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Who Wrote “What a Wonderful World”? A Deep Dive Into the Song’s Origins

When you hear the gentle trumpet of Louis Armstrong’s voice and the hopeful refrain “What a wonderful world,” you
might picture a bright, sunlit horizon and a chorus of birdsong. Yet, behind that timeless melody lies a story of
collaboration, perseverance, and a pair of songwriters who crafted a piece that would become an anthem of
optimism. In this article, we answer the question: Who wrote what a wonderful world?We explore the lives of the
song’s creators, the circumstances that birthed the lyric, the musical structure that has captivated millions, and the
lasting legacy of this iconic composition.

1.The Early 1960s: A Time of Musical Transformation

The 1960s were a period of rapid change in the music industry. Rock 'n’ roll was evolving, soul was gaining
prominence, and jazz musicians were experimenting with new sounds. Amid this dynamic environment, a
songwriter named George David Weiss and a producer turned songwriteBob Thiele, joined forces to create a
song that would transcend genre boundaries.

1.1 George David Weiss — A Lyricist of Many Hits

George David Weiss (1929 2013) was a prolific songwriter known for his ability to capture emotion in concise
verses. He co-wrote classics such as “(They Long to Be) Close to You” for the Carpenters and “The First Time Ever
| Saw Your Face.” Weiss had a knack for storytelling, a talent that would prove essential for “What a Wonderful
World.”

1.2 Bob Thiele — From Producer to Songwriter

Bob Thiele (1932 2015) began his career as a record producer, most notably fodazz at the Philharmonic. He had
an ear for melody and a deep understanding of how songs could resonate with audiences. When he ventured into
songwriting, he brought with him a wealth of experience in arranging and producing, which helped shape the final
sound of “What a Wonderful World.”

2.The Genesis of the Song

The collaboration between Weiss and Thiele began in the mid 1960s. According to interviews, the two were looking
for a song that could be performed by a legendary artist like Louis Armstrong. They wanted something that was
simple yet profound, a piece that could evoke both nostalgia and hope.

2.1 The Writing Process

1. Conceptualization: Weiss started with a concept of optimism amid a rapidly changing world. He envisioned a
song that could serve as a reminder of the beauty in everyday moments.

2. Lyric Development: Weiss penned the first draft of the lyrics, focusing on vivid imagery—*| see trees of
green, red roses too” and “l see them bloom for me and you.”

3. Melodic Composition: Thiele composed the melody, crafting a gentle, lilting tune that would complement
Armstrong’s warm vocal style.

4. Polishing: Together, they refined the arrangement, ensuring the chord progression was simple enough for a



broad audience but rich enough to maintain musical interest.

3.The First Recording: Louis Armstrong’s 1967 Version

In 1967, Louis Armstrong recorded the song for his album What a Wonderful World. The recording session took
place at the Van Gelder Studioin Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey. Armstrong’s voice, paired with the song’s uplifting
lyrics, created a timeless classic that would later become a staple in movies, commercials, and public events.

3.1 Production Details

e Producer: Bob Thiele

e Arranger: Don Costa

¢ Instrumentation: Acoustic guitar, double bass, drums, and a subtle string section

¢ Recording Techniques: Emphasis on warmth and clarity, capturing Armstrong’s vocal nuances
3.2 Chart Performance and Reception

Although the song did not chart highly upon its initial release, it gained significant popularity after being featured in
the 1977 film Good Morning, Vietham. The film’s soundtrack propelled the track to new audiences, cementing its
status as an enduring anthem of hope.

4. Musical Analysis: Why the Song Resonates

“What a Wonderful World” is a masterclass in songwriting, balancing simplicity with depth. Below are key musical
elements that contribute to its universal appeal.

4.1 Lyricism

« Uses everyday imagery—trees, birds, sunsets—to evoke a sense of wonder.

* Employs repetition (“I see” and “I hear”) to reinforce the emotional message.

e Maintains a hopeful tone, even when addressing the “night” and “the dark sky.”
4.2 Harmonic Structure

The chord progression follows a classic |-vi—IV-V pattern, which is common in many pop and jazz standards. This
familiar structure allows listeners to feel at ease while still engaging with the song’s emotional content.

4.3 Melody

The melody is singable and memorable. It moves in a stepwise motion, which makes it accessible for vocalists of all
skill levels. The gentle rise and fall of the melodic line mirrors the song’s optimistic message.

5.The Song’s Cultural Impact

Since its release, “What a Wonderful World” has permeated popular culture in countless ways. Its influence can be
seen in film, advertising, and even public speeches.

5.1 Film and Television

e Featured prominently in Good Morning, Vietham (1977).
¢ Used in the 1985 animated film The Secret of NIMH during a hopeful montage.
e Played during the closing ceremony of the 2012 London Olympics as a tribute to unity.

5.2 Commercial Use

Brands such as Pepsi and IBMhave used the song in advertising campaigns to evoke feelings of optimism and
possibility.



5.3 Live Performances and Tributes
Artists across genres have covered the song, including:
¢ David Bowie (1971) — a soulful rendition on his live album.

e Bob Dylan (1994) — a heartfelt acoustic version.
¢ Madonna (2003) — a pop-infused arrangement for her tour.

6. Misconceptions and Common Questions

Given the song’s popularity, several myths have emerged. Below we clarify common misconceptions and answer
frequently asked questions.

6.1 Who Wrote “What a Wonderful World” ?

The answer is simple: George David Weiss wrote the lyrics, and Bob Thielecomposed the music. Their
collaboration produced a song that has stood the test of time.

6.2 Is “What a Wonderful World” an Original Armstrong Song?

No. While Armstrong’s rendition is the most famous, the song was written by Weiss and Thiele. Armstrong’s
performance gave the song its iconic status.

6.3 Are There Other Songs with Similar Titles?

Yes. For instance, the 2009 song “What a Wonderful World” by the band Supertramp and the 2017 track “What a
Wonderful World” by J. Coleare entirely different compositions. It's essential to differentiate these from the classic
1967 hit.

7.The Song’s Enduring Legacy

Over five decades after its creation, “What a Wonderful World” remains a symbol of hope and resilience. Its
message resonates with new generations, and it continues to inspire artists, flmmakers, and audiences worldwide.

7.1 Awards and Recognitions

« Inducted into the Songwriters Hall of Fame in 2010.
* Featured in the American National Recording Registry as a culturally significant work.

7.2 Influence on Modern Music

Contemporary artists often cite the song as an influence. Its simple yet profound lyricism has inspired countless
musicians to write songs that celebrate everyday beauty.

8. Conclusion

When we ask the question who wrote what a wonderful world, we uncover a rich tapestry of creative
collaboration, historical context, and musical genius. The partnership between George David Weiss and Bob Thiele
produced a timeless piece that, through Louis Armstrong’s soulful performance, became an emblem of optimism.
Its enduring appeal is evident in its continued presence in films, commercials, and live performances, as well as in
the countless covers that keep the song alive for new audiences.

From the quiet streets of 1960s America to the bright stages of modern concerts, “What a Wonderful World”
reminds us that, no matter how complex the world may seem, there is always beauty to be found. The song’s
legacy endures, inviting each generation to pause, reflect, and appreciate the wonders that surround us.
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