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      “All songwriters are links in a chain.”


—Pete Seeger


“The writing of a song is a triumph of the human spirit.”


—Van Dyke Parks









       Dedicated to my father, Burt Zollo,


to my son, Joshua Zollo,


and to all songwriters everywhere.
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Introduction


“It really is a living spirit being born.”


—Rickie Lee Jones


“It’s living art, captured for all time.”


—P. F. Sloan


My first memory is of a song. A song spinning in infinity. A bright red 45 single of a song about farm animals, replete with their individual sounds. Pretty delightful stuff. Over and over—I couldn’t get enough of it.


Skip ahead a few years to another single spinning, another eternal 45. I’m in a little room at the very far end of a vast old apartment on Aldine Avenue in Chicago, the home of my Aunt Shirley and Uncle Miles. Dusty sunlight streamed in from the window above almost horizontally, the sun making its early winter descent. I was on the floor with a little electric record player, an ancient small boxy machine that played no LPs, only 45s. In its middle was a black cylinder on which records neatly slid. One side, one song. It was pure and right, and it was the center of my universe, 1966.


I was seven. Up on the bookshelf over the bed was the book Frankenstein, tucked in between other nonthreatening titles. But my proximity to it was mildly terrifying. Trying not to look in that direction, I directed my attention instead to what mattered most. The song.


Music trumped everything, even being all alone in a giant apartment with volumes about monsters just overhead. I had one record and one only, but it was enough: Simon & Garfunkel, “Homeward Bound.” (On the B-side was “Leaves That Are Green.”)


It enthralled me. It was both human and electric, chords shifting from major to minor, simple drums spelling out the folk-rock groove, all crested by two voices in harmony, singing words that to me were the essence of beauty. It was a bit beyond my grasp, this tale of playing music abroad and yearning for home—not only had I never been out of the country at this point, I had never even been away from my happy home in the kingdom of Illinois.


But the idea of the narrator being both a “poet and a one-man band” made perfect sense, as I knew—even then—that this same man writing the song was also making the music. And that promise, of a musician performing the thing he creates himself, and the boundless bounty of expression that spelled, shone to me like a bright star.


The song spoke to me, and spoke to some place deep in me, and expansive. Even the rhymes thrilled me. I always loved the beautiful completion rhymes bring to an idea, and the whole song started with, “Sitting in a railway station / Got a ticket for my destination.” That made me happy. It still does. A couplet for the ages.


It was a true wonder to behold. This entire world, seamlessly fusing so many disparate components: melody, harmony, groove, finger-picked guitar, drums, rhymed verse, romance, and more! All of those delicious ingredients wed together into an organic whole, this swift passage of time. A universe in under 3 minutes (2:42 to be exact). And one I could freely enter and lose myself within. It was a genuine and timeless joy, and at my fingertips.


It was the most moving experience of my life to that point. Not only was I all alone to absorb this transformative musical elixir; I could control my intake, playing it over and over, injecting it directly into my heart and mind, as I still do to this day with songs.


I even toyed with vari-speed. The B-side of this single, “Leaves That Are Green,” started with a honky-tonk piano, the sound of which, when sped up faster to 78 rpm instead of 45, sounded delightfully manic. But it was a controlled and musical mania, and it belonged to me. It was my secret passion, and I loved it. There was no inclination whatsoever to share this with any of the other humans. It was self-discovery in solitude, the dynamic that aligns perfectly with songwriting: this intimate and individual connection with the musical muse.


It launched my journey as a songwriter, setting me on the path I’ve been on ever since. There was no profession that to me seemed more thrilling or important, with the notable exception of astronaut, but not so much to walk on the moon—which seemed cold and lonely to me—but for the weightlessness. The idea of flying appealed to me, as it does to most earthbound creatures. But I decided I could fly farther and for a full lifetime by writing songs.


I wrote my first one the summer that man landed on the moon, 1969. I was ten. Prior to then I’d been writing abstract, free-verse poems—mostly nonsensical—just playing with words, really. Then I wrote my own lyrics for Simon’s “The Sound of Silence.” Mine was called “The Look of Absence.” (Which I told him about years later. He smiled and said, “Hey, that sounds like one of mine.” Indeed. Evidently, the idea of masking my influences had yet to occur to me.) Yet it was a great education for me: although my lyrics made little sense, I was learning the first stages of songwriting: merging words and music. Making them fit. All the rhymes were in the right place, the phrasing was right, and even syllabic stress—something some modern songwriters neglect—was perfect.


And it’s there that songs live, in this delicate yet dynamic union of disparate elements. Music—abstract and emotional—and language—intellectual and specific. It’s the “crucial balance,” as Simon put it, at the heart of songwriting, the marriage of words and music. It is the one constant through all these interviews, all the styles, years, generations. All united in the same mission, ultimately: combining words and music.


My first true song, words and music, was written on my beloved acoustic Silvertone guitar and called “Time Changes the Scene.” Even then, at ten, my main theme was how quickly time passes. I was feeling nostalgic for the good old days, I guess, back when I was seven.


But even then I recognized with awe the unique power of song and the way ideas expressed in song, underscored and actualized by music, were received in a way far more powerful than mere words.


I also received with awe this understanding that while being carried down the river of life, with time and everyday chaos infiltrating every moment, one could create something immaculately conceived and ordered. Something that would exist outside of time and be durable so as to never “fall apart on the street like a cheap watch,” to quote Van Dyke Parks.


That was the goal. Not to create good songs. But great ones. As Patti Smith explains in her interview in this volume, the whole difference between poetry and songwriting to her was that a songwriter writes a song not for an elite group of song enthusiasts but for the world. The entire world! That’s a big target audience. And designed to work not just for now or next season but for the ages. To write a song people want to hear and to play and to sing across generations. It’s a lofty goal, to put it lightly, and it says a lot about songwriters—all songwriters—that one would even attempt something so bold. It takes a certain kind of chutzpah—Yiddish for crazy courage. That is where songwriters live, after all, on the edge of courage and crazy. It’s creative chutzpah, the audacity of making art.


I started writing songs, as do almost all songwriters, not unlike somebody who has never driven before getting behind the wheel. I really had no clue about any of it—the words or the music—so I did it blindly, with love and faith guiding. Though my inaugural song began in G, it ended in E—a whole other key. Ending a melody where it begins—the return to tonic, as it’s known—is a fundamental concept, common to most of the music we hear, regardless of genre or generation. But this is how all songwriters learn to write songs. This is the journey of discovery, and though all of our journeys are distinct, they are connected.


I learned by studying and learning to play—as I still do to this day—songs I loved. To get inside their architecture, to learn the components that add up to that effect.


Because there’s a whole lot to learn when learning to write songs. It’s why almost all the great songwriters interviewed here and in the first volume admitted to years spent writing bad songs before they wrote good ones. (With the exceptional exceptions of Laura Nyro, Janis Ian, and John Prine, all of whom, remarkably, began with masterpieces.) It’s because writing a song, any song, is not unlike painting a cubist painting. Songs encompass many elements at once, and it’s in the seamless fusion of those elements that greatness is achieved. But in each of these pursuits—the creation of music and lyrics—is a whole world to discover. Music is a universe unto itself, with melody, rhythm, and harmony. Lyrics, as well, encompass a complex realm of considerations, combining language both poetic and colloquial, weaving together metaphor, symbology, storytelling, and more in rhymed verses. Add to those aspects the mastery of song structure itself—the precise architecture of verse, chorus, bridge and other song forms—into which the words and the music take their place.


And despite the impact of songwriters such as Dylan and Lennon and McCartney, who forever expanded the potential of the popular song, the song form itself was never exploded and replaced. Dylan, The Beatles, Simon, and the rest showed great respect for the song—and within its narrow confines created miracles. And it is in that accomplishment—creating something eternal and unlimited within a restricted form—that the full and true phenomenon of the song is realized. That, as Krishnamurti said, “limitations create possibility.” That within this tiny room, this narrow space, this fast passage of time, a songwriter can create something boundless.


Once I started writing songs, I never stopped. To this day nothing is as compelling, exciting, or fulfilling.


I played my dad my songs always. He was a writer himself, the author of three books, and was a tough critic. But a consistent one. His chief word was “trite.” Meaning he’d heard it before. Meaning everyone had heard it before. It had been done. So my mission became to write anything he didn’t find trite. To discover new content in songs and new ways of transmitting it. Ultimately I did get there.


I also played one of my songs for my junior high music teacher, Camille Bertagnolli, a sparkling piano-playing teacher with an infectious passion for music and teaching. She led the Glee Club, as it was known, a choir of boys and girls singing songs in simple harmony.


I wasn’t really sure, however, if she’d have any interest in hearing a song I wrote. After all, the songs she taught our class were famous ones by legendary songwriters such as the Gershwins or modern standards like “Fire and Rain,” written by James Taylor. All songs that astonished me for their beauty.


But she did want to hear my song. She asked me to play it then and there in her big musical office, and she listened intently, as if it mattered. Because it did matter, as she taught me. She let me know in no uncertain terms that writing songs mattered. Her words changed my life. I was already committed to this thing. But because of her, I became reverent in my devotion. “For the rest of your life,” she said, “you will always be rich. Because you have music in you.”


The song I played her was called “Picnic Island.” She loved it. Though the words added up to some sort of sense, the music was well conceived, a mostly major-key verse set against a minor-key chorus. Not only did she praise its structure, she immediately did what I always do now: she figured out what the chords were. She even informed me that a chord I was playing in a funny position and didn’t recognize was simply C major. (She was right.) That night she notated the song, wrote out the music and lyrics, so she could teach it to the class.


This was an honor for which I was unprepared. The whole class—all those voices—were going to all sing my song? And at the same time? It seemed like an impossible dream. But the very next day of class she passed out the dittoed pages with my song in purple ink and my name on it as the writer—right where names like James Taylor and Gershwin had been—and announced, “This is very special. One of our own students, Paul Zollo, has written a song, and we are going to learn it.”


It was the first time in my life I had felt tears of joy. I didn’t shed any, as I recall, but I was so moved by the emotion of hearing my song elevated to this great place that I welled up with a feeling I’d never known before that. It was an honor and a thrill unparalleled in my life up to then. I remember the sound of hearing my song sung by our entire choir. It was stunning. This little creation, born on my humble guitar strings, now sung—with spirit—by the whole bunch. Sure, she changed the groove somewhat so it had more of a musical theater bounce than I intended. But I could live with that. The song was in the world now, and what happened was out of my control. I felt what can best be termed as parental pride.


As if she hadn’t done enough to transform my life forever, Mrs. Bertagnolli included this song in our holiday concert. My song. Both my parents—even my father, who was never around during the workday—was there. He even taped it on a cassette, a tape I still have and cherish. It was momentous. I knew then that there could not possibly be anything in life more fulfilling than being a songwriter. And I’ve never really wavered from that idea.


I also had a great guitar teacher named Judd Sager who was seventeen when we started, which to eleven-year-old me seemed very grown up. He had long and hip hair and a mustache, could play guitar and sing beautifully, and was one of the coolest people I had ever met up to that point, like if some cool fusion of George Harrison and David Crosby walked into my home. At first he taught both my brother Peter and myself, but my brother had other talents, and music became my province alone.


Like Mrs. Bertagnolli, Judd was excited that I wrote my own songs and was using guitar—almost from the moment I started playing—as a songwriting tool. Knowing well that a songwriter’s vocabulary consists of the chords he knows that support melodies—and being inspired and excited by brilliant chordal usage by our mutual heroes that the time, such as Lennon and McCartney especially and George Harrison and Paul Simon—he taught me new chords every week.


These were golden for me, each one. I was so hungry and happy to get new information on this, already clearly my life mission, each was received like a gift, knowing each added new synapses in my musical brain that would forever expand my understanding of music. But he did more than teach me new chords; he insisted I write a new song every week using these chords. Which was a brilliant exercise that enriched me both as a guitarist and songwriter. When a chord was in my own song, I found, I learned how to play it! Even the hard ones, like F major, which, as every guitarist knows, is the first really tough chord to play. So my guitar chops quickly expanded. But so did my harmonic vocabulary, the tool bag from which I compose my songs.


I grew up in the beautiful Chicago suburb of Wilmette, just north of the city. At that time Chicago was home to a great and thriving folk music scene with wonderful clubs like the Earl of Old Town that featured local legends Steve Goodman, Bob Gibson, John Prine (see page 434), Michael Smith (see page 462), and others. It also had the great Midnight Special radio show on our classical station, WFMT, which, on Saturday nights only, swapped Mozart, Beethoven, and the rest for our heroes Pete and Woody and those heroes coming in their wake. That show, which remains the Chicago equivalent of Carnegie Hall for singer-songwriters, is still on the air.


It was the weekly open mic nights at Steve Goodman’s own club, Somebody Else’s Troubles on Lincoln Avenue, or the Spot by Northwestern University that I learned how to perform. (It was also at the Spot where I learned to handle hecklers, who were frequent there, drunk on beer and youth, wanting to tangle. I loved it, as I do to this day.)


I took advantage of the generous spirit of many of these artists by asking them to listen to my songs. Armed only with my guitar and that aforementioned chutzpah, I would make my way backstage after shows with hopeful determination. They were a sweet and gentle bunch, and not once did they turn me down.


Steve Goodman was unique among great songwriters in that he could write a brilliant song, such as “City of New Orleans,” which became a hit for Arlo Guthrie, but would also sing and record classics by other great songwriters. It was Steve who introduced John Prine to the world, as he did Michael Smith. Songs by both Prine and Smith represented to me the greatest a songwriter could achieve, the distant star toward which I aspired.


Steve gave me my first songwriting lesson. And to this day the most important one. It was after one of his greatly spirited shows. In a dressing room with lights and mirrors surrounding, I asked if he’d listen to my new song. He smiled, said sure, and handed me his big black acoustic guitar.


I was fourteen then. My song was “Troubled Winter,” which had a plaintive, pretty melody highly influenced, admittedly, by the chords of “Sisters of Mercy” by Leonard Cohen. It had a true tonal center too, starting and ending in D major.


He listened carefully, gentle smile in his eyes. When I was done, he waited a beat and said, “Yeah, you know that was good. That was good. But I could have written that entire song in two lines.”


Brutal criticism! And not what I had expected, having previously received almost unanimous praise for my efforts. But, I recognized, now I was in the major leagues. I wanted to play with the pros, after all, and this was a healthy and warranted dose of reality. It was a little painful initially, but ultimately greatly appreciated. Because I knew he was right: the song did amount to perhaps two lines of actual content, and no more. And rather than be crushed by this criticism, I took it as a challenge. I decided to write songs that made sense. To write something like a Steve Goodman song. Or a John Prine or Michael Smith song. A true story song. With lyrics poetic and musical but that told a story someone could understand. That was the goal anyway. I didn’t always reach it. But I aimed high.


My next song was called “Shades of Color” and was inspired by a newspaper story I saw in the Chicago Sun-Times about convicts who painted. This was the story of one such artist, who used art to escape.


