ARTIE SHAW ‘Begin the Beguine’

Original Recordings 1936-1939

When Benny Goodman was the self-appointed ‘King of Swing’, Shaw was ‘The King of the
Clarinet’. Each was a brilliant practitioner, a creative musician and a leader in his own right but
diametrically opposed to the other in character, with a media-manipulated professional rivalry as
their only apparent common denominator. “Charismatic and chameleon-like” and also gifted
with screen-idol looks, composer-arranger Artie Shaw was born Arthur Jacob Arshawsky in New
York City on 23rd May, 1910, and from the age of seven grew up in New Haven, Connecticut.
The first instrument he mastered was the ukelele but by twelve he had already switched to the
saxophone which he played in the school band at New Haven High. After winning a local
competition in duo with banjoist Gene Beecher he formed his first band, the Bellevue Ramblers,
and with them played local gigs until, at fifteen, he got his first fully professional job in the pit
orchestra of the New Haven Olympic Theater. Shortly after this he left home to join a Kentucky
travelling band and by the summer of 1925 he had joined Don ‘Johnny’ Cavallaro’s ranks as an
alto-saxophonist for a tour of New Haven and Florida, before working with Joe Cantor and Merle
Jacobs in Cleveland, Ohio.

Between 1927 and 1929 Artie was intermittently arranger-MD and lead-alto sideman in the band
fronted by violinist Austin Wylie and by mid-1928 he had joined Irving Aaronson’s Commanders,
doubling on tenor and clarinet. At Pod’s & Jerry’s he reputedly jammed frequently after hours
with Willie The Lion’ Smith, but began his regular New York career as a session player for Roger
Wolfe Kahn, Vincent Lopez, Paul Specht and others and as a sideman on records with Fred Rich
and Teddy Wilson. In 1931 he played a season with Red Nichols at the Park Central Hotel and
for a time worked as an NBC radio session musician. In May 1936 he led a band in New York’s
first Swing concert at the Imperial Theater; featuring a small string section, this proved popular
and secured him the finance necessary to form his string-preponderant first big-band. This
recorded for Brunswick from June 1936. (Tracks 2-4, 6-10, 12 - in Streamline and Sweet Lorraine
Artie’s solo clarinet is superimposed over three violins, viola and ’cello).

While no innovation as such (the use of strings in a jazz context harked back to Paul Whiteman
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