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Part 1 

 

“Say it With Music” 

 

(“Say it With Music” performed by Dick Haymes and Carmen Cavallero)(2:15) 

https://www.amazon.com/Say-It-With-

Music/dp/B007LTIQ90/ref=sr_1_2?s=dmusic&ie=UTF8&qid=1469751254&sr=1-

2&keywords=Say+it+With+Music+dick+haymes  
 

You’ve been listening to Dick Haymes, backed up by pianist Carmen Cavallero, in his 1948 

recording of Irving Berlin’s “Say it with Music.” Mr. Berlin, the most important American 

composer of popular music in the 20
th

 century, wrote “Say it With Music” in 1921 for his Music 

Box Revues. The song, the most popular Berlin song of the early 1920s, would become his 

theme song. Mr. Berlin’s lyrics, typically simple and straight to the heart, include the following: 

 

“Music is a language lovers understand. Melody and romance wander hand in hand. 

Cupid never fails assisted by a band. So if you have something sweet to tell her, say it 

with music, beautiful music.” 

 

That is the theme of my Sunday School class: Solomon and Sinatra: The Song of Songs and 

Romance in the Church. Or, Say “something sweet” to your spouse or future spouse through 

“beautiful music” as exemplified in the best popular American ballads of the 20
th

 century and the 

Song of Songs from the Old Testament Church. 

 

Here is an outline of the class: 

 

 A general introduction of the American Songbook and the Song of Songs with definitions 

of terms and concepts 

 A chapter by chapter exegesis of the Song of Songs 

 During my comments I will be sprinkling the lectures with song selections from the Great 

American Songbook 

Irving Berlin once said about American popular music, 

 
“The public is the final and supreme judge of song merit. The time will come when this 

indirect censorship will produce songs that will express real human emotion in the way 

such emotion should be expressed.” 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Say-It-With-Music/dp/B007LTIQ90/ref=sr_1_2?s=dmusic&ie=UTF8&qid=1469751254&sr=1-2&keywords=Say+it+With+Music+dick+haymes
https://www.amazon.com/Say-It-With-Music/dp/B007LTIQ90/ref=sr_1_2?s=dmusic&ie=UTF8&qid=1469751254&sr=1-2&keywords=Say+it+With+Music+dick+haymes
https://www.amazon.com/Say-It-With-Music/dp/B007LTIQ90/ref=sr_1_2?s=dmusic&ie=UTF8&qid=1469751254&sr=1-2&keywords=Say+it+With+Music+dick+haymes
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Webster’s Dictionary defines a popular “ballad” as 

 

“a narrative composition in verse of strongly marked rhythm  . . .combined with lyrical 

and sometimes dramatic elements. 

 

The American Heritage Dictionary, somewhat more prosaically, defines “ballad” as, 

 

“a popular song of a romantic or sentimental nature.” 

 

My interest in this subject was prompted by two questions: 

 

 How does all the beautiful and romantic music of Irving Berlin, George Gershwin and the 

other great American popular ballad composers of the 20
th

 century, fit into the biblical 

narrative? (1 Corinthians 2:15; 2 Corinthians 10:5) 

 Why was the majority of the great love ballads of the 20
th

 century written by Jews and 

not Christians? After all, because of Christ, we Christians are supposed to be a tribe of 

lovers. 

Turning first to the question of Irving Berlin, George Gershwin, Cole Porter and their colleagues, 

I wanted to know if my interest in listening to and playing the so-called “Great American 

Songbook” was a legitimate pursuit from a biblical perspective or was it the silly avocation of a 

culturally-captured American. I marvel at the clever lyrics, the nuanced innuendos and double 

entendres, the sophisticated phrases, the elegant clichés, the surprising rhymes and the sonorous 

melodies of the best popular songs. Kathy and I often dressed up in tuxedo and gown and went 

out to dance to the stimulating rhythms and the sensuous harmonies of these songs. Why do I, 

decades after the fact, enjoy remembering the afternoon that she and I danced to the music of the 

great Harry James Orchestra. We still put on Frank Sinatra and he takes us to a romantic place 

where we listen to him sing about his failed and successful romances. A firm believer in bringing 

everything I know and do under the scrutiny of our Lord I was curious if all of this interest was 

just an unhealthy attachment to the corrupt, foolish things of the world (1 Corinthians 3) or a 

perfectly acceptable, and even beneficial human activity in the eyes of my Lord. 

