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This Book Is Dedicated To My Wife 
Nancy Shapiro 
(1949-2021)


 

I am still in mourning. Still sad. Still with the memories. There’s so much about you that I miss. Your beauty inside and out. Your kindness. Your loving nature. Your ability to cut to the chase in every way and every day. I miss the big moments. The small moments. The good times. When you wanted to be alone and you meant it. When you wanted to be held and you meant it. I knew your laugh. I knew your cry. When we argued. When we made up. When we were in different places. But still felt together. Now we are apart. But we remain together. In dreams. In memories. The memories of you. Love You Forever. Marc
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What they are saying about 
Marc Shapiro’s Celebrity Biographies


 

All Things Must Pass: The Life of George Harrison

 

“A well-written and informative volume” - Record Collector

 

“A compelling portrait of the modest musician who... was responsible for the Beatles’ transformation from a 60s boy band into a musical force”- Goodtimes

 

“A compelling insight into this great man”- Bolton Evening News

 

Hector Lavoe: Passion and Pain 

 

“Marc Shapiro’s Passion and Pain is a matter-of-fact recount of Lavoe’s musical glory and tragic life devoid of sensational revelation to make it more sellable.” ―NY Daily News

 

“A no-holds barred biography...” ―Uptown Magazine

 

Annette Funicello: America’s Sweetheart

 

5 stars

“I loved the trip down memory lane. Pulled out her letters, cards, pictures she sent me.”

Jeanette Borderieux, childhood friend of Annette Funicello 
after reading Annette Funicello: America’s Sweetheart

 

Justin Bieber: The Fever

 

“Marc Shapiro ... gives you an unprecedented sneak peak into [Justin Bieber’s] childhood, friendships with fellow teen sensations and stories from the road. This new bio is exactly what the loyal JB fan is looking for!” ―CosmoGirl

 

“...a very interesting read and a great success story that is very inspiring.” ―The Fringe Magazine
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Author’s Notes


I Wrote This

 

What makes you qualified to write about somebody? Well, it goes something like this:

An abiding interest in the subject, often bordering on obsession. A drive to enlighten and entertain the reader. A publisher who is interested in having me do it. And, of course, there’s that old bugaboo about having to come up with the scratch to pay the bills. True confession: I’m that way on all counts. Guilty as charged.

But when it came to writing a book about the author Charles Bukowski, a well known drunk, womanizer, misogynist and all-around not too nice a person, and, almost after the fact, one of the most driven, brilliant and raw creative minds in the history of literature, well you can add one more element to my qualifications. And it’s an important one.

First and foremost, I am a fan, and the adulation goes back decades.

I’ve read almost all of his books (the missing early chapbooks and appearances in lit mags being the most glaring holes in my collection)—most, more than once. The stack of reading material in my bathroom currently features The Rooming House Madrigals, The Pleasures of the Damned and that classic of dark and dourness: Erections, Ejaculations, Exhibitions and General Tales of Ordinary Madness. I was fortunate enough to be in the audience of a rare Bukowski reading at a club called The Golden Bear in Huntington Beach, California, and lived to tell about it. And finally, I was truly honored to have one of my short stories appear along side a Bukowski story in an anthology called Sleeping With Snakes. So yeah, I felt truly qualified to write a ‘different’ kind of Bukowski book—with the emphasis on different.

Some very good biographies by some very talented authors have been written about Charles Bukowski. To a large extent they got it as right as right can be, and have painted quite the accurate picture of the man and his demons. But I did say “different.” So here goes.




Bukowski: On Film


 

Charles Bukowski was never a big fan of the movies, and he would be the first to tell you as much, as he recalled in his collection The Last Night of the Earth Poems:

“I mostly go to the movies to eat popcorn in the dark.”

“People see so many movies that when they finally see one not so bad as the others, they think it’s great. An Academy Award means that you don’t stink quite as much as your cousin.”

