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The story of Billy Bang (born 
William Walker in 1947) is a 
familiar one in many ways. Dur-
ing the height of the American 
war in Vietnam, the 19-year-old 
Harlem, New York native was 
drafted to go overseas to fight. 
In Vietnam, he faced not only 
battles on the ground but also a 
conflict inside about waging a 
war he didn’t quite understand 
or feel he had a stake in. 

After a harrowing one-year 

tour of duty, Bang returned to 
America with a pervasive sense 
of remorse for his actions and 
anger at the country that sent 
him off to war. Like many of his 
fellow veterans, he became ad-
dicted to alcohol and heroin. 

“The memory of Vietnam was 
like a disease eating away inside 
me,” Bang writes of his post-
war life. “For decades I lived 
constantly with my unwilling-
ness to conjure up the pain of 

these experiences. At night I 
would have nightmares of death 
and destruction, and during the 
day lived a kind of ambiguous, 
undefined daydream.”

Bang’s disillusionment led 
him to join up with a radical 
Black Nationalist group. One 
day, he was sent on a mission to 
buy used handguns at a Balti-
more pawnshop. 

It is here that his story sud-
denly becomes unfamiliar. The 

young ex-soldier saw a second-
hand violin hanging on the back 
wall and bought it. It was an 
impulse buy that changed the 
course of his life.

As a child, Bang had shown 
a musical precocity, and was 
enrolled in a Harlem musical 
academy. Instruments were 
distributed according to size, 
and the smaller Bang was given 
a violin, instead of his preferred 
saxophone or drums. He turned 
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Billy Bang’s Redemption Song is a movie about a black American jazz violinist who 
returns to Vietnam to confront his past through music. Thoams Maresca attended its 
first public screening last month and spoke with its director, Markus Hansen. 

redemption song

out to be a remarkably tal-
ented violinist though, talented 
enough to win a scholarship 
to a music academy in a more 
genteel Massachusetts town.  
Personal troubles and then the 
war derailed Bang’s musical 
progress, however.

The second time around, 
Bang devoted himself to the in-
strument. Ultimately, he became 
a successful and well-known 
musician on the free jazz scene, 
playing with luminaries such 
as Sun Ra and forming his own 
band, the internationally known 
String Trio of New York. How-
ever, his struggles with drugs 
and the haunting memories of 
his wartime experiences stayed 
with him over the decades. 

One of Bang’s producers, a 
Canadian named Jean-Pierre 
Leduc, eventually suggested 
that Bang make a record based 
on his Vietnam memories. Bang 
agreed, if reluctantly at first. 
The result was 2001’s “Vietnam, 
the Aftermath,” which featured 
fellow war veterans and music 
inspired by his memories and 
the sounds of Vietnamese music. 
Bang followed up with 2004’s 
“Vietnam: Reflections,” which 
included collaborations with 
some Viet Kieu musicians.

Around the time of Bang’s 
first Vietnam record, a German 
artist living in France named 
Markus Hansen entered the 
picture. Hansen is a notewor-
thy artist who has worked in 
photography, video, multimedia 
and painting. He was intro-
duced to Billy Bang by a drum-
mer friend, and was instantly 
intrigued by the personality.

“He just fascinated me right 
from the word go,” says Han-
sen. “There were sparks flying 
around him all the time.”

The idea of Bang returning 
to Vietnam to record music had 
been floating around, and Bang 
eventually asked Hansen if he’d 
be interested in filming it. 

Hansen’s own work often 
focused on the persistence of 
memory and the healing power 
of creativity. Hansen at one 
point lived with indigenous 
Indians in Colombia, to study 
shamanistic healing rituals. The 
project also piqued something in 
Hansen’s own national identity. 

“As a German, I’ve always 
had an interest in how one tran-
scends trauma,” he says. 

“They’re not equivalent of 
course, victim and perpetrator, 
but there’s something there that 
grabbed me.”

The unlikely collaboration 
took off, and ultimately resulted 
in the remarkable new film Billy 
Bang’s Redemption Song, directed 
by Hansen and French director 
Jean-Marie Boulet. 

The documentary, which 
received its first-ever public 
screening last month in HCM 
City to a packed house at 
the IDECAF French cultural 
institute, follows Bang’s journey 

across Vietnam. It’s a physical 
journey, a musical journey and a 
trip into Bang’s memory.

With the documentary crew 
trailing him, Bang visits Viet-
nam’s war-era sites that have 
become tourist attractions, such 
as the War Remnants Museum 
and Cu Chi Tunnels. He often 
has to explain his visceral re-
sponses to his tour guides and 
translator, most of them too 

young to have any experience of 
the war.

He also sits in with Vietnam-
ese musicians from every genre 
of music and creates some truly 
remarkable collaborations. Bang 
plays along with the famous 
singer Siu Black in her home 
among the Montagnards in the 
Central Highlands. He jams 
with jazz musicians at a Saigon 
club, sits in with traditional folk 
performers, performs along 
with the Hanoi Symphony 
Orchestra and has an unforget-
table improvisational session 
with a player on the dan da, said 
to be the oldest musical instru-
ment in the world, a giant stone 
xylophone played with wooden 
hammers. 

There’s a raw, unscripted 
quality to Billy’s personality 
and his music, and the film itself 
mirrors this. Hansen says he 
purposefully didn’t try to plot 
things out too much.

“I didn’t want to contrive 
Billy,” the director says. “Some 
things worked, some things 
didn’t work, but we made sure 
it had to be in the moment. I 
never asked him to do some-
thing again.

”Hansen recalls having heard 
a story of the great jazz band-
leader Duke Ellington playing 
with the improvisational genius 
John Coltrane. Coltrane would 
occasionally hit an off note, but 
Ellington never wanted him 
to go back and play some-
thing twice. “I wanted [Billy’s] 
freshness and his energy, and 
I wanted the viewer to feel it, 
even at the risk of something 
not really working.”

Thankfully, much of it does 
work, particularly the musical 
sequences, some of which jump 
off the screen and transcend the 
years and miles and cultural 
distance between Billy and the 
Vietnamese musicians. “Two 
cultural forms met,” says Han-
sen. “And in spite of everything, 
something special and unique 
came out of it.”

Whether the film ultimately 
gives closure to Billy Bang’s 
history in Vietnam remains an 
open-ended question. But just 
like Bang’s life and music, the 
process of this film is a wild, 
harrowing, and often beautiful 
ride. As Bang himself puts it in 
the movie after a particularly 
moving musical collaboration: 
“What a journey, my friend.”

Billy Bang’s Redemption Song 
international release schedule is 
yet to be determined. 

The documentary is a physical journey, 
a musical journey and a trip into Bang’s 

memory