 
Just as the discovery of Ancient Near East love songs in the 19

th
 century helps us understand 

ancient biblical romance (cf, Michael Fox, The Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love 

Songs, 1985), maybe an appreciation of the best of the contemporary American popular song 

canon will help us understand the emotional texture of love, passion and eroticism of modern 

biblical romance. 

 

Musicologists term the best American popular music, the “Great American Songbook.” Some 

think that the term “Great American Songbook” was first used as the title of a 1972 album of the 

wonderful jazz singer Carmen McRae (Ben Yagoda, The B Side). Clearly, some of the great 

composers/lyricists are represented in this 1970s’ jazz album - Ellington, Porter, Mercer, Stein, 

Sammy Cahn, Harry Warren/Al Dubin, Mancini, Arthur Freed, Bacharach/David, Ruby/Kalmar, 

Al Sherman, Van Heusen, Paul Weston, Axel Stordahl - but interestingly, not Gershwin, Berlin, 

Hammerstein, Arlen or Kern – and thus the name stuck. Alex Wilder, who wrote the bible of the 
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American popular song - American Popular Song: The Great Innovators (1972) - suggests that 

there are really about 15,000 songs that comprise the “American Songbook,” but less than 500 

comprise the “Great” American Songbook. 

 

The American Songbook canon reflects that innate desire in the soul of the composer and 

lyricist. James Morris of the Smithsonian Institute writes, 

 

“The [American Songbook] could not have sprung (as is often alleged) merely from an 

uncritical appetite for romantic fantasy. For these songs describe many experiences and 

many responses – infatuation, rejection, loneliness, flirtation, diffidence, anger, 

protectiveness, nostalgia and its regrets, joy, apology, sensual abandon, wariness, 

masochistic clinging, trust, resignation, incompatibility, commitment, inexperience, self-

pity, bickering, physical attraction, indecision, infidelity, hope, the seasons of youth and 

age” (American Popular Song, 1984). 

 

No American reaches adulthood without at least one experience of watching a musical in New 

York City or at a movie theater or a touring professional company, or performing in a high 

school, college, church or amateur theater production, or humming or dancing or tapping their 

feet to a classic popular song. One cannot enter an office building or medical lobby or shopping 

mall or elevator or Christmas shop without hearing the songs of the Great American Songbook. 

 

It is generally agreed by those that study popular culture that the popular song of the 20
th

 century 

had the largest impact on the individual American of any art form. Furthermore, America 

exported this popular art form all over the world, in a massive cultural hegemony. We Americans 

composed - they played, they sang, they danced, they Karaoked to what we created. This was not 

European music but American music. It was a form of “cultural colonialism” (Stuart Hecht, 

Transposing Broadway: Jews, Assimilation, and the American Musical, 2011). So, if one wants 

to be culturally literate about Americana then it is important to be familiar with the American 

Songbook. Furthermore,
 
if you want to know where American culture is headed, listen to our 

songs. 

 

Speaking of the power of songs, in 1703 Andrew Fletcher, Scottish parliamentarian and writer, 

wrote, 

 

“I knew a very wise man . . [who] believed if a man were permitted to make all the 

ballads, he need not care who should make the laws of a nation. And we find that most of 

the ancient legislators thought they could not well reform the manners of any city without 

the help of a lyric" (An Account of a Conversation concerning a right regulation of 

Governments for the common good of Mankind).
 

Thinking of the direction of American culture as reflected in its music, “Yip” Harburg, musical 

poet who wrote the lyrics for American Film Institute’s greatest movie song of all time “Over the 

Rainbow” in l939 for the movie Wizard of Oz, was deeply alarmed by the music of the l960s. He 

told a New York audience in l972, 

 

“The songs I’m hearing today . . .make me fearful because I know that when the language 
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of songs begins to decay, watch out. . .Songs are the fever charts of the nation, the thing 

that tells you what’s wrong, whether we’re beautiful, whether we’re ugly, whether we’re 

violent, whether we’re lost. . . Here’s my little tirade against the songs I hear today, 

called ‘Music on the Rocks’: 

 

‘Hail the songs – the latest rags 

Dripping from guitar and pen. 

All are destined for the ages –  

Like, I mean, from 5 to 10.’ 

