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CHAN 10916 – BENNETT

Bennett: Works for Wind Band
Introduction
Robert Russell Bennett (1894 – 1981) is best remembered for his orchestrations for 300-plus musicals, between 1920 and 1975. He worked alongside the great songwriters of ‘golden age’ Broadway – Gershwin, Porter, Kern, Rodgers, Loewe, Berlin, and more – his contribution being far more than dutifully putting a songwriter’s piano music into the orchestra, measure by measure. Bennett’s commercial career would grow to encompass American network radio and television, as well as a 1930s – 40s stint in Hollywood both as credited composer and as orchestrator for the great names in the business (Alfred Newman, Franz Waxman, Max Steiner).
While many composer-arrangers have kept alive their ‘serious’ ambitions by turning out an occasional concert score, one wonders how Bennett found time to satisfy his muse while meeting his endless commercial-music deadlines. Composing steadily until almost the end of his life, he completed more than 200 works, including opera, orchestral and chamber music, concert songs, and solo keyboard pieces. Attracted by, as he put it, ‘its apparently inexhaustible colors and its fabulous vitality’, he wrote more than thirty scores for wind band: a pair of evergreens which benefitted from 1950s LP recordings by the Eastman Wind Ensemble (Suite of Old American Dances and Symphonic Songs for Band), along with numerous others awaiting rediscovery.
His peers and collaborators testified to his boundless musical imagination and technical skills: Bennett regularly composed and orchestrated straight to the full score – in ink, no less – having no need to work things out at the piano. We may wonder what he would think of today’s trial-and-error composer-arrangers, their digital tools as constant and essential companions.
Suite of Old American Dances
The Suite of Old American Dances (1949) is Bennett’s best-known original work for winds, experienced by seemingly every American school and university band musician. Though it was his first full-length publication for the medium, Bennett had written several youthful scores for his father’s band in Kansas City, and, later, some ninety minutes of wind music for the 1939 – 40 New York World’s Fair.
Bennett, in his original programme note, observed that he had completed the work with
no particular purpose in mind... except to do a modern, and, I hope, entertaining version of some of the dance moods of my early youth.
His original name for the Suite was ‘Electric Park’, a tribute to his hometown’s stylish, incandescent-lit amusement venue. Early in the twentieth century, the populace of Kansas City could congregate at Electric Park’s lavish dance pavilion to enjoy the social dances of the day – which Bennett refashioned in lively 1940s garb for his Suite of Old American Dances.

While Bennett, unlike his fellow American composers Aaron Copland and Leonard Bernstein, was loath to ‘repurpose’ his composing, this piece provides one of the few exceptions that I have discovered: the ‘Western One-Step’ is an expanded reworking of one of a set of light-hearted orchestral variations which he had written, in 1941, for his network radio programme.

Symphonic Songs for Band
The unpretentious Symphonic Songs for Band (1957) was commissioned for America’s National Intercollegiate Band, and Bennett’s early (1958) programme note captures its essence:

