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SYNOPSIS
In 1939, Alfred Lion and Francis Wolff, two young émigrés from Berlin,
founded the legendary jazz label Blue Note Records in New York. The label
dedicated itself exclusively to the recording of American jazz music and
developed its own unmistakable recording style and sound.
Blue Note Records discovered and produced an impressive roster of
international jazz stars. This included Miles Davis, Herbie Hancock, John
Coltrane, Sonny Rollins, Wayne Shorter, Thelonious Monk and Quincy
Jones. At a time when Afro-American musicians in the USA were
discriminated against and ostracised, Blue Note records respected them as
artists and equals. Not only did the label value their talents, it also gave
them a much-needed platform. „It Must Schwing!“ tells the moving story
of two friends, united by a passionate love for jazz, and of their profound
belief in equality and freedom for every single human being.

ALFRED LION and FRANCIS WOLFF
Alfred Lion (1908-1987) and Francis Wolff (19081971) first met when they were teenagers in their
home city of Berlin. Their close friendship was
cemented by a mutual love for contemporary
American music. After 1933, their Jewish faith made it
increasingly difficult for them to live in Nazi Germany,
and Alfred became the first of the two to make the
move to America. But they always knew that jazz was
their vocation and that one day they would try to earn
their living together recording the music they loved.
Francis Wolff escaped to New York on one of the last
ships to leave Germany without being scrutinised by
the Gestapo, Hitler's secret police. Reunited, the two
friends worked together for their record label, Blue
Note Records. Alfred, the talent scout and producer,
created the unmistakable Blue Note sound with the
assistance of the congenial recording engineer Rudy
Van Gelder (1924-2016); and with his photographs
and the ideas of graphic designer Reid Miles (19271993), Francis developed the unique look of the Blue
Note records. The company grew slowly from humble
beginnings and the two never attained real wealth but they did leave an indelible mark on the history of
jazz music. The most important thing was that the
music had the right swing, or as Alfred Lion used to
put it in his characteristic accent, when issuing the
only instruction he ever gave to the musicians: "It
must schwing!"

At a time when Afro-American artists in the USA
were discriminated against and ostracised, the
Germans Alfred Lion and Frank Wolff regarded the
musicians they signed as admirable, extraordinarily
talented people. They simply wanted to show their
respect to these artists and treated them with
tremendous dignity and humanity. Long before the
civil rights movement reached its peak in the 1950s
and 1960s and Martin Luther King Jr. gave his
famous "I have a dream" speech in Washington,
Blue Note records had already turned this utopian
vision into a reality. Alfred Lion and Francis Wolff
should now be recognised as early supporters of
this movement. Irrespective of skin colour, they
worked on an equal footing with all their artists and
discovered jazz greats such as Herbie Hancock,
Quincy Jones, Sonny Rollins, Wayne Shorter, Miles
Davis, John Coltrane, Thelonious Monk, Ornette
Coleman and Ron Carter. In 1965, Alfred Lion and
Francis Wolff sold Blue Note and Alfred retired.
Francis Wolff, who had continued working for the
label, died suddenly in 1971; on his tombstone it
says "Friend of Alfred Lion".

Producer’s Note
WIM WENDERS

If you're a Jazz connoisseur (and even if
you are not) the label BLUE NOTE is a
household name for you: "Blue Note
Records" is the one and only record
company that released single-handedly
most of the avant-garde jazz in the US
from the Forties through the Fifties and
Sixties. In 2019, the history of BLUE
NOTE is 80 years old!

Because in 1939, two German Jews emigrated
to New York. They shared a common
fascination for Jazz and for the great black
instrumentalists who were playing amazing
stuff, but who found no record companies
that would publish their music in America.
These two Germans started to record this
music, photographed (for the first time) all
these (now) legendary musicians for the
record covers and produced albums that are
now part of the classic repertoire of 20th
Century music.
"It Must Schwing! The Blue Note Story"
combines extraordinary music documents and
amazing period film materials with a newly
conceived animation framework that tells part
of the story of Alfred Lion and Frank Wolff.
How else to tell their adventure, as there were
no cameras around, of course, when they
started to conceive their label with no
financing at all, just their enthusiasm.
They both spoke pretty poor English, and
Alfred's classic advice as producer and
engineer to his artists was: "It must schwing!"
That also became the title of the film.

"It Must Schwing! The Blue Note Story" is an
unique film, not only for Jazz fans.

