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LOUIS PRIMA

Louis Prima was a jazz bandleader, trumpet player, arranger, composer and singer from New Orleans.  While he first made it big in the late 1930s on 52d Street in New York City, he is best known for his performances in the 1950s and 60s in Las Vegas, where he made an indelible mark on the history of American music.

Until the age of 15, Prima was trained as a classical violinist – an unusual beginning for someone who eventually became a “swing” legend!  Prima was instrumental (no pun intended) in the identification and spread of “swing” music in the pre- and post-WWII era. (In fact, Prima is credited with popularizing the phrase “swing”, as well as other “hep” sayings from the “swing” era like “solid jack,” “crazy man,” and many more.)  His 1936 composition, “Sing, Sing, Sing” was adapted and made famous by the “King of Swing”, Benny Goodman, in 1937.  

Louis Prima incorporated Italian-American ways of speaking into his jazz music, contributing greatly to the post-war popularization of Italian-American culture.  Songs such as “Angelina” introduced expressions and phraseology until then unfamiliar to many Americans outside of the Italian-American community. 


	Louis Prima and his Big Band often broke house attendance records at the theaters where they performed. They appeared at, among many, many others, The Adams, in Newark,  The Paramount Theatre in New York City (where they appeared an unprecedented three times in one year) and, unusual for the era, at many of the famous “black” theatres of the time, including the famed Apollo Theatre in New York's Harlem.

In the early 1950s Prima disbanded the big band and resettled in Las Vegas, where along with his wife at the time, singer Keely Smith, and his best known backup group, Sam Butera and the Witnesses, he became a Vegas legend.  “Italian” scat singing, novelty songs and comedy were integral parts of the act, and their “signature” approach of blending two songs together became a trademark.  

In 1966 Louis Prima was approached by Walt Disney to provide the unforgettable voice of “King Louie,” the orangutan, in Disney’s "The Jungle Book." During his career, which stretched into the early 1970s, Prima made numerous appearances on television and in the movies.   Since the mid-to late-1980s there have been several notable “covers” of Prima’s music, including David Lee Roth’s “Just a Gigolo”-- which copied note-for-note and syllable-for-syllable Prima’s version -- and the Brian Setzer Orchestra’s version of Prima’s “Jump Jive & Wail”, also virtually a carbon copy of Prima’s arrangement.  (And then, of course, there’s Stanley Tucci’s movie “Big Night”, which, if you haven’t seen it, you should!)