But while Bukowski did not care much for the movies, filmmakers from all over the world have loved Bukowski’s work which, to date, has resulted in more than 50 film adaptations of his stories, from feature length to short form, from the more well known films like Barfly and Tales of Ordinary Madness to more obscure films like Cold Moon and Crazy Love, and finally to the films that have been almost impossible to pinpoint on the map and that are rarely seen.

His often grudging influence and impact on the film world has spanned decades, from foreign filmmakers (for whom the Bukowski books have long been held in God-like stature) to legions of filmmakers on the fringes and student filmmakers on the verge of some semblance of creative coming-of-age and career, whose first tastes of cinematic notoriety were adaptations of Bukowski’s works. Even a Midwest 17 year-old, with no money and next to none of the filmmaking necessities, managed to cobble together a primitive, yet darkly evocative interpretation of the Bukowski story “A .45 To Pay The Rent.” And lest we forget, there’s a goldmine of documentaries on Bukowski, abundant with Bukowski readings and drunken interviews that are legendary in the world of Bukowski completists. 

Bukowski, either with his stories as source material, actually writing a script, or, in a handful of cases, appearing in the films, has been “there, done that and bitched about it” to the bitter end. Bukowski, during his lifetime and long after his death, has remained a signpost on the road, and a constant challenge for progressive and, yes, brave filmmakers.

And so you have Bukowski: On Film, an up close and personal look at his filmography through his own eyes, as well as those who knew him well, and those who attempted to make cinematic sense of it all. How the films were conceived, complete with wild and zany backstories: how Bukowski was approached by the filmmakers, and his reaction and the background of each film’s making.

I like to think of this book as equal parts film survey and historical perspective, light on the uber critical, ivory tower observations, and heavy on Bukowski’s evolution in film. And how, for better or worse, he was ultimately treated by those who aspired to capture the essence of the man on film.

This treasure hunt into the land of Bukowski-inspired and adapted cinema was anything but easy. The big studio and higher-level independents were relatively easy to pinpoint, and familiar in concept, if not backstory, to the devoted Bukowskiphile. But the further down the Bukowski slide I went the more difficult research became. 

There were a lot of fragments of student films and no-budget independents lurking in the cinematic weeds, a surprising number being early films of foreign filmmakers that went straight from the camera lens to amazing levels of obscurity. It took countless hours of research with a capital R to get what amounted to a passing acknowledgement of their existence. Those often proved a head-scratching nightmare for this Bukowski film completest, intent on finding every last nugget, but wading through the numerous and often obscure films was also very much a Bukowski fans’ busman’s holiday. I got to get an up close and personal look at how filmmakers dissected Bukowski and his work and made it, cinematically speaking, tick.

To focus on the man and his cinema universe was a daunting task. Some films remained so obscure that everything I found barely filled a page. Others presented details and stories that were surprising and complex: a story within the story, if you will. Many of these Bukowski oddities are readily available on various internet platforms and formats, while others are the movie equivalent of the Loch Ness Monster or Bigfoot. But it was worth the effort, and before you are the results that will most certainly send you on a hunt of your own for those missing links in the Bukowski film universe.

What I discovered in researching this book was that Bukowski, despite his many personality quirks, had a lot of friends, associates and observers who were more than willing to share their anecdotes, memories and critical and personal observations of the man and his work as it pertained to his forays into the film world.

That people were so forthcoming was a happy surprise. When an initial inquiry in Los Angeles turned into an unexpected contact from a poet in Texas who led me to a highly regarded scholar in Spain who had access to literally thousands of pages of Bukowski correspondence, what can I say? Getting people to talk is rarely this easy or rewarding.

At the end of the day, Bukowski: On Film is the literary equivalent of a 12-round fight between two aging heavyweights: one in which Bukowski emerges bloodied and battered, but ultimately triumphant.




Free at Last


 

Charles Bukowski and John Martin met in 1965. Each of them had brought a big piece of themselves to share with the other.

Martin was following his dream to begin his own publishing empire in a mid-life career change. During those dreams of what would become Black Sparrow Press, Martin always sensed that his first author would be Bukowski, somebody who he followed for the better part of a decade. Martin marveled at Bukowski’s primitive and powerful work in obscure lit mags and tiny, limited edition chapbook collections. The raw honesty of his words on the page had inspired Martin to take this big step.

