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 “The l ights go down and the broken 
heart reveals i t se l f” 
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The Great American Songbook is replete with 
songs written by Jewish composers and 
inducted into the jazz canon by Black musicians. 
The story of any one of these songs might 
illuminate the complex interplay between these 
two groups, but “Body and Soul” is particularly 
important because it is one of the most covered 
songs in the jazz canon, some 3000 recordings 
since its composition in 1930. In 1939, Coleman 
Hawkins’ version made jazz history for its 
advances in improvisation. The early history of 
“Body and Soul” is notable not only for its full 
spectrum of Black-Jewish interrelations, but 
because the melodic structure of the song itself 
pushed jazz musicians to greater innovations. 
 

SHORT SYNOPSIS 

Out of all the cross-cultural encounters that have resulted in the richness of American 
popular music, none has been so prominent or so fraught with fraternity and conflict as 
the relationships between African Americans and American Jews. 

Body and Soul: An American Bridge aims to tease out the strands of this cultural knot 
by focusing on the early performance history of the jazz standard, “Body and Soul,” one 
of the most recorded songs in the jazz repertoire. Composed by Jewish composer 
Johnny Green in 1929, the song was introduced on Broadway by Jewish torch singer 
Libby Holman and ushered into the jazz canon by Louis Armstrong the following 
year. Four years later, the successful recording of "Body and Soul" by a behind-the-
scenes Benny Goodman trio which included the Black pianist Teddy Wilson, led to 
the historic smashing of the color barrier in popular music. 

 
LONG SYNOPSIS 
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THE TORCH SINGER 

 
  Libby Holman introduced the song on Broadway, which furthered its fame in 
America. (It had already been a hit in England.) Holman, another acculturated 
Jew, benefited in her show business career from the same non-Anglo 
characteristics – dark skin, sultry charisma, throaty singing – that boosted the 
careers of other famous Jewish women entertainers, including Sophie Tucker 
and Fanny Brice. All of these women borrowed singing styles and songs 
themselves from Black culture. Because of her appearance and style of song 
delivery, people suspected that Libby Holman herself might be Black.  She 
made “Body and Soul” an American hit as a torch song about a good woman 
who loves a bad man. 
 
THE JAZZMAN 
 
Louis Armstrong introduced “Body and Soul” into the jazz canon, as he did 
with so many other pop tunes of the day.  In so doing, he crossed over to a 
white audience already familiar with the song from other sources.  Armstrong 
was THE premier jazz improviser of that time period (1930), not only in his 
trumpet playing but also in his singing. Because of his childhood contact with a 
Jewish immigrant family, Armstrong was a confirmed Judeophile. This 

THE COMPOSER 
 
  Johnny Green wrote “Body and Soul” for the 
British musical comedy star, Gertrude Lawrence. 
Although Johnny Green doesn’t conform to the 
typical pattern of Jewish song writers – not from 
immigrant stock, not poor, not “street” – he was 
still considered Jewish in spite of his non-
observant upbringing. He was also a gifted 
musician, eventually winning five Oscars as an 
arranger, and created chord changes in his pop 
song that jazz musicians have loved and 
celebrated to the present. 
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character trait only intensified through his association with his long-time 
manager, Joe Glazer. 
 
THE INTEGRATIONISTS 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 

            

ABOUT THE DIRECTOR: 

Robert Philipson backed into filmmaking 
when he took an Introduction of 
Videography course at Berkeley Community 
College while trying to learn how to operate 
a camera. Already an experienced writer and 
college professor (Ph.D. in Comparative 
Literature from the University of Wisconsin), 
Robert approaches filmmaking with an 
intuitive sense of form and structure. Quickly 
mastering the independent filmmaker’s art of 
seducing others to his projects, Philipson 
turned his multimedia classes to good 
account.  
 

Benny Goodman’s 
recording of “Body and 
Soul” with Black pianist 
Teddy Wilson led to the 
breaking of the color barrier 
in jazz performance. 
Although Goodman, who 
came from the Chicago 
Ghetto of Maxwell St., was 
considered by some to have 
copied the big band style of 
the Black orchestras and 
achieved enormous success  

by virtue of his being white, others defend Goodman as a ground-breaking musician in 
his own right. Nonetheless, because of his success and his genuine mastery of the jazz 
idiom, he was able to perform with the Black musicians of his choice and imposed that 
choice upon the world. As a suave and sophisticated stylist, Teddy Wilson not only 
matched Goodman in talent, but complemented him in the creation of intimate swing. 
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His first film festival entry, “Ma Rainey’s Lesbian Licks,” (2005) played in 20 
different film festivals.  His subsequent documentary shorts have played in over 
70 film festivals and have won several awards. Body and Soul: An American 
Bridge is his first feature-length documentary. 
 
DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT: 
 
Why use the song “Body and Soul” to explore the multi-faceted relations 
between Blacks and Jews in American popular song? I could have chosen any 
number of songs by Jewish composers: “My Favorite Things” (Richard 
Rodgers), “Smoke Gets In Your Eyes” (Jerome Kern), “Cheek to Cheek” (Irving 
Berlin). They’ve all become much-recorded jazz standards, mostly performed by 
Black musicians. “Body and Soul,” however, is THE most recorded jazz 
standard of all time – over 3000 versions have been put to vinyl or tape. 
Knowing that, I began researching the history of the song, and lo! the 
modalities of Black/Jewish interrelations poured forth. 80% of the Great 
American Songbook can be attributed to Jewish composers, but while the 
biographies of Richard Rodgers and Irving Berlin are well known, little has 
been written about Johnny Green, who penned three or four well-known jazz 
standards in his 20s, then entered a fantastically successful career (5 Oscars) as a 
composer and music supervisor for the movies. 
 