This songwriting journey is one every songwriter takes and plays out against the soundtrack of the time one is in. Mine was a time of momentous, meaningful songwriting. In only a handful of years The Beatles progressed from “She Loves You” to “Strawberry Fields” and beyond. I was hyperaware of this evolution, which was intoxicating and electric to me. Nothing seemed more vital or meaningful. Dylan, Simon, The Beatles, and the others—they expanded the popular song. Without sacrificing anything that made songs great, they showed, as Robbie Robertson said, that anything goes. That a song could contain any topic, and the only limit was the songwriter’s imagination. It was a brave new world. Then came other geniuses like Randy Newman and Tom Waits into my life, who showed me other parts of town I’d never even considered and where I soon wanted to live. Also there was James Taylor, Joni Mitchell, Laura Nyro, Carole King, Stephen Stills—all doing glorious work but in different ways, and each valid and beautiful.


And as modern standards emerged, enlivened and expanded by this evolution, the world was changed.


I never took any of it lightly. Each new miracle song that arrived in my world was momentous to the extent of changing everything. I remember countless examples, but the most stunning was 1970. I was still in my first year of writing songs. After my dad picked me up from weekly Sunday School at Temple Sholom in the city, we went out for lunch in what was then called Old Town, a hip part of town along Wells Street with great cafés and cool poster and record shops. It was the counterculture realized, the world I was experiencing through song though rarely seeing firsthand, living as I did in a mostly wealthy, white suburb.


After lunch we went to one of these shops. The weather was cold, gray, and biting outside in typical Chicago fashion, making these interiors ever more glowing.


It was there I heard it as soon as we walked in: “Bridge Over Troubled Water.” The new single by Simon & Garfunkel. Released prior to the album of the same name.


I nearly swooned. I knew who was singing it. I knew it was our friend Artie. That golden voice so friendly and dear to me, even then, like a brother singing to me. But this was something new, something different. It was something so sweeping, so majestic and triumphant—and yet so warmly amiable, a song of true friendship—that it was utterly enthralling. My dad sweetly purchased the 45 for me, probably knowing there was no way he could pry me out of this store if he didn’t.


I brought it home, went directly to my room to play it, and essentially lived inside that song for months. On the flip side was “Keep the Customer Satisfied,” which I also loved. But “Bridge”—I couldn’t get enough of it. How anyone could write something so beautiful? It was something I really couldn’t fathom. But I sure thought about it. How exactly did Paul Simon sit down with only a guitar and a pad of paper—same tools that I have—and come away with “Bridge Over Troubled Water”? He looked like a normal human, after all. Like a member of my own family, in fact, which is how I always thought of him, to this day. But no one I ever knew could do that.


It’s that hunger for understanding, that passion for these musical concoctions, that led me to these questions and these volumes. At that time these heroes of mine were often interviewed in the press but rarely queried about songwriting and hardly ever about music itself. Yet internally I was compiling my own personal lexicon of questions I’d like to ask Paul Simon—or James Taylor, Carole King, Laura Nyro, Randy Newman—or any of those songwriters I revered. How did they do it? Does it seem as miraculous to you as it does to us, your listeners? And how about this song, and this one? How did you write those? And does the process seem as magical to you as it does to me?


I knew then of the connection between all songwriters and proudly included myself in this club. As the late great Pete Seeger said in the first interview in the first volume, “All songwriters are links in a chain.” It’s that wisdom that guides this journey and repeats like a refrain through all these pages: the understanding that all songwriters—regardless of genre or generation—are united by this singular pursuit of combining words and music to make songs. No songwriter learns how to write songs—or even acquires the inclination to do so—in a vacuum. Inspired and enervated by the songs of others, songwriters begin by using these templates of songs known and loved and then expanding from there. We imitate and we emulate that which we love until we discover, ideally, our own voice and our own song. Even Dylan started by imitating Woody Guthrie. (And he wasn’t even the best Woody imitator, according to Woody’s wife, Marjorie, in our opening chapter.)


I also wanted to ask about a phenomenon I experienced from the start and knew wasn’t particular only to me. Which was when lines for songs, both musical and lyrical, would simply arrive, like a gift. A line that does everything and more that you need. Where did that come from? They always seemed to come from beyond, as if I was tapping into some timeless and mystic source. And it still feels like that.


Because in that experience exists the essence of songwriting. It is a conscious act to reach beyond the conscious mind, to discover and invent things outside of our usual reach. That is both the challenge and beauty of the thing. Every single songwriter I spoke to had some experience of it, although they perceived it individually. The especially intellectual ones, with no faith in anything spiritual, attribute these experiences to the artist connecting with his own unconscious. Sure, it feels as if it comes from beyond, they say. Because it is beyond your conscious mind, from your own subconscious.


The others—the spiritual ones—scoff at the others’ inability to grasp the truth—and understand songwriters tap into a source that is beyond them but connects all. Rickie Lee Jones, who embodies the faith and openness of the spiritual ones, laughed and said, “Where else would it come from?”


Soon after “Bridge” came another song that, to me, also resounded like a miracle: “Let It Be,” the single by The Beatles, written by Paul McCartney. Again, exalted consciousness. It seemed nothing could be more beautiful. Obsession—I listened to it nonstop. It was all I needed.


Other remarkable songs emerged, songs that stretched and redefined what songs can do. “Mr. Tambourine Man,” written by Dylan but performed by The Byrds. “Fire and Rain” by James Taylor. “Suite: Judy Blue Eyes” by Stephen Stills. “American Pie” by Don McLean. “Hello in There” by John Prine. “Louisiana” and “Sail Away” by Randy Newman. Everything by Laura Nyro. And so many more.


These songs, if I listen to them today, still send me. They bring me back to when I first heard them—but forward too. Their power is undiminished by passing time. And therein lies the beauty and magic and power of the song: it is a forever renewable source. It is a vessel of grace and spirit, impervious to the wear and tear of the physical world.


This exalted song consciousness doesn’t belong only to the distant past. To this day I am forever excited and even surprised by the extent to which great songs can still send me. So many times in recent days I have found myself walking down Hollywood Boulevard and confronting a song so utterly compelling, I need to stop and take it in. Whether it’s something fairly new, such as “Chandelier” by Sia, a recent favorite, or something classic, I will be transported. There’s one store that only plays Michael Jackson, and whether I go by and hear “Billie Jean” or “Man in the Mirror,” I have to stop. Stop and feel the magic. Every time.


So when I got the lucky job in Hollywood, 1987, of becoming editor of SongTalk, which was the journal of the National Academy of Songwriters, my mission became to interview legendary songwriters—and ask them only about songwriting. Of course, it’s a big subject and encompasses a lot of corollary issues. But the main focus was always on music and the creative process, which invariably led to good places. Music, after all, is the realm in which these people live and in which their genius flourishes. Yet rarely can they discuss the actual technicalities of music itself with the press, as most writers are not musicians.


But if I asked Brian Wilson, for example, about colors associated with musical keys in his mind, he opened up (insisting darkly, however, that every minor key is black). Or if I mentioned to Paul Simon, for example, the cunning of the subtle key change in the last verse of “Still Crazy After All These Years,” his eyes lit up, and we connected in a whole new way. Or when I spoke to Dylan about the essential nature of the key of A minor in “One More Cup of Coffee,” our conversation instantly deepened. (“Try it in B minor,” he said. Why? “Because it might be a hit for you.”)


This was the pattern always. As soon as I would let on that I was a fellow musician, the conversation would shift. Musicians simply speak differently to fellow musicians, and songwriters to fellow songwriters, than to civilians. It is a whole other language. Yet it’s an abstract and vaporous thing to discuss, a genuine mystery even to those who have written music for decades. But it’s where we live.


Because as songwriters know well—and was exemplified in Volume I—there are no easy answers about songwriting. Not one of these legendary songwriters divulged a secret or a trick that would make songwriting easy. Because it is not easy. When I first realized that Simon, for example, while writing songs for Graceland and subsequent albums, had jettisoned his old tried-and-true method of writing a song with voice and guitar and was, instead, writing songs to musical tracks, I thought it was an especially hard way to write songs.


He agreed. “Yes, it is hard,” he said. “But all of songwriting is hard. There are no easy ways.”


And, of course, he’s right. There is no formula or no repeatable method for the writing of a great song. Because as Lennon said and all songwriters understand, any one of us could sit down and write a song right now. Given a title—even a key, a tempo—we can sit down and write a song. But a great one? A timeless one? That is the goal. And how you get to those ones—the songs that seem beyond, even beyond the songwriter who wrote them—that remains a mystery.


But part of being a songwriter is the passion to embrace this mystery. As Leonard Cohen said in Volume I, “Songwriting is much like the life of a Catholic nun. You’re married to a mystery.” That level of devotion resonates with songwriters because it’s accurate. It’s a daily pursuit of something unseen, even unknown, and you fling yourself directly into this unknown, sustained by nothing but faith and courage. And love. The love of songs, of music, sustains us. The religiosity in Mr. Cohen’s words rang true in my heart and mind, as I know it did for songwriters everywhere, because we recognize that songwriting is a high calling and perhaps the purest and holiest thing we do.


“The world doesn’t need any new songs,” Dylan told me with a sly smile. But to this he added the qualification: “Unless someone comes along with a pure heart.”


A pure heart. That is the essence of great songwriting, the well from which Woody Guthrie drew, as did those who came in his wake. They came for the pure love of song. Even when writing on a commercial assignment—as did Leiber and Stoller when writing songs for the movie Jailhouse Rock starring Elvis, or Jeff Barry and the Brill Building writers, or Norman Whitfield and the Motown gang—they connected with the pure heart of music, the love of song.


For songs—and songwriting itself—is a source of joy. We don’t work music; we play it. Being playful and connecting with joy is the essence of the thing, even for those who find the process torturous. It’s only tough up to that point when you get something that works. Then it becomes joyful.


As Laura Nyro said, for her songwriting was a “serious playground.” When writing songs, she said she felt that “you are really with your essence. . . . There can be delight there. There can be self-discovery. You can dance there.” Jimmy Webb said, “I am like a kid with a jigsaw puzzle. A glittering, magical jigsaw puzzle.”


It’s a journey of joy I’ve been on for a long time. The year I wrote my first one is also the year The Beatles broke up. It was one of those occurrences so significant, as was the death of John Lennon, that it seemed the world wouldn’t go on. But it did, and it always does. As Stephen Stills wrote, “We have no choice but to carry on.” And it’s the songwriters who make life endurable in these times, who give us hope to carry on even when it seems all hope is lost.


To this day music still matters as much as ever, if not more. Songs still matter. Though I am well known as an author of this and other volumes, my greatest joy is the writing of a new song. I quote Van Dyke Parks’s statement that the writing of a song is a triumph of the human spirit all the time because it is so true.


And concurrent with writing these books and other writing about music (and Hollywood history: Hollywood Remembered is another compendium of my love and obsessions), I have continued on the golden path of writing songs, and it’s been a rich and wonderful journey.


Songwriting is an ancient endeavor, dating back to the dawn of man. The first book about a songwriter was the bible, with the psalms composed by King David. Psalms that spoke to man more directly and fully than mere words ever could. There is no epoch of history or any culture that existed without music. Many historians maintain song preceded spoken language.


Songs, for successive eons, have been integral to every human occasion, from momentous events such as weddings and funerals to mundane ones like elevator trips and supermarket shopping. Songs fan the flames of war, celebrate victories, and envision peace and a world beyond war. Songs are written and sung in rage and protest, in an effort to change the world. Songs are also there to celebrate the beauty of the world and the greatness of existence. The need for song—for this attempt to make sense of the world with words and music—is deeply rooted in humans and as primal and necessary as the need for love.


Now headlong into this twenty-first century, with miracle technology forever at our fingertips changing our world profoundly, still nothing has surpassed the power of a song. New technologies have forever changed the way we acquire, collect, and listen to songs. But never have songs and the need for songs in our lives been supplanted. Despite what Dylan said, the world absolutely needs new songs.


The truth remains that whether a song is heard by millions or by only one, it matters. It is truly a triumph of the human spirit. Here is a deep and joyful journey into the heart of the mysteries from which these triumphs emerge. It’s there, in that timeless place where words and music meet, that Bob Dylan’s words resonate forever: “Thank God for songwriters.”









Marjorie Guthrie


On Woody Guthrie


New York, New York 1981
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It’s New York City, 1981, and we’re more than twenty floors up above 57th Street and the everyday mayhem of Manhattan. But here there is calm. And joy. And music. It’s the office she shares with Harold Leventhal, famed manager of legendary folk stars like Pete Seeger, Arlo Guthrie (her son), Judy Collins, Peter, Paul and Mary, and others.


“You want to see something wonderful?” she asked with an impish glint in her eyes. “Look at this one.” In her hands was a timeworn cherry-red spiral notebook. Inside were epic poems, song lyrics, romantic entreaties, expansive erotica, musings, jokes, sketches, drawings—all inscribed there by her late husband, Woody. Woody Guthrie.


For years they lived on Mermaid Avenue in Coney Island, where they raised their three kids, Nora, Arlo, and Joady, and would take the train between there and Manhattan, where they worked. During those commutes Woody would get busy and devote all his exultant energy to filling entire notebooks thusly, dedicated to his beloved.


Now here I was, Woody’s notebooks and songs at my fingertips. I had somehow crossed the mystic river, and I was on the side where Woody was. Anything was possible. I could go to the source.


Woody’s old pal Pete Seeger said, “All songwriters are links in a chain.” And who did Pete learn to write songs from? Woody. Who so inspired and enervated a young Bob Dylan that he had to leave his Midwest home, change his name, and head east to start his life? Woody.


So it seemed an appropriate place to begin this volume, as Pete’s interview was the first in the previous volume, with an interview I did with Marjorie Guthrie back in 1981 about her late husband, Woody.


One of my very first jobs out of college was to work for Marjorie at CCHD—the Committee to Combat Huntington’s Disease—in New York City, 1981. She’d created this organization to fight this disease that robbed not only Woody’s life but also the last decade of his life. They needed someone to do publicity and other chores. I signed on, not so much out of any great desire to battle this disease but, admittedly, to be with Marjorie and her treasure trove of Woody’s world—his abundant archives, overflowing not only with the thousands of songs he wrote but also with those beautiful notebooks of poetry and prose and erotica and cartoons. Also the tools of his genius were preserved so lovingly, his pens, pencils, crayons, and notebooks. This proximity to the stuff of legend—to the cornucopia of expansive song wisdom and wonder that all poured out of this one miraculous little man—and the very crayons of this famous kid at heart was all I needed to sustain me.


