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FOREWORD



BY SIR MICHAEL LINDSAY-HOGG


I was a lowly floor manager—the guy with earphones—working in Dublin for the Irish TV station when I took an afternoon off work in the summer of 1964 and went to see A Hard Day’s Night. Along with capturing the irrepressible charm and creativity of the Beatles, director Dick Lester’s delightful smash-and-grab-bag of a movie borrowed a lot from what had been done before (silent film techniques, for one) and spun it all into a different realm. I left the movie house intoxicated by a New World just over the water in England and could not, in my wildest dreams, have ever thought that two years later I’d be directing videos for the Beatles.





The following year I began directing England’s live Friday-night music show Ready Steady Go! Our London studio was small—we sometimes shot a performance in a hallway or stairwell. The show wasn’t choreographed with professional dancers like America’s Shindig! or Hullabaloo; instead, we had kids dancing and mixing with bands as they played, and I tried to make the camera part of the chaos. The musicians liked that, and several bands, including the Who, the Rolling Stones, and the Beatles, soon asked me to direct promotional videos for their songs.


We were all about the same age and children of the Second World War. The prior generation had fought and sacrificed because they knew it was imperative to win it, and their children had been born into a gray England of postwar privations. Kids like John Lennon and Mick Jagger had wanted a more wonderful version of life, and the Stones heard it in R&B, the Beatles in rock and roll. When they embraced all that music, they transformed England from black and white to Technicolor. And by 1965, 1966, the scene in London had really exploded, attracting bands from all over England much the way Paris had drawn painters in the 1860s.


I had finished directing a video for “Jumpin’ Jack Flash” when Mick Jagger told me to expect a call from Paul McCartney—the Beatles had a few new songs they wanted to shoot. The next day a guy on a motorcycle dropped by recordings of “Revolution” and “Hey Jude.” I told Paul that there was a problem with “Hey Jude”: its four-minute chorus was too long for keeping a camera on the band. We came up with the idea of having them play and sing the chorus with a crowd. And because of what had occurred in England over the previous fifteen years—the Commonwealth had transformed England into a multiethnic society—we made sure to show that. It became a very big video.


Between takes, the Beatles entertained the extras by playing Tamla/Motown tunes and Little Richard songs, and the crowd loved it. That was also the genesis of the Beatles (who’d stopped touring in 1966) thinking “Maybe we could do some kind of performance…”—an idea that grew into the rooftop concert that we shot and the public first glimpsed in Let It Be. More recently, director and technical wizard Peter Jackson gave us a deeper look at the times we captured with The Beatles: Get Back. You never know when and where a film will find its moment or its audience, and that seems to be particularly true for rock films. We shot The Rolling Stones Rock and Roll Circus in 1969, and the band, for various reasons, decided to shelve it. Twenty-eight years later it debuted at the New York Film Festival and has been embraced by rock fans worldwide.


It’s a pleasure to revisit these fifty wonderful movies and the memories they stir for me.


I’ve gone to school on some of these films. Before we did our James Brown special on Ready Steady Go! we screened The TAMI Show for tips. We built a thirty-foot stage for James and his band, and I asked him if he’d like the stage well polished for his sliding dance moves. He smiled, leaned close, and said in that oddly gruff voice, “I could do my moves—I could dance—on concrete!”


The great documentaries are here: D. A. Pennebaker’s Dont Look Back and Monterey Pop; the Maysles brothers’ sordid end to the ’60s in Gimme Shelter; Michael Wadleigh’s great celebration of Woodstock (look for Martin Scorsese’s credit as assistant director/editor); and Jonathan Demme reminding us that rock celebrates the original by pointing his camera at Talking Heads and David Byrne in Stop Making Sense.


Jailhouse Rock. Elvis Presley, lithe and dangerous, sliding down that pole to perform the title song. Elvis changed my life. I was a fat and sort of “out of it” teenager at an American boarding school when, one afternoon, a pal of mine asked me to listen to a record his older brother had sent him: “Heartbreak Hotel.” Two minutes and eight seconds later I was a different person.


The Rocky Horror Picture Show. My girlfriend and I were at the premiere of its first life, a stage musical at the adventurous Royal Court Theatre in London. When Tim Curry entered from the back—wearing a corset, fishnet stockings, and high heels and singing “Sweet Transvestite”—I knew the needle had definitely moved.


This Is Spinal Tap. A dart well aimed at rock’s inflated pretenders. I’ve often wondered if the head of their fictional record company, Sir Dennis Eton-Hogg, might be a nod to those of us with pig names.


One of the beauties of rock movies is that sometimes they capture the time and sometimes, dangerously, they’re ahead of the time. Franc Roddam’s Quadrophenia catches the danger and the disaffection of teenagers on the cusp, and it is a wonderful visual take on the world Pete Townshend so passionately celebrated in song.


Watching Purple Rain, I know that Prince was some kind of genius. But I also think Morris Day and the Time nearly stole the movie doing “The Bird.” (I never got to work with Prince, but sometime during this period my agent called to say Prince might be interested in having me direct a video. When I didn’t hear anything more, I phoned my agent back. “Oh,” he said. “Kim Basinger is directing it.”)


All of the movies on this list deserve to be here. You should see them all and glory in the music and musicians, real and fictional.


