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ne of the most elusive musical will-o’-the- 

wisps of the past half century has been the tantalizing 

thought that jazz can be an effective concomitant of 

what, for lack of clearer identification, is often called 

“serious music.” The primary lure that has led com¬ 

poser after composer down the garden path to disaster 

is George Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue. Composed in 

1924 when jazz was just emerging from its underground 

beginnings in New Orleans, Chicago and Harlem, 

Rhapsody in Blue seemed to be the foundation stone 

on which an exciting new musical structure would 

be built. 

But as the years have passed, the foundation is all 

that has been accomplished. The Rhapsody (along with 

Gershwin’s Concerto) has stood alone in a field that 

has grown dryer and dryer, like the remnants of an 

abandoned real estate development. 

Part of the problem of those who have tried to carry 

forward the blending of jazz and symphony is that the 

“jazz” elements in Rhapsody in Blue are less a use of 

jazz per se than the natural manner of Gershwin’s per¬ 

sonal style as a composer. He had listened to jazz, was 

influenced by jazz and used “jazzy” colors in his com¬ 

positions, but he did not really try to marry jazz and 

the symphony orchestra. This was Gershwin’s way of 

writing, and no other composer has written in quite 

this way. 

For other composers, the jazz-cum-symphony ap¬ 

proach has most often been attempted on a concerto 

grosso basis. These efforts have usually failed because 

musicians—both composers and performers —had not 

yet been developed who were sufficiently deeply in¬ 

volved in both fields, able to handle each style success¬ 

fully. If the composer were a jazz musician, his writing 

for the symphony was apt to be trite, and vice versa 

for the “serious” composer: his jazz was awkward. 

These limitations were further complicated by the 

seemingly inevitable fact that in a concerto grosso set¬ 

ting a jazz combo might swing out successfully in its 

improvising passages, but when the symphony musi- 
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clans tried to pick up this beat, the work lumbered 

along statically. 

The arrival of Peter Nero, however, has brought a 

completely new type of musician on the scene. In Nero 

we have a brilliant, classically trained pianist who de¬ 

voted the early years of his career to jazz and then 

combined the two to create the unique and highly per¬ 

sonal musical style that has made him one of the most 

successful and most unclassifiable performers in the 

contemporary concert field. 

Here we finally have the musician who is completely 

at home in both jazz and “serious” music. Moreover, 

Nero is also a musician who has worked with both 

symphony musicians and jazz musicians long enough 

and intimately enough to know what can and cannot 

be expected from them. 

“Most symphony men aren’t used to ‘swinging,’ ” 

said Nero in summing up the situation. “On the other 

hand, you can’t tie down a jazz musician too closely 

to a written score. Try to impose your will on a jazz 

musician and he’ll feel inhibited.” 

Nero wrote Fantasy and Improvisations with these 

Limitations in mind. The jazz aspects would allow for 

improvisatory freedom, and, as Nero said, “I tried not 

to write things that were uncomfortable for the sym¬ 

phony men.” 

To a great extent he has solved the problem of using 

symphony men in a jazz context by keeping them (par¬ 

ticularly the strings) away from the explicit 4/4 beat 

in which the trio—and practically any good jazz group 

—swings easily, thus allowing the sympliony men to 

devote themselves to those areas in which full advan¬ 

tage can be taken of their special artistic skills. In 

effect, he has solved the problem of bringing jazz and 

symphony together amicably by keeping them separate 

—almost. There has to be a connecting link to make the 

work a whole, of course. It is the piano—the piano that is 

hotli jazz and “serious,” the unique piano of Peter Nero 

—that provides the solid backbone of the composition. 

The Fantasy is built on two themes. The first is a blues- 

oriented theme which is developed largely through 

jazz improvisation. The second theme is in the roman¬ 

tic tradition and is written in a manner that is designed 

to make the symphony men feel at home. 

Peter Nero gave the premiere performance of his 

Fantasy on May 27, 1968, in London with the Royal 

Philharmonic and shortly thereafter played it in 

Stockholm. By the time he returned to the United 

States in June—for the American premiere with Arthur 

Fiedler and the Boston Pops—it was becoming an 

established part of his repertory, and critical reaction 

indicated that he had broken through that baffling 

wall that had kept jazz and symphony from embracing 

each other. 

After Nero’s performance with the Pittsburgh Sym¬ 

phony, the Pittsburgh Press praised the Fantasy as 

“musical irrigation in the symphonic jazz wasteland.” 

The Minneapolis Star not only considered the Fantasy 

to be a successful incorporation of “a personal jazz 

idiom with symphonic expansion” but also as being 

“in the tradition of the grandiloquent concerto,” with 

its “lush orchestra and glittering piano ... propelling 

rhythm, sweet and lingering melody and bristling 

climaxes.” 

The choice of Gershwin’s Concerto in F for the sec¬ 

ond side of the disc is, under the circumstances, unusu¬ 

ally appropriate. Gershwin was the foundation, and in 

Nero’s writing one can hear that Gershwin is still an 

important part of the foundation. But with the appear¬ 

ance of Fantasy and Improvisations a structure is, at 

long last, actually taking shape on that foundation that 

Gershwin laid out more than four decades ago. 

Another recording by Peter Nero with Arthur Fiedler 

and the Boston Pops: 
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