“I started Black Sparrow Press to publish Charles Bukowski,” Martin said in a Vice Magazine interview. “I’d seen his work in underground magazines and I just became convinced, almost obsessively, that he was the new Walt Whitman.”

By the time Bukowski and Martin got together, what Bukowski was and would become had been chiseled deep into mental and emotional stone. It seemed to him this meeting was the last stop on his nearly five decade-long journey through the nine circles of hell. From birth, life had been a never-ending horror show, seemingly devoid of any sense of humanity and hope. That molded him into the anti-social outlier who encountered Martin. 

Bukowski’s sufferings are universally well-known to his followers. His young life was a literal horror show played out in the darkest corners of pre-World War II America, replete with two overriding constants: physical abuse and disfigurement. The abuse he suffered from the ages of six to 11 from his father who would enact a weekly ritual of beating the young Bukowski three times a week with a razor strop, for the most minor and, often, nonexistent infractions. The disfigurement would manifest itself in a disturbing case of acne called Acne Vulgaris, literal boils that over the years would cover his face and body and leave scars. In a cinematic sense it was the Elephant Man, Frankenstein and Freddy Krueger all rolled into one. In real life it was Charles Bukowski.

Throughout his life, Bukowski would readily acknowledge those two elements of his upbringing as driving forces in his evolution as a writer. He would be of two minds on these matters, often citing the pain he felt as the origin of his life choices. Just as often, as when he offered drunken insights into his life with many beers and a Rolling Stone reporter, he would say, “I got pretty hard from all the beatings from my father. The old man toughed me up and got me ready for the world.” But, he would add, the pain went deep into his personal psyche. “It was the hatred for my father coming out through the boils in my skin. It was an emotional thing.”

There were also the less obvious things that drove Bukowski ever inward. He was shy, socially withdrawn and bullied and shunned at every turn. These were the things that drove him to isolate himself within his many trips to the Los Angeles Library, where he discovered favorite authors and the idea, albeit vague at that point, of becoming a writer. 

It was during his early teen years that Bukowski began to drink. Alcohol would ultimately prove to be integral to Bukowski’s oeuvre, making him more social and outgoing. Alcohol, he once offered, “helped me to deal with life for a very long time.” 

After graduating from Los Angeles High School and attending Los Angeles City College for two years, Bukowski dropped out and moved to the East Coast where the legend of Henry Chinaski, his alter ego, would be born in a number of poems and short stories written in fleabag rooms and in his off hours from soul crushing menial jobs, and the beginning of his sexual adventures with questionable women. For Bukowski, this period of self-discovery was the essence of this character: a born outsider living a dissolute life. And Bukowski would cultivate that image throughout his own life, too.

Bukowski would see his first story published at age 24 when Story Magazine published “Aftermath of A Lengthy Rejection Slip.” Two years later a second story, “20 Tanks from Kesseldown” found its way into issue three of Portfolio: An Intercontinental Quarterly. But the lack of consistent success soon began to weigh on Bukowski, and it was not long before he gave up writing in favor of what he recalled as “a ten year drunk” in which he roamed the US, living in countless flea bag rooms, taking on an endless array of dead end jobs and, occasionally, running afoul of the law. A legendary run-in with the United States government over accusations of draft evasion—a case built largely on the fact that he had a German accent—resulted in Bukowski spending 17 days in jail before a psychological examination proved that he was unfit to serve.

Bukowski came off the road and back to Los Angeles in the early 50’s, falling into a hardscrabble sense of stability. He got a job with the Post Office as a fill-in letter carrier, a position he would hold for three years and, depending on what stories one believed, he either stopped drinking all together or cut back considerably. But by 1955, Bukowski’s life had evolved into chaos and drama.

He married a small town Texas poet named Barbara Frye. Not surprisingly, the marriage was made in hell. Bukowski and Frye were of equal temperament and tolerance in all the wrong ways. The tumultuous marriage lasted three years and ended in divorce. About the time the marriage was falling apart, he checked himself into the hospital to deal with a bleeding ulcer, most likely brought on by his hard life style and drinking. 

