Quirky Music From a Forgotten Master 
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“Pushbutton Parfait” by The Raymond Scott Orchestrette
As seen in “Brooklyn Skyline,” 8/27/02

By RICK PALLEY

Everybody loves Raymond.

No, not sit-com star Ray Romano -- not that there’s anything wrong with that, as another famous comedian in syndicated TV might say.

The Raymond in question here is Raymond Scott, the American composer whose work you’ve probably all heard and enjoyed. The only problem is, you don’t know that you’ve heard it.

Enter Irwin Chusid.

Chusid (rhymes with lucid) has a long-running radio show on WFMU-FM. He is also a music historian who specializes in digging up obscure and bizarre music. 

One of Chusid’s more enduring projects is reacquainting the public with Scott’s compositions, which, as it turns out, are familiar to anyone who’s ever watched a Looney Tunes or Merry Melodies cartoon.

Scott didn’t create his music with cartoons in mind; he wrote it in the late 1930s for his band, the Raymond Scott Quintette. (Actually a six-piece group; Scott, ever the iconoclast, thought quintette sounded “crisper” than sextet, and preferred the archaic spelling.) 

The intricate, swinging melodies of the Quintette created a kind of musical onomatopoeia that the critics disdained as “pseudo-jazz,”“screwy,”and “smart-alec.” 

The public, however, loved it, and voted with their pocketbooks.

But it was Warner Brothers’ Music Director Carl Stalling who immortalized the music when he adapted it to accompany the cartoon antics of Bugs Bunny, Daffy Duck, and the Road Runner. Years later it was reintroduced to a whole new generation on The Ren and Stimpy Show, the Simpsons, and as theme music to promote cable TV’s Cartoon Network.

Which brings us back to the present and  “Pushbutton Parfait,” a recently released CD produced by Chusid on the Evolver label. 

The recording features the Raymond Scott Orchestrette, an eclectic septet of contemporary musicians, who interpret a wide range of Scott compositions spanning the 1930s-60s (Born in Brooklyn, Scott died in 1994 at the age of 85).

Chusid, who also produced a 1992 re-mastering of classic Quintette recordings called “Reckless Nights and Turkish Twilights,” decided to break with tradition on “Parfait.”

“I didn’t want the Orchestrette to replicate any of Raymond’s original arrangements. I wanted a whole new take, an original take on Raymond’s compositions, and that’s what they delivered,” Chusid said.

That difference was almost guaranteed by the band’s unconventional front line, with Michael Hashim on sax, Rob Thomas on violin, and Will Holshauser on accordion, instead of the original Quintette’s sax, clarinet, and trumpet.

Add to that an electric zither – a unique, jangly-sounding instrument created and played by Brian Dewan, who also helps out on vocals, piano, koto, and accordion – and you get an idea of the range of sounds in the band’s musical palette. 

A top flight rhythm section of “Loser’s Lounge” vets George Rush and Clem Waldman on bass and drums, and sometime Dame Edna Everage accompanist Wayne Barker on a variety on keyboards (including a toy piano) rounds things out.

The RSO takes an even bigger departure from Scott’s Quintette when soloing.

Actually, Scott declared solos off limits in his group after the original arrangements were set, a fact that accordionist Holshauser finds amazing, especially considering the Quintette’s jazzy trappings.

“His writing for the Quintette was totally arranged all the way through, even the solos, which is excruciating for the musicians,” Holshauser said. 

Not so with the RSO. “Parfait” gives them plenty of room to explore their new arrangements, most of which were cooked up by Barker and Holshauser, with occasional help from Dewan.

And they are more than up to the task, creating swinging, nuanced solos in tunes like the bluesy, languorous “Naked City,” or the Middle Eastern-flavored romp “Twilight in Turkey.” 

They even find room for blowing in Scott’s signature “Powerhouse,” a frenetic song used so often in Warner’s ‘toons that its two main themes are almost instantly recognizable by anyone over the age of two. 

Songs from Scott’s later periods, including an offering from his pioneering work with electronic music, “Little Miss Echo,” are also included; its repeating, ever-changing motifs sound like sonic waves lightly playing off each other.

The RSO’s “Pushbutton Parfait” succeeds at the difficult task of improving on something that’s already great. For that, it’s more than worth the price of admission. 

And that’s all, folks!

The Raymond Scott Orchestrette’s “Pushbutton Parfait” is available in stores or online. They will be performing in Manhattan at Makor on Oct. 2, and at Fez on Nov. 16 and Dec. 20. For more info about Raymond Scott and the RSO visit www.raymondscott.com.

