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SHORT SYNOPSIS 

What does it take to keep Jazz Age music going strong in the 21st century? Two words: Vince 

Giordano -- a bandleader, musician, historian, scholar, collector, and NYC institution. For nearly 40 

years, Vince Giordano and The Nighthawks have brought the joyful syncopation of the 1920s and 

‘30s to life with their virtuosity, vintage musical instruments, and more than 60,000 period band 

arrangements. This beautifully crafted documentary offers an intimate and energetic portrait of a 

truly devoted musician and preservationist, taking us behind the scenes of the recording of HBO’s 

Grammy award-winning Boardwalk Empire soundtrack, and alongside Giordano as he shares his 

passion for hot jazz with a new generation of music and swing-dance fans.  – Jacob Burns Film Center 

 

LONG SYNOPSIS 

Bandleader, historian, and collector Vince Giordano has devoted his life to music created before he 

was born: the early jazz of the 1920s and ‘30s. His 11-piece band The Nighthawks is known as the 

hottest band in New York, if not the world; and Vince is Hollywood’s go-to source for authentic 

period soundtracks, with his collection of vintage musical instruments and 60,000 original band 

arrangements. Vince is responsible for the period music in Todd Haynes’ “Carol”, Martin Scorsese’s 

The Aviator, Robert DeNiro’s The Good Shepherd, Francis Ford Coppola’s The Cotton Club, Gus Van 

Sant’s Finding Forrester, Sam Mendes’ Revolutionary Road, Terry Zwigoff’s Ghost World, half-a-dozen 

Woody Allen films, and HBO’s Grammy winning Boardwalk Empire.  

 

But between the moments of glory is the daily struggle to find work, manage his independent-

minded musicians, and schlep a van full of equipment and 400 pounds of music to every gig, with no 

road crew.  

 

Vince, along with a handful of others, has managed to keep this joyful, energetic music alive long 

enough for a new generation of young hipsters to discover it and claim it as their own. If you weren't 

lucky enough to be alive when Duke Ellington, Louis Armstrong, Fletcher Henderson, Paul Whiteman, 

and Bix Beiderbecke were revolutionizing popular music, Vince Giordano's Nighthawks are the next 

best thing. There's a Future in the Past captures the hard work, endurance, and mania of an artist 

determined to do the impossible, and the sheer euphoria of the music that changed the 20th 

century.



 

VINCE GIORDANO BIO 

Grammy-winner Vince Giordano and the Nighthawks have played in New York nightclubs, 

appeared in films (The Cotton Club, The Aviator, Finding Forrester, Revolutionary Road, and 

HBO ’s Boardwalk Empire) and for concerts at the Town Hall, Jazz At Lincoln Center and the 

Newport Jazz Festival. Other recording projects include soundtracks for Terry Zwigoff’s Ghost 

World, Tamara Jenkins’ The Savages, Robert De Niro’s The Good Shepherd, Sam Mendes’ Away 

We Go, Michael Mann’s film Public Enemies, and John Krokidas’ feature, Kill Your Darlings, 

along with HBO’s Grey Gardens and Todd Haynes’ HBO miniseries Mildred Pierce and his latest 

film, Carol. The Nighthawks are also seen and heard in the USA Network series Royal Pains and 

in the PBS series Michael Feinstein’s American Songbook.  

Born in Brooklyn, Giordano’s passion for this music and the people that made it began at the 

age of five. He has amassed an amazing collection of over 60,000 band arrangements, 1920’s 

and 30’s films, 78 rpm recordings and jazz-age memorabilia. Giordano sought out and studied 

with important survivors from the period; Whiteman’s hot arranger Bill Challis and drummer 

Chauncey Morehouse, and bassist Joe Tarto. Giordano’s passion, commitment to authenticity, 

and knowledge led him to create a sensational band of like-minded players, the Nighthawks. 

Vince Giordano has single-handedly kept alive an amazing genre of American music that 

continues to spread the joy and pathos of an era that shaped our nation. Vince Giordano and 

the Nighthawks can be heard every Monday and Tuesday at Iguana NYC.  