And I’d like to nominate a movie number fifty-one. It was made in 1955, long before many of the others: Blackboard Jungle, a high school drama with Glenn Ford as a teacher dealing with troubled teenagers Vic Morrow and Sidney Poitier. I saw it when it first came out at the Loew’s on Broadway and 44th. The opening credits started, with Bill Haley & His Comets playing “Rock Around the Clock” over the titles. From the moment it started—“One, two, three o’clock, four o’clock rock”—the theater full of kids erupted, shouting, screaming, dancing in the aisles, ripping up the seats. The police were called.


Rock on film had arrived.


Aside from directing rock on television and in films, Michael Lindsay-Hogg’s credits include directing The Object of Beauty, Guy, and Waiting for Godot. On Broadway, he has directed Whose Life Is It Anyway? and, at the Public Theater, the first production of Larry Kramer’s The Normal Heart. A painter and writer as well, he is the author of the memoir Luck and Circumstance: A Coming of Age in Hollywood, New York, and Points Beyond.
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Choreographer Alex Romero was able to integrate Elvis’s signature stage moves into Jailhouse Rock’s memorable dance number.





















BETWEEN THE SPROCKETS:



A HISTORY OF ROCK ON FILM


The summer I turned seventeen, I had a job in the kitchen of a sleepaway camp several hours north of New York City. Some nights we would wander into Hancock, a down-at-the-heels town on the Delaware River where the drinking age was then eighteen and no one in the sagging taverns or bare-bulb pizza parlor cared whether your ID was real. The town’s other attraction for me was an old, wood-fronted movie house perched above the river on Front Street. Outfitted with eight or nine rows of lumpy seats, the tiny, threadbare Capitol smelled of stale tobacco and staler popcorn. It rarely ran a feature for more than two or three nights, sometimes not even that, and I kept a copy of the monthly schedule tacked to a wall in the kitchen bunk. One July evening, four of us—still dressed in our sweaty, food-stained whites, our sneakers wet from mopping the floor—piled into a car as soon as we’d locked the kitchen. No one could believe the Capitol was showing Frank Zappa’s 200 Motels.


We hadn’t heard much about the film but were fans of Zappa and his band, the Mothers of Invention. A brilliant eccentric and an outlier, the ominous-looking Zappa was both an innovator and a crank. He wrote scatological lyrics paired with the most technically demanding music in rock: a high-art/low-art hybrid encompassing a head-spinning mix of hard rock, jazz, doo-wop, and avant-garde classical compositions in the style of Edgard Varèse; though the Mothers weren’t always meant to be taken seriously, their music still required close listening and was something of an acquired taste. And if a carload of rock-obsessed students didn’t know what to expect, it was a sure bet that the six or seven middle-aged gentlemen scattered around the otherwise empty Capitol had never heard of Frank Zappa. They appeared to entertain the reasonable hope that something called 200 Motels could be a porn film.
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Ringo Starr as Larry the Dwarf in 200 Motels








At eight o’clock the lights went down, and the world turned very weird. Ringo Starr, made up to look like Frank Zappa but playing a character named Larry the Dwarf, hovered over a soundstage in a harness while chatting with a Mephistophelean master of ceremonies, Theodore Bikel. The story, which centered on the day-to-day tedium of life in a touring rock band, was difficult to follow—and made more so by a constant barrage of psychedelic visual effects. Members of the Mothers of Invention, grousing and bored, killed time in cookie-cutter motel rooms or wandered aimlessly around a surreal version of a nondescript any-town named Centerville—“A real nice place to raise your kids up”—that could have been Hancock. There was a redneck bar with customers in hard hats and rubber pig masks. Occasionally the Mothers performed, but they spent much of the film on the hunt for groupies—one of whom was played by Keith Moon, the drummer for The Who, dressed as the Flying Nun. London’s ninety-piece Royal Philharmonic Orchestra was also on the set, performing a cacophonous score from behind barbed wire and looking mighty unhappy, the percussionists dressed like stormtroopers. Fifteen minutes into the movie I glanced around the theater. It was just the four of us in our kitchen whites.


Truth be told, we didn’t know what to make of 200 Motels, either, but we certainly didn’t want our money back. We wanted to make something of it, and if we never completely decoded the film, it wasn’t for lack of trying. We talked incessantly about it over the next few days in the kitchen, the soundtrack playing in our heads as we carried in the morning milk delivery, handled prep work, unloaded food trucks, hauled garbage, washed pots and dishes, and cranked out breakfast, lunch, and dinner for six hundred campers while negotiating the tedium of our own Centerville. We had a near-religious faith that rock was a way not just to alleviate boredom but to make sense of the world, that it was going to tell us something we wouldn’t hear anywhere else. Rock was our secret language.
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Frank Zappa and crew on the London set of 200 Motels








200 Motels was extreme, but it was still thrilling to see something of rock’s sensibility up on the screen in a place like Hancock—and to know that there was a rapidly expanding canon of far more accessible films capturing and conveying rock’s appeal. Nearly a half-century later, it’s clear that Frank Zappa knew a lot about music and not enough about making movies (although the film certainly has its fans). But you can also look back at the earliest rock and roll movies—teensploitation titles like 1956’s Rock Around the Clock and American International’s Beach party films of the early ’60s and even some of Elvis Presley’s blander offerings—and wonder what Hollywood knew about rock.
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When the prominent use of the song “Rock Around the Clock” by Bill Haley and His Comets provided a big box-office boost to 1955’s youth-gone-bad drama Blackboard Jungle, it marked the first time Hollywood took notice of rock’s growing appeal. The industry responded with the first generation of rock and roll films: a raft of low-budget jukebox musicals whose shallow plots were jerry-built around nightclubs, talent searches, or disc jockeys—setups that made dropping in performances simple.


