusual in that virtually everybody in the group (essentially the Miles Davis Quintet with Harden in place of Davis) gets to solo. As a gathering of entirely standard ballads, the session is a forerunner of such later masterpieces as John Coltrane Ballads and John Coltrane—Johnny Hartman, although it doesn’t feature Coltrane improvising at length on the changes. He paraphrases the melody beautifully, and then lets Harden, pianist Red Garland, and bassist Paul Chambers take over.

One of the best trumpet treatments of the tune is the two-horn rendition by the then very old (ninety-one) Doc Cheatham and the then very young Nicholas Payton. Cheatham states the opening melody. We forgive his missing the occasional note—how amazing to be hitting notes at all at that age—for he plays with an elegance and a lilt that must have taken him decades of seasoning to acquire. Released shortly before the veteran brassman’s death in 1997, at age ninety-two, this is undoubtedly the last recording of the song by a member of Carmichad’s own generation.

The improvisations of Mulligan and Desmond are also of considerable merit. Both of Mulligan’s recordings find the baritone saxophonist spinning the most intricate harmonic variations imaginable, which seems even more remarkable when one realizes that neither peformance includes a chordal instrument other than the bass. Mulligan was one of the jazzmen most committed to sitting in with other groups and teaming up with other titans of various instruments, thus it’s not surprising that both of his “Star Dust”s should be collaborations. The first comes from his 1957 reunion with soft-toned trumpeter Chet Baker, the second from an inspired teaming with Paul Desmond in 1962 (Two of a Mind). The individual solos by both Mulligan and Baker, the first reminiscent of Artie Shaw, are outstanding, but the interplay between the two horns is even more so.

As good as his playing on the 1957 is, Mulligan sounds even more inspired following Desmond in ’62: Baker may complement Mulligan, but Desmond challenges the baritonist in a mysteriously nonaggressive fashion. At least three documents exist of Desmond playing the tune with the Dave Brubeck Quartet, from 1952, ’53, and ’53. If the Desmond-Mulligan uses no piano at all, the Desmond-Brubeck features the light-toned altoist with the potentially heaviest piano player this side of Oscar Peterson. Yet Brubeck’s playing here is outstanding for the way he stays out of Desmond’s path and supports him without his characteristic semiclassical classical pounding. Brubeck comps amiably behind Desmond’s twistyturny solo and then does fine on his own. One admires any leader who has the good sense and inner security to so completely showcase a talented sideman.

Even if the two Mulligan “Star Dust”s didn’t employ a piano, the song found its way into the hands of plenty of keyboardists
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