 

HUDSON WEST PRODUCTIONS 

Dave Davidson (Director/Producer) and Amber Edwards (Director/Producer) are the principal 

partners at Hudson West Productions, a not-for-profit independent production company that 

has, for nearly 30 years, created documentaries about history, culture, music, art, and 

education. Founded in 1985, Hudson West’s mission is to fill in the cultural and historical gaps 

left by commercial media by preserving, interpreting, and presenting unique but overlooked 

narratives to a wide audience. Collectively Dave and Amber have created more than seventeen 

hours of national PBS programming, including nine episodes of the award-winning series 

Michael Feinstein’s American Songbook (2010-2013;) A Place Out of Time: The Bordentown 

School (2010, Christopher Award;) Words and Music by Jerry Herman (2008;) George Segal: 

American Still Life (2001;) Against the Odds: Artists of the Harlem Renaissance (1994;) Vladimir 

Feltsman—Journey from Home (1993;) The Dancing Man—Peg Leg Bates (1992;) and Cissy 

Houston: Sweet Inspiration (1988.) 

 

 

 



 

 

Review: ‘Vince Giordano,’ a Nostalgist With 
Fresh Takes on Jazz 
VINCE GIORDANO: THERE'S A FUTURE IN THE PAST 

By STEPHEN HOLDEN 

JAN. 12, 2017 

NYT Critics’ Pick 

 

Vince Giordano leads the Nighthawks band, and his music has been featured in Woody Allen’s 

movies and the series “Boardwalk Empire.” Credit Charlie Gross/First Run Features 

As you absorb the buoyant ’20s and ’30s jazz bubbling through the documentary “Vince 
Giordano: There’s a Future in the Past,” you may well wonder if this is the happiest 
American music ever created. It’s a peppy, carefree sound that conveys a frantic energy 
but is rendered with a light touch. 

http://www.nytimes.com/by/stephen-holden
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gSo0mIxsJz4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gSo0mIxsJz4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gSo0mIxsJz4


 

Born and based in Brooklyn, Mr. Giordano, 64, has been leading the Nighthawks, his 11-
piece band specializing in the pre-swing era, for nearly four decades. He plays several 
instruments, including tuba, string bass and bass saxophone, and sings in a voice that 
evokes a less rambunctious Fats Waller. His popularity playing hotels has spawned a 
subculture of young fans who flock to his performances in period dress. 

You probably know the music of this passionate preservationist, which has been 
featured in Woody Allen’s movies and the HBO series “Boardwalk Empire.” His 
devotion to stylistic authenticity infuses his band’s performances to the degree that, to 
quote a ’70s pop song title, “everything old is new again.” Played with such vigor and 
attention to detail, it sounds utterly fresh. 

Much of the space in Mr. Giordano’s Brooklyn apartment is devoted to his ever-growing, 
meticulously annotated collection of 60,000 big-band arrangements. They are culled 
from his extensive search for original manuscripts and radio transcriptions of music 
that the film calls hot jazz. What the singer, pianist and cabaret performer Michael 
Feinstein is to vintage popular songs, Mr. Giordano is to hot jazz. 

“There’s a Future in the Past” is a ground-level exploration of this historian at work, 
leading the Nighthawks or one of their satellite ensembles and traveling the country to 
examine and rescue old arrangements that have turned up in radio station archives and 
musicians’ basements. What others would dismiss as trash is the equivalent of 
discovering gold to Mr. Giordano. 

This movie, directed and produced by Dave Davidson and Amber Edwards, digs deeply 
enough into Mr. Giordano’s world to convey the drudgery and headaches of being a 
bandleader: juggling personnel, scheduling, dealing with a musicians’ union and lugging 
around instruments. But for all the players’ expertise and devotion, their profession 
won’t make them rich and famous. 

They do it for love. The most memorable performances are carried by a mysterious lilt 
that makes them the next best thing to dancing on air.  

A version of this review appears in print on January 13, 2017, on Page C4 of the New York edition with the headline: A Life Set to 

Vintage Jazz. Order Reprints| Today's Paper|Subscribe 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.npr.org/2013/12/30/256604060/vince-giordano-the-fresh-air-interview
http://www.nytreprints.com/
http://www.nytimes.com/pages/todayspaper/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/subscriptions/Multiproduct/lp839RF.html?campaignId=48JQY


 

 

Film Review: Vince Giordano: There’s 
a Future in the Past 
Lovers of big-band music especially—but everyone, really—will enjoy this loving look 
at a man and his nostalgic mission. 
By David Noh Jan 12, 2017 
 

 

Just as much as the Statue of Liberty or the Chrysler Building, there are human 
treasures in New York as well. You know, people like Kitty Carlisle Hart, Bobby Short 
or Skitch Henderson, who may no longer be with us, while columnist Cindy Adams and 
singers Judy Collins, Barbara Cook and Marilyn Maye endure. And there’s that other 
essential breathing landmark of Gotham: genial, complex bandleader/musician Vince 
Giordano, who is celebrated in this Tin Pan Alley hosanna, directed by Dave Davidson 
and Amber Edwards. 