Following the success of Blackboard Jungle, Haley and his band became the star attraction in the first rock-oriented musical, 1956’s Rock Around the Clock. Haley’s 1953 recording, “Crazy, Man, Crazy,” may be the first rock and roll recording to have made the American pop charts, but he was an unlikely rock star nonetheless: beefy and already in his early thirties, the guitarist was a musical veteran whose roots were in rockabilly and western swing. Still, his reworking of Big Joe Turner’s 1954 R&B hit “Shake, Rattle, and Roll” was a million-seller and the first rock single to hit No. 1 in the UK.


Rock Around the Clock was also the first of several films—including Don’t Knock the Rock, Mister Rock and Roll, and Go, Johnny, Go!—to feature pioneering rock disc jockey Alan Freed, who always appeared as himself. The year 1956 also saw the release of The Girl Can’t Help It, a campy farce featuring pin-up and nightclub performer Jayne Mansfield as a reluctant pop star under the thumb of a controlling gangster boyfriend. However, the film’s real attraction is the fine performances by Fats Domino, Little Richard and the Upsetters (rocking hard on the title track and “Ready Teddy”), and Eddie Cochran (“Twenty Flight Rock”).


Like most early rock films in both the US and the UK, The Girl Can’t Help It wasn’t quite sure how sizeable the music’s audience was and treated rock as a passing fad. The film hedges its bets with a few mainstream artists—most notably a bizarre sequence in which a drunken Tom Ewell has visions of a ghostly Julie London singing a torchy “Cry Me a River.” The situation was even worse in the UK, where early rock pictures like It’s Trad, Dad! tended to be larded with at least as many Dixieland jazz bands as rockers; that music had a brief vogue with the British coffeehouse crowd prior to the ascent of the folk movement and had the added appeal of not repelling older viewers.
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Glenn Ford (right) confronts the teen horde in Blackboard Jungle.








Nor do you have to look hard to see how cautious Hollywood was in its presentation of Black performers, especially—and particularly how they portrayed white teenagers responding to Black artists and their music. As mild as these films are, they, like early rock and roll itself, were frequently derided as not just loud garbage but a dangerous threat to community standards. In his outstanding biography Bill Haley: The Daddy of Rock and Roll, rock historian John Swenson reports that Rock Around the Clock faced bans in some places—sometimes due to raucous, dancing teen audiences, sometimes because community and religious leaders viewed rock as a nefarious plot to worm Black music into the minds of white teenagers and promote integration. Despite the Supreme Court striking down Jim Crow laws, segregated audiences were still common at the time, especially in the South, and it would be another decade before the Supreme Court turned its attention to anti-miscegenation laws. None of this, of course, was lost on the studios.


Watching a film like 1959’s Go, Johnny, Go! it is striking to see how carefully racial interactions are choreographed. When the Black vocal group the Flamingos execute an electrifying dance routine worthy of the Nicholas Brothers, the white audience barely stirs, clapping politely. Yet when white rock guitarist Eddie Cochran performs a brief, bland cha-cha with his guitar, the kids go wild. Jackie Wilson, a singer whose incendiary stage performances earned him the nickname “Mr. Excitement”—and were later copied by Michael Jackson—seems to be having an off day here. The only steamy part of his number is the cheesy drawing of a cup of black coffee hanging behind him on an otherwise bare stage. Chuck Berry portrays a hip but obsequious yes-man to Freed, although his playing is certainly a cut above (and the mind-boggling onscreen band for his driving performance of “Little Queenie” includes Freed on drums and Dave Brubeck on piano). There’s also a fine cameo by Moonglows vocalist and soon-to-be-mentor to Marvin Gaye, Harvey Fuqua, and the only film appearance by Ritchie Valens, who died in the infamous plane crash with Buddy Holly and the Big Bopper before Go, Johnny, Go! could be released. If these films managed to bring some of rock’s excitement to the screen, their harebrained plots and purposefully bland presentations certainly are not selling points.
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Disc jockey Alan Freed, left, with Chuck Berry in Go, Johnny, Go!
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Sure beats plowing: Elvis straps on a guitar in Love Me Tender.








Not coincidentally, 1956 was also the year Elvis Presley made Love Me Tender, the first of what would prove to be thirty-one feature films (he also starred in two documentaries). Elvis’s frustrations with his film career are well reported: as a recording artist, his early records were nothing short of revolutionary, and he had dreams of becoming a movie star on the order of Marlon Brando or James Dean, the actors who were rewriting the rules of film stardom as he was in popular music. Instead, his film legacy is that of a respected journeyman and middle-of-the-pack matinee idol—nothing to sneeze at, but a far cry from immortality. That had more to do with the medium and his manager than the artist.