She was born Marjorie Greenblatt on October 6, 1917, in Atlantic City and lived until March of 1983. She danced with the Martha Graham troupe starting in 1935 under the name Marjorie Mazia. She first met Woody in 1940, as described in the following, and was with him on and off until the end of his life on October 3, 1967. She was a brilliant and beautiful woman who put up with Woody while he was alive, though it was never easy. He wasn’t a man who stayed still for long. But long before he was gone they both knew the legacy—the body of work—mattered. And though I was there before legions of great songwriters wrote new melodies to his unfinished songs, the lyrics that lived in the exalted archives, the recognition of his lasting legacy underscored all other endeavors. Like Dylan who came to be with Woody before he was gone forever, I wanted to get near this source too, and Marjorie was used to all sorts of folk-inspired pilgrims being drawn to all things Woody. So she kindly allowed me to interview her about Woody on more than one occasion, a dialogue I am happy to include here.


After all, Pete Seeger was our hero growing up. He was in our world. But he always spoke and sang of Woody. And perhaps he cleaned up the dark aspects of Woody’s outlook more than necessary—Woody was no saint, after all—but what was undeniable was Pete’s respect for Woody as a songwriter. As the songwriter.


“Woody is just Woody,” John Steinbeck wrote. “He is a voice with a guitar. He sings the songs of a people and I suspect that he is, in a way, that people . . . there is nothing sweet about Woody, and there is nothing sweet about the songs he sings. But there is something more important for those who will listen. There is the will of a people to endure and fight against oppression. I think we call this the American spirit.”


Woody’s work was remarkable—some two thousand amazing songs—songs of love, outrage, beauty, faith, humor, death, sex, and pretty much every other human experience under the sun. Some became famous, such as “This Land Is Your Land,” “So Long, It’s Been Good to Know You,” “Roll On Columbia, Roll On” “Deportees,” “Union Maid,” and “Do Re Mi,” but most of his songs have hardly been heard once, if ever. And there was also so much else that he created: volumes of poetry, love letters, journals of erotica, books, drawings, doodles, paintings, and stories.


When he was married to Marjorie, he was so thoroughly in love with her that he’d write her entire inspired daily notebooks of love poetry and cosmic musings while on the subway, hurtling through the subterranean tunnels toward their Coney Island home. Marjorie kept all of these—and every letter he ever wrote and every song he composed along with every crayon, pencil, and pen he used to conjure his magic—in her New York archives, where she’d share it with his admirers, a legion of artists, musicians, and vagabonds that increased every year and continues to expand.


Born in the heart of the Dust Bowl—Okemah, Oklahoma—in 1912, his childhood was spent in the oil boomtown of Pampa, Texas. In the depression-ravaged thirties he hitched and rode the rails along with thousands of others to reach the world of their dreams, the Promised Land—California.


Of all those wanderers, thousands more than there were jobs, Woody was one of the fortunate few able to make money by singing, playing guitar, and painting signs. He managed to get a fifteen-minute daily radio show that paid him a dollar per show. And when he wasn’t broadcasting he could be found singing at saloons, parking lots, rallies, and union meetings—anywhere people would listen. Their struggles were the impetus for his talent—he always knew his mission was to translate their hearts and minds into song. Using what his pal Pete Seeger called the “folk process”—writing new words to old songs—he gave these people a voice.


Radio gave many people their first taste of Woody’s songs. One listener, Ed Robbin, commentator for the Communist newspaper People’s World, was surprised to discover that the man he had pegged as a hillbilly was actually quite politically savvy. He invited Woody to perform at rallies, first warning him that they were left wing. “Left wing or chicken wing, it’s all the same to me,” Woody said. And with that he connected with a new audience, one that was charmed and inspired by his unique fusion of country simplicity, Okie humor, and political sophistication. His popularity spread quickly across the country and even preceded him to New York City, where he eventually fell in with new friends such as Josh White, Leadbelly, and the actor Will Geer.


Opportunity kept knocking. In an attempt to cash in on the popularity of John Steinbeck’s novel The Grapes of Wrath, Victor Records hired Woody to write a song about it. Though he didn’t read the book, Woody saw and loved the film and understood its subject matter better than most. With his guitar and a jug of wine, he got behind a typewriter in Pete Seeger’s apartment and proceeded to work into the night. The next morning Pete found him slumped over the typewriter with twenty-six verses of “The Ballad of Tom Joad” still in the typewriter.


“I learned a lot about songwriting from Woody,” Pete said. “I learned something that was awful important. And that was: don’t be so all-fired concerned about being original. You hear an old song you like but you want to change it a little, there’s no crime in that.”


By today’s standards Woody’s records sound rough. Mostly guitar and a ragged, often off-tune voice recording on the spot by Moses Asch for his Folkways label. But each of these recordings contains the essence of pure and brilliant songwriting, the dynamic and delicate marriage of music with words.


Woody well understood the inherent power of this combination—words to express the timely and timeless needs of the people and music to underscore that expression while engaging the soul and lifting the spirit. He knew few forces were as effective in uniting people as a good song, and as he constantly traversed America by walking, hitching, or riding the rails, he would constantly connect with new people and translate their lives and dreams into songs.


Woody wrote his most famous song, “This Land Is Your Land,” as a response to Irving Berlin’s “God Bless America.” Woody felt Berlin got it wrong—that America was already blessed by God—and wrote “God Blessed America for Me.” He kept fiddling with it for a full decade and eventually realized that if he substituted the line “This land was made for you and me” for his title line, he had a song not just about himself but about all of America. Not only was he a great thinker, he was a crafty songwriter.


He died in 1967 at the age of fifty-five. But his songs have lived on, performed and championed by a big range of singers, including not only Arlo, Dylan, and Seeger but also Ani DiFranco, Bruce Springsteen, Ry Cooder, and even U2, who cut Woody’s song “Jesus Christ.” Though Woody’s been gone now for so many decades, his songs and the spirit of human hope instilled in them have been resounding with more force than they have for years. “The worst thing that can happen is to cut yourself loose from the people,” he wrote. “And the best thing is to vaccinate yourself right into the big streams and blood of the people.”


I conducted this interview on a sunny autumn day in Manhattan, in the 57th Street office. She sat at her big desk, always calm and joyful many floors above the tumult of a New York City business day, with the archives of Woody’s songs and writings always within easy reach.


It’s been suggested that, for both Martha Graham and Woody Guthrie, you were the organizer behind the genius.


Marjorie Guthrie: This is true. Some people felt that Martha Graham was difficult to work with, but when you know you are in the company of a great artist, you minimize their negative aspects and are grateful for the opportunity to see how a true artist works. Let me say that she was a very good rehearsal for Woody Guthrie.


When did you first meet Woody?


On one of the Martha Graham tours, in St. Louis. My sister called me from Columbia, Missouri, and wanted me to visit her. So I got Martha Graham to let me leave the company for a day, and I took the bus over to Columbia, and when I got there my sister said, “Oh Marge, I have to play something for you.”


And it is so vivid to this day: I sat on the arm of a chair and she played Woody’s “Ballad of Tom Joad”—first time I had heard his voice. And I was so moved, when it got to the end I started to cry. I am an emotional person, and I love being emotional, and when he got to the end I was just in tears.


I said to my sister, “How does anyone put into words what I’m thinking about myself?” Funny, I related it to myself: growing up, going through the Depression, seeing what happened to our family, coming to New York. Then Sophie Maslow, who was with Martha Graham, had choreographed two of Woody’s songs from that same album, “I Ain’t Got No Home” and “Dusty Old Dust,” and she said to me, “Guess what? Instead of using the record, I’m going to use Woody Guthrie, if he’ll do it, because he is in town. And I’m going to ask him to appear on stage with us and sing those two.” And I practically fainted and said, “Woody Guthrie is in town? Sophie, I’m coming with you!”


I went with her and we came to what was then the Almanac Singer’s Center on 6th Avenue, a big loft with great big wide posts. First of all, they didn’t want to let us in. Finally, they did, and I saw Woody from the back first.


He was looking out the window at 6th Avenue, and he was nothing at all in stature like the way I pictured him. When I had heard his voice I thought of this tall, Lincoln-esque figure with a cowboy hat. But then he turned around and he had this wonderful face. I loved his face immediately.


I don’t remember anything he said. I just kept looking at that face. And then remembering that voice and the quality of those songs. I fell in love with him right then and there. And he said to me later that when Sophie and I came up he was talking to her but looking at me. And I was looking at him.


In a few days he started to rehearse with us. He was to be both a narrator and a singer in a production called Folksay. And here I loved this guy, and everyone was picking on him. Why? Because he sings the song differently each time. Here we have twelve people on the stage, and he puts in an extra verse, he takes out a verse. What do you do? Everyone was angry with him. I was just dying for him.


What I did was to take cardboard sheets and type up all the words of the songs and put them in measures and say, “Woody, why can’t you sing it just like the record?” He would say, “The day we made that record, Lee Hays had asthma, someone had just given us $300, and we were on our way to California. I don’t have asthma, I don’t have $300, and I’m not going to California, so I can’t play it the same way.” But I worked with him, using these little cards, and before you knew it we were living together.


What was he writing during this period?


That was the year he was writing Bound for Glory. He would be writing—by hand—and I would come home in the evening and he would read me what he had written. Then we would take turns, reading and typing. It was then that I first learned about his mother and all of her problems and that she had Huntington’s Disease.


Was he a disciplined writer?


Oh yes. Take a look at any of his notebooks. He loved to write. He had great respect for his work. He signed every piece of paper and dated almost everything and wrote a little background about each song, like why he had written it. He did have a highly organized mind.


So he had an understanding of his own historical significance?


Absolutely. We used to tease about it. He would say, “We can be poor now, but maybe someday this stuff will be worth something.” But you see, even knowing that didn’t stop him from doing things the way he wanted to. And that was something else that I loved about him. You see, in the thirties and the forties dancers were the poorest people on the cultural ladder, and I didn’t have much. But that didn’t matter to me because the dancing was so important.


Woody had that same feeling. It wasn’t important whether everyone loved him or every song made money. It was important that he was doing what he wanted to do and what he was compelled to do. He couldn’t have done anything else anyway.


Did he have moments of self-doubt?


Very few, I have to tell you. He had confidence in what he was doing, that there were important songs, not whether they were commercial successes or not. That he didn’t know about. But what he knew was that in his songs were the voices of people he had known, and he felt better suited to represent these people than anyone.


Could he take criticism of his work?


He would argue with me. Very rarely would he change something. In the song “Jesus Christ,” I felt that one verse was wrong, that it misinterpreted Christ. He argued with me about it and won the argument. But he let me argue.


Did you have a sense of how famous he would become?


I never thought of him being famous commercially. I always had the feeling that when you speak for the downtrodden you might be famous among the downtrodden, but nobody else hears about you. And again, I don’t care. I wanted him to do what he was doing, and I felt that what he was saying was important. But the first hint of his real importance didn’t come from me or him. It came from Alan Lomax. It was Alan who said to me one day, “Don’t throw anything away. Save everything.” And I looked at him as if to say, “Why?” And he said, “Woody is going to be very important.”


I knew that what Woody wrote was good because it moved me. But it would move other people too, and maybe cause them to want to be “wherever little children are hungry and cry” [from “Tom Joad”]. When Alan said that to me, it was the beginning of my appreciation that other people loved what Woody was saying.


He already had a little recognition when he came to New York. I was not yet involved with him; he was here with [his first wife] Mary. He had a radio show, the Back Where I Come From show, and he was commercially successful. But he left this show and he let me know why: “They wouldn’t let me say what I wanted to say or sing what I wanted to sing, so who needs them?”


He gradually started receiving recognition, especially after the publication of Bound for Glory. Did that change him at all?


It didn’t change him, but he was very pleased. He wrote “My first copy” in the first edition of it. He was very proud of himself, especially when people began reading it and enjoying it.


Besides writing songs, he was always writing letters and poems and doing drawings. Which was most important to him?


The songs were most important. They came first. He had a wonderfully organized system, something most people don’t realize. Every morning he read the paper first thing. Then he would tear out of the paper things that he wanted to write songs about and then make a list of songs that he was going to write. Then he would write a few songs, read some of the books that he had gotten from the library, usually two or three at a time. He would read standing up because he got tired of sitting. Then he might sit down again and do some writing.


Yes, there were times when he did do some drinking, and when he did it had a very bad effect because of the Huntington’s disease. HD puts you off balance, and drinking puts you more off balance, so Woody was sometimes very off balance.


His writing has a dizzying, almost drunken power to it. Do you think the HD affected his style?


No. I don’t agree at all with the suggestion that Woody wrote the way he did because he had HD. It does sound logical, but even with Martha Graham I saw the same kind of intensity and determination and creativity that Woody had. And look at Whitman and Jack London. They didn’t have HD, and yet they had similar writing styles.


Also, he was encouraged by Joy Home, who edited Bound for Glory. She said to him, “Woody, don’t worry about what I’m going to cut out. Whatever comes to your mind, just do it.” And he enjoyed that freedom to just let it go.


I read that she’d suggest a few changes and he’d return with a hundred new pages.


That’s right. And she would say, “Woody, why didn’t you bring them in yesterday?” And he would say, “Well, because I hadn’t written them yet.”


Did he talk the same way that he wrote?


Nothing like that. Nothing like his writing. We were opposites: I am as verbal as anyone can be, and he was just the opposite.


If he were sitting with us right now and you were interviewing him, he would probably answer in a very slow, halting voice, kind of like [very slowly], “Yeah . . . welllll . . . way back . . .” Nothing like the flowing quality of his writing. He simply loved to write. He loved pencils, paper, typewriters. You know, I have to show you something. [Brings a box of pens and colored pencils.] This is all Woody’s. He loved this stuff.


Did he have dry spells ever, times he wasn’t inspired to write?


Very few. He was always churning them out, as you can see by the archives, which hold about two thousand of his songs. And he was just as creative a father as he was a musician. He could spend a whole day on the beach, starting with just our three kids around. By the end of the day he would have these tremendous sand castles and about thirty kids who helped him build them. And they were beautiful, really beautiful.


Was it because he was so much of a kid at heart himself that made him so great with kids?


Yes, for sure. He had a great sense of playfulness, of fun. And both of us have great respect for young people because you are tomorrow, you are it. Anything we had is going to die and go away before you know it, but you have years ahead of you.


It is true that Woody and your mother wrote a song together?


My mother, who was a Yiddish poetess, wrote the words to a song and he corrected her. They didn’t write it together. It was called “I Gave My Sons to the Country,” and he was opposed to it. “Why do you want to give your sons to the country?” he asked. “Shouldn’t that be the question?” But my mother was really a much better writer in Yiddish, and Woody never really knew this.


I was astounded when you showed me all the letters he wrote you and the full notebooks of love letters and poetry and erotica he would fill up for you.


Every night when I would come home [commuting from Manhattan to Coney Island], I would look forward to two or three letters from Woody, especially when he was in the Army. I was a woman alone, and it was wonderful to have these. But you know, I am a prude, and I used to die from embarrassment all by myself. Nobody would be in the room, but I would be reading those sexy letters and I would be dying.


