The Unsure Artist

For the genius, self-doubt is the harshest of masters

By TERRY TEACHOUT

In 1938 Benny Goodman did something that no one before him had ever dared try. He brought his big band to Carnegie Hall to play an evening-long program of nothing but jazz. Not surprisingly, the event attracted huge amounts of media attention—twice. Twelve years later, Goodman stumbled across a half-forgotten private recording of the concert, leased it to Columbia, then sat back and started counting money. To this day, it remains the best-selling live album in the history of jazz, an indelibly vivid souvenir of a great musical occasion.

Jon Hancock has now told the full story of the concert in a coffee-table book called, like the album, "Benny Goodman: The Famous 1938 Carnegie Hall Jazz Concert." Mr. Hancock's fine book, which can be ordered online from www.bg1938.com <http://www.bg1938.com/>, is a profusely illustrated, scrupulously researched chronicle of the Carnegie Hall concert that leaves only one question unanswered: Why did the King of Swing put his prestige on the line by playing a concert at America's best-known classical-music address at a time when jazz and popular music were still viewed with suspicion by most highbrows? 
The answer, I suspect, is because Goodman, for all his popularity, was deeply unsure of his musical worth and longed for the cultural legitimacy that a successful appearance at Carnegie Hall would confer. One of the first jazz musicians to have received extensive classical training, Goodman prided himself on his ability to play what he called, revealingly, "correct" clarinet. Starting in 1937, he gave concerts at which he performed such classical masterpieces as the Mozart Clarinet Quintet, and he continued to do so for the rest of his life. Needless to say, Goodman played classical music because he loved it, but I doubt that he would have poured so much time and energy into his classical playing if it hadn't also helped him prove to himself that he was more than just another pop star playing dance music for screaming teenagers. 
The day after the Carnegie Hall concert, Gene Krupa, Goodman's star drummer, admitted that "I never expected to get into Carnegie Hall...I never even expected to get into the front door, let alone come through the back door the way all the really great artists have." The trumpeter Harry James put it more pungently when he showed up for the concert, looked around and said, "I feel like a whore in church." Such doubt about the ultimate value of their chosen art form was common among jazz musicians of Goodman's generation. Even the famously suave and self-confident Duke Ellington suffered from it. "If they think I'm that important, then maybe I have kinda said something, maybe our music does mean something," Ellington said in 1933 after returning from his first tour of England and France. 
Don't laugh. Few artists, no matter how celebrated they may be, are strangers to fear and uncertainty. No less a giant than John Keats died sure that "I have left no immortal work behind me—nothing to make my friends proud of my memory," and requested that the sentence "Here lies one whose name was writ in water" be engraved on his tombstone. Benjamin Britten, England's greatest composer, suffered from similar pangs of self-doubt. "Artists are artists," he said, "because they have an extra sensitivity—a skin less, perhaps, than other people." Britten's own skin was so thin that any criticism, however mild, could stop him in his tracks. (It also made him susceptible to attacks of stage fright so incapacitating that he threw up every time he had to play the piano in public.)

Such fear isn't necessarily all bad—in theory. Among other useful things, it can keep gifted artists from resting on their laurels, driving them to excel still further. But the artist afflicted with neurotic self-doubt may also be doomed to spend the whole of his life questioning the value of his work. The choreographer Jerome Robbins, in public the most arrogantly cocksure of men, left behind a journal in which he set down on numerous occasions his belief that the world would someday realize that "I'm not talented." Even rave reviews left him full of anxiety: "I just did my work—another ballet. Now I am forced to ignore [the] reviews & go ahead & just do another, & another, & not notice that they said that the last was the capstone of my career. Great words . . . 'capstone'—'career.' Ugh." 
Why do such artists lack confidence in their own talent? Sometimes youthful trauma is to blame. In her preface to Mr. Hancock's book, Rachel Edelson, Goodman's daughter, writes that her father was "always fearful of losing the ability, reputation and money that he'd gained." For a man who had lived in poverty as a child in Chicago, such fears could not simply be laughed off. In "The Kingdom of Swing," his 1939 memoir, Goodman recalled "a couple of times when there wasn't anything to eat. I don't mean much to eat. I mean anything. This isn't an experience you forget in a hurry. I haven't ever forgotten it." I wouldn't be surprised if such memories were part of what drove Goodman to play Carnegie Hall, perhaps in the hope of proving that his virtuosity was "correct" enough to satisfy the most demanding of critics. 
"A bad word from a colleague can darken a whole day," Orson Welles once told Peter Bogdanovich. "We need encouragement a lot more than we admit, even to ourselves." Remember those words the next time you see someone basking in the sunshine of a standing ovation. What looks to you like a polite formality might just be the only thing capable of giving him the courage to pick up his pen tomorrow morning and face the music all over again.