Elvis had the same desire to succeed as an entertainer regardless of whether he was making a film or a record; the same opportunity just wasn’t there for him. The music he loved—whether country, R&B, or gospel—was part and parcel of his southern culture; he felt it and could spin it brilliantly. He had no analogous relationship to film: he wasn’t glued to noir or other genre films about American outsiders as he was in music. The young Elvis who came roaring out of Sun Studio in Memphis seemed a little dangerous, but with the notable exception of 1957’s Jailhouse Rock, in which he plays an ex-convict with a chip on his shoulder and torment in his eyes, the Hollywood Elvis was most often the young fellow who’d cut wood for a maiden aunt or fetch her groceries. Sure, he was a happy-go-lucky fellow who liked to surf, drive motorcycles, and race cars and had a little bit of the devil in him—what boy didn’t?—but you just knew he’d settle down when he found the right girl, aging into the kind of beloved local figure everyone says hello to in the diner.


If Elvis and his manager, Col. Tom Parker, can be faulted for picking the sure money every time—Elvis’s per-film fee was as high as $1 million—it can’t be overlooked that his occasional attempts to break out of that formulaic straitjacket flopped. The 1961 melodrama Wild in the Country (for which Elvis was reportedly paid a comparatively modest $300,000) is a story about a violent young man in a small town who undergoes counseling to get his life on track. It had all the earmarks of a Serious Film: the kind of main character played by James Dean; a script by Clifford Odets; direction by veteran screenwriter Philip Dunne, perhaps best known for adapting How Green Was My Valley for John Ford; and Simone Signoret as Elvis’s leading lady. By the time filming started, Odets had been fired, Dunne had to hustle to complete the script, Signoret had been replaced by Hope Lange (not old enough for the part but significantly less expensive), and several less-than-memorable music numbers had been inserted. Though Dunne rightly gave Elvis high marks as an actor—perhaps the most damning thing that can be said about his film career, since he wound up in so many second-rate features—neither critics nor the public were buying, and the film was a flop. “Elvis’s fans were disappointed in a Presley picture which departed so radically from his usual song-and-sex comedy formula,” Dunne would later write. Elvis’s next film, the big-budget romantic musical comedy Blue Hawaii, was a return to more typical family fare, a huge hit, and the first of three films he would make in Hawaii. Ah, those golden handcuffs.
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If American film lost a potentially significant actor, his best entertainments—particularly Elvis’s personal favorite, King Creole, and his smoldering pairing with the only leading lady who ever matched his sex appeal, Ann-Margret in Viva Las Vegas—are simply a pleasure, and there’s nothing guilty about it. Given the opportunity, Elvis’s films could still rock, albeit with the glossy showbiz patina of the traditional Hollywood musical.


That wasn’t the story over on the poor side of town, where American International Pictures started kicking sand on the big studios with 1963’s Beach Party, the first of a seven-film AIP franchise in a new teen-oriented genre that came to be known as beach movies. AIP was never in the business of making rock and roll movies per se. Rather, it made inexpensive teensploitation films: horror, juvenile delinquent and teen issue pictures for the youth market, and music was a given. Unlike in the Elvis films, which frequently included subplots involving work, family, and disapproving or skeptical adults, parents always seemed to be out of town when the beach parties took place. The music, penned for the films by seasoned songwriters and record producers (including, in the case of Muscle Beach Party, Brian Wilson), was frothy and forgettable.
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Vincent Vacari (Ray Sharkey, center) grooms teen idols Tommy Dee (Paul Land) and Caesare (Peter Gallagher) in Taylor Hackford’s The Idolmaker.








From a rock and roll standpoint, the weakness of the music in beach films told a truth about the American music scene, which seemed to be running out of steam in the pre–British Invasion days of the early ’60s. Frankie Avalon, who costarred with Annette Funicello in most of the AIP beach films, was the discovery and creation of Bob Marcucci, a songwriter and music executive who contributed songs to Beach Party and was also the Svengali behind another of the period’s faux rockers, Fabian. (Marcucci’s career later received a lightly fictionalized treatment via 1980’s The Idolmaker, the first feature film directed by Academy Award winner Taylor Hackford, whose frequent forays into rock history include producing La Bamba and directing both Ray and Chuck Berry: Hail! Hail! Rock ’n’ Roll.)






[image: image]

Steady date: Annette Funicello and Frankie Avalon








In England, the story was much the same. Many of the early films featured “rockers” like Billy Fury and Tommy Steele, pinup-style teen idols whose images were carefully crafted by the then-dominant British music manager Larry Parnes, who made it a rule to rechristen his acts with suggestive but ultimately eye-rolling names. Along with Fury and Steele, his singers included Marty Wilde, Vince Eager, Dickie Pride, Duffy Power, and Johnny Gentle. Parnes was not really interested in rock music beyond its practical application for launching broader entertainment careers, and he frequently commissioned songs for his clients from theatrical composer Lionel Bart. Indeed, Steele would go on to a long career in musical theater, particularly in London’s West End. Though American viewers are unlikely to ever have seen Steele’s early rock films—with good reason—they may recognize his name from 1968’s film version of the musical Finian’s Rainbow, starring Fred Astaire and Petula Clark and directed by Francis Ford Coppola; Steele played the leprechaun Og.