And then he would say to me, “Why don’t you write back in turn?” And I would say, “I can’t write those kind of letters!”


I know Woody was a great fan of Chaplin. He always seemed Chaplinesque himself—


You’re right, he was very Chaplinesque. You know, he used to play the harmonica and dance at school when he was a kid. And don’t you think Arlo did the same thing when he was a kid? Certain people have that elfin quality. Arlo had it as a child; Woody had it all his life. Kind of half-singing, half-dancing, I’m the little guy on the block, but I’m no dumbbell.


In 1969 Arthur Penn made a movie out of Arlo’s great song “Alice’s Restaurant,” starring Arlo.


Yes. I loved that film, because there was a lot of truth in it.


There’s a scene in the film where Pete Seeger and Arlo come to Woody’s hospital room and sing “Car Car.” I’ve read that Woody loved hearing the song “Hobo’s Lullaby” the most.


They sang all those songs and more. They sang a lot of songs. The only thing that wasn’t accurate was showing Woody in a private room. How I wish he had a private room and his own nurse!


I know that in addition to Pete and Arlo, a lot of other musicians came to Woody’s bedside during that last decade when he was at Greystone in New Jersey. Most famously, Bob Dylan made the trek to meet his hero. What were your impressions of Dylan from then?


He impressed me with his quality and intensity. I knew that he was determined. I didn’t like his diction when he sang, and I couldn’t understand the words. But I loved many of his songs, and I felt that he was a creative artist who was going through, even now, the ups and downs that an artist must go through. Everything that you do isn’t always top-notch.


At first did he seem like just another Woody imitator?


Well, I had already spent a couple of good years with [Ramblin’] Jack Elliott, who Woody said was more like Woody than he was! But I had no resentment whatsoever of people imitating Woody, because if you are around a great artist, their influence is bound to get to you. It’s like osmosis. Later in your life maybe you can find your own style. After all, I learned to love dance from someone who learned to love dance from someone who learned to love dance and so on. You must carry on the tradition of whatever you are doing and do so with integrity. I think Bob did that.


Woody’s life ended too early, and during his last years he wasn’t able to work. Had he more years, what do you think he would have done with them?


I can’t answer that easily. Woody would have changed with the times like everybody else to a certain extent. And Woody loved all kinds of music, something that not everybody knows. Moses Asch, who was a kind of mentor to Woody, gave him many free classical albums, and often I would come home and find him listening to Prokofiev. He knew Romeo and Juliet backward and forward.


He liked all different kinds of music, depending on what time of day it was or what he was doing right then. Nothing can better express the essence of the moment. Music is the soul of man. Woody used to borrow music from everywhere and change it around a little for his own songs. But it was the honesty and the quality of the songs that mattered.
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Though they were among the chief architects of rock and roll, having written “Hound Dog” and other songs recorded by Elvis, they never thought rock and roll would last. Like Elvis’s manager Colonel Parker and others, they thought rock was a fad that would quickly fade. Though they wrote successive rock classics in addition to “Hound Dog,” such as “Stand By Me,” “Jailhouse Rock,” and “Kansas City,” they were prouder of songs such as “Is That All There Is?,” which they wrote for Peggy Lee. Though they are forever implicit in the creation of rock and roll, its lasting cultural impact took them as much by surprise as anyone.


It was one of many reasons why talking to Leiber and Stoller was a remarkably revelatory experience. Two Jewish boys from LA united by a love of the blues, they earned world fame and fortune for writing in a black genre, and became purveyors of this genre they didn’t truly embrace or respect, rock and roll. Today they are American icons, yet have rarely spoken to the press in the fifty-six years of their celebrated collaboration, and have never really participated in their history as it’s been written.


Their feelings about their now-mythic songs are bittersweet, and quite often more bitter than sweet. And almost every one of the published stories that purport to get their history right are wrong, including those surrounding the writing and recording of their most famous songs, such as “Hound Dog” and “Jailhouse Rock,” both recorded by Elvis, or “Kansas City,” recorded by The Beatles, among many others, or “Stand By Me,” recorded by Ben E. King originally and later John Lennon. (The Beatles also recorded two other songs by Leiber and Stoller on their first demo, “Searchin’” and “Three Cool Cats.”)


Their career stands as a turning of a page, a transition from the age of Tin Pan Alley, the era of writing the standards that now form the proverbial Great American Songbook, the epoch in which not one but two people toiled to churn out songs—a lyricist and a melodist—into the age of rock and roll. Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, who shared a suite of offices in the 9000 building of Sunset Boulevard, a building where some august veterans of the Tin Pan Alley such as Sammy Cahn once had their offices, have met here on this autumn day in Hollywood to give a rare interview about the career that created many of America’s most famous songs.


Though they came together just as the legendary writers of old, they were the architects of a new sound, a new craze, a new era of wild rhythm-and-bluesy tunes. It was rock and roll. It was a bridge from the blues—in which both Leiber and Stoller were well versed—to popular music, a bridge they built themselves.


This suite of offices was appointed with large, brightly colored folk-art paintings of the blues heroes who painted their youth with blues tales of urban centers like Chicago, far from their sunny Angeleno homes. Muddy Waters, Robert Johnson, Willie Dixon—these fathers of the blues hang over their heads in chromatic glory, sharing the wall space with only one messenger of rock and roll—a young man who, in black and white, remains as electrically vital as these blues beacons—Elvis Presley. Their lives and his are forever entwined, and though his image is monochromatic here, his presence in their life is full of technicolor radiance and unfaded glory. Their memories of the King—which are frank, forthright, and unqualified—related here for the first time in unexpurgated detail, remain as alive as Elvis himself is said to be.


It is true, though, that, as reported, Stoller didn’t like the idea of writing songs with Leiber when they met in 1950. It’s not true, though, as has often been quoted, that he said he didn’t like songs. What he said he didn’t like were popular songs. He preferred jazz. But when he realized that the young Jerome Leiber had written not pop songs but blues, a bridge was built between them that still stands to this day. It’s a bridge built on the blues.


Because their most famous songs came fast and easy to them, “hot off the griddle” as Leiber put it, they don’t tend to value them to the extent they value their songs like “Is That All There Is?,” an existential theatrical ballad made famous by Peggy Lee. To this day Leiber, the lyricist, and Stoller, the melodist, yearn to be known as more than writers of simple rock and roll. When I lingered on the writing of “Jailhouse Rock,” for example, Leiber looked me squarely in the eyes and said, “Why are you spending so much time on ‘Jailhouse Rock’? Is it that important?” Though they’ve written some of the most lasting popular songs ever, they didn’t think any of them would last. As soon as they were off the charts, they felt, the songs would vanish.


Leiber and Stoller have long felt their famous rock and roll songs were kid’s stuff, and they wanted to write songs for adults—deeper, more musically and lyrically complex songs, of which there exists an abundance in their mythical “vault.” But except for “Is That All There Is?,” it’s their simple, easy songs that have connected them timelessly to popular culture. Although countless songwriters attempted to approach the same kind of lofty heights Jerry and Mike reached, they were attempting to write songs like Brecht and Weill wrote and to translate into words and music the synthesis of sorrow and humor found in the writing of Thomas Mann and other writers. Out of the universe of albums that have been recorded containing their songs, the one they speak of with the greatest pride is Peggy Lee Sings Leiber & Stoller, a collection of their “adult songs” sung by the legendary vocalist.


And although you might assume any songwriter would be forever proud to have had a song recorded by Elvis or The Beatles, they never liked the King’s rendition of “Hound Dog” (and have never referred to him as the King or even Elvis; in the following interview he is “Presley”). Nor did they like The Beatles’ record of “Kansas City” (for reasons also explained in the following). They only wrote “Jailhouse Rock” because the movie’s producer refused to let them out of their hotel room until they came up with some songs. “Hound Dog” was written on the fly and not for Elvis but for Big Mama Thornton (and not on a piano but on a car, as explained here). From the first second Jerry uttered its title, he didn’t think it was sufficiently explicit and still doesn’t feel it’s as biting as he wanted (nor does he see much value in other legendary titles he’s created, such as “Jailhouse Rock” or “Spanish Harlem”). Elvis’s rendition of “Hound Dog”—perhaps the most famous record ever of one of their songs—doesn’t even use the right lyrics; instead, it copies improbable lyrics written for the song by Freddie Bell—who introduced the whole notion of a rabbit to the song, a notion Leiber and Stoller regard as nonsense.


They were the first independent record producers to be officially designated as producers—“producer” being a title they invented themselves (they wanted “director”)—but they started producing records only in self-defense, as they explain it, to ensure that their songs wouldn’t be wrecked.


Even with their most famous nonrock creation, “Is That All There Is?,” they are forever dismayed by Peggy Lee’s insistence on changing one word—an alteration, in their opinion, that dilutes the entire point of the song.


To this day, like any couple who have stayed together through many decades, they sometimes irritate each other. Often they finish each other’s sentences, though their memories frequently clash. “Our relationship is the longest-running single argument in the entertainment business,” Jerry said, only half-joking.


But the connection that led them to write words and music like one person over the decades is still powerful, and as often as they argue, they laugh, and it’s clear that there are few people they’d rather spend time with than each other.


We met on a sun-bright day in Hollywood that had a shaft of darkness piercing through it—it was the fifth anniversary of 9/11. But that tragedy didn’t darken our time together, which was originally only slotted to be less than an hour and extended, thankfully, to several hours. Mike, who so seemed the embodiment of pure energy that I was prepared for him to leap up and run several miles at full speed, sat in front of a giant blow-up of the sheet music for their song “I Want to Be Free,” which was recorded by Elvis. The King’s iconic profile shone like the sun over Stoller’s shoulder throughout our talk, a presence that was both ghostly and vital, as is the enduring presence of Elvis in their lives. Stoller sipped Snapple out of the bottle as Leiber drank coffee from a white china cup and saucer, and the distinct dynamics that have been at play within this duo for more than a half century were very much alive, as the memories ripened and shape-shifted and the sparks flew as they have since the very dawn of rock and roll.


Now, the legend goes that Jerry wanted to get together with you, Mike, when you were both seventeen, to write songs. And you didn’t like the idea of writing songs.


Mike Stoller: Well, that’s not really true, but, you know, when you’re interviewed, frequently you give a very quick answer. The thing is, I assumed that Jerome Leiber was not writing something that I would be interested in. I had very specific tastes. I was a musical snob. I was a big bebop fan. So I thought he would, somehow, be writing songs that I just wouldn’t care for. That I’d consider commercial, which was a terrible word among jazz musicians. I wasn’t a jazz musician. I played a little bit. But I had that kind of an arrogance, if you will. And when he came over, of course, I discovered that he was writing blues, and I loved blues. ’Cause it’s great stuff. I was a big boogie-woogie and blues fan, as was Jerry.


Before meeting Jerry, were you hoping to make your living as a musician?


Stoller: I was hoping to make it as a composer, yeah.


Of jazz? What kind of music?


Stoller: Just music. Of jazz, or of, quote, serious music.


Were you considering being a songwriter?


Stoller: No.


And so you, Jerry, were writing blues without music?


Jerry Leiber: Yes.


Had you worked with other songwriters before working with Mike?


Leiber: Well, I worked with one other person who I wouldn’t really characterize as a songwriter. This was in high school. Going to Fairfax High School. I hooked up with a drummer. Whose name was . . . Jerry Horowitz. Is that his name?


Stoller: I can’t remember, and he can’t remember. [Laughs] I remember what he looked like. Nice fella.


Leiber: We worked for maybe two months, three months. One day he didn’t show up for a writing session. And it sort of went out the window. I needed a composer. Tunesmith. He told me he had a musician’s name written down who was a piano player that he played a dance with in East LA and he thought was pretty good. And he might be interested in writing songs. And he took his number down and gave it to me.


I called—it was Mike—I called him up and I said, “My name is Jerome Leiber, and I was given your number by a drummer. Said he played a dance with you in East LA. And he said you might be interested in writing songs. Can you write notes on paper?”


He said, “Yes.”


I said, “Can you read music?”


He said, “Yes.”


I said, “Do you think you’d like to write songs?”


He said, “No.” I thought what a tough nut to crack here. And I talked to him for a few more minutes. And sort of wrangled an appointment with him.


I took my school notebook, which had all my lyrics in it, and I went to his house. Which was at—


Stoller: 226 South Columbia Avenue. Right where Belmont High School is.


Leiber: I can’t remember the address. It’s been, what, forty years?


Stoller: Fifty-six. He’s a great lyric writer, bad mathematician. [Laughter]


Leiber: I don’t have a very good memory either.


Stoller: That’s true.


Leiber: So he was adamant. He didn’t want to write songs. He made it clear that he was doing me a favor by talking to me. He really wasn’t interested. He told me he was interested in Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, Art Blakey.


Stoller: Bela Bartok. [Laughter]


He was good too.


Leiber: Miles Davis. And I thought he was a terrible music snob. And I think so did he. But he did take the book out of my hands and wandered toward the piano.


And he set the book down on the piano, and he started playing licks. Sort of blues-jazz. And he looked at the book and he said, “Hey—these aren’t songs. They’re not the kind of songs I dislike. These are blues, aren’t they?”


I said, “I think so.”


He said, “I like the blues. I’ll write with you.”


And that’s how it started.


The legend was that you said, “These aren’t songs, these are blues.” But did you consider them songs?


Stoller: Well, they weren’t the kind of songs that I thought that he would be writing. Most of the blues that I knew—almost all the blues—first of all, were written by black people. And most of them by black singers, and as a matter of fact, many, many of them were piano players, and I bought their records for the boogie-woogie instrumentals, which might have been considered, in those days, the B-side. You know, in the old 78 records? But I always played both sides. And the other side, frequently, which might have been the A-side, had the same person playing a blues and singing. So I did become somewhat familiar with the poetry of the blues and certainly the structure of the blues, and Jerry’s work was in that mode. It had the blues poetry in it.


Leiber: Almost all of our audiences thought we were black. And when we took some of our music to a performer to show it to him for approval or to teach him how to sing it, they were absolutely amazed. I remember we went to a little hotel down on Central Avenue. We were taking some songs to Wynonie Harris, who at that time was pretty hot. And we knocked on his door, and he opened his door and he looked at us in shock. At first he really didn’t believe that we were songwriters. That’s how it went for years, actually. It wasn’t just the first five minutes. That’s how it was for years. And some people today still think of us as black songwriters. In fact, LeRoi Jones wrote an article about us. He said we were two of the best black songwriters in the business. And he meant it.


Stoller: But when Smokey Joe’s Café went into rehearsal for the Broadway production, three of the guys met us for the first time and were shocked. And this was ten, twelve years ago. They thought that we were black.


Those first lyrics you wrote, did you intend them to be blues?


Leiber: Well, they were blues. The form, the structure. There were repeat lines—


Stoller: Yeah. I looked at it, I said, “There’s a line, a line of ditto marks, a rhyming line.” I said, “These are twelve-bar blues.” I didn’t know that you were writing blues.


