
	Nat 'King' Cole: Soundies and Telescriptions (1940s-1950s)
Sarah Vaughan and Friends
Louis Jordan: Films and Soundies
(released on DVD by Idem Home Video on March 23rd, 2004)

These three discs are part of a series of Swing Era DVDs that are becoming available through North American distribution courtesy of Music Video Distributors. Each disc features two to three dozen vintage performances either extracted from movies or originally available as Soundies or telescriptions. Soundies were essentially the forerunners to today's music videos. Generally produced during the 1940s, they were intended for use in self-contained, coin-operated, 16mm rear projection machines called Panorams located in nightclubs, bars, restaurants and other public places. Soundies were produced by various companies such as Minoco and RCM Productions, a company formed by James Roosevelt (the son of Franklin D. Roosevelt), songwriter Sam Coslow, and Herbert Mills, a pioneer in the development of arcade music machines. Between 1941 and 1947, more than 1800 soundies were made. Telescriptions were short filmed performances mainly produced by the Snader company in 1951-1952 for use as filler between TV programs in the early days of television.
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	The Nat King Cole disc contains 27 numbers (all in black and white except the last one): Route 66, Sweet Lorraine, Little Girl, Home, The Trouble with Me Is You, Calypso Blues, For Sentimental Reasons, That's My Girl, Mona Lisa, Because of Rain, Too Young, This Is My Night to Dream, Nature Boy, You Call It Madness, Got a Penny, Benny?, Come to Baby Do, Errand Boy for Rhythm, Is You Is or Is You Ain't My Baby, I'm a Shy Guy, Who's Been Eating My Porridge, Frim Fram Sauce, Oh, Kickeroony, Now He Tells Me, Breezy and the Bass, Solid Potato Salad, It's Better to Be Yourself, and Always You - for a total running time of 72 minutes. Cole is backed variously by the likes of sidemen Oscar Moore and Irving Ashby, bassists Johnny Miller and Joe Comfort, or percussionist Jack "Mr. Bongo" Costanzo in these selections from his early West Coast period. The disc is advertised as being "digitally mastered from the original analog sources with every effort made to minimize deficiencies in image and sound quality". Unfortunately, Idem's efforts are less than satisfactory. There is no evidence whatsoever of any digital cleanup and the resulting images are riddled with scratches and debris, and suffer from softness, poor contrast, and marked edge effects. In short, they look like poor quality EP VHS tapes such as might be issued by public domain companies. Admittedly, the source material is in very, very rough shape, but true fans might be prepared to accept that if the company was up-front about its condition rather than blathering on about how they supposedly minimized the deficiencies, but so obviously didn't. So, is there any reason to consider the disc at all? Well, yes, there's still the music. It's two-channel mono that offers a reasonable impression of fidelity to it. If not amplified too much so that the ever-present background hiss doesn't intrude, the results are quite pleasant. And when we're dealing with Nat King Cole, the familiar mellowness comes through quite clearly. Note that the disc is Region free and double sided, with NTSC encoding on one and PAL on the other.

The Sarah Vaughan disc brings together a collection of telescriptions and extracts from various movies and shorts (mostly in black and white) representing not just Sarah Vaughan but a wide variety of her contemporaries. There are 21 selections in all: Sarah Vaughan [You're Mine You!, The Nearness of You, You're Not the Kind, These Things I Offer, Perdido], Lena Horne [Boogie Woogie Dream, The Man I Love], Bessie Smith [Saint Louis Blues], Mamie Smith [Paradise in Harlem], Ida Cox [Kentucky Man Blues, Fore Day Creep], Ethel Waters [Quicksand, with Count Basie], and the International Sweethearts of Rhythm [She's Crazy with the Heat, That Man of Mine, Jump Children, Unidentified Title, How About That Jive, I Left My Man, Unidentified Title, Don't Get It Twisted, Just the Thing]. The DVD image quality is at best equivalent to that of the Nat King Cole disc, with softness, poor contrast, and marked edge effects common. The audio is similarly listenable at modest amplification. NTSC and PAL capabilities are again present.

The Louis Jordan and his Tympany Band disc consists of 35 numbers, the first 25 of which are taken from his feature films Beware (1946) [You Gotta Have the Beat, How Long Must I Wait for You, Hold On, Long Legg's Lizzie, Good Morning Heartache, In the Land of the Buffalo Nickel, Got an Old Fashioned Passion for You, Don't You Worry About That Mule, Salt Pork West Virginia, Beware], Reet, Petite and Gone (1947) [Let the Good Times Roll, Texas and Pacific, Reet Petite and Gone, Wham Sam, All for the Love of Lil, The Green Grass Grows All Around, I Know What You're Putting Down, That Chick's Too Young to Fry, Ain't That Just Like a Woman, If It's Love That You Want That's Me], and Look Out Sister (1948) [Jack You're Dead, Turkey in the Straw, Roamin' Blues, Early in the Morning, Look Out Sister]. The remainder are from Soundies [Caldonia, Five Guys Named Moe, Honey Chile, G.I. Jive, If You Can't Smile and Say Yes, Fuzzy Wuzzy, Tillie, Buzz Me, Down Down Down, Jumpin' at the Jubilee]. Louis Jordan was a saxophonist and an enthusiastic singer who along with his band enjoyed a lot of success during the 1940s and early 1950s, and he became an important influence on R&B artists that came after him. There's an energy and liveliness to all these selections that just automatically starts the toes to tapping. Unfortunately, the DVD presentation is even poorer than for the other two discs. The movie source material which makes up the bulk of the disc is obviously in ragged condition and many of the numbers drawn from it are a chore to watch. The sound quality is also substandard with frequent background hiss and distortion and some annoying crackle in the left channel. It doesn't help either that there are synchronization problems particularly with some of the numbers from Beware. The Soundies material is in a little better shape and the results for them are comparable to the other two discs. NTSC and PAL capabilities are again present.
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