The musical saving grace of the beach movies was the way they sprinkled in performances by recording acts. Surf guitar guru Dick Dale and his Del-Tones perform in the first two films, and fourteen-year-old Stevie Wonder provides musical high points in both Muscle Beach Party and Bikini Beach. Moving the party off the beach and onto the ski slopes apparently helped the music: 1965’s Ski Party featured singer Lesley Gore as well as a wonderful performance and weird where-did-these-guys-come-from moment via James Brown and the Famous Flames’ rendition of “I Got You (I Feel Good)”—a scene re-created by Chadwick Boseman in 2014’s Brown biopic, Get On Up. Also, 1964’s Get Yourself a College Girl, lensed in Sun Valley, Idaho, has performances by the Animals, the Dave Clark Five, and the Standells. The genre would get a loving salute and appropriately brainless update in 1979 with Rock ’n’ Roll High School, directed by Allan Arkush. Once again, the music is the best reason to watch: the film is capped by an eleven-minute performance by the Ramones, whose presence transformed the film into a punk touchstone. Ironically, the band only got the nod after producer Roger Corman’s first choices, Cheap Trick and Todd Rundgren, didn’t pan out.
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If Hollywood was slow out of the gate, the real artistic possibilities of rock on film were illuminated in the mid-1960s, when two modestly budgeted black-and-white flashes of rock lightning lit up the screen. And though they could not be more different, those movies—A Hard Day’s Night and Dont Look Back—would play Adam and Eve for a new genre, contributing the DNA for virtually every rock movie to come.


Effervescent and timeless, A Hard Day’s Night has a wit and intelligence that is simply irresistible—a surprise at the time to everyone except the Beatles’ fans. Shot at the height of Beatlemania, its simple setup has the foursome trying to maintain their sanity while dodging ever-present hordes of screaming fans on the way to a live television performance. By showcasing their talent and unpretentious charm, the film went a long way toward quelling the mainstream cynicism that had initially greeted both their music and their appearance—and toward establishing rock’s universal appeal. For the Beatles, it was one more validation. For fans, it was a sweet vindication.


The documentary Dont Look Back, released in 1967, focuses on Bob Dylan’s tour of England two years earlier. It is a brooding, gimlet-eyed yin to the good-natured yang of A Hard Day’s Night: an inside look at Dylan making music and wrestling with an obtuse and often hostile mass media less eager to canonize than cannibalize him. Balancing mesmerizing concert performances with surprisingly sour backstage footage—some of it far from flattering to Dylan—Dont Look Back is everything that the easygoing A Hard Day’s Night is not: discomfiting and standoffish, discontent and adult. Much admired among filmmakers, it would provide the template for hundreds of music documentaries in the coming decades, and its famous opening sequence in which Dylan riffles through lyric cards to accompany the song “Subterranean Homesick Blues” would become a much-referenced meme in the age of MTV.
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A Hard Day’s Night: from left, Paul McCartney, George Harrison, Ringo Starr, and John Lennon








In their wake, most rock films line up behind one of those vessels: they are either original dramatic and comedic stories in the mold of A Hard Day’s Night—an almost unbelievably diverse group of films running the gamut from The Rocky Horror Picture Show to Inside Llewyn Davis—or they are documentaries on significant artists, scenes, and events that rise or fall on the strength of the music and the director’s chops. Somewhere in the middle is a third hybrid category of films that has its roots in Hollywood: the dramatic biopic, in which Val Kilmer plays Jim Morrison (unconvincingly), Gary Busey portrays Buddy Holly (with surprising verisimilitude), or Jamie Foxx conjures Ray Charles (brilliantly).
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The Beatles in A Hard Day’s Night








A Hard Day’s Night and Dont Look Back may have been an indication that rock’s aspirations and reach were growing, but it was still very much the derided outsider. Two months after the release of A Hard Day’s Night, James Bond, that sophisticated British gentleman and unfailing champion of the Empire, offered an aloof and stunningly snide assessment of the Beatles in the blockbuster Goldfinger. Holding forth on the imperative of serving champagne properly chilled, Bond insists that offering a bottle above the ideal temperature of 38 degrees Fahrenheit is something one just does not do: “That’s as bad as listening to the Beatles without earmuffs.”


Oh, James.


If continuing to write off the Beatles was clearly a miscue, all cinematic boats did not immediately rise with the tide of A Hard Day’s Night. In the wake of the film’s success, other high-profile British bands, such as Herman’s Hermits, Gerry and the Pacemakers, and Freddie and the Dreamers, turned the film’s band-on-the-run plot into a mini genre—one that included the Beatles’ own sophomore effort, Help!, before transferring to television in 1966 with The Monkees. All aped the hijinks of the Fab Four’s first outing but lacked a similar wit and freshness.
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Along for the ride? A cryptic-looking Bob Dylan in Dont Look Back.