Leiber: He turned to me and said, “These are blues. These are the blues . . . I like the blues.”


I understand one of the first songs you wrote together was “Kansas City.”


Stoller: It was the first big hit. Actually “Hound Dog” and “Kansas City” were both written the same year, 1952, when we were nineteen. Yeah, I remember very well both of those songs, the writing of them.


Was “Kansas City” first?


Stoller: I’m not absolutely sure. I do know when “Hound Dog” was recorded—it was recorded in August 1952; it came out in 1953. “Kansas City” might have been after that, but it came out in December or thereabouts of ’52. There might not have been as long a wait. ’Cause I remember—


Leiber: “Hound Dog” waiting—


Stoller: We were waiting and waiting and waiting for “Hound Dog” to come. We knew, if one can know, it was a smash—


Leiber: In the blues.


Stoller: In the blues field. We went down to Pico. We went and waited and waited and said, “When will the goddamn thing come out?”


Leiber: I remember it came out when I was in Boston. Visiting my sister. I think it took eight or nine months to come out. Then it came out, and it was out for twenty hours. And it broke. Like the atom bomb. In Boston. And I found out that it broke every place else within five minutes. It was one of the biggest hits ever.


You wrote that song after you went and heard Big Mama Thornton sing?


Stoller: In between seeing her sing and coming back to a rehearsal at Johnny Otis’s house.


You pounded out the rhythm on your old car—


Stoller: Yeah, on my old car. [Laughs]


Leiber: A green Plymouth.


Stoller: It was actually gray. It was a gray 1937. . . . It was greenish gray, you’re right.


And that main line, “You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog,” just came to you?


Leiber: Yeah, it did. And I felt it was a dummy lyric. I was not happy. I wanted something that was a lot more insinuating. I wanted something that was sexy and insinuating. And I told Mike I didn’t like it. We were driving, and he said, “I like it, man.”


I said, “I like the song idea, but I don’t like that word. That word is kind of replacing another kind of a word.”


He said, “What are you looking for?”


I said, “Do you remember Furry Lewis’s record ‘Dirty Mother’?”


He said, “Yeah?”


I said, “Well, I’d like to write something like that.”


Mike said, “You’ll ruin it. If you write something like that, they won’t play it.”


I said, “I don’t care if they don’t play it. I want this word in the song.”


He said, “Jer, leave it alone. I think you’re making a mistake.”


Stoller: Well, I liked “Hound Dog.” I liked the sound of it.


Big Mama Thornton’s version is in E flat. Did you write it in that key?


Stoller: Didn’t write it in a key. I probably played it in C ’cause it was easier.


When you say you didn’t write it in a key, did you write it away from the piano?


Leiber: The two of us walked in his house and walked into this sort of a den, where this upright piano was. And I was singing. I started singing it in the car on the way over. “You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog, quit snoopin’ round my door.” And I didn’t have all the lyrics. And we walked into Mike’s house, into the den, and he walked over—and I will never forget it, the moment is indelibly etched on my memory—he walked over to the piano, and he had a cigarette in his mouth, and the smoke was curling up into his eye, and he kept it there and he was playing, and he was grooving with the rhythm, and he was grooving, grooving, and we locked into one place. Lyrical content, syllabically, locked in to the rhythm of the piano. And we knew we had it.


We wrote it in about twelve minutes. And I will never forget it. He had the smoke from this cigarette curling up into his left eye, and I was watching him.


And he was singing, “You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog,” and I said, “Yeah, yeah, yeah—that’s it.”


Stoller: And we drove back to the rehearsal. Because we had been invited. We had worked with Johnny Otis on a couple of sessions with Little Esther and Little Willie doing duets with Little Esther and so on. And [Johnny Otis] called me and said, “Are you familiar with Willie Mae Thornton?”


I said, “No, I’m not.”


He said, “Well, I need some songs.” The procedure, before that, was that we’d get a call from Ralph Bass, who was the head of Federal Records, a division of King. He would call and say, “We’re cutting Little Esther tomorrow. Two to five at Radio Recorders. Bring some songs.” And we would write two or three songs. And sometimes during the session, during which we’d try to get some of our ideas done. Even though we were just newcomers in that field, we’d go out in the hall and write another one.


So Johnny called and said, “Come over and listen to her and write some songs,” and that’s the way that happened. We went over and heard her and said, “Whoa!” We ran over to my house in my car, wrote the song, came back.


Leiber: I just remembered—we came back, and I had this sheet of paper. And we walked in. And I think I said, “We got it.” And Big Mama walked over and she grabbed the sheet out of my hand and she said, “Let me see this.” I looked at her and I looked at the sheet. And I saw that the sheet was upside down. And she was just staring at it, looking at it, as if she could read it, right?


She said, “What does it say?”


I said, “You ain’t nothing but a hound dog, quit snoopin’ round my door.”


She said, “Oh, that’s pretty.”


She took the sheet back and she started singing [slowly and melodically], “You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog . . .” She’s singing a ballad. She’s crooning a ballad.


And I said, “Mama, it don’t go like that.”


She grabbed the sheet and she said to me, “Don’t you tell me how to sing.” And she started to sing it again. And Johnny Otis had witnessed this little contretemps, and he came over, and he was getting a little bit salty. And he said, “Mama, don’t you want a hit?” And she said yes. And he said, “These guys can get you a hit.”


Stoller: He said, “These guys write hits.” Which was—


Leiber: Not true. [Laughter] He said, “These guys can write you a hit.” She accepted that, and he said something like, “Now be good.” Like he was punishing a child.


Then he turned to me and he said, “Why don’t you perform it for her? Why don’t you demonstrate the song?” And I was a little nervous, because there was about a twelve-piece band sitting on a platform—it was a pretty big band—and I was always used to performing a song wherever, whatever, with Mike. He played the piano, I sang the song—no big deal.


I got up to sing the song, and half a dozen of the men—the rhythm section more than anybody else, guitar and drums, bass, whatever—sort of accompanied me. Mike was not playing the piano when I turned around. And he was standing by the piano, smoking. And Johnny Otis said, “What about your buddy?”


I said, “He’ll play in a moment. He’s just getting ready.” And I said, “Mike, play piano.” He was very self-conscious in those days and didn’t like to perform. He was gonna sit it out. And I almost pleaded with him to play the piano.


The groove she was singing was not right. I said, “Mama, it don’t go like that.”


She said, “I know how it goes. It goes like this . . .” I didn’t know how to deal with this. I said, “Mike, play the piano.” And the groove fell right in, ’cause he had the groove.


So Jerry, although you are the lyricist, you sort of had the music for that.


Leiber: Just a road map. Mike wrote the melody.


And you wrote the melody apart from the piano—you just sang it?


Stoller: More or less. Based partially on what he was singing and how I felt it should do. But it wasn’t written out on a lead sheet and handed to Mama. We didn’t have time to sit down and write out anything.


Leiber: I think I had the music for the very first line. [Sings] “You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog . . .” And Mike picked that up and went with it and developed the rest of it. And then she got it. She understood.


It’s amazing to learn you didn’t like the name “Hound Dog,” given that it’s such a classic now—


Leiber: The line was not what I wanted. Sometimes you make mistakes.


Stoller: Thank goodness. [Laughs]


That the two of you met each other at the time you did and that you ended up writing so many great and important songs together, do you attribute that just to good luck, or was it something bigger—was it Providence?


Leiber: Now I look at it different. Forty or fifty years ago I thought it was Providence. Or just dumb luck that happens to people kind of mystically or magically. But then about eight years ago my cousin told me that my father was a songwriter—he used to write religious songs in synagogue. And then I thought that Mike’s aunt was a great musician.


Stoller: That’s something else. It’s a genetic strain. But I think what Paul is asking is something else. Which has to do with—from my point of view—great luck—


Leiber: That’s because you’re a gambler.


Stoller: Well, that’s true. But in those days I think that two white teenagers that loved and knew enough about black music to begin to write it and meeting each other—


Leiber: Fortuitous.


Stoller: Absolutely. Because you could have come over, and I could have been not interested in writing with you. I could have wanted to write “Floatin’ down a river on a Sunday afternoon.” Or you might have written that kind of a lyric, and I’d say, “What is this? I’m not interested. Bye.”


The original “Hound Dog,” by Mama Thornton, was in E flat, but Elvis sang it in C.


Leiber: That’s because he got the song from Freddie Bell and the Bellboys. He did not learn the song from Mama’s record.


Stoller: He knew her record, but it was a woman’s song, and he never sang it until he heard Freddie Bell and the Bellboys, who had distorted the song so that they could sing it—


Leiber: Lyrics and music.


Stoller: Yeah, both. And that’s how he learned it. Though I’m almost positive that Big Mama’s record was in D or E. I know they were playing it in D or E. It depended on the piano in the studio, which might have been out of tune. I’m sure it was D or E. It was Pete Lewis playing that guitar solo. And he had retuned his guitar to what was, ostensibly, a Southern tuning. It was not standard E-A-D-G-B-E. It was tuned differently. So I am also positive—I would think E. And “Kansas City” was probably written in C. Because at that time I used to write a lot of things in C because it was easy to whip them off that way. And that was done by Little Willie Littlefield. That was the first record. He was a boogie-woogie blues pianist. And it’s possible that it was in E flat. It may be. We taught the song to Little Willie at Maxwell Davis’s home.


Leiber: He chipped his tooth on the microphone.


Many articles written about you say that Elvis knew Big Mama’s version of “Hound Dog”—


Stoller: He did. But that’s not where he learned it.


Leiber: He didn’t do her version.


Stoller: Her version is a woman’s song. It’s a woman’s lyric and she did it in that way. He heard a white group called Freddie Bell and the Bellboys. We learned this later. They were hired as a lounge act in Vegas, and when he walked through Vegas, he heard them doing it.


Leiber: It was what you heard from him. Ostensibly it was like an English skiffle shuffle band.


So Elvis got his lyrics from Freddie Bell?


Leiber and Stoller: Yeah.


And it was Freddie Bell who rewrote the lyrics?


Stoller: Yeah. Or somebody did.


Leiber: I wrote, “You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog, quit snoopin’ round my door, you can wag your tail, but I ain’t gonna feed you no more. You told me you was high class, but I can see through that, you told me you was high class, but I can see through that, and Daddy, I know—”


Stoller: “—you ain’t no real cool cat, you ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog.” Freddie Bell’s is, “You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog, cryin’ all the time—”


Leiber and Stoller: “—you ain’t never caught a rabbit and you ain’t no friend of mine.”


Leiber: Nonsense! He liked the lick. He liked the sound.


Stoller: She was singing to a man. And he was singing to a dog. [Laughter]


Leiber: She was singing to a gigolo, to be very precise. Somebody that was sponging off of her. That’s what it was about.


So were you unhappy with the lyric as Elvis did it?


Leiber and Stoller: Yeah.


Leiber: I didn’t like the record either. Mama’s record was it. Pete Lewis playing that guitar solo, with her screaming her heart out. That was it. And Presley, he did records that we really loved. One of the best records we’ve ever had of a ballad of ours was “Love Me” [recorded by Elvis]. One of the very best. And he did a great job on a lot of songs.


Stoller: “Jailhouse Rock.” I mean, that’s great.


Leiber: But his biggest song of ours, I think, I feel—Mike does, I think so too, I can speak for you—was just not up to snuff. It wasn’t up to his standards either, I don’t think.


Stoller: Well, I think “Jailhouse Rock”—


Leiber: Is it.


Stoller: —is, at this point, one of the biggest songs. Bigger than “Hound Dog.” Though “Hound Dog” is his signature.


Bigger in what sense?


Leiber and Stoller: Sold more.


Leiber: It’s more famous too.


Stoller: It’s hard to say whether “Jailhouse Rock” is more famous than “Hound Dog.”


Leiber: Not than “Hound Dog,” no. “Hound Dog” is one of the greatest performed songs of all time.


Some people consider it your greatest song. People have said if you wrote nothing other than “Hound Dog,” that would have been enough.


Leiber: That is, in a sense, true. The point is, though, the record that is celebrated is not the record that should be celebrated. It should be Big Mama Thornton’s record. That’s the way it was conceived, and that’s the way it was written, and that’s more or less—and very much more—Mike’s bag, because the rhythm pattern that Mike played that day on Columbia Avenue is the rhythm pattern that was used for Big Mama Thornton.


Did you produce Big Mama’s record of it?


Leiber: Just about.


Stoller: I’ll tell you what happened. Johnny was running the session, but Johnny had played the run-through at his house. He was the drummer. It was his garage. When we went to Radio Recorders to record it, he went to the booth, because he had to make the record, and he was ostensibly making the records. There was no named producer. That word hadn’t come into the lexicon in recorded music yet. So he was making the record, and Jerry said to him, “It ain’t happening.” His drummer was “Kansas City” Bell. Layard Bell.


Leiber: Bell. You’re right. Again! [Laughs]


Stoller: And Jerry said, “It’s not happening. And you’ve got to get out there on the drums.”


Johnny said, “Well, who will run the session?”


And Jerry said, “We will.”


Leiber: It was the beginning of it. Of producing.


Stoller: And he went, “Okay,” and he went out there and played the drums. We did two takes. The first one was fabulous and the second one was magnificent. [Laughs] And that was it.


And needless to say, everything was cut live. No overdubs—


Stoller: No. Mono.


So the first time both of you heard Elvis’s “Hound Dog,” neither of you liked it? You didn’t like the words or the sound?


Leiber: No. Mike was more tolerant than I was. We really didn’t like it.


Stoller: It was nervous sounding. It didn’t have that insinuation that Big Mama’s record had.


Leiber: You know what’s strange about it? It’s something that really is sort of an imitation that never really turned out well. It became one of the biggest smashes of all time. And lots of songs and records that we made that were really great never made it at all.


Stoller: It’s a matter of aesthetics. It’s where you live. And what really gets to you. That’s really the most important thing. And once in a while you do something that you feel is just right, and everybody else thinks so too. Then you’ve really accomplished something.


Aside from the groove and the lyrics, did you think Elvis, on “Hound Dog,” had a good voice?


Leiber and Stoller: Yeah.


And you knew nothing about him when you first heard it?


Leiber: No. But when we heard him, I think we thought he was an animal. He had a voice, a range, that was unreal.


Stoller: Animal in the most positive light.


Leiber: He would go out there. He was like one big champion in the recording studio. We’d tell him we need one more. It was take fifty-eight. And he’d do it. And he’d do it with the same kind of zest and energy as take one.


Stoller: He loved to perform.


Leiber: That’s when he was really himself. He was very self-conscious. Very, almost always, openly, embarrassed about being anywhere socially or being anywhere where it had to do with his mixing with anybody. He carried his entourage, the Memphis Mafia with him, and they were his family, and they knew him. If he wanted a peanut butter sandwich with tomatoes on a bagel, they all understood.


Stoller: [Laughs]


No bagels?