Bukowski spent days in the hospital fighting a bleeding ulcer condition that those treating him felt might well kill him. But Bukowski pulled through, and rather than seeing the light, he immediately went back to the dark side. He began drinking again, but during this latest downward spiral he was brought back to what had been his on-again off-again passion: writing, and, in particular, poetry. It was a poetry that reflected Bukowski’s rage, frustration and the futility of his life to that point. He was turning out jagged bits of verse—often little more than thinly disguised rants, and sending them out to magazines. Rather than the mountain of rejections he had come to be used to, his evolving style was suddenly beginning to find acceptance along the small-circulation lit magazine superhighway, with such magazines as Gallows, Nomad and others running his poems with regularity.

Bukowski returned to the Post Office in 1960 with the less physically demanding, but no less mind-numbing position of letter filing clerk. His anti-social attitude toward the job, his fellow workers, and the hopelessness of his life would manifest itself in endless drinking and womanizing. Perhaps most importantly, in his burgeoning literary life he was dealing with his growing acceptance of his “life is shit and then you die” approach to writing. 

Hearse Press would publish Bukowski’s first separately printed story, a broadside entitled “His Way The Painter” in June 1960, and would follow with Bukowski’s first chapbook Flower, Fist and Bestial Wail in October of the same year.

Bukowski’s already notorious reputation with women was unexpectedly sidetracked in 1962 when he met and fell in love with a woman ten years his senior, Jayne Cooney Baker. Bukowski was still Bukowski, but Baker had softened him for the first time in his life. When Baker died unexpectedly in 1964 from a burst stomach ulcer Bukowski was devastated, and would go on to devote a whole series of stories and poems to his feelings about her passing.

In an excerpt from one of Bukowski’s poems dealing with Baker’s death, entitled “To Jane Cooney,” which appeared in the 2002 collection Open All Night, the poet was at his most reflective and melancholy. 

and so you have gone

leaving me here

in a room with a torn shade

and Seigfried’s Idyll playing on a small red radio.

and you left so quickly

as suddenly as you had arrived

Bukowski’s more domestic side would surface in 1964 when a baby girl named Marina Bukowski was born to the writer and his live-in girlfriend at the time, Francis Smith. The relationship with Smith did not last, but Bukowski would prove to be, as much as was humanly possible by his own standards, a doting father, being in his daughter’s life and being consistent in paying child support.

By this time Bukowski, in terms of style, had rounded into shape. His poetry was hard edged, free verse that focused on sex, violence and the absurdities of life. His short stories were raw, observational and thinly veiled exercises in observational biography, often told through the life experiences and misadventures of Henry Chinaski. And it was a style that continued to find favor with the small, independent presses. A regular convert to the Bukowski oeuvre was Loujon Press, who ran Bukowski in their literary magazine Outsider and would publish early chapbooks It Catches My Heart in Its Hands in 1963 and Crucifix in a Deathhand in 1965.

Bukowski continued to be emotionally and spiritually crushed by the mind-numbing job at the post office. It cultivated his extremely anti-social nature on the job that often saw him having run-ins with superiors. His life away from the job served only to cement his attitude as an often mean-spirited loner whose existence seemingly revolved around squalid living conditions, drinking, regular trips to the racetrack and womanizing. 

Bukowski turned 49 in 1965, and was at the crossroads. There had been a modicum of success through publication in little magazines and small presses but the reality was it was the post office that was paying his rent. But emotionally and otherwise, it was the post office that was grinding his life to dust. Finally, he made a pivotal decision. In a letter to German editor Carl Weissner which appeared in the collection Living on Luck, Bukowski stated, “I have one of two choices. I can stay in the post office and go crazy or stay out here and play at writer and starve. I have decided to starve.”