Unexpectedly, the British Invasion film of the era that opted not to follow the formula and instead reached for something a little more ambitious starred a band whose recording career was solid but never surprising: 1965’s Having a Wild Weekend, with the Dave Clark Five (released in the UK as Catch Us If You Can). Breaking with convention, the band members weren’t cast as musicians but stuntmen, a career the hustling Clark reportedly pursued prior to taking up the drums. And while the Five live, work, and carouse with the madcap youthful abandon that is de rigueur in these movies—they share communal quarters in an old church retrofitted with a trampoline and assorted gymnastic equipment for honing their stunts—the film is up to a good deal more than the same stuff.
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British poster for Having a Wild Weekend, released there as Catch Us If You Can








The feature debut of director John Boorman—who had until then been limited to BBC documentaries but would later direct numerous outstanding films, including Point Blank, Deliverance, and Hope and Glory—it also has a screenplay by the British playwright Peter Nichols, whose circumspection regarding the new swingin’ London would flower fully the following year with his script for the international hit Georgy Girl. For the Five, Nichols drove a run-of-the-mill plot—boy and girl create a stir when they run away for the weekend—into tight corners and unexpected twists. Stuntman Steve (Dave Clark) and his mates are employed in a huge advertising campaign aimed at boosting the sale of meat for which his girlfriend, Dinah (Barbara Ferris), is the poster girl; we see her face—frequently accompanied by choice cuts of beef—plastered all over London. Fed up with filming a commercial in an abattoir, the pair run off midshoot. Though it is just a spur-of-the-moment lark, the advertising agency behind the campaign sees an opportunity for publicity and tells the press she has been kidnapped, launching a national hunt and cascade of headlines. First footloose but soon on the lam, the young couple have a variety of adventures through the west of England, including meeting a very unimpressive group of early hippies. There is a pilgrimage to visit a former mentor of Steve’s who can barely remember him but clearly has his mind set on exploiting the now-famous duo for his own business ends. Most pointedly, they meet a middle-aged couple who have been following the cooked-up stories about Steve and Dinah in the news and invite them to hide in their home. Well heeled, well educated, and very bored, the couple are jaded and a bit spidery—they are clearly sizing up their young guests for a sexual escapade—but ultimately befriend the fugitives, distracting the police and press and helping to launch the final leg of their journey through an England in transition.


If that makes Having a Wild Weekend sound like a landmark in rock cinema, it isn’t. But it is a surprisingly wide-eyed and skeptical film that deserves to be better known. Jean-Luc Godard’s 1960 game-changing Breathless clearly wasn’t lost on Boorman—and one suspects Boorman’s vision of youth, fashion, and advertising in suddenly hip London was not lost on Michelangelo Antonioni, who came to town the following year to shoot Blow-Up, a film that employed a shocking guitar-smashing performance by Jeff Beck and the Yardbirds to mirror the state of mind of its photographer protagonist while creating one of rock cinema’s most indelible scenes. There’s a thoughtfulness, a state of mind to Having a Wild Weekend, as there is with A Hard Day’s Night and Dont Look Back. The viewer is meant to think about these films after the lights come up—which certainly couldn’t be said for The Girl Can’t Help It.


Though their first effort would prove the standout, films remained a significant part of the Beatles’ world. If Help! was a slight and campy follow-up to A Hard Day’s Night, the trippy Day-Glo colors and fanciful plot of Yellow Submarine made it one of the first overtly psychedelic commercial films (although Stanley Kubrick’s 2001, with its climactic, surreal ending, beat the animated Beatles film into US theaters by seven months). The popularity of Yellow Submarine wasn’t lost on Disney, which rereleased Fantasia the following year. The studio also appeared keenly aware that its target audience might be viewing it in an altered state. “The ultimate experience!” Disney trumpeted, marketing the 1940 classic with a new blacklight poster.


Even trippier was the Beatles’ 1967 British TV film, Magical Mystery Tour. Long on Nehru jackets and short on plot—the Beatles guide a busload of vacationers on a strange yet oddly celebratory trip to nowhere—the film elicited a combination of howls and head-scratching in the UK press and never aired in the US. Nonetheless, it contains the iconic staging of “I Am the Walrus,” technically crude but likely the most supremely surreal piece of film ever created to accompany a rock record (although the “Blue Jay Way” segment and the band’s promotional film clip for “Strawberry Fields Forever” are nothing to sneeze at).


It was Paul McCartney who got the ball rolling on both Magical Mystery Tour and the Beatles’ next film project: an in-the-studio diary originally intended for television but ultimately edited into the theatrical release Let It Be. Releasing it as a film satisfied their contract for United Artists and provided the Beatles with a much-needed financial boost after the implosion of Apple Corps but left McCartney unhappy with the way it portrayed the band. Despite the historic rooftop concert—the Beatles’ final live performance—Let It Be showed them drifting apart and on the verge of a breakup.


Never released on DVD, the film had been out of circulation for decades when director and technical wizard Peter Jackson was asked to take another whack at the original footage. The result, the three-part The Beatles: Get Back, gave fans a look at a great deal of previously unseen footage and completely recast the narrative of the Beatles’ final days, downplaying their disagreements and refocusing on their creative interplay.


