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The Genius of Lady Day - Billie Holiday (Jazz Memories series)

Studio: EforFilms/MVD Music Video
Video: 4:3 B&W and color
Audio: PCM mono
Subtitles: French and Spanish
Extras: TV appearances, 4 sequences from film “New Orleans” with Louis Armstrong, short subject with Count Basie, complete lyrics to Strange Fruit, Discography, Bibliography
Length: 65 minutes
Rating: ****

The difficult life and career of one of the greatest jazz vocalists ever is covered in a workmanlike manner in this documentary, using occasionally way below acceptable-quality film and video sources. But Holiday’s story is so compelling and she was such a legendary artist that this doesn’t seem to matter greatly in viewing the production. Race prejudice and drug addiction were the two primary downers of her tumultuous life. We see her performing with many other jazz greats, including Lester Young, Buck Clayton, Count Basie and Armstrong. We learn that Artie Shaw was the first to hire her as a vocalist with his band, but the racial issue caused that to soon be abandoned. Some of the best examples of her art come from the singular early CBS-TV show The Sound of Jazz (also available on a MVD DVD) - although she was well past her prime by that time (1957). Some of the kinescope and other film examples in the bonus extras are so poor they are not really watchable, and what is more mysterious is that several of them are seen in better quality during the documentary. Why include them twice, and the second time looking like film that has been copied dozens of times? The DVD also lacks chapter headings - the first I’ve run into like this. 

- John Henry
http://www.audaud.com/audaud/MAR05/dvd-v/dvd1.html

