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Heard the one about the Jewish rock star? 
 
Cont….  Really the Blues. He takes this as evidence of Mezzrow’s 
yearning to transform  “desire into matter and nearness into sameness” 
(p.138).  Might we not also take this comment another way? Could it be 
seen as evidence of the addiction to racial thinking in America? In a 
society where sounds and music are automatically aligned to particular 
racial bodies, is it surprising that Mezzrow voiced this flight of fancy? He 
spoke in “black language” and showed a “fluency in black music,” yet 
according to racial logic of his times he was in the wrong body.  No 
wonder, then, that he entertained the delusion of racial transformation.  If 
he was physically transformed then there would be no problem, he would 
simply be ushered to the appropriate side of the colour line.   I think 
Mezzrow’s story raises other kinds of questions about the relationship 
between sound, culture and history that I will return to. 
 
It is the attention to some of the complexities in the cultural politics of 
twentieth century popular music, and the place of Jews within in it, that 
makes Michael Billig’s book Rock’n’Roll Jews so important.  Over the 
past twenty years Billig, a social psychologist by training, has written 
some of the most insightful studies of racism and nationalism.  He claims 
to have written this book as an ‘amateur.’ The combination of insight and 
compassion captured in the pages of Rock’n’Roll Jews belies this 
covering qualification.  It is beautifully written possessing a clarity and 
conviction that is reminiscent of George Orwell’s writing on popular 
culture.  His book is also a labour of love.   
 
In preparation for his daughter’s Bat Mitzvah, Billig was faced with the 
dilemma of what kind of music should provide the sound track for the 
event.  He didn’t want to hire a band of musicians, nor did he want to 
play a tape pf Klezmer music.  “I have tried to like Klezmer,” he writes. 
“An Ancestral heritage it might be, but it feels alien. ‘My’ music 
stubbornly remains the rock and soul of the late fifties and early sixties” 
(p. 15).  So he set about compiling a list of tunes written by Jewish 
songwriters from the heyday of the rock’n’roll revolution.  The tape 
included songs by Leiber and Stoller, Brill Building writers like Barry 
Mann and Cynthia Weil and Doc Pomus and rhythm and blues classics 
produced by Jerry Ragovoy and Jerry Wexler. To his surprise the track 
listing was almost inexhaustible.  Far from being confined to business 
backstage, Jewish musicians  and songwriters were central to the process 
of creating and fashioning the music.   
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The problem with much contemporary music scholarship is that it is 
written as if the only notes that matter are the ones found in the cash 
register.  Billig’s combination of diligent scholarship and feel for the 
music is particularly appealing and fresh.  It is, however, a book written 
in a melancholy key.   In order to be involved in rock’n’roll Jews had to 
play down their Jewishness, change their names because ‘showing 
Jewishness’ was ‘uncool’ and incompatible with rock’s rebellious image.  
Songwriters, not having to be ‘front stage’ or scrutinized by America’s 
racialised public eye, felt less pressure to discard their Jewish names.  So 
it is here - in the titles and credits - that the history of the ‘people of the 
book’ in rock music is most clearly written.  
 
Billig alludes to the ways in the legacy of Jewish culture was drawn on in 
implicit ways.  For some the emphasis in the home on learning to read 
and write music, play the piano and the tradition of story-telling and 
Jewish word-play provided inadvertently the means to contribute to pop 
music’s rebellious sounds. These cultural traces are there in the music 
iutself but they are not marked.  The proximity of young Jewish 
musicians to black communities within the the fifties and sixties provide 
a stage for dialogue and cultural admixture. Songwriters like Leiber and 
Stoller wrote music that addressed the emotional and political  yearings 
of black America in a forthright fashion and this resonance was in large 
part a product of the shared experiences of those communities.  But 
something more is at play here than ‘ethnic mind reading’.  
 
Billig draws attention to this through his discussion of Doc Pomus’ song 
There Must Be a Better World Somewhere recorded by BB King. The 
song is a yearning ballad that appeals for a horizon where justice can be 
seen. The legendary bluesman wept as completed the performance.  
Those rheumy eyes were not a result of the songwriter understanding the 
black singer’s sensibilities.  Rather, Billig, claims that “the movement of 
understanding was in the other direction.”  BB King had finally 
understood Pomus’ point and it had moved him to tears.  Doc Pomus, 
died of cancer in 1991, he was the first ‘white man’ to be honoured by the 
Rhythm and Blues Fundation’s Pioneer Award.       
 
 
After close to a hundred years in which Jews masked their Jewishness in 
order to belong to America, today Jewishness is being anounced in music 
as part pf a broader current of ethnic revivalism in the United States.  He 
sights bands like the Silver Jews a part of this shift.  It may now be 
possible to be a Jewish Rock Star out in the open and proud.  Billig 
concludes that there is an intense irony in this story. There is little 
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connection to the ‘cultural stuff’ of the old ways of life in the music of 
the Silver Jews, resulting in a kind of ethnic identification without an 
enduring cultural legacy. The resonance of a migrant history, Yiddish 
culture and the plight of East European Jewry have faded.  This cultural 
experience may have had a stronger echo in the music in the era when the 
musicians played down, if not actively concealed, their Jewishness.   
 
The creativity of Jewish musicians and producers is woven into the sonic 
fabric of American popular music.  To recall them you have to listen 
carefully.  Jerry Wexler, a rhythm and blues producer who never 
concealed his Jewish heritage, took Aretha Franklin south in 1967 to 
record her first sides for Atlantic Records.  Aretha was an unknown 
artists albeit one who had been acclaimed by disk jockeys. During those 
first sessions in Muscle Shoals,m Alabama an unfinished song by two 
white southerners caught Wexler’s attention. The song was Do Right 
Woman written by Dan Penn and Chips Momen. Chips Moman was 
playing guitar on the session, so Wexler approached Penn and suggested 
that they complete the song. Jerry Wexler, Aretha Franklin and Dan Penn 
withdrew to the quiet of a tiny cloak room. Each contributed a line to the 
bridging section required to finish the song. Dan Penn started with “You 
know its a man’s man’s world” quoting from James Brown’s hit of the 
same name.  Jerry Wexler remembered “my contrubtion was the line 
‘You can’t prove that by me’ which had a certain Jewish cadence to it.”i  
Aretha Franklin rounded it off  “as long as we’re together baby show 
some respect for me.” Confined in this space a New York Jew, an 
emerging Black superstar and a Southern redneck put the finishing 
touches to one of the most enduring soul ballads. 
 
Contained in American popular song are the sonic fingerprints of Jewish 
musicians and composers.  We find a complex intermixture in this music 
rather than racial elements that can be easily disaggregated into ‘Black’ 
or ‘Jewish’. Perhaps, the message that is contained in these sounds is that 
American modernity produced a paradoxical multiculture, a compound of 
exploitation and dialogue, racial essence and trangressive intermixture. 
Yet, the racialised logic that classifies musical genres and fixes the 
meanings of Jazz, blues and soul conceal these dissonant traces.  This is 
because the public imagination thinks with its eyes and not with its ears.  
What Billig and Melnick alert us to is the need to listen more attentively, 
to blur the Manichean categories that dominate the senses and limit our 
understanding.     
 
Les Back 
April 4th, 2002 
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i  Jerry Wexler interview, September 10th 1996 