The first Beatle to take the plunge as a stand-alone actor was John Lennon in Richard Lester’s How I Won the War, but it was Ringo Starr who made a lasting career as an actor. Many of his films, including Caveman, Candy, Lisztomania, and The Magic Christian, have been largely forgotten, and Son of Dracula—the film he made with his friend, the singer Harry Nilsson, in which Starr plays Merlin the Magician—is simply wretched even with the presence of an all-star band featuring guitarist Peter Frampton and drummers Keith Moon and John Bonham. Discounting A Hard Day’s Night, the best film he appeared in also features his best performance: the rarely seen 1973 British gem That’ll Be the Day. Jim MacLaine (David Essex) is an unreliable young drifter, into rock and roll and not much else, and Starr plays Mike, his buddy and coworker. Hard-core Beatles fans may want to check out Starr in Blindman, a spaghetti western featuring a self-lampooning cameo by Allen Klein, the controversial manager for the Beatles and Rolling Stones, as a greedy hombre who gets dynamited in the film’s opening scene. And beginning in 1989, Starr earned a new generation of fans through the children’s television series Shining Time Station, first as the voice of the narrator and later onscreen as Mr. Conductor.
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Steve Martin as Dr. Maxwell Edison in Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band








The end of the Beatles hasn’t meant the end of them in the cinematic imagination. The Rutles: All You Need Is Cash is a send-up of the band featuring members of Monty Python and the original Saturday Night Live cast (George Harrison makes a quick appearance as a journalist). Other films about the Beatles, such as Beatlemania: The Movie and Julie Taymor’s Across the Universe, have tended to trip over their ardor. The disastrous Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band was a full mess of a kitchen sink that featured everyone from Steven Tyler to Steve Martin to Carol Channing and George Burns and managed to nearly sink the careers of two acts that until that moment had been on top of the world: the Bee Gees and Peter Frampton. “This isn’t a movie,” lamented New York Times film critic Janet Maslin. “It’s a business deal set to music.” Far more successful as tributes are Robert Zemeckis’s light-hearted and nostalgic look at the Beatles’ first visit to America, I Wanna Hold Your Hand, and Danny Boyle’s fanciful imagining of a world in which the Beatles never were but their music still lives, Yesterday.


One of the more creative and personal films inspired by the Beatles is also one of the more obscure: Christopher Münch’s The Hours and Times (1991), which helped usher in the New Queer Cinema of the early 1990s by considering the possibility of an intimate relationship between John Lennon and Beatles manager Brian Epstein. Revolving around a factually accurate vacation weekend that Lennon and Epstein shared in Barcelona in 1963, it’s a film of longing and loneliness employing the tension of attraction—perhaps consummated, perhaps not—to ponder the lingering unhappiness at the core of each man. Epstein’s 1967 death, though ruled an accidental overdose of sleeping pills, was viewed as a suicide by some who knew him. Filmed in black and white over four days on a microscopic budget of $20,000 and clocking in at just under an hour, The Hours and Times uses visual language as deeply steeped in the art-house films of the era as it is in the style and tenor of the British Invasion. Indeed, Münch makes it abundantly clear that he is thinking about Ingmar Bergman’s 1963 film The Silence—a tautly repressed and sexually charged succès de scandale of the era—more than A Hard Day’s Night. Well acted, claustrophobically framed, and thoughtfully edited, it is a film worth seeing.


There’s a striking difference between the way the Beatles and the Rolling Stones approached film projects: essentially every film the Beatles made during their career was directed by a commercial journeyman, while the directors selected by the Rolling Stones reads like an art house who’s who, including Jean-Luc Godard, Robert Frank, Martin Scorsese, Hal Ashby, Albert and David Maysles, and Charlotte Zwerin. Those collaborations produced one of rock’s landmark documentaries in Gimme Shelter, but it also led to a couple of unusually difficult films—including legendary photographer Robert Frank’s provocatively titled but unengaging Cocksucker Blues, a behind-the-scenes look at the Exile on Main Street tour that plays slower than a weekend with the in-laws: even the drug use and sex with groupies feels tedious.






[image: image]











[image: image]

David Angus (center) as Brian Epstein and Ian Hart as John Lennon in The Hours and Times








Concert documentaries have been a staple of the Stones’ career. It’s not surprising that the best-looking ones are Ashby’s Let’s Spend the Night Together, shot largely at Arizona’s Sun Devil Stadium in 1981, and Scorsese’s Shine a Light, filmed in New York at the Beacon Theater in 2016. But the most riveting performance is Ladies and Gentlemen: The Rolling Stones, captured in Texas by documentarian Rollin Binzer in 1972. A brief 1966 swing through Ireland is the subject of another worthwhile Stones tour documentary, 2012’s Charlie Is My Darling.


Mick Jagger’s early interest in acting resulted in an underground favorite, the perplexing Performance, about a gangster who goes to ground in a rock star’s house. Though he’s continued to dabble from time to time, acting has primarily given way to producing, including the fine James Brown biopic Get On Up.


Like Jagger, Bob Dylan has occasionally taken a turn as an actor, most successfully in Sam Peckinpah’s 1973 western Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid, in which he plays a fictional character, Alias, and less successfully in 1987’s Hearts of Fire, in which he costarred with the singer and actress Fiona as an aging rock star. Dylan’s own films—Eat the Document, Renaldo and Clara, and Masked and Anonymous—are a treat for the faithful but can be a trick for anyone else, and some of the footage from the first two has been repurposed in Martin Scorsese’s extraordinarily satisfying films on Dylan, the documentary No Direction Home and the mockumentary Rolling Thunder Revue.