Fortunately Bukowski’s decision would coincide with the decision of John Martin to, likewise, follow his passion as he slowly began the process of weaning himself away from his job as a manager of a Southern California office supply company in the hopes of starting his own book publishing enterprise. Martin made it his mission to track down Bukowski and to lay the groundwork for publishing his work. Not surprisingly, Bukowski was skeptical but Martin, after a series of meetings over a six month period, convinced the writer that he was legitimate.

Martin recalled the moment when Bukowski and he sealed the deal with Vice Magazine. “We sat down with a little piece of paper. I sat there with a pen and he listed out all of his monthly expenses. This was 1965. His rent was $35 a month. He had $15 for child support, $3 for cigarettes, $10 for liquor and $15 for food. He could get along on $100 a month. I was only earning $400 a month at my regular job, so the agreement was that I was giving him 25 percent of my income.”

The deal called for Bukowski to be paid that $100 a month for life whether he wrote anything or not. Given Bukowski’s well-earned reputation, Martin knew he was taking a chance. But what he counted on was Bukowski’s desire and dedication and a rarely seen decency and honesty. Martin had given him the excuse to finally quit the post office and do nothing but write and he was sincere in his desire not to double cross him. 

Right after inking the deal with Black Sparrow, Bukowski gave his notice at the post office. He was nothing if not business like in sealing the deal with Black Sparrow. He worked at the post office until December 31 and then told Martin that he was going to take January 1, 1966 off for a holiday. But he was quick to indicate “That I am going to start working for you on January 2.”

Shortly after signing with Black Sparrow, Martin released the company’s first Bukowski, a limited edition of 30 copies of the poem “True Story” in April 1966. With Black Sparrow now doing the grunt work of printing and growing a distribution network that was willing to take Black Sparrow books, Bukowski was free to write.

In addition, Bukowski would also find an outlet for his pent up life in 1967 when he began penning the weekly column “Notes of a Dirty Old Man” for the Los Angeles underground paper Open City. It was Bukowski at his primitive best: a mixture of his true-life misadventures and daily comings and goings that showcased the author as an amazing storyteller and writer capable of inspiring both pathos and laughs. So “Henry Chinaski” stumbled through his days and nights. As an outgrowth of “Henry Chinaski,” Bukowski created the name “Hank,” which he came to use to define his own alter ego. 

When Open City folded, “Notes of a Dirty Old Man” was picked up by The Los Angeles Free Press, ran for another two years and showcased Bukowski’s notorious life and creative talents to a rapidly expanding audience. 

Martin and Bukowski would converse constantly, and during one such conversation in January 1970 Martin suggested that Bukowski might consider writing a novel, as poems and short stories are usually a harder sell. Bukowski took the suggestion literally. Three weeks later, Martin received a phone call from Bukowski who said, “Come and pick it up.” Martin said “What?” to which Bukowski replied, “My novel. You said write a novel.” Martin was amazed. “How could you write a novel in three weeks?” Bukowski said, “Fear.”

The novel was Post Office, a semi autobiographical look at Henry Chinaski’s years in the Los Angeles Post Office. It was rough, raw and profane. But above all, Post Office was real life as filtered through the life and ingrained futility of the author. Post Office was a powerful first step in the direction of mass acceptance. 

And it would not be long before the filmmaking community started noticing Bukowski and started coming around.




Cherkovski on The Mythic Monster


 

Neeli Cherkovski knows more about Bukowski than most. As an up and coming poet on the scene in the 60’s, they would regularly hang out, share many beers together and just talk about the hard, honest life of a poet whose words and life pulled no punches. In fact, Cherkovski is, despite a long, distinguished career as a published poet in his own right, so tied to his relationship to the legendary “Dirty Old Man” that he is quick to utter “Oh! Bukowski, again!” when approached by this author to yet again offer up bits of Bukowski lore. But the naturally good-natured and accommodating poet quickly warmed to the idea of once again pontificating about his good friend and sharing his memories of their olden days.

Bukowski was hard to get to know, and getting into his inner circle and staying there was a constant challenge. Cherkovski, who would go on to write the biography Hank: The Life of Charles Bukowski, and would co-edit, with Bukowski, the short lived and noted literary magazine Laugh Literary and Man The Humping Guns, recalled what brought him and Bukowski together. 