[these] Symphonic Songs are as much a suite of dances or scenes as songs, deriving their name from the tendency of the principal parts to sing out a fairly diatonic tune against whatever rhythm develops in the middle instruments. The Serenade has a feeling of strumming, from which the title is obtained, otherwise it bears little resemblance to the Serenades of Mozart. The Spiritual may possibly strike the listener as being unsophisticated enough to justify its title, but in performance this movement sounds far simpler than it really is. The Celebration recalls an old-time country fair; with cheering throngs (in the woodwinds), a circus act or two, and the inevitable mule race.
Down to the Sea in Ships 
Bennett made his entrée to network television with NBC TV’s Victory at Sea, the renowned twenty-six-episode WWII documentary of 1952 – 53. Though he received credit only as the ‘arranger’ of the series, we now know that he composed many more hours of original music than the nominal composer, Richard Rodgers, who contributed a mere dozen short piano themes.
The success of Victory at Sea prompted NBC to establish a permanent ‘Project 20’ documentary unit, which turned out dozens of timely studies – all scored by Bennett – over the following two decades. Down to the Sea in Ships aired in 1968: a wide-ranging study of mankind’s past and present maritime activity – the sailing ships, large and small, of centuries past, the enduring routines of commercial fishing, the great military and passenger vessels of the twentieth century. Bennett’s orchestral score features Schubert’s Am Meer along with the folk melodies ‘Blow the Man Down’, ‘Reuben Ranzo’, ‘Haul on the Bowline’, ‘Shenandoah’, What Shall We Do with a Drunken Sailor?’, and ‘Sally Brown’. Bennett’s concluding S.S. Eagle March honours one specific ‘tall ship’: the S.S. Eagle was and is a U.S. Coast Guard trainer and goodwill ambassador, still the American military’s only active sailing ship.
Though NBC has never released Down to the Sea in Ships on home video, Bennett’s 1969 wind band suite hints at the majesty of such big-budget ‘prestige’ documentaries, produced when the three commercial television networks dominated America’s airwaves.
Four Preludes for Band
By the mid-1970s, Bennett had concluded his half-century of orchestrating for Broadway and his two decades of writing original documentary scores for NBC. His composing never ceased, and American bands and their conductors always welcomed something new from his pen. The Four Preludes (premiered by New York’s Goldman Band in 1974) are tributes to the individual talents and personalities of a quartet of great theatre composers with whom Bennett had worked intimately: George Gershwin (1898 – 1937), Vincent Youmans (1898 – 1946), Cole Porter (1891 – 1964), and Jerome Kern (1885 – 1945). While the preludes never ‘quote’ melodies by these masterful songwriters and are not otherwise programmatic, Bennett does conclude each with the same original theme, treated a little differently each time and building to a lively coda in the concluding (‘Jerome’) prelude.
Autobiography
In his later years, his friends regularly urged Bennett to chronicle his colourful life, spent in and out of music. In the foreword to the score of Autobiography (1976 – 77), he remarked that ‘the only answer I could think of with any degree of enthusiasm’ was a musical study of his own personal ‘seven ages’ (referencing Shakespeare). The resultant seven short pictures – each about two minutes long – have biographical subtitles, yet still provide frustratingly little detail about his life’s journey. It is fortunate that Bennett soon relented and authored a proper memoir, completed before his 1981 passing (The Broadway Sound, ed. G.J. Ferencz; Boydell & Brewer, 1999). Thanks to its publication, the listener to his musical Autobiography can at last fully follow the story behind these vivid vignettes for wind band.
 Bennett opened his musical memoir with his 1894 birth on Cherry Street in Kansas City, and innocent years of awakening (I. ‘Born on a hill by a railroad track. Our home was a mansion – or was it a shack?’). By the age of five, he had fallen ill to poliomyelitis (II. ‘The head said più vivo – the feet said ritard. Talking was easy but walking was hard, limping around in a lumber yard.’), musically portrayed by the uneven 5 / 4 metre. Bennett spent his school-age years in rural Freeman, Missouri, southeast of Kansas City; his daily routine included both farm chores and tutelage on piano, violin, or cornet by his musical parents (III. ‘Haying the horses and slopping the pigs – and playing sonatas and rags and jigs.’).
Following high school, Bennett lived in Kansas City, taking counterpoint lessons with the composer-conductor Carl Busch and working as a pianist and an organist for silent films and vaudeville. Even a century ago, aspiring American musicians knew that New York held singular opportunities, and so Bennett moved there at twenty-two (IV. ‘To Broadway! What was I waiting for? My country came up with the answer. War.’). His nascent career was interrupted by World War One – but the polio that had left him with a lifelong limp relegated him to stateside duties as an Army bandmaster back in the Middle West. Returning to New York upon the war’s end, Bennett took a position teaching at an exclusive girls’ school run by Winifred Edgerton Merrill, whose daughter he would soon marry (V. ‘She and I danced to far different themes, but counterpoint seems to take care of our dreams. The ghost of old Johann Sebastian beams!’).
Bennett sustained himself and his family as an arranger, soon becoming Broadway’s leading orchestrator. Still, his concert-hall ambitions never faltered, so in the late 1920s he moved his household to Europe, where he regularly conferred with the esteemed Nadia Boulanger (VI. ‘Sometimes the French was a little bit broken, but English chez nous she was not often spoken.’). Upon returning to New York in 1931, Bennett resumed his multi-faceted musical life, making his living via Broadway musicals, Hollywood film scores, radio and television, yet – somehow – finding time for an unending series of concert works, one early highlight being his first opera, Maria Malibran, premiered at New York’s Juilliard School in 1935 (VII. ‘Man’s ages are seven, but I must admit that I tried them all on and none of them fit. So Mister Shakespeare, this is it!’).
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