For a remarkable three decades (longevity rivaled only by the Duke Ellington 
Orchestra), Giordano has headed up his band, The Nighthawks, and it is a joyful fact 
that on usually more than one night a week in New York City you can catch this awe-
inspiring jack of all vintage jazz trades and his terrifically seasoned instrument-wielding 
cohorts vividly playing the music of his beloved 1920s to 30s. 

Giordano was considered to be “weird” as a child growing up in Brooklyn, for his 
obsession with what schoolmates derided as “cartoon music,” familiar to them, as it 
was, from TV kiddie programming. Unbowed, Giordano, entranced by this sound from 
the age of two, when he first heard it on his grandma’s Victrola, learned to play different 
instruments (taught by legends like Giordano idol Paul Whiteman’s arranger Bill 
Challis, drummer Chauncey Morehouse and bassist Joe Tarto) and simply continued on 
his quest to unearth everything he could from that period, focusing on printed band 
arrangements which now fill his two adjacent houses in Brooklyn, stuffed to the attic 
with jazz memorabilia and file cabinets, chock-a-block with over 60,0000 scrupulously 
collected alphabetized music scores for each instrument in the band. 

And it’s these very arrangements that Giordano distributes to his band members before 
every gypsy gig, from private weddings to Lincoln Center (he’s a star of their popular 
“Midsummer Swing” dance series) to the set of “Boardwalk Empire,” where 
Martin Scorsese had the good sense to hire him for projects such as that and The 
Aviator, their first collaboration. 

http://www.filmjournal.com/taxonomy/term/69


 

Many of these impressively versatile and devoted players, some of the greatest jazz 
instrumentalists of our time, are interviewed in Vince Giordano: There’s a Future in the 
Past, and their humorously honest words, whether in rapt admiration for the music they 
play or detailing Giordano’s sometimes spiky personality, help to make this lovingly 
assembled tribute, wholly revealing of the actual life of a hired player, one of the best 
music docs ever. 

Spiky? Small wonder. As more than one observer notes, being a bandleader can be a 
thankless load of nonstop drudgery, having to be responsible for each and every band 
member, as well as the myriad concerns regarding transporting them all over the world 
to bookings, setting up concert venues, publicizing the gigs and trying to stay financially 
afloat. The band’s longtime home was a restaurant, Sofia’s, in the Edison Hotel, before a 
$2 million rent increase shuttered them forever, but happily, they have found an even 
better new home at the Cafe Iguana. We see Giordano and his ever-game partner, Carol 
Hughes (who mentions his craziness when she met him, which only increased with the 
passing years), stoically lugging instruments onto buses, and the truth is brought home 
once again that there’s actually very little real glamour in show business. 

But when the lights hit this band, making such joyful, irresistible and deeply nostalgic 
noises—which form one of the deepest strains of our collected history—and Giordano 
seems to almost swoon with pure pleasure as he sings “Gee Baby, Ain’t I Good to You,” 
in his thin but charmingly authentic voice, there cannot be a doubt as to whether all the 
endless sweat and worry is worth it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
Out-of-Time Hot-Jazz Leader Vince 
Giordano Swings and Schleps 
Through a Rousing New Doc 
WEDNESDAY, JANUARY 11, 2017 AT 6:30 A.M. 
BY ALAN SCHERSTUHL 

 

 

“Yes, you're recreating something,” says Jim Fryer, a trombonist in Vince 

Giordano’s fiery throwback jazz orchestra the Nighthawks. “But you're trying to 

recreate something so vividly that it's alive now.” Dave Davidson and Amber Edwards' 

doc Vince Giordano: There's a Future in the Past showcases both the recreations — persuasive 

revivals of tunes and arrangements and solos from the 1920s and '30 — and the great present-

tense effort it takes to pull them off. Besides playing his bass, his tuba and his joyously flatulent 

bass sax, bandleader Giordano tracks down vintage arrangements from the days of Fletcher 

Henderson and Paul Whiteman, handles bookings and all the stage-patter, checks that all his 

Nighthawks and their instruments have gotten onto the bus and never seems without something 

to schlep. Your heart may break when, thanks to some miscommunication between a venue and 

the talent, Giordano has to break down his band's setup before he's finished hauling it to the 

stage — another act is going on first. The past weighs heavily and literally. 

