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moonlight on the ganges (1940)



Background:
The “King of Swing” himself, clarinetist Benny Goodman was one of the most prominent figures in big band jazz for over 50 years. Born to an impoverished family of 
Russian Jewish immigrants in the slums of Chicago in 1909, he began taking clarinet lessons at age 10. The young Goodman displayed a stunning affinity for the instru-
ment, making his professional debut a mere two years later. Dropping out of high school a few years later, Goodman became a full time professional as a member of 
the renowned Ben Pollack Orchestra.

Having moved to New York by the end of the 1920s, Goodman found himself in demand as a studio session musician for some of the top recording bands of the 
day. It was around this time that he met producer John Hammond, who became his biggest supporter. With Hammond’s backing and connections, Goodman put 
together his own band, becoming a star through his appearances on the popular radio show Let’s Dance in 1935.

Goodman’s career almost ended as abruptly as it began, as a highly unsuccessful 1935 tour left him and his band nearly broke and disillusioned. A concert at the 
Palomar Ballroom in Los Angeles was nearly the final nail in the coffin until Goodman, until then focusing on sweet music, launched into a performance of King Porter 
Stomp that caused the crowd to erupt in enthusiasm. His fame would eventually peak 3 years later following a wildly successful concert at Carnegie Hall, the first 
jazz performance at the famed venue.

Although Goodman’s popularity would begin to slowly wane in the 1940s, he continued to tour and perform all the way until his passing in 1986. In addition to his 
integral influence on the music of the Swing Era, Goodman was a pioneer in the world of civil rights; his bands were fully integrated, giving star billing to such greats 
as pianist Teddy Wilson, vibraphonist Lionel Hampton, and guitarist Charlie Christian

Composer/arranger Eddie Sauter studied music at Columbia University and Juilliard before striking out as a professional, starting off as a member of the trumpet 
section of vibraphonist Red Norvo’s band. He eventually shifted his attention solely to arranging, and was responsible for writing some of the most creative and 
forward looking arrangements for the bands of Norvo, Benny Goodman, Artie Shaw, Tommy Dorsey and Woody Herman, among others.

The 1950s saw Sauter co-leading a band with fellow swing era arranger Bill Finegan. By the 1960s, Sauter’s work had begun to branch into other territories. His 
collaboration with tenor sax legend Stan Getz on his album Focus is considered to be a masterpiece. He began working on Broadway and for television and film, and 
continued to focus on these idioms until his death in 1981.

benny goodman big band series 



The Music:
Eddie Sauter’s dance band arrangements for Benny Goodman still stand up as some of the finest, most creative works the legendary clarinetist ever put out. Even 
still, his arrangement of Moonlight on the Ganges finds a way to stand out from the crowd due to its highly unique treatment of an already unique standard.

Notes to the Conductor:
Beginning with an ominously ascending figure in the piano atop a bass clarinet ostinato, the melody comes in at measure 5, handled by muted trumpets with a mildly 
dissonant counter line in the saxophones. The initial melody statement continues to stay mostly in the brass, while the saxes largely stick to a complimentary role. 
Things become surprisingly dramatic at measure 35, however, when the brass play a rhythmically stop-start ascending line that gradually increases in volume until 
climaxing at measure 41.

The brass proceed to tail off while the saxes play a decidedly off-key riff to set up a key change for a chorus of Goodman’s clarinet. The backgrounds here are surprisingly 
intricate, and will require your ensemble to strike a balance to achieve proper support for the soloist without becoming overwhelming. Following Goodman is a brief 
ensemble fanfare that sets up another key change, this time for a half chorus trumpet solo beginning at measure 79. The backgrounds here fall more into traditional 
big band riff-based fare. Goodman’s clarinet gets another brief interjection before the sax section gets a short soli for the form’s final 8 measures at measure 103.

Yet another key change at measure 111 announces the arrangement’s final melody statement. The shouting ensemble trades off every 8 measures with Goodman’s 
clarinet, but the energy level should remain consistent regardless of what part of the band is carrying the tune. Rather than opting for a traditional tagged ending, 
Sauter goes for a more unorthodox conclusion featuring roaring brass atop a rapidly descending saxophone figure. Starting out mildly dissonant, the harmony pleasantly 
resolves just in time for the grand finale.

The majority of this arrangement has been prepared from the original parts from Benny Goodman’s library. Unfortunately, the entire 3rd woodwind part and a portion 
of the 5th woodwind part were lost over the years. They have been transcribed from the original recording accordingly.

Dylan Canterbury and Rob DuBoff
- April 2022



Above is the original alto saxophone 1 part as used for the 1940 recording.
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