Stoller: No, I don’t think he ever ordered a bagel in his life—


Leiber: No, I know.


Stoller: I know. Orange pop and peanut butter and banana sandwiches.


Leiber: But when he was behind the microphone, that’s where he lived.


I know that when you worked with him, he would do lots and lots of takes. Did you feel at the time he needed to do that many takes?


Leiber: He was so good, we kept going—


Stoller: He loved to perform!


Leiber: —he’d improve. Yeah, you don’t know when he was gonna stop improving. And when you felt he did, and you got take twenty-five or thirty, and it was good, we’d often go for take thirty-one. Because we felt it might be greater. And often it would be. So we’d always go for one or two more after he did a great take.


When he was singing in the studio, would he be moving in the way we now know Elvis to famously move?


Leiber: No. No way. You mean shake his hips? No.


Stoller: No. But he was constantly singing. Between songs he would sing a hymn. He would go to the piano and play a few chords and sing a hymn.


Leiber: “Nearer My God to Thee.” Stuff like that. White Baptist hymns.


Stoller: He had The Jordanaires with him. And they’d come in behind him. That’s what he wanted to do all the time.


Would he ever play guitar while doing vocals? Leiber: No.


Stoller: Once in a while he’d pick up an electric bass guitar—it was in those days, it wasn’t real electric bass—and fool around with it. But usually he just sang.


Would you give him ideas of how you wanted a song to sound?


Stoller: We’d demonstrate it as best we could. The feeling. And that’s what we did.


After he did “Hound Dog,” did you like the idea of doing more with him?


Stoller: Well, we submitted songs. His music publisher asked if we had any other songs that would be good for Elvis. And Jerry thought of this song “Love Me” that we had recorded with this black duet, Willie and Ruth, and then had been picked up and recorded by a dozen other people, including Billy Eckstine. None of them were hits. And Jerry remembered the song, and it was submitted, and he did a fantastic job on it.


So you were happy with that one.


Leiber: Oh yeah.


Stoller: Very. And then they asked us to write songs for the movie. We did “Loving You” and then “Jailhouse Rock.” Then we were informed that he wanted us to be in the studio. Because he knew the records that we were making.


Leiber: He was a fan of ours. In fact, he was a fan of ours before he started making records for Sun Records and Sam Phillips. He knew what we did.


Do you remember how “Kansas City” came about?


Leiber: Yes. There was a blues with a big band that I loved. And it was one of the only blues with a big band that I really cottoned to. There was one song that I really loved, and it was “Sorry, But I Can’t Take You.” “We’re goin’ to Chicago, sorry, but I can’t take you.” I was influenced by that song, and I wanted to have something like that.


So I sang “Kansas City” to Mike like I sang “You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog.” And Mike said, “Yeah, I like that, but I don’t want just a blues shout. I want to write a melody to that. I want to write kind of a jazz-blues-oriented melody for Basie, or someone like that.”


Stoller: What I said was that I wanted to play a blues—


Leiber: With a melody—


Stoller: With a tune, so that if it’s played instrumentally, people will recognize it as that song.


Leiber: I said, “I want it to be a blues shout. I don’t want it to have a predictable melody, some jazz melody. I want it to be a blues. I want it to be really raw. I don’t want it to be phony.”


He said, “Well, who’s writing the music—you or me?”


I said, “Well, I guess you are.” So he wrote the music, and it became the big standard that it became.


That’s fascinating. With both “Hound Dog” and “Kansas City” you had disagreements about the way they should be—


Stoller: We’ve had a disagreement about everything since 1950. [Laughs]


Leiber: Our relationship is the longest-running single argument in the entertainment business.


You are both the same age—so it’s kind of a sibling rivalry—


Stoller: Absolutely.


So many of the famous entertainment duos, from Martin and Lewis to Simon & Garfunkel, are famous for their fights.


Leiber: I think out of those confrontations come very good work.


You came up with the idea of “Kansas City” ’cause you liked the use of Chicago in the other song, so you came up with another Midwest city? Was Kansas City the first city you considered?


Leiber: Yeah. I loved the sound of it syllabically. Kan-sas Ci-ty. Chicago was good, but I liked Kansas City better. Because Chicago is halting consonantly wise. And Kansas City just rolls out.


Stoller: And Kansas City was the center—


Leiber: Of jazz, yeah.


Stoller: Blues and jazz-blues.


Leiber: Jay McShann. Charlie Parker. It was kind of an homage from us to Kansas City.


Stoller: Count Basie put together one of his first bands in Kansas City and had the Kansas City Seven, which had Lester Young. So it was that amalgam of blues and jazz. And Joe Turner—


Leiber: It was a breeding ground for great musicians.


Stoller: It was a lot of history of that kind of music.


With a song like “Kansas City,” would you finish the whole lyric before giving it to Mike?


Leiber: Rarely. It was later on in our career that I got accustomed to writing the lyrics on my own. But even then there would be a line or two that he would help with.


Stoller: To my memory, it was always like that. Same thing with the music. I would write the music, and Jerry would make suggestions. He’d say, “It doesn’t fit what I’m trying to say”—


Leiber: “Would you change that note?” He’d say, “No”—


Stoller: No! [Much laughter] But eventually things smoothed out. I’d say, “If I have to change it there, I’d have to change it there . . . well, that could work . . .”


You once said that “Kansas City” came together like spontaneous combustion—


Stoller: Even including the argument, I would venture to guess that the whole thing, within forty-five minutes to an hour, was complete. Including the argument.


Leiber: The songs that were tooled and worked on for weeks did not happen that way. “Is That All There Is?” did not happen that way, was not spontaneous combustion. “Hound Dog” was. “Kansas City” was. “Stand By Me” was. “Down Home Girl” was. A lot of things were. A lot of the early blues things would be finished in ten minutes, twelve minutes. At the most a half hour. But other things—the Peggy Lee songs—took a lot more craft and a lot more working. And I would spend a lot of time on my own trying to get it right. Because I didn’t want to waste his time with me struggling with a line that could take me a day or two or longer. Jokey songs for The Coasters, like “Charlie Brown” and “Yakety Yak,” also came quickly, but not as quickly as the blues. They were technically more refined in terms of form. There’s a lot more rhyming. There’s a lot more acknowledgment of structure.


Did you write the melody of “Kansas City” at the piano?


Stoller: Yes, I did.


It has been recorded so many times—by Joe Williams, Little Richard, James Brown, Peggy Lee, Little Milton. Even The Beatles recorded it.


Stoller: I didn’t like The Beatles’ record of it because they neglected to sing my melody, the way it was written.


Leiber: We don’t like the greatest records, the greatest names.


Stoller: But Joe Williams and Count Basie, you know—


Leiber: —were killer.


The original version by Little Willie Littlefield, released in 1952, is in D flat—


Stoller: Do you have perfect pitch?


No.


Leiber: I do, but I’m a baseball player. [Laughs]


Stoller: Well, you never can tell because sometimes we would record things in one key and then you’d pitch them up or down.


Leiber: Presley never did that at all. Presley would sing the song in the key that the demo was in. Even if he had to strain his larynx and everything else.


Stoller: Because he learned them—


Leiber: In that key.


To write the songs for the film Jailhouse Rock, I understand you went to New York—


Stoller: Well, we didn’t go to New York for that purpose. We went to New York because we had started making records for Atlantic Records. And we also had some notions about writing for theater.


Leiber: Actually we went to New York because Nesuhi Ertegün had discovered us in LA, and he liked the stuff we were doing, and he realized that we were making records at that point for our own label with Lester Sill. And were making records like “Riot in Cell Block No. 9” and other songs. And they used to get very good reviews in the trade papers, but they never really sold very much.


Stoller: Not outside of LA. ’Cause we didn’t have any promotion.


Leiber: Nesuhi approached us and said, “You know, you’re making great records. But you’re not gonna sell them ’cause you don’t know how to merchandise records.” He asked questions about who we had doing promotion, who we had taking records to the radio stations. We didn’t have anybody doing anything. We thought all you needed was to make a record and send it to twenty-five or thirty disc jockeys and that was it. Well, of course, that wasn’t it. And he talked to us about going to Atlantic. And I thought of an idea that might work for us. And something I wanted to do very much. And I talked to him about it, and he wasn’t sure we could do that, but he thought if we made records for Atlantic, they would put them out and distribute them.


Mike and I finally talked it over and decided to ask the guys at Atlantic to consider us producers since we were in the studio making the records. And in many cases Mike was making the arrangement. In many cases I was directing the rhythm section. They fought like tigers to keep us from getting credit on the label. It had never been given to anybody else.


Stoller: Actually they came up with the title “producer.” We didn’t invent that title.


Leiber: How did we get it? I was fighting with Jerry Wexler.


Stoller: Yes, we were.


Leiber: Or was it just about money?


Stoller: No! It was about some kind of credit. For making the record.


Leiber: Oh, I know, I know.


Stoller: Finally, when they agreed, they came up with the name “Produced by.” Because I would have thought “Directed by” would have been more appropriate.


Leiber: That’s what I was gonna say right now. That we came up with “Directed by,” and they didn’t buy it for whatever reason. I think it sounded too consummate—


Stoller: That may have been so. All I remember is saying we wanted credit, and they finally gave in, ’cause they said, “Man, how many times do you want your name on the record? You wrote the song. We tell Waxie Maxie in Washington, the distributor, we told him you made the record.” [Laughs]


So you were the first official designated record producers.


Stoller: As far as I know.


Leiber: With credit.


Stoller: Independent record producers.


Leiber: There was Buck Ram, who was making records for The Platters. He was making records at the same time. I just remembered that. I haven’t remembered that in forty years.


Stoller: But he didn’t have a producer credit.


Leiber: There was no credit. There was no credit at all.


Was there any name for the person doing that job?


Stoller: The A&R man.


Leiber: But he never got label credit.


Stoller: That’s true.


Leiber: The A&R man—


Stoller: —was a hired—


Leiber: —producer, actually.


Stoller: In effect, a producer. But in some cases they selected the song. Then they called the take numbers. They hired an arranger, and frequently that was it. They hired an arranger, and they selected a song for the artist. What we were doing, because we were writing and we wanted to protect the intention that we had when we wrote the song, was outline—not only teaching how to sing, which Jerry frequently did by demonstrating over and over certain phrases, and I would write an arrangement, and frequently I would play the piano on those early sessions. I played on all of those Coasters records—


Leiber: Nobody could ever play like Mike could. And there were wizard piano players. But they never got the feel.


Stoller: I was not a wizard piano player. I’m still not. Apparently I had the feel for the songs that we were writing. Especially at that time.


I never understood why the name “producer” for records was chosen, as a record producer, of course, is much different than a movie producer.


Stoller: It should have been “director.”


Leiber: That’s why I came up with “director.” I was looking for a word they might accept. And then they refused to use the word “director.” I put a lot of pressure on Jerry Wexler. And to some degree we both intimidated him. We got to a point where we more or less stood our ground, and we indicated that if we couldn’t get a credit and a royalty—we wanted a two-cent royalty—they didn’t want to give us either, but then they gave in, and we got the royalty—


Stoller: They gave us a royalty?


Leiber: It wasn’t two cents?


Stoller: It was two cents, but then after that we wanted three. And we went up to three.


Leiber: Mike is right. And they gave us producers credit. And we went from there.


Stoller: And we made their first million-selling single, which was “Searchin’” and “Young Blood” [performed by The Coasters].


Leiber: “Searchin’” was designed to be the B-side, and it became a big hit. “Young Blood” was a big hit too, but nothing compared to “Searchin’.”


And you would completely produce the sessions—


Stoller: Between the two of us—


Leiber: Between the two of us we did everything.


Stoller: Including the mastering. In fact, even before there was multitrack, we were doing overdubs. When we had to. And cutting an S off a word because it wasn’t supposed to be there. Because in those days you couldn’t reach into one track and adjust it. There was only everything.


Leiber: We used to do it with [engineer and producer] Tommy Dowd, who was a wizard, at Atlantic.


Stoller: Well, first we did it here, with [engineer] Bunny Robine. At Master Recorders.


Leiber: On Fairfax. Right across the street from my high school.


Stoller: But with Tommy, we had a major advantage, because Tommy had—


Leiber: —a four-track machine.


Stoller: Eight.


You had eight-track?


Leiber: Not the first one.


Stoller: Yeah. Guarantee it. Three people had an eight-track machine. Tommy Dowd, Les Paul, and the US Navy.


Leiber: I remember that Tommy had, by himself, a four-track machine for six or eight months, and then he graduated to an eight-track machine.


Stoller: Well, when I worked with him, that I recall, he had a small studio—234 West 56th Street, top of an old brownstone building. My memory of it was that working there with The Coasters was with an eight-track machine. But we didn’t do any of that stuff where you start with the bass and drums and then add a guitar. We did everybody at the same time, but we had the ability to make little adjustments. And we had the ability to have the group, or the lead singer, sing four or five bars or do a whole performance again. We’d pick the best stuff.


But you wouldn’t overdub the lead vocal. You would do it live.


Stoller: Oh absolutely, it would have to be.


It’s surprising to me you had eight-track so early on. The Beatles, at Abbey Road, didn’t get eight-track till 1968.


Stoller: We didn’t except if we worked with Tommy Dowd in New York. He had an eight-track machine early. I’m talking about, I think, 1958. And there was an eight-track. Like I said, there were only three at the time. Tommy was a genius.


You said that you overdubbed prior to having a multitrack?


Stoller: Yes. Going from a mono to another mono. The original tape, with whatever was on it, and adding a new element.


And it sounded okay?


Stoller: Well, it wasn’t fabulous. But we got what we wanted!


So many of the stories written about you are inaccurate, according to what you’ve told me. Another is that when you were asked to write the songs for Jailhouse Rock you were in a fancy hotel in New York, and you spent the nights partying and clubbing rather than write the songs—


Leiber: It wasn’t a fancy hotel. We were in a small hotel, and Mike was a real jazzophile, jazznik, and he schlepped me all over New York to small clubs to watch jazz players, the greatest jazz players, and Mike was excited about the whole scene, and couldn’t care less—


Stoller: But we were given a script by Gene Auerbach, who said, “We need songs for the new movie.” I forget what the movie was called then. Somebody told me this, that the original title was Ghost of a Chance. We kind of tossed it in the corner with some other magazines, and we were having a great time in New York.


Leiber: And then they came looking for us.


Stoller: Yeah, Gene came. [Laughs] And he locked us in, more or less. [Laughs]


Leiber: He came over to lecture us on fidelity in delivering work, and we hadn’t done anything. And he came over, and he stalked around the room, and he talked about the necessity of being on time, etcetera. And finally he shoved the sofa against the door. And he stretched out on the sofa and said, “Boys, I’m gonna stay here until you give me the score.”


We wrote four songs, and one was “Jailhouse Rock.”


Stoller: The others were “Treat Me Nice” and “(You’re So Square) Baby I Don’t Care” and “I Want to Be Free.”