To set before us the musical merit, skill, excellence, even genius, of the American Songbook, I 

turn to the late Yale classical musicologist Allen Forte who suggested that the “classic American 

popular music” in the 20
th

 century is unique on four counts: 

1. It is the largest notated body of solo song with English language text in existence. 

2. It is the last large corpus of music based upon traditional tonality, and he should know. 

3. It has been subjected to a greater range of performance variability than have those of any 

other repertoire 

4. Its musical value has been certified by performing musicians of talent and taste for well 

over a century. 

Forte adds: 

 

“It is the remarkable characteristic of these songs that have kept them alive and popular 

over many years and that enable them to speak anew to each successive generation: the 

beautiful melodies and harmonies, the entrancing rhythms, and the wondrous lyrics that 

are so often inseparably bonded to the musical notes in such extraordinary ways. These 

qualities which evoke universal responses from sensitive listeners, inspired the use of the 

term ‘classic’ to convey the timelessness of the best of this music” (Listening to Classic 

American Popular Songs, 2001). 

 

And this from Yale’s “Battell Professor Emeritus of the Theory of Music,” and the author of The 

Structure of Atonal Music (1973) which has been hailed as one of the most important 

contributions to music theory in the 20
th

 century. 

 

I will add one more uniqueness that is somewhat controversial in our circles:  The American 

Songbook is primarily, dance music. 

 

The confluence of the originators of the “classic” American Songbook was an astonishing 

creative moment in the history of music. If you take just the 25 year period between 1885 and 

1910 you have over 90% of the first rank composers and lyricists of American popular music 

being born. I have 40 names in my list, including: 
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1885-1889 

 

Sigmund Romberg (1887-1951), Jewish composer 
Jerome Kern (1885-1945), Jewish composer 

Irving Berlin (1888-1989), Jewish composer/lyricist.  

Bert Kalmar (1884–1947) Jewish lyricist 
Sophie Tucker (1887-1966), Jewish performer 

Al Jolson (1886-1950), Jewish performer 

 

1890-1899 

 

Cole Porter (1891-1964), Gentile lyricist/composer 
Edgar “Yip” Harburg (1896-1981), Jewish lyricist  

George Gershwin (1898-1937), Jewish composer 

Vincent Youmans (1898-1946), Gentile composer 

Lorenz Hart (1895-1943), Jewish lyricist 

Oscar Hammerstein (1895-1960), Jewish/Episcopalian lyricist 

Harry Ruby (Rubinstein) (1895-1974), Jewish composer/lyricist  

Ted Koehler (1894-1973), Jewish lyricist  

Hoagy Carmichael (1899-1981), Gentile composer 

Harry Warren (1893-1981) Gentile composer 

Jimmy McHugh (1894-1969), Gentile composer 

Duke Ellington (1899-1974), Gentile composer 

Richard Whiting (1891-1938), Jewish composer 

Howard Dietz (1896-1983), Jewish lyricist 

Fred Astaire (1899-1987), Gentile performer 

Eddie Cantor (1892-1964), Jewish performer 

 
1900-1909 

 

Mitchel Parish (1900-1993) (Michael Hyman Pashelinsky), Jewish lyricist. 

Paul Whiteman (1900-1964), Jewish performer 

Richard Rogers (1902-1979), Jewish composer.  

Jule Styne (1905-1994), Jewish composer 

Edward Eliscu (1902-1998), Jewish lyricist 

Rudy Vallée (1901-1986), Jewish performer? 

Dorothy Fields (1904-1974), Jewish lyricist 

Harold Arlen (1905-1986), Jewish composer.  

Frederick Loewe (1901-1988), Jewish composer. 

Vernon Duke (1903-1969), Jewish composer.  

Arthur Schwartz (1900-1984), Jewish composer 

Bing Crosby (1903-1977), Gentile performer 

Frank Loesser (1910-1969) Jewish lyricist & composer 
Artie Shaw (1910-2004), Jewish performer 

John Green (1908-1989), Jewish composer/lyricist 
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Johnny Mercer (1909-1976), Gentile lyricist 

Johnny Burke (1908-1964), Gentile lyricist 

Benny Goodman (1909-1986), Jewish musician 

All born before 1910, and I have 30 more names. 

