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Gershwin’s Porgy & Bess is one of the 20th century’s greatest operas, whose composer 
effortlessly straddled the false dividing line between popular, jazz and classical music, so a huge 
range of artists have claimed it for their own. There are very few complete versions of the work 
available (with or without Gershwin’s first night cuts) but there are a lot of highlights discs 
featuring arrangements for a wide variety of jazz instruments, and on this Speakers Corner 
release, two of the last century’s greatest performers, Ella Fitzgerald and Louis Armstrong, 
perform something that vaguely resembles the original score, with an orchestra that combines a 
big band with Mantovani style strings, in place of the original short, dark orchestral intro with 
honky-tonk piano, Russell Garcia concocted a schmaltzy Overture from some of the scores big 
tunes, there is a vocal medley on side 3, a lot of transposition, scat singing, and some of the 
numbers are re-arranged for different voices. All that really matters though, is does it work? To 
which the answer is a very definite yes, with one proviso!

Ignoring the Overture, we move straight into Clara’s famous lullaby, Summertime (originally 
written for soprano) which here has a trumpet intro, a verse each for the soloist’s and finally what 
sounds like an improvised duet, Sportin’ Life’s It Ain’t Necessarily So, gets similar treatment, 
otherwise the choice of gender tends to remain true to the score. Everything is sung and played 
with tremendous sophistication, face and feeling; the only caveat being the syrupy string sound 
and phrasing, which adds a wholly unwanted layer of varnish to the score.    



Sound

Balance: 5
Inner balance: 5
Detail and clarity: 5
Dynamic range: 5

This album originally came out in mono (Verve MGV 4011-2), and unlike some classical labels 
Verve quickly latched on to the sales potential of stereo, and started to re-issue albums that first 
appeared in mono. The sound is big and brash, with an unusually extended dynamic range. All 
you have to do is listen to It Ain’t Necessarily So, to hear startlingly realistic, vibrant brass, where 
every section can heard within a deep, wide sound-stage, Armstrong’s trumpet sound is 
beautifully captured, the percussion are crisp, the strings sing out and the soloists are very clearly 
centre-front-stage. If you want to hear exactly what Fitzgerald and Armstrong sounded like in 
1957 then this album is a must. Their voices have richness, projection, definition and presence, 
indeed they sound as though they are in the room with you, and the Verve engineers were clearly 
way ahead of their American classical counter-parts (with the possible exception of Mercury) at 
the time, in knowing how to capture stereo sound. The only minor criticism is that the lower-bass 
is rather weak and the double-basses therefore lack real body.   

The presentation is magnificent. Joseph Young’s gatefold mosaic cover is a work of art in itself, as 
is the black-and-white drawing of Porgy by David Stone Martin, and there is a highly informative, 
green and white 11 page booklet, replete with photos. In the end the only word that sums this 
release up is stunning. 

 