Leiber: We wrote those songs in about three hours, all four of them.


Stoller: And then we wanted to get out.


Leiber: He finally took the songs and said, “Great!” and left. And we split.


Stoller: [To Leiber] Let me ask you a question: Did we make demos of those songs?


Leiber: I think you played them live and taught Presley directly, ’cause I don’t remember a demo.


Stoller: That’s what I thought! I played them and you sang. ’Cause I don’t remember—


Leiber: Yeah, I remember. And I’ll tell you where the piano was. It was in the right-hand corner.


Stoller: I remember you and I teaching Presley the songs.


Leiber: Some session was over. I think it was the Jailhouse Rock sessions, and one of the guys in the entourage of mechanics and doers and coproducers and associates came over to me and said, “Jerry, we’d like you to show up tomorrow at seven in the morning. We’d like you to play the piano player in the film.” And I said, “But I’m not a piano player. Mike is the piano player.” “That doesn’t matter. You look like a piano player.”


Stoller: You look like one. [Laughs]


Leiber: What nonsense. So I go home that night, and at ten o’clock that night, my face was swollen out to here—I have an impacted wisdom tooth. So I call Mike up, and I said, “Mike, you’re gonna have to go at seven in the morning. They wanted me to be the piano player.” He said, “Jerry, I can’t do it. I have a beard.” I said, “So shave it!” He said, “No.” He’s always like that.


Stoller: I’ve got to protect myself.


Leiber: He was, “How do you want your ‘No’—fast or slow?” But then he said, “All right, I’ll do it.”


Stoller: I didn’t say that to you about the beard. You said, “They won’t know the difference.”


Leiber: I said, “Yes they will! Shave your beard off!”


Stoller: No, no. My memory is this. Your memory could be right, but mine could be righter. I went over, and they put me in a Hawaiian shirt, and they said, “You start Monday morning, seven in the morning every day.” And they said, “Shave the beard off—it’s a scene stealer.”


And you did?


Stoller: I did.


Leiber: The dialogue is a little different from how I wrote it.


Stoller: Yes, but the result was the same. And that was my debut!


Leiber: He became a star, and I became a no-name schlepper.


I had assumed Jailhouse Rock was the original title of the film, and you wrote your song to the title. But you invented that title.


Stoller: There was a scene. We didn’t read the script that carefully, but we thumbed through, and Jerry saw that there was an amateur show in a prison. So he wrote “Jailhouse Rock.” The only title song we wrote to their title was “King Creole.”


Good to set the record straight. It’s been written that you wrote the songs for the movie Jailhouse Rock—


Stoller: We wrote songs for the movie that became Jailhouse Rock.


It was also written you were staying in a “ritzy hotel.”


Leiber: Ritzy?


Stoller: No, it wasn’t.


Leiber: The Gorham Hotel.


Stoller: The Gorham Hotel.


Leiber: Did they mean fancy, expensive?


Yes. Fancy like the Ritz.


Stoller: No.


Leiber: The Plaza was ritzy. The Waldorf was ritzy. They don’t pay expenses when you do movies.


When you wrote “Jailhouse Rock,” did you have a sense that it was a great song?


Leiber: No, we never felt that. See, you can write a great song and you can end up with a lousy record. Because record production is sometimes not up to speed. As Mike once said, “We don’t write songs. We write records.”


Stoller: [Laughs] He’s giving me the credit for saying that.


Yet you produced many of the records yourself, so you ensured the songs would become good records.


Leiber: We started producing in self-defense because a lot of our songs got wrecked. And we started moving closer and closer to having hands-on producing situations. We were the first independent producers.


In what ways were your songs wrecked? Was it the wrong feel?


Leiber: Yeah. You give an A&R man a song, and he’ll misinterpret it. It’ll be like a Texas shuffle, and he’ll do a Benny Goodman swing arrangement of it, instead of Tiny Bradshaw or James Brown, or the right stuff.


So with “Jailhouse Rock” you both wrote words and music simultaneously?


Leiber: Yeah. Most of the blues were written that way. Once I had a couple of lines, it created a groove. And once the groove was in, he could groove with it and extend it, if he wanted to, and that’s the way a lot of the blues were written. The cabaret songs were not written that way.


Stoller: On some ballads sometimes it would start with a melody. A beginning of a melody. Then the words would come in. In the early days we worked a lot—


Leiber: Simultaneously.


When you wrote all four of those songs in a handful of hours, did you feel there was something phenomenal about that?


Leiber: No. “Hound Dog” was twelve minutes.


Stoller: We wrote songs for Little Esther when a phone call came. As Sammy Cahn would say, “What came first, the music or the lyrics? The phone call.” We would write three songs in a few hours and finish one in the car on the way to the studio.


Leiber: Tell the story about the Christmas song.


Stoller: Oh yeah. [Laughs] They were doing a Christmas album with Elvis, and he wanted us in the studio all the time.


Leiber: Like lucky charms. He believed that. We were lucky charms.


Stoller: We were in the studio, and they said, “We need another song.” And we went out into the utility closet at Radio Recorders, and within eight minutes we had written “Santa Claus Is Back in Town”—


In the closet.


Stoller: Yeah. And pardon the expression, we came out of the closet—[Laughs]


Leiber: Well, he did, not me. As you can see, I stayed in the closet.


Stoller: And we came in with the song. Colonel said, “What took you so long, boys?”


So again, no instrument. You just wrote the melody in your head.


Stoller: Well, yeah. It’s kind of a vagueish melody.


Leiber: It’s also blues oriented. And Michael would often, in a song like that, add sort of a touch of polish of a melody.


Stoller: Well, we sang it to them.


Many songwriters have written great songs fast, but to write four great songs fast—


Leiber: They’re not all great.


Stoller: We’ll let you decide which ones are and which ones aren’t.


Do you think it was the pressure of having to write that enabled you to come up with four songs so quickly?


Stoller: No.


Leiber: No.


Because the Motown writers and the Brill Building writers had that kind of pressure, and they came up with great stuff.


Stoller: Well, the Brill Building writers—and they didn’t write in the Brill Building, as you know [1619 Broadway], but across the street at 1650 Broadway—they had to compete with each other for cuts.


As did the Motown writers.


Stoller: I guess so. We didn’t compete with anybody. We chose our own productions. The only time we wrote for assignment was when we wrote for movies.


When you would teach a song, such as “Jailhouse Rock,” to Elvis, would he do the song pretty much as you did?


Stoller: No.


Leiber: I don’t remember him copying me behind a microphone. I remember him going behind a microphone, and what he did for the first two or three minutes was crack bad jokes.


Stoller: He had one of his entourage, also—


Leiber: —on the microphone.


Stoller: —comedian. Talking like a phony airport—


Leiber: “Boarding on a 707, gate twelve . . .” And they all laughed. [Laughter]


Stoller: And they ate lunch in the studio too.


Leiber: He was right about that. Peanut butter and banana sandwiches. The idea made me ill.


Stoller: That was amazing to us. We were producing records. And we would go into the studio with the Robins or with the Coasters, and we had to get four tunes done in three hours.


Leiber: It was the union’s rules.


Stoller: Because, what was it in those days? Four dollars and twenty-five cents per musician, and if you went overtime, you know, that was heavy. These guys took over the studio. RCA booked the studio from ten in the morning till whenever—they just blocked out the whole week! So they stayed in the studio, and nobody was worried about them.


Leiber: That was the only pressure, actually, that we put on ourselves. Because we were just trained, we were brainwashed, not to go over three hours. And to get four sides. And we always did. And we learned how to move very quickly and very effectively. But that’s the only pressure. The other pressure didn’t exist for us.


Stoller: No. First of all, we were very young, and we could work eighteen hours a day without being concerned about anything, about being tired—


Leiber: And smoke four packs of cigarettes.


Stoller: And drink endless cups of tea.


Leiber: Can I ask you a question? Why are you so interested in “Jailhouse Rock”? Is it that important?


Yes, it is. It’s part of our culture. It’s one of the most iconic and classic songs performed by Elvis, who is considered the king of rock and roll. When you hear that record he is alive—his spirit is alive in that performance.


Leiber: Yeah, that’s him.


Stoller: Absolutely. That’s true.


Leiber: But there’s a whole other dimension to our collaboration. We wrote “Is That All There Is?” in three shots, as I remember it. Before it was even recorded, it was part of another song called “Black Is Black No Longer.”


Stoller: Well, it wasn’t part of it. What happened—this is my memory, again, which is pretty good—Jerry presented me with spoken vignettes. And I set them to music. They were all set to the same music. And Georgia Brown, the British singer-actress who had been on Broadway in the show Oliver, she came over with her—


Leiber: Manager.


Stoller: Her manager, and an arranger, Peter Matz. And we played this for her, and she said, “It’s great, it’s great. But it’s all talking. I need something to sing.” And we had this other refrain, “We all wore coats with the very same lining,” and we stuck it in and she said, “That’s it. I’m gonna do that on my television special in London on the BBC.” She left, and we looked at each other and said, “This doesn’t make any sense.” [Laughs] We both vowed to write a refrain—he the lyrics and me the music.


The next day I called him and said, “I’ve got a tune that I think is really right for this.”


And he said, “Okay, but listen, I’ve written a lyric already. And I know that the lyric is right. And you might have to jettison what you wrote.” I came over and I insisted on playing and he insisted on reciting, and finally I won, and I played it. The tune.


And he said, “Play it again.” And I played it, and he sang the lyric. And it fit perfectly. We didn’t have to change anything.


Amazing.


Leiber: That is pretty amazing, yeah. That only happened once in fifty-six years, but it happened.


Stoller: And there’s only one rhyme in the entire piece. “Let’s break out the booze and have a ball, if that’s all . . . there is.” That’s the only rhyme in the piece.


Does that phenomenon—of having written words and music separately that matched perfectly—give you any sense that there is Providence at work guiding your collaboration?


Leiber: No.


Stoller: No, no, not at all. [Laughs]


As you know, many songwriters have said they don’t feel they write songs but that songs come through them. John Lennon said that—


Leiber: He got that from me. That you’re a vessel.


You feel that?


Leiber: Sometimes.


Had you ever written a song like “Is That All There Is?” before—a song with spoken vignettes?


Stoller: We wrote “Riot in Cell Block No. 9” that has spoken parts. It’s very different. That’s talking blues.


Leiber: That’s talking blues.


Stoller: And this was not exactly talking blues. And yet—


Leiber: It was Sprechstimme. It wasn’t blues at all.


Stoller: I know it’s not blues—


Leiber: The closest thing you can get to a model for it is Bertolt Brecht, and that kind of articulation. It’s in “The Black Freighter”—


Stoller: But Sprechstimme is almost—


Leiber: Tonal—


Stoller: Tonal. This is just a recitation. It’s not even implied to be sung.


Leiber: Yeah. I tried it. I tried kind of a dummy tune, and I realized that the tune created a synthetic kind of unreality that is so far from the tough attitudes about living I was trying to express. So I decided to try and just say it. But I was afraid to do that because I didn’t think it would be acceptable.


Stoller: When I set it to music, not having really discussed it at length with you at that point, I said, “You know, I think these should really be spoken,” and you said, “Of course, that’s what I meant.”


A lot of people have likened it to Brecht and Weill.


Stoller: We were influenced by Brecht and Weill because we liked their work.


Leiber: I was influenced by a long short story by Thomas Mann. Called—


Stoller: “Disillusionment.”


Leiber: “Disillusionment.” And I decided—all of these decisions came at about the same time—both Mike and myself were getting tired of writing for the market. And also the market was changing to a point where a lot of stuff that we liked to write was not going down, was not happening. A lot of the groups from England were happening, a lot of that other stuff was happening, Kennedy got killed. And the stuff we were doing was kind of fading from the scene. And we both wanted to write some material that was more adult and more theatrical.


So I was reading this story by Mann, and the thread in it was this kind of terrible, negative thing. But it had, at the same time, a parallel line that was very Germanic and very funny. So I felt I’d like to try to translate this material. At least the feel of it, the sense of it. And I wondered if it would work. And I did a lot of work on the lyric, and I gave Mike the material. And we usually always, as you know, worked together, on whatever we were doing, simultaneously, and on this piece I just handed him a lyric—


Stoller: The original, the vignettes, you handed me on a piece of paper.


Leiber: I gave him the song, and he took it home. And he had written, on his own, without lyrics, a refrain. And I came in the next day, and we hassled over who would play it first.


I said, “Let me play it first, because then lyrics come first before the music.”


He said something like, “Not in this case,” and it was another argument.


Then he played the melody. And I was in shock. [Sings refrain]


Stoller: I wanted to play it first because I thought he would love it. And I wanted to play it so he would be inclined to adjust his lyric to it rather than me having to tear my beautiful new tune apart to his lyrics. I wanted to get there first for that reason. But fortunately neither of us had to adjust.


The lyric is so beautifully constructed, with the repeating refrain tying together disparate subjects: first a fire, then the circus, then love, and then life—


Leiber: That last one is suicide. “If that’s the way she feels about it, why doesn’t she just end it all? Oh no, not me.” Oh, you want another secret about that? In Peggy Lee’s version she sings, “If that’s the way she feels about it, why doesn’t she just end it all? Oh no, not me, I’m not ready for that final disappointment.” Which is wrong. And which changes to some degree the meaning of the song which was intended. By one word. And that’s a great lesson in writing anything. One word can change it quite a bit. And that is, “If that’s the way she feels about it. Oh no, not me, I’m in no hurry for that final disappointment.” Which is the joke. I’m not ready for that final disappointment—is not a joke.


But she insisted on singing “ready” because I think she felt that it sounded more natural. And she missed the point.


Interesting you started the song with a description of a fire, which can be both beautiful and disastrous—


Leiber: It can be very dangerous and uncontrollable.


What brought you to start there?


Leiber: I never know what brings me to think of anything. I’m not one of those writers who gets an idea from looking at something. The words, the ideas—I don’t know where they come from.


Stoller: We made a demo of it, and Jerry brought it to Peggy. She said, “This is my life story.” She said, “I was in a fire like that.”


Leiber: She said, “You wrote this for me. I know it. And if you give it to anyone else, I don’t know what I’m gonna do.” And she was convinced, on some mystical level—she wasn’t joking—she thought that was true.


It is a perfect song for her.


Leiber: But we really wrote it for Lotte Lenya.


Stoller: Oh, that’s a lotta Lenya. [Laughter]


Leiber: I like that.


Stoller: You got it. [Laughs]


Leiber: Leslie Uggams recorded it first. Mike wanted to test the arrangement out—really, that’s the truth. We both knew that she wasn’t really appropriate. But we couldn’t get anybody—


Stoller: But we didn’t have anybody ready to record it.


Leiber: Yeah, some record. I would have done it with Mae West. In fact, she made a record for us. She did the Elvis Presley Christmas song that we told you about.


Stoller: “Santa Claus Is Back in Town.”


Leiber: And it’s pretty good.