 

The question always comes up, why during the six decades from 1910 to 1970) did classic 

American songwriting flourish to such a great extent. And while several answers are advanced as 

hypothesis, no answer has universal acceptance. Indeed, one scholar has noted, 

 

“We cannot say why these songs struck, and continue to strike, responsive chords in so 

many listeners. We must say, if these songs are to be considered as the achievements they 

are, that public acceptance of them [is based on the fact that they express human 

experiences and emotions]” (James Morris, American Popular Song, 1984). 

 

But I have an answer: God’s providential hand on all this artistic output. And it was not 

happenstance, but rather an extraordinary out-pouring of divine musical creativity. A completely 

overlooked fact of cultural history is this: These musical talents came to national and 

international acclaim during a time in which the Church was still the dominant social institution 

with enormous influence in cultural mores and habits. The creative contributions of these 

(mostly) men was nurtured and promoted and enjoyed in a Church age and their creations were 

designed not to offend Christian sensibilities and pieties. Thanks to the moral influence of the 

American evangelical Church, we have a largely chaste and literate canon of popular music, at 

least until 1970. We might even go so far as to thank the Princeton Seminary divines of the 19
th

 

century who trained more biblically-minded ministers than any other seminary in America for 

helping create and sustain a moral and ecclesiastical cultural environment for the American 

Songbook to prosper. So, let’s hear it for Archibald Alexander, the Hodges, BB Warfield, J. 

Gresham Machen and the rest of the Princetonian worthies. 

 

“Too Close for Comfort” 
 

An example of lyrical discretion in deference to the Christian cultural pieties of the first 3/4ths of 

the 20
th

 century is seen in the 1956 show tune, “Too Close for Comfort.” The song was written 

by Jerry Bock, George David Weiss, and Larry Holofcener - all Jews - as part of the score for the 

Broadway musical, Mr. Wonderful. There is no such clever lyric being written for today’s post-

Christian musical culture – nothing in our current sexualized culture is “too close for comfort.” 

While joyfully acknowledging the attraction between the male and female, the lyrics warn the 

male singer to “behave in his heart” or “be discreet” or “know when to say when,” or “beware, 

be on your guard, take care, while there’s such temptation.” The song was written for Sammy 

Davis, Jr. in his first starring role. Hit versions of the song have been recorded by female singers 

- Eydie Gormé - and male singers - Frank Sinatra. A duet by Ella Fitzgerald and Joe Williams 

also became a standard version. Here us Sammy Davis, Jr. singing his break-out song: 

 

“Be wise, be smart, behave, my heart, don't upset your cart when she's so close. Be soft, 

be sweet, but be discreet, don't go off your beat; she's so close for comfort. Too close, too 

close for comfort; please, not again Too close, too close to know just when to say ‘when.’ 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jerry_Bock
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_David_Weiss
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Larry_Holofcener
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Broadway_theater
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musical_theatre
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mr._Wonderful_(musical)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sammy_Davis,_Jr.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sammy_Davis,_Jr.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eydie_Gorm%C3%A9
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Frank_Sinatra
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ella_Fitzgerald
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joe_Williams_(jazz_singer)
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Be firm, be fair, be sure, beware, on your guard, take care, while there's such temptation. 

One thing leads to another, too late to run for cover. She's much too close for comfort 

now.” 

 

(“Too Close for Comfort” performed by Sammy David, Jr.)(2:17) 

https://www.amazon.com/Too-Close-For-

Comfort/dp/B00DYZYB1C/ref=sr_1_7?s=dmusic&ie=UTF8&qid=1469751098&sr=1-

7&keywords=Too+Close+for+Comfort+sammy+davis+jr  

 

 

 

https://www.amazon.com/Too-Close-For-Comfort/dp/B00DYZYB1C/ref=sr_1_7?s=dmusic&ie=UTF8&qid=1469751098&sr=1-7&keywords=Too+Close+for+Comfort+sammy+davis+jr
https://www.amazon.com/Too-Close-For-Comfort/dp/B00DYZYB1C/ref=sr_1_7?s=dmusic&ie=UTF8&qid=1469751098&sr=1-7&keywords=Too+Close+for+Comfort+sammy+davis+jr
https://www.amazon.com/Too-Close-For-Comfort/dp/B00DYZYB1C/ref=sr_1_7?s=dmusic&ie=UTF8&qid=1469751098&sr=1-7&keywords=Too+Close+for+Comfort+sammy+davis+jr