“I was an up and coming poet and a heavy beer drinker in the 60’s who did not want anything from him.” He said that even being a close friend of Bukowski was a challenge. “He could be a very difficult friend. Not an impossible friend. Not an outrageous friend. But a very difficult friend. He could be very paranoid and almost wanted to be disappointed in people.”

Cherkovski chuckled as he recalled one bit of irony when, during one of many beer-soaked conversations, Bukowski told him quite seriously, “I’ve become a mythic monster who can do no right or wrong.”

That comment was an understatement when it came to Hollywood and the film industry’s seemingly unrelenting attraction to Bukowski. An attitude that Cherkovski is quick to point out is that it was not reciprocal. “Generally he [Bukowski] despised most movies. All Quiet on the Western Front was his favorite movie. It dealt with glory in a way he liked. But for the most part, he couldn’t understand why people liked them. He was such a narrative writer, and he didn’t like the narrative in films. He thought they [film narratives] were simple and idiotic. Across the board, he didn’t trust the film industry. It was too much of a business and it was too involved in the business. It wasn’t, to his way of thinking, involved in creativity and art. It was about the bottom line, and he didn’t like that.”

Cherkovski agreed with the popular notion that at the root of Bukowski’s dislike for the movies was the fact that because of his scarred face, he had an emotional ax to grind with the so-called “handsome, pretty boy” actors that populated the films. “I imagine his physical appearance had something to do with that. Because of his scarred face, I would imagine that was true. He didn’t like the pretty boys at all.” Cherkovski described Bukowski addressing the issue on one occasion when he told him, “Before I became well known, I had a scarred face from a bad acne operation. Then when I became known it was ‘the face of genius.’”

Cherkovski knew Bukowski when the film people started coming around. He cited Taylor Hackford’s Bukowski documentary as ground zero for the movie industry’s interest and he was privy to those early sales of film rights to his earliest books. Many critics have been quick to paint those early film deals by Bukowski as a “cash grab.” But Cherkovski explained that, while light years from wealthy, Bukowski really did not need the money. “He really did not need the money and he was not a greedy guy. It was just that little extra money coming in, and that’s why he got involved in film.”

Cherkovski stifled a laugh at the suggestion that Bukowski secretly harbored acting ambitions, and that was the main reason he went after film offers. “I can tell you for sure that he did not want to be an actor. His act was his act. He was sick after he would do those poetry readings and, afterward, he would tell me ‘I made a clown of myself. I got up on stage, I made a clown of myself and I got $1,500.’”

But he did concede that there was a magnetic quality about Bukowski’s character, and that his written work was like catnip to a legion of, largely, European filmmakers. “It’s the stories that he wrote, and his personality. Alcohol and sex: that’s what Hollywood saw in him, and he wasn’t like that. He once told me ‘Hollywood thinks I’m a sex genius. Man, I’ve got them fooled. And now the young ladies come and they force themselves on me. It isn’t me. It’s an idea of me.’ Hollywood saw that, and they yearned to be rough and tough artists. I think some of the filmmakers wanted to be Bukowski. But I think most of them wanted to make use of Bukowski. They wanted to get into his skin and make money on it.”

Cherkovski also offered that Bukowski’s vision of America was very much in vogue with Europeans, and aligned with their impression of the US. “People in Europe liked Bukowski because his poetry was like dirty dishwater in a pan. He would get up in the morning and say, ‘Motherfucker!’ and that’s the way Europeans like to think of America.”

At the end of the day, Cherkovski is adamant that the dance between Bukowski and film was simply mercenary. “I think he would be rather disdainful of the films made about him and his work. I think a lot of it had to do with the commerciality of it all. Just like there’s a lot of books out on Bukowski: Bukowski on drugs, Bukowski on sex, Bukowski on drinking. Bukowski had become a commodity to Hollywood, and not a poet. All of that was stupid to him. And Bukowski ran away from everything stupid.”
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