
Deux grands photographes américains, Art Kane et Gjon Milli, qui ont 
photographié leur époque en captant l’air du temps dans des domaines 
très variés (danse, musique, cinéma, mode), participèrent à la création de 
deux grands films de jazz qui ont marqué l’histoire du cinéma. Le génie de 
ces deux  photographes donna corps à la poésie populaire en train de se 
faire. Ils ont tiré avec la photo et avec le cinéma une image scintillante de 
leur temps. Grâce à eux, ce temps vient jusqu’à nous et se mêle 
heureusement à notre actualité.   

 
 
 

LA CINÉMATHÈQUE DE LA DANSE AU FESTIVAL DE 
CANNES 

 
 
La Cinémathèque de la Danse sera  présente au Festival de Cannes (16 mai au 27 
mai 2012) dans le cadre de Cannes Classics.   
 
Jazz et cinéma  : la Cinémathèque de la Danse présente A Great Day in Harlem 
de Jean Bach.    
 
En 1934 Jean Rouch assiste au premier concert en France de Louis Armstrong, salle 
Pleyel. De cette émotion,Rouch tirera une manière de filmer : il monte les images des 
Maître fous, puis de ses fictions, grâce à la syncope, le break du jazz. Avec Jean 
Rouch  la syncope migre des instruments de musique, des corps aux images. La 
composition des images de A Great Day in Harlem continue ce principe de montage 
: la musique, la merveilleuse musique des plus grands créateurs du jazz rythme le 
flux du film.  
En complément de programme la Cinémathèque de la Danse donnera à voir le chef 
dʼoeuvre de Gjon Mili Jaminʼthe  Blues (1944) et la grâce tonique des Nicholas 
Brothers, au summum de leur art de claquettes dans An All Colored Vaudeville 
Show (1935). 
 
 
A Great Day in Harlem de Jean Bach, 1995,  60 minutes couleur 35 mm   
En août 1958, pour la couverture dʼEsquire Magazine, Art Kane, un jeune 
photographe qui réalisait alors son premier reportage, réussit à rassembler à Harlem 
les plus grands noms du jazz pour une photo de groupe. 57 personnalités ont 
répondu présent à cette invitation. 
A Great Day in Harlem est né. 
Le résultat est selon Art Kane, « la meilleure photo de musiciens jamais prise ».La 
réalisatrice Jean Bach raconte comment un tel moment mythique a pu se produire et 
réussit à ramener à la vie des monstres sacrés du jazz comme Thelonious Monk, 
Charles Mingus ou encore Count Basie. Lʼhistoire de cette photo est à son image, 
magique et improbable. La réunion de tous ces musiciens, oiseaux de nuit pour 
plupart, à 10 h du matin, devant un hall dʼimmeuble à Harlem, relève du miracle. 
Grâce aux photographies et aux images dʼarchives tournées en 8 mm, lʼambiance qui 



régnait ce jour-là est encore palpable. La désorganisation du groupe et sa difficulté à 
se former, à se figer, est sans égal. La plupart des musiciens présents se 
connaissent, mais tous nʼévoluent pas ensemble ou au sein des mêmes clubs.Des 
discussions et des rires éclatent, des enfants du quartier sont intrigués et attirés par 
cette effervescence. Il faudra plus dʼune heure pour que tous soient prêts pour ce 
cliché au sein duquel plusieurs scènes de vie ont cours. Lʼarrivée théâtrale de 
Thelonious Monk est finement narrée par Dizzy Gillespie. 
Désireux dʼêtre vu et reconnu au milieu de tous, vêtu dʼune veste claire et de lunettes 
noires, il sʼentourera des deux plus belles jeunes femmes présentes. 
Il sʼagit dʼune des nombreuses anecdotes racontées dans ce documentaire qui 
témoigne de la vie émanant de cette photographie unique en son genre. Les 
musiciens y apparaissent drôles, spirituels et profonds, à lʼimage de leur musique. 
Cette image figée devient un film, une oeuvre vivante, une histoire teintée de joie, de 
musique et  
dʼespoir. 
Lors dʼun de leurs nombreux entretiens, Art Kane confiait à Jean Bach quʼil sʼagissait 
dʼun travail dʼamour avant tout. En jeune et presque naïf maître de cérémonie, il a 
officié la célébration dʼun des plus grands mariages du jazz conté dans ce film avec 
admiration, tendresse et nostalgie. 
 
Justine Greif-Humblot, 1997        
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Film Review, Harlem Captures the Shot 
Documentary on gathering of jazz greats in 1958 
 
JESSE HAMLIN, San Francisco Chronicle, 14/07/19995 
 
A GREAT DAY IN HARLEM: Documentary. Directed by Jean Bach. (Unrated. 60 
minutes. At the Embarcadero Center Cinema, Shattuck in Berkeley and Aquarius in 
Palo Alto.)  
 
Movies about jazz musicians tend to be high-toned homages told in a straightforward 
style that lacks the spark, wit and spontaneity of jazz.  
A laudable exception is ``A Great Day in Harlem,'' opening tomorrow at Bay Area 
theaters, a lovely documentary inspired by a famous photograph of 57 jazz musicians 
assembled on a Harlem stoop one August morning in 1958.  
It's a funny and moving film whose swinging rhythms and informal tone capture a 
feeling for the music, the people who make it and the affection and respect they feel 
for each other and the art form.  
 