 

Sadder still was when the band lost its Monday/Tuesday night residency at Sofia's in Manhattan 

after the restaurant and theater lost its lease. Giordano and his band members attest in the film to 

how regular gigs, even for small crowds, are invaluable to their sharpness. Early on, There's a 

http://www.villagevoice.com/authors/alan-scherstuhl-6355065


 

Future in the Past cuts between frustrating engagements for Giordano’s A and B bands, his top 

Nighthawks and his subs/sides: At Sofia's, Nighthawks toodle winningly through their repertoire 

for what looks like a dozen people; meanwhile, at an outdoor soirée at Lincoln Center, 

Giordano’s main band swings through a rainstorm even after the dance floor has been closed. 

But it's not all hardship: Giordano’s crew also gets to guest on A Prairie Home Companion and 

cut vintage tracks for Boardwalk Empire. When the Nighthawks find a new perch at Iguana, on 

West 54th, their first show is welcomed by a sizable and enthusiastic audience. 

 

Curiously, 15 years on from the battles over Ken Burns' Jazz, and two decades into Wynton 

Marsalis’ reign at Jazz at Lincoln Center, the film never considers the question of the value of 

such painstaking recreations, of what it means to master the improvised solos of almost a century 

ago. Some of Giordano’s Nighthawks look uncomfortable before their debut at the Newport Jazz 

Festival in 2012, as for all their raucous zeal they're not playing improvised music. Perhaps time 

has sanded the sharpest edges off many jazz fans' concerns about the conflict between 

preservationists and forward-thinking artists. When the Nighthawks light into an arrangement, 

they're not aping a record you could spin or download at home — they're attempting to discover 

what it might have been like to hear those bands of back then blowing the doors off a joint. Is 

that possible? Who knows — but does it hurt to try? 

 

Vince Giordano: There's a Future in the Past  

Directed by Dave Davidson and Amber Edwards  

First Run Features  

Opens January 13, Cinema Village 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 



 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 
Vince Giordano: The Movie 
 07/09/2016 11:47 pm ET 

Once upon a time, a very long time ago (31 years this month, to be exact, July 1985), I attended a concert at 
the 92nd Street Y celebrating the orchestral giants of 1920s jazz, King Oliver, Fletcher Henderson, Duke 
Ellington and, especially, the Jean Goldkette and Paul Whiteman bands which had featured Bix Beiderbecke, 
the great and doomed cornet genius of the age. The Y’s lead music maker that night was a bandleader named 
Vince Giordano, and his Nighthawks, whom I’d never heard of, with the Nighthawks’ trumpeter, Randy Sandke, 
brilliantly standing in for Bix. 

The concert blew my mind. Like most lovers of Jazz Age music, I’d only listened to this stuff on old vinyl 
records compiled from even older shellac records; which is to say, through the megaphone of history ― tinny 
and muffled and distant. Vince and his Nighthawks stripped that distance away. The vividness of this music, 
live, played by virtuosos of vintage with perfect period veracity was absolutely astonishing. 

After the show, I introduced myself to Vince Giordano and told him how overwhelmed I was by what I’d just 
heard. Vince smiled, ducked his head humbly and said, “Thanks. This was our last gig. I just broke up the 
band.” 

And there you have the essence captured by a new documentary (long overdue) about my friend Vince 
Giordano and the against-all-odds musical enterprise he has kept afloat (and occasionally dry-docked, himself) 
for more than thirty tempestuous years now. Vince Giordano - There’s a Future in the Past, is the title of this 
90-minute film; a labor of love directed and produced by Dave Davidson and Amber Edwards of Hudson West 
Productions, whose credits encompass many hours of national PBS programming, including nine episodes of 
the award-winning series, Michael Feinstein’s American Songbook. 

Vince Giordano - There’s a Future in the Past will receive its New York premiere tonight, Sunday evening, July 
10, at 6:00 pm (with perfect symmetry) at the 92nd Street Y. I’ve seen an advance of the film and it has set me 
to reflecting upon my own years in Vince Giordano’s orbit, a galaxy teeming with period jazz music that would 
have vanished into the cosmos were it not for Vince’s intrepid fortitude. 