Stoller: It’s funny. [Imitates her] “Christmas, oh . . . Christmas, oh . . .” That’s the way it starts. [Laughs]


Leiber: I love the record. That’s one of my favorites. And of all the “Kansas City” records, out of all those great stars—Little Richard, Joe Williams, you name it—I think the best take is Little Milton. You’ve got to hear it.


Stoller: For me it’s Joe Williams.


Leiber: Well, I mean, it’s Joe Williams for me too.


What was it about the Joe Williams record that made it the best?


Leiber: It’s really what it oughtta be.


Stoller: The intention. It was, finally, the intention of a real kind of Kansas City blues-jazz feel.


Leiber: It was stylistically perfect. A lot of people who did it before did it as kind of a country, semicountry version, semi–big city blues. Tiny Bradshaw.


Stoller: Or dropped most of the tune and just shouted.


And that was what The Beatles did, in your opinion?


Stoller: Well, The Beatles copied Little Richard’s record. The Beatles’ version is good, but it isn’t what I wrote. It doesn’t have the melody that I liked. The first record was Little Willie Littlefield in 1952. And the other weird thing about it, if you want to talk about something mystical, was that this one has a certain mysticism in my mind: Jerry and I were meeting at his townhouse in New York. We both lived on the east side then. I lived on 17th Street; he lived on 72nd in brownstones. I went up to work with him, and I said, “Remember that old song ‘Kansas City’? That would really be a great song for Joe Williams and Count Basie.”


And he said, “Yeah, yeah, I can see that.” He said, “I’ll pick up the phone and call Teddy Reig at Roulette Records,” because Teddy Reig produced all of the Basie stuff there at Roulette. So he placed a call—it was a Friday, I think—and left a message.


And Monday the trades came out, and they had a pick. And the pick was “Kansas City” by Wilbert Harrison. Plus three other cover records mentioned. And we had not had a cover in seven years. We were just thinking of the song, [laughs] and on Monday it came out as the big pick hit of the week. And this is after seven years.


Leiber: And that was a big hit. It went to number one. I still can’t figure it out.


Stoller: He remembered the song, Little Willie’s record. Which was originally called “K. C. Loving,” though the lyrics were the same. And I always thought Ralph Bass screwed up the possibility of a hit by calling it “K. C. Loving” instead of “Kansas City” because he thought it was hip.


Of all the great writers of classic rock and roll songs, such as Little Richard and Chuck Berry, there’s not one who also has written songs like “Is That All There Is?” Your stylistic range is amazing.


Leiber: Well, it’s obvious that we’re just geniuses. [Laughs]


I know you’re joking, but it’s true.


Stoller: He’s not joking.


So you wrote the melody for the refrain of “Is That All There Is?” as just pure melody, with no lyric idea at all?


Stoller: That’s true. But I knew the subject matter from the vignettes. Each one of which ends with “Is that all there is . . .” And although I didn’t specifically, consciously write the melody as “Is that all there is”—


Leiber: He wasn’t writing to a lyric. He was just writing notes that obviously sounded—


Stoller: That felt right to me.


Leiber: And I came in with the lyric, syllable for syllable.


And it actually matched perfectly—you didn’t have to change a single word?


Leiber: Not at all.


That’s amazing.


Leiber: It is amazing.


On the song “Stand By Me” Ben E. King has writing credit with you. Did he write it with you?


Stoller: Yeah.


Leiber: Yes.


There’s been countless instances of singers getting their name on a song without really writing it, a tradition that dates back to Jolson and certainly extends to modern times.


Stoller: There has been, but not in this instance.


Leiber: We were scheduled to have a rehearsal with Ben E. King, and Mike and I got there early, and a couple of other guys were in this rehearsal—


Stoller: I have a totally different memory. Go ahead.


Leiber: —were in this rehearsal hall. We had a small auditorium in a junior high school with a piano. Ben E. came in and “Hi, hello,” you know. And he said, “Hey man, guess what? I wrote a song.” Ben E. was not a songwriter. A very good performer, but not a songwriter. And he went [sings softly, to the tune of “Stand By Me”], “When the night has come and the land is dark, and the moon is the only light we’ll see . . . I won’t cry, I won’t cry . . .” He said, “That’s all I wrote.”


I said, “That’s pretty good. You want me to finish it for you? You want me and Mike to do it?”


He said, “Oh yeah, man, that would be great.” So Mike and I finished it. And Mike put that incredible bass line on it. And when I heard that bass pattern, I said, “That’s it. That’s a hit.” And I didn’t do much predicting of hits. But I knew that was in there. I also knew “Hound Dog” by Big Mama Thornton was a hit. And “Kansas City” by Wilbert Harrison. Which I wasn’t crazy about, but I knew it was a hit.


And we started writing “Stand By Me.” And it became what it became.


Did the two of you take it away from Ben E. and work on it on your own?


Leiber: No, we finished it right there. Like we did most of the stuff. We did it there. I mean, these were not assignments that you took home and worried over for a week or two or three or a month. These were hot off the griddle, and we always felt that way, that when they were hot they were more effective and more attractive.


So he had a melody and lyrics.


Leiber: He had the first few lines and the beginning of a melody.


Did he have the chorus?


Leiber: Yeah, I think he did have it. Because it was only one phrase, one line. But he said he couldn’t get the rest of the lyrics. He’s not a songwriter, but he came up with something pretty good. A couple of sentences and a hunk of the refrain, or maybe all of the refrain.


Stoller: As I remember, it was in our own office. We had an office on 57th Street. And Jerry and Ben E. were fooling around with the lyric on “Stand By Me.”


Leiber: And then you came up with the bass pattern.


Stoller: And I came in. Ben E. was singing it in the key of A. And I sat down at the piano, and I just felt this bass pattern, and I started working on a bass pattern, and within five minutes I had the bass pattern, which is the bass pattern of the song and is a big part of it. And in the orchestration, it starts with bass and guitar, and it goes into strings playing it, and it builds up, and this pattern is from beginning to end. But Jerry was working with Ben E. on it, and I think most of the melody of the tune is Ben E.’s. I wrote the bottom part. Which is kind of a signature of the song.


Leiber: The bass pattern.


Stoller: [Sings bass line]. “Boom-boom, boom-boom-boom, boom, boom-boom-boom, boom . . .”


It’s in A and has that beautiful shift of chords to the VI chord, the F sharp minor—did you invent that or—


Stoller: It’s kind of implied. I thought it, to me, it was implied. I think the melody may have shifted a little with the chords I was using. But it’s basically his.


And he was just singing it a cappella?


Stoller: Yeah.


John Lennon, years later, made a famous record of it. Also in the key of A. Did you like his version?


Stoller: Yeah. It was a different kind. But it still had the bass pattern. It wasn’t like the difference between Big Mama and Elvis. It was the same song; it just had a very different feel. But it was legitimate. It felt right. It felt good, also.


Leiber: It was too fast.


Lennon’s was too fast?


Leiber: Yeah. It felt too fast.


Stoller: It was stiffer. It was definitely a stiffer feel.


Leiber: Ben E.’s was more syncopated.


Leiber and Stoller: [Sing rhythmic bass patterns of both in unison, in which Lennon’s is straight-time, and Ben E.’s is more fluid and syncopated.]


Stoller: That’s really the difference.


Leiber: Unison! Did you hear that unison?


Stoller: It felt good. I like it.


Leiber: It felt white. That’s what we’re trying to say. And as Mike said, it’s somewhat stiffer. It doesn’t really have that loop in it.


“Stand By Me” is a phenomenal song. It’s got a beautiful melody, but it’s also visceral. It’s a rock song but it’s a ballad. It’s got everything.


Stoller: But, you know, it was a hit when it came out. But when it came to be this wedding song and this everything song is when Rob Reiner made this movie.


I met Rob at a party, and he insisted on singing all of the Leiber and Stoller songs. And he insisted I go to the piano while he sang. And he called me up months later and said, “I have this movie. It’s called The Body. And it’s been in the can for a while, and I like it. The Body is the right title for it. But it’s not good, because it’s based on a short story by Stephen King, and people will think it’s a horror film. It’s really a coming-of-age movie. So I want to call it Stand By Me.”


I said, “Great! Be my guest.”


And then I thought about it and I called him back. This was 1986. The record came out in ’61. And I said, “Hey, who do you think we can get to record it and put it into your film?”


And he said, “We talked about that. But I view this movie as a period film. So I’d like to go with the original record.”


I said, “We produced the original record.” So it wasn’t that I wasn’t flattered, but it was that I thought that, well, this’ll be an album cut, and if we got Tina Turner [laughs] or somebody else to do it, it might become a hit. And it did become a hit again. The same record. Nothing was done to it.


Leiber: I couldn’t make heads or tails out of that choice. I thought it had nothing to do with that movie at all. And I still think so. I think he was in love with the record and the song, and—


Stoller: Hey—listen—


Leiber: And he wanted it in his movie. And the movie was about a dead body in the woods. And what does “Stand By Me” have to do with that, with children in the movie, what—?


Stoller: Whatever it is, I am so grateful to him. Because it became—


Leiber: Yeah. A monster hit.


Stoller: I think people liked the song [when it first was released], but it didn’t become that powerful. It became a much bigger hit twenty-five years later. Which is really great. I mean, five years, maybe. But twenty-five years?


Donald Fagen did a version of your song “Ruby Baby”—


Stoller: Yeah, I love that arrangement.


He took your chords and extended them.


Leiber: Yeah. And he did a terrific job. The original “Ruby Baby” was Dion.


Stoller: No, Dion’s wasn’t first. The first was The Drifters. Nesuhi Ertegün recorded it in 1954. But I love Dion’s record. And I love Donald Fagen’s record. [Claps syncopated drum rhythm from the Dion record.]


I’d like to ask you about the song “Spanish Harlem.” The story goes that Phil Spector wanted to write a song with you for a long time, and he came over and had a chord pattern which he played you—


Leiber: No. He didn’t have anything.


What happened is that Phil had bothered me for three months, four months, to write a song with him, and I didn’t want to do it for a couple of reasons. And the main reason is that Mike and I had sort of a tacit understanding that we were exclusive partners. A number of people wanted to write with Mike and a number of people wanted to write with me, and we just didn’t. And [Phil] wanted to write with me, and he was signed to us. Lester Sill [their music publisher] sent Phil Spector to us. For safekeeping. Did a bad job. Lester called me up one day and said, “Jer, I got a kid out here who’s really talented. And he’s nuts about you guys. He worships the ground you walk on.”


I said, “Well, be careful. Watch out. That’s usually dangerous. Why do you hate me so much? I never did anything to you.”


He said, “He wants to come out and work for you guys.”


I said, “Lester, that’s like fattening frogs for snakes. Why should we take Phil Spector in and teach him everything we know so that he can go out and compete with us? Who the hell needs that? Let him go find out for himself.”


He said, “Jer, you owe me real big. Do me a favor. Take him on for six months or a year. You don’t have to sign him to five years or anything like that. And let him hang out with you, in the studio, and let him observe what you do.”


So I said, “Okay. Will do.”


He said, “By the way, will you send me the fare for a one-way ticket?”


And I went to Mike and told him what had happened, and he said, “Do it.” So I did it. And [Spector] was with us for three or four or five or six months. And he wanted to come over and work on a song with us.


I was somewhat annoyed because he was supposed to come over at six thirty, and he came over at five. Mike was supposed to come over at six thirty to work with us. He came over while my kids were having dinner. They were just finishing up. They went, and we were sitting there talking, smoking, having a drink. I got a call from Mike, and he said, “I’m terribly sorry, but I can’t make it.”


Stoller: The problem was that we had been working on some other things, and some studio stuff, and I hadn’t had dinner with my kids in weeks. And my wife said to me, “When are you going to see your children?” I canceled out because I wanted to have dinner with my kids. So I called Jerry after dinner—


Leiber: After your dinner?


Stoller: After my dinner.


Leiber: What time was that?


Stoller: Well, it might have been eight thirty.


Leiber: That late? No, it couldn’t be, not with children. It couldn’t have been eight thirty.


Stoller: Oh, we ate later.


Leiber: Really?


Stoller: Or maybe it was not only after dinner but after bedtime stories and all of that. I called, and they said, “We finished writing the song.” And I said, “Fine.”


Leiber: Both versions could use some examining. But that’s of no consequence. As far as I was concerned, I waited and waited for Mike to come over, and he didn’t, and then he finally called. And in that time I wrote “Spanish Harlem” with Phil.


What actually happened was that I had this collection of LPs that were related to Spanish themes. I had Segovia and I had Rhapsody Espanol. I had one by Ravel. And I had this idea: “There is a rose in Spanish Harlem, a red rose up in Spanish Harlem . . .” I told them the sentences. And he started to play a melody that was like Jeff Barry rock and roll. [Sings the lyrics to a rock groove] Sort of jazzy and wrong.


I said, “Let me play you some stuff that is in the right bag.” And I played him two or three of those pieces. And he has a good ear, and he picked up something in there. I think he even picked up a three- or four-bar lick in one of the pieces that were in the strings. And we wrote it together.


That’s completely different than stories I’ve read, which stated specifically that he came to you with some music, and you picked up on the Spanish flavor in his music and were inspired to write this lyric.


All the stories about Phil Spector—almost all of them—are distorted and wrong. Almost all of them.


Did you have that idea—about the rose in Spanish Harlem—before working with Spector?


Leiber: Yeah. Absolutely. It was a quatrain in search of a melody.


But you never brought it to Mike—


Leiber: It wasn’t in enough shape to bring it to anybody. I mean, I don’t come in with two lines.


Those are great opening lines. It’s visual, it sets the scene, like “Kansas City,” there’s a sense of place—


It’s nice. It’s not special. “There is a rose in Spanish Harlem, a red rose up in Spanish Harlem . . .” Big deal.


I’d say it is special.


Leiber: “It’s growing in the street right up through the concrete” is a special line. But not those opening lines. They’re rather ordinary.


Stoller: I agree with Paul.


When you were writing your rock and roll songs did you ever consider that they could become standards?


Stoller: No, we thought all the standards had already been written. Irving Berlin, Jerome Kern, the Gershwins. And those are still great standards, but now they refer to them as the Great American Songbook. And they’re putting them in a package as if they are old. Well, they are old. But it’s separate from any new works. Just about.


Leiber: We thought our songs would just disappear after they were on the charts. We didn’t think that they had any staying power like the old standards. We didn’t think they were as good and specific. A lot of them were comic and not serious love songs. For a number of years we had trouble writing love songs. Then we fell out of love, and it was easy to write love songs. [Laughter]


Stoller: I think we were—and probably to some degree still are—in awe of the writers I mentioned before.


As songwriters today are in awe of you.


Leiber: If they are, I wish they would remember to tell us that more often. [Laughter]


Stoller: I’d say most writers today don’t know who we are.


If they don’t, they certainly know your songs.


Stoller: Yes, that they do.


Leiber: I’d say that’s true.
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