JAZZ FROM THREE GENERATIONS 
Planning a special jazz issue, Esquire magazine set up the group portrait that 
included three generations of jazz artists. It was an extraordinary group: Coleman 
Hawkins, Thelonious Monk, Lester Young, Count Basie, Dizzy Gillespie, Roy 
Eldridge and others. In age, the musicians ranged from the prestride New York 
pianist Luckey Roberts, then 71, to tenor saxophone star Sonny Rollins, 27.  
The film brings to life that delirious day in Harlem as Art Kane,  
a novice photographer, struggled to organize a boisterous crowd of musicians, some 
of whom hadn't seen each other in years.  
It's done with a brilliantly edited mix of stills (alternative shots taken by Kane, and 
others shot that day by pianist Mike Lipskin and bassist Milt Hinton); interviews with 
Kane and the surviving musicians; 8mm film shot by Hinton's wife; and archival 
performance footage offering mini-portraits of Young, Hawkins, Monk, Red Allen and 
others. The film, directed by longtime jazz fan Jean Bach and edited by Susan Peehl, 
darts and sways like a good solo. It touches on individual musicians whose names 
crop up in conversation with colleagues scanning the photo.  
 
The great Rollins describes the thrill of being in the same picture with his idol, 
Hawkins, and cornetist Rex Stewart. ``They were gods to me,'' says Rollins, who 
recalls hanging around outside Hawkins' Harlem apartment as a kid, waiting to get an 
autograph. The portraits of Hawkins, Young and Monk are splendid. They're 
sketched with live performance footage (some of it from the famous 1957 TV show 
``Sound of Jazz'') and comments from such esteemed musicians as Gillespie, 
Johnny Griffin and Hank Jones. Jones is hilarious as he peruses the photo and 
seriously assesses how much weight various musicians have put on in the ensuing 
years.  
 
A SLIM SILVER 
Pianist Horace Silver, Jones points out, is one of the few who has stayed slim. A 
smiling Silver describes his leafy diet, adding: ``once in a while I eat a steak.''  
It's the profound mix of humor and utter seriousness that makes ``A Great Day in 
Harlem'' so memorable.  



Toward the end of the film, trumpeter Art Farmer says it shocks him to look at the 
photo and realize that so many of the great musicians are dead.  
 
``We don't think, Lester Young was here but now he's gone. Lester Young is here, 
Coleman Hawkins is here. They're in us, and they will always be alive.''  
It jabs the heart. But the film ends with a laugh: ``What time is it?'' Gillespie asks the 
interviewer. ``I gotta go call my wife.''  
 
 « Great Day » for Harlem jazz film 
 
Philip Elwood, Music critic, San Francisco Chronicle, 14/07/1995 
 
JEAN BACH'S awesome jazz documentary film, "A Great Day in Harlem," takes the 
viewer onto Harlem's 126th Street on a summer's day in 1958. Still pictures flash by 
on the screen as Quincy Jones begins the narration, explaining why nearly 60 jazz 
musicians (many of them - like Lester Young, Dizzy Gillespie, Coleman Hawkins - 
already of the jazz deity) were gathering at the unlikely hour of 10 a.m., remarkably 
well dressed, on a quite ordinary street in front of a dreary row of brownstone 
townhouses.  
 
Esquire magazine had passed the word to the New York jazz community a few 
weeks earlier that its annual jazz edition, to be published in January 1959, would 
feature a two-page photo spread of as many of the Big Apple's jazz musicians as it 
could contact and gather together. With the help of the jazz underground, the photo-
shoot drew an amazing number of musicians.  
 
Using still pictures from various sources (including snapshots by teenage jazz buff 
Mike Lipskin) and lots of 8mm home movie footage shot by bassist Milt Hinton's wife,  
"A Great Day in Harlem" captures the reunion-like spirit of the event. And it also 
captures photographer Art Kane's frustration and joy as he tries to get his crowd of 
musicians up onto the steps leading to a brownstone; then gets more of them spread 
out along the sidewalk. By the time Kane got the shot that became the famous. 
"Esquire jazz picture" (to be reproduced thousands of times over the years) he had 
already taken more than 100 exposures.  
 
"A Great Day in Harlem" gets inside the picture, the movie camera zeroing in on 
many of the musicians as bits of Bach's interviews and comments by the musicians 
fill the sound track. At other times, film footage of the musicians in action (Roy 
Eldridge, Red Allen, Thelonious Monk, Young, Pee Wee Russell, others) is spliced in. 
The film is further enhanced by informal interviews and comments by about 30 of the 
musicians who are in the 1958 picture - Art Blakey, Gillespie, Bud Freeman, Marian 
McPartland, Sonny Rollins, Horace Silver, Art Farmer, Benny Golson, Hank Jones 
and more.  
 
"A Great Day in Harlem" also gets inside that 1950s transition era in jazz history. It 
shows 71-year-old pianist Lucky Roberts, famous before World War I, rubbing 
shoulders with 27-year-old Sonny Rollins, whose fame was still ahead in 1958. For 
many older viewers the film will bring back those years when Count Basie, Gene 
Krupa, Rex Stewart, Oscar Pettiford, Jimmy Rushing, J.C. Higginbotham, Russell, 



Gillespie, Young and Hawkins and their colleagues were often taken for granted, 
more honored abroad than in their homeland.  
 
Bach has been a dedicated jazz enthusiast for 60 years; she has known and been 
known by virtually all the great jazz men and women of her time. The Esquire picture 
- its background, its musicians, its role in jazz history - long fascinated her. "A Great 
Day in Harlem" was her idea. With her contacts, her knowledge, considerable private 
funding and brilliant, imaginative editing by Susan Peehl, she set about becoming a 
filmmaker. And she succeeded - "A Great Day In Harlem" is a magnificent 
achievement.  
  
 
 