What the film captures with no little awe and great affection is how hard it is to pull off Vince’s resuscitation act 
again and again. Never mind the intricacies of replicating the music itself live - a monumental task - and 
booking the band himself into any conceivable venue. Keeping this music alive is unbelievably labor intensive. 
For every gig, Vince personally hoists a veritable tonnage of implements into his van, including a string bass, a 
bass saxophone and a tuba, a celesta, stacks of thick leather binders containing roughly 3000 instrumental 
charts each for 11 musicians, 11 lighted music stands with dangling felt banners, an elaborate, aged drum kit, 
megaphones, a hefty period microphone, and more. 

No wonder Vince has thrown it all in on several occasions. The documentary vividly shows you why. I was so 
crestfallen by Vince’s announcement that he was done thirty-one years ago, I determined to try and talk him 
out of it. I pitched my landlords at the Park Avenue Plaza building, where my bookstore Chartwell 
Booksellersresides, the wacky proposition that we throw swing dances in the lobby at Christmas time. When 
they agreed (to my amazement), I went back to Vince and challenged him point blank to restart the Nighthawks 
for my month’s-worth of guaranteed bookings in December. Warily, Vince said yes. 

I have no doubt that he would have done so on his own, sooner or later; I take no credit for in any way saving 
Vince Giordano and the Nighthawks. My gig did, however, nudge Vince back on track quicker. “Holiday Tea at 
Three,” as we called our lobby bash, every Saturday in December, from 3:00-6:00 P.M., became a musical 
fixture for the band and for my store over the next decade or so. A very fine documentary film was even made 
about it: Tea Dance, directed by Daniel Jenkins. You can watch that HERE. 

Today, Vince Giordano is something of a fixture, though nothing has gotten easier. He has made a lot of 
cinematic vintage music for movies by Woody Allen, Francis Ford Coppola and Martin Scorcese, among 

https://www.92y.org/Event/There-is-a-Future-in-the-Past.aspx
https://www.92y.org/Event/There-is-a-Future-in-the-Past.aspx
http://www.chartwellbooksellers.com/
http://www.chartwellbooksellers.com/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nEkF8UYo-2Y
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nEkF8UYo-2Y%E2%80%9D%20target=%E2%80%9D_hplink


 

others. He has won a Grammy Award for the period-defining hot jazz soundtrack he provided to the acclaimed 
HBO series, Boardwalk Empire. He has played a lot of weddings. 

By now, Vince has influenced and inspired so many young jazz musicians as they have passed through the 
Nighthawks, and so many Nighthawks admirers, who have simply listened (and sometimes danced), it is easy 
to feel that the “world of Vince” is populated by an army of acolytes. One among the besotted is filmmaker 
Amber Edwards herself, who told me that Vince and the Nighthawks not only played “her first wedding,” but 
that Amber even sang with the band subsequently, including on Vince’s CD Grammmy-winner, Boardwalk 
Empire Volume 1. ( “I was a bonus track,” Amber hastens to add. “’Alice Blue Gown.’”) 

“We decided we’d better make a film about Vince before he got too famous to work with us,” Amber laughs. 
“Our first shoot was in August 2012 at the Newport Jazz Festival, which was an amazing scene. I thought I 
knew Vince, but seeing up close the fragility of what he has put together, how it’s really one guy carrying this 
whole heavy load, stunned me. One misstep and there’s no-one to pick up the pieces. Except for Carol.” 

Carol Hughes is the unsung heroine of this documentary and of Vince’s life and career, which are indivisible. 
Onscreen and off, Carol is everywhere, managing everything that Vince himself is not handling. I’m quietly 
pleased to say that Vince first met Carol while waiting for me one night at the Monkey Bar in the Hotel Elysée 
on East 54th Street to celebrate my 40th Birthday. Thus, I know exactly how long Carol and Vince have been 
together - and Vince, by subtracting 40 from my age, always laughingly reminds Carol that he knows too. 

I was going to include a few direct quotes from Vince himself in this piece but he has more than enough to say 
in Vince Giordano - There’s a Future in the Past, so we will let the film speak for him. Vince and the 
Nighthawks will play a short set at the Y screening Sunday, and Vince did delightedly point out to me that two 
of the Nighthawks who were onstage with him at the Y that long ago 1985 evening when I heard them all for 
the first time ― Andy Stein, on violin and baritone sax, and Chuck Wilson on all kinds of reeds ― will be 
onstage this Sunday too. I think that says it all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


