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 In November 1923 dance-band leader Paul Whiteman persuaded Gershwin to compose a 

serious “jazz concerto” for a concert he billed as “An Experiment in Modern Music” to be 

presented in the classically oriented Aeolian Hall in New York. Gershwin was a bit reluctant, 

especially as time was short and he was not experienced as an orchestrator. But Whiteman 

persisted by offering the services of his own talented orchestrator Ferde Grofé and ideas began 

swirling in Gershwin’s mind. Great inspiration struck on the way to Boston in December for the 

premiere of his show Sweet Little Devil. Gershwin later wrote: 

 
It was on the train, with its steely rhythms, its rattlety-bang that is so often stimulating to 
a composer. . . . I frequently hear music in the very heart of noise. And there I suddenly 
heard—and even saw on paper—the complete construction of the Rhapsody from 
beginning to end. . . . I heard it as a sort of musical kaleidoscope of America—our vast 
melting pot, of our unduplicated national pep, of our blues, our metropolitan madness. By 
the time I reached Boston I had a definite plot of the piece, as distinguished from its 
actual substance. 

 
 
 Gershwin had only been back in New York for a week when he completed the Rhapsody; 

Grofé completed the orchestration on February 4 by working on sections as they were handed to 

him from Gershwin’s manuscript. As in famous stories of Mozart and Beethoven when they 

were to be soloist in their own compositions, Gershwin had not had time to complete all of his 

own part in time and left it to be improvised at the performance. 

 Aeolian Hall was packed with celebrities from the “serious” music world when on 

February 12, 1924, Whiteman’s “Experiment” took place. Since Whiteman had no complete 

score he had to take cues from Gershwin as to when to bring the orchestra back in after the solos. 

Nevertheless, the Rhapsody—twenty-second on a seemingly interminable program of twenty-



three pieces—went smoothly, outclassing everything else on the program. Gershwin’s identity as 

a crossover composer between jazz and serious music was sealed, for Walter Damrosch was in 

the audience and soon asked him to compose a piano concerto. 

 Analysts have not often concerned themselves with Rhapsody in Blue because of its ultra 

popularity or because it was the work of a somewhat “untrained” young composer, but the few 

who have are amazed at the thematic unity, rhythmic ingenuity, contrapuntal prowess, and yes, 

structure that the work displays. Much of the material for the entire piece, for example, is 

suggested in the opening measures. It is somehow pleasing, given the achievement the piece 

represents, that everyone is still left to wonder how much was conscious creation and how much 

was the result of natural gifts. 

 Gershwin had clear ideas about the orchestration, which he indicated to Grofé by naming 

the player from Whitman’s dance orchestra who would play a certain passage. Thus, the 

celebrated clarinet glissando that opens the piece was written specifically for Ross Gorman’s 

special abilities. Grofé later enlarged the dance orchestra scoring and in that version Rhapsody in 

Blue has been played by symphony orchestras the world over. 
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