My own interest in Black/Jewish interrelations stems from my time as a 
Professor of Comparative Literature when I taught courses in African 
American literature. Being Jewish myself, I was continually struck by the 
parallels and differences of the two minorities in America and especially by the 
heightened awareness that the two peoples had of one another. So intrigued 
was I by this connection that I published a full-length comparison of Black and 
Jewish autobiographies entitled The Identity Question: Blacks and Jews in 
American and Europe (University of Mississippi Press, 2000). 
 

 
EDITORS 

 
Pad McLaughlin:  Body and Soul: An American Bridge  is not the first film 
McLaughlin has worked on with Philipson.  He also edited The Black of Their 
Eyes  (2013) and T’Ain’t Nobody’s Bizness: Queer Blues Divas of the 1920s 
(2011).  McLaughlin has edited numerous documentaries and has worked as a 
camera operator, cinematographer and sound editor.  He also was Director of 
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Photography for two documentaries about living with psoriasis, My Skin’s on 
Fire and I’m Just Like You, which had numerous screenings on PBS stations 
around the country.  Pad McLaughlin graduated with a Bachelor of Arts in 
Film Production from San Francisco State University. 

 
Carlo Kamin:  Kamin is a Bay Area documentary editor whose work also 
includes branding and marketing videos. Carlo edited Philipson’s very first 
video, “Ma Rainey’s Lesbian Licks” (2006) and worked on another 
documentary with Philipson entitled The Lives of LaMott Atkins 
(2014).  Kamin graduated with a degree in Cinema Production from Los 
Angeles City College.   

 
 
INTERVIEWEES 
 
Richard Davis:  A renowned American double bassist, Davis has recorded 
with stars of both rock (Bruce Springsteen) and jazz (the Thad Jones/Mel 
Lewis Jazz Orchestra).  Davis is currently teaches bass, jazz history and 
improvisation at the University of Wisconsin-Madison.    
 
Karlton Hester:  A flute and saxophone musician, Hester is founding 
director and music director of the Fillmore Jazz Preservation Big Band in San 
Francisco.  He teaches at UC Santa Cruz and is the author of a jazz history 
entitled Bigotry and the Afrocentric ”Jazz” Evolution.    
 
David Lehman:  Lehman is a poet and the series editor for The Best 
American Poetry.  The son of Holocaust refugees, Lehman teaches at The 
New School and He is author of A Fine Romance:  Jewish SongwritersAut, 
American Songs. 
 
Leah Mirakhor:  A Professor of Comparative Literature at Wooster College, 
Mirakhor has a special interest in feminist and post-colonial theory.   
 
Loren Schoenburg:  Schoenburg is a tenor saxophonist, conductor, 
historian and author.  He is the director of the National Jazz Museum in 
Harlem and has won two Grammys for Best Album Notes.   
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Ross Firestone:  Author of numerous books about musicians and actors, 
Firestone wrote Swing, Swing, Swing: The Life and Times of Benny 
Goodman. 
 
Josh Kun:  Kun shepherds a growing reputation as a professor and the 
Director of The Popular Music Project at USC’s Annenberg School for 
Communication and Journalism.  Kun co-founded The Idelsohn Society for 
Musical Preservation, featuring Jewish music.  He also curated the museum 
exhibit, “Black Sabbath: Music of Blacks and Jews” at the Contemporary 
Jewish Museum in San Francisco. 
 
Jeff  Melnick: A Professor of American Studies at University of 
Massachusetts Boston, Melnick is the author of  A Right to Sing the Blues: 
African Americans, Jews, and American Popular Song. 
 
Fred Randolph: A musician, composer, arranger, and educator.  Randolph 
is the director of The Groove Merchants, the Stanley Middle School jazz 
combo and is developing O’Dowd High School’s jazz program.   
 

 

 
 
 “Throughout history there are moments when music 

serves as a kind of bridge of encounter, exchange, 
and negotiation between different cultural groups.” 
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1930:  Johnny Green first composes the song 
“Body and Soul”. 

 
1930: “Body and Soul” first recorded by Jack 

Hylton & His Orchestra in Great 
Britain. 

 
October 11 ,  1930:  Paul Whiteman and 

His Orchestra’s version of “Body and 
Soul” hit the carts and held the 
number one spot for six weeks. 

 
October 15,  1920:  Libby Holman begins 

performing “Body and Soul” in the 
Broadway revue, Three’s a Crowd.  
The show ran for 272 performances.   

 
October 1930:  Louis Armstrong is the 

first jazz musician to record “Body and 
Soul” but the song didn’t hit the charts 
until 1932.   

 
1935:  The Benny Goodman Trio with 

Goodman on clarinet, Gene Krupa on 
drums and Teddy Wilson on piano, 
records “Body and Soul”. 

 
1937:   The Benny Goodman Trio performs 

together for the first time publicly, 
thus breaking the color line in jazz. 

 
 

TIME LINE 
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Performances of  “Body and Soul”  in the Film 
 
“Body and Soul” 
Music by John W. Green 
Lyrics by Edward Heyman and Robert B. Sour 
 
Performed by, in order of appearance: 
 
  Dianne Schurr  
 Jack Hylton and His Orchestra 
 Libby Holman 
 Louis Armstrong and the New Cotton Club Orchestra 
 The Benny Goodman Trio 
 John Coltrane 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  
 

 