Wim Wenders,
Executive Producer

Production
NEUE ROAD MOVIES
Neue Road Movies (NRM) was established in
2008 as a film production company in
Berlin. It is managed by Wim Wenders.
NRM has been producing documentary
films, such as PINA, the series Cathedrals of
Culture, and most recently Pope Francis – A
MAN OF HIS WORD, but fictional films have
always been the company’s other focus,
from Palermo Shooting via Every Thing Will
Be Fine to Submergence. With a history of
altogether five feature-length films in 3D,
NRM has been recognized as a leading force
in the field.
The company borrowed its name from Road
Movies Film Produktion which was in
operation for more than a quarter of a
century. Founded in 1974 by Wim Wenders,
it became one of the most successful
independent arthouse production
companies, producing and co-producing
over one hundred national and
international films out of Berlin. Road
Movies folded in 2001, in the turbulences
of the ‘New Market’.
NRM shares its office space with three
other companies that Wim Wenders is
involved in: Wenders Images, Wenders
Music and Wenders Foundation.

PROTAGONISTS

Interview
ERIC FRIEDLER - director

What interested you about the story of the Blue Note record label?
I've always been fascinated by the story of these two young Germans who went to America and in 1939
started a record label that went on to become a legend. While Hitler and the Nazis were setting the world
on fire, the ingenious producer Alfred Lion and his childhood friend, the outstanding photographer Francis
Wolff, were establishing the Blue Note Records label, which specialised in modern jazz - probably
America's most significant musical form. Blue Note worked predominantly with Afro-American musicians
and was the first record company to offer them an unrestricted public platform, as well as fair business
and working conditions. Alfred and Francis were passionate about jazz, about free, improvised music that
we would not be able to enjoy today if they had not recorded it.
I was also interested in the special historical moment when America's Afro-American citizens began to
loudly demand the rights that were owing to them - something they did with tremendous imagination and
artistic variety. Or as the Blue Note musician Bennie Maupin put it to us when we interviewed him: "You
can't have a revolution without music." In their recordings, Blue Note Records celebrated this
revolutionary music.

Eric Frieder is one of the most acclaimed and prolific documentary
filmmakers in Germany whose innovative films have won numerous
national and international prizes. He lives in Hamburg, Germany.
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What was so special about the Blue Note label?
Many, many things contributed to making the label what it was. The most important thing for me was the
deep friendship between these two fundamentally different people - the extrovert mover and shaker
Alfred and the reserved photographer Francis - who were nevertheless united by their mutual passion for
jazz music. Their unswerving friendship remained intact for the whole of their lives - surviving their
enforced emigration to the USA and separation from their families and relatives, many of whom were
murdered by the Nazis. Against all the odds, they lived the dream that they had had as teenagers in Berlin:
to produce exceptional and unusual jazz music and preserve it for the rest of the world.
What's also especially significant about Blue Note is the fact that above and beyond the label's obvious
importance for jazz music, it also had great political relevance. At a time when Afro-American artists in the
USA were discriminated against and ostracised, the Germans Alfred Lion and Frank Wolff regarded the
musicians they signed as admirable, extraordinarily talented people. They simply wanted to show their
respect to these artists and treated them with tremendous dignity and humanity. Long before the civil
rights movement reached its peak in the 1950s and 1960s and Martin Luther King Jr. gave his famous "I
have a dream" speech in Washington, Blue Note records had already turned this utopian vision into a
reality. Alfred Lion and Francis Wolff should now be recognised as early supporters of this movement.

Irrespective of skin colour, they worked on an equal footing with all their artists and discovered jazz
greats such as Herbie Hancock, Quincy Jones, Sonny Rollins, Wayne Shorter, Miles Davis, John
Coltrane, Thelonious Monk, Ornette Coleman and Ron Carter.

How did you go about choosing the protagonists?
It's amazing how many of the musicians are not only still in good health at their advanced age, but
that they also continue to be active in the music business, appearing on stages all around the world.
They're lively and convivial and are simply great interviewees. There's Lou Donaldson, who still
maintains his mischievous sense of humour at the age of 91; Benny Golson (89), who enchanted the
entire film crew with his charm, and Sheila Jordan, also 89, who still fills jazz clubs in Germany to this
day. Besides meeting some of the most well-known musicians - such as Quincy Jones, Herbie
Hancock, Wayne Shorter and Sonny Rollins - one of the special highlights of filming for us was talking
to the ingenious recording engineer Rudy Van Gelder, who was able to give us his last interview
shortly before his death.

In "It Must Schwing! - The Blue Note Story", some sections of the film are animated. How did that
come about?
Whenever we couldn't find any archive photographs or weren't able to use the newly-shot footage
to tell the story, we fictionalised certain scenes - just like in a docudrama. For example, there are no
photographs or film material that show Alfred Lion listening to jazz for the first time in Berlin. Just as
there's no film footage of Alfred and Frank's first visit to Thelonious Monk's apartment. We decided
not to create re-enactments using actors, because recreating these scenes in animated cartoon form
gave us much more freedom. After a series of intensive meetings with the animator, we finally
arrived at the black-and-white look that you see in the film. In addition to this, we were also able to
use an exclusive radio interview with Alfred Lion and Francis Wolff that was made by the NDR in New
York in 1964, and which had been gathering dust in the archives ever since. The German
correspondent Eric T. Vogel conducted the only interview in German with the two of them.
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