Rock can’t take all the credit for its own maturation on film, though, as the nascent genre’s increasing sophistication coincides with a period when the aesthetic measure of the film review aimed at the average ticket buyer shifted dramatically. Though Carl Sandburg wrote thoughtful film criticism for the Chicago Daily News during the silent era and Otis Ferguson, James Agee, and Manny Farber later championed high film standards in magazines like the New Republic and the Nation, the money reviews—the reviews that impacted the box office—were always in the newspapers. Indeed, membership in the influential New York Film Critics Circle was at one time limited strictly to newspaper reviewers. They were the de facto cultural gatekeepers. That old guard was exemplified through the early ’60s by Bosley Crowther of the New York Times, who applied a Manichean yardstick to films. Crowther’s reviews leaned heavily on content: a film was good if it had a moral message. That measure was rejected and ridiculed by the next generation of popular reviewers, led by Andrew Sarris at the Village Voice and Pauline Kael of the New Yorker, who instead encouraged viewers to value craft, style, and voice in filmmaking by embracing such extremely well made but morally ambiguous films as Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho and The Birds and Arthur Penn’s Bonnie and Clyde.
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Kris Kristofferson (left) as Billy the Kid and Bob Dylan as Alias in Pat Garrett and Billy the Kid
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Gimme Shelter: Mick Jagger at Madison Square Garden








Sarris liked Dont Look Back. Although he cast his review in the voice of an older New York intellectual who admitted knowing much less about the subject, Dylan, than he did the filmmaker, D. A. Pennebaker, Sarris still chided some of his fellow reviewers for favoring Joan Baez’s “relatively conventional” style over the less comfortable Dylan. Sarris was also deeply moved and a bit shamed by the outrage evident in Dylan’s songs. “He made me remember something I never should have forgotten,” he wrote.


It would be three years until rock produced its next significant cinéma vérité film. Gimme Shelter chronicles the Rolling Stones’ 1969 tour and tragic rendezvous at Altamont Speedway with the psychedelic era’s more malevolent side. In those three years a previously modest commercial documentary form, the concert film, was also going through a metamorphosis: it awoke one morning to find itself transformed into the giant festival film.


Rock had been a daily staple on television since 1957, when ABC picked up American Bandstand out of Philadelphia. Elvis Presley had made his national television premier the previous year on the Dorsey Brothers’ Stage Show, and variety programs like The Ed Sullivan Show, which tried to offer something for every viewer, became the place where many fans got their first chance to see new bands perform—a phenomenon that achieved its apex with the February 1964 debut of the Beatles. Also in 1964, Shindig! premiered on ABC as the first all-rock-and-pop variety show and was soon followed by Hullabaloo on NBC. But if the networks viewed rock performers as an integral part of their programming, that still wasn’t the case among the Hollywood studios: the two most significant rock performance films of the era, The TAMI Show and The Big TNT Show, were both independent productions and directed by television variety show veterans. That style of filming shows would be obliterated by 1969’s Woodstock and director Michael Wadleigh’s documentary about the festival.


Wadleigh’s real cinematic precursors were music festival films such as Jazz on a Summer’s Day, Murray Lerner’s Festival, and Pennebaker’s 1968 gem Monterey Pop. Wadleigh and producer Bob Maurice raised almost enough money to bring their eighteen cameras and crew of seventy-five—all of whom worked for a promise of double pay if the film was sold—to the festival, ultimately training five cameras on each performance and shooting 120 hours of film. The success of the film, which reportedly bailed out distributor Warner Bros., would lead to a raft of forgettable and frequently incompetent festival documentaries that turned Wadleigh’s formula into a cliché: concert performances, nudity, pot smoking, uneasy looks from the law, and mudslides when nature cooperated. They didn’t call Hollywood the dream factory for nothing.


Wadleigh’s Woodstock opened eyes not just at the studios but among performers, who began to think of concert films and documentaries as both potentially powerful artistic statements and useful promotional tools. When George Harrison wanted to raise funds and the public’s awareness of a dire humanitarian crisis in Bangladesh in 1971, he organized a pair of all-star benefit concerts at New York’s Madison Square Garden that raised nearly $250,000. That number was eclipsed the following year by its subsequent documentary directed by Saul Swimmer, The Concert for Bangladesh, with an initial box office of $15 million.


Swimmer was a journeyman whose other credits include pulling together the footage of the Beatles shot by Michael Lindsay-Hogg that would become Let It Be and directing the Herman’s Hermits film, Mrs. Brown, You’ve Got a Lovely Daughter. The Concert for Bangladesh turned out remarkably well but was beset by technical problems. The footage was shot over two concerts, but only one show was recorded for the concert album, and synching all the performances used in the film to just one recording was a nightmare. Nor did anyone think to point a camera at the audience—the crowd reactions inserted into the film were shot later at an unrelated Madison Square Garden concert.


Perhaps no one appreciated the power of rock on film more than pianist Leon Russell. A highly regarded session musician who played on countless hits before making the jump out of the recording studio and onto the stage as a member of the group Delaney & Bonnie and then as the bandleader for Joe Cocker, Russell could play any kind of music and wrote numerous hits but owed his fame in large measure to a pair of films. In 1971’s concert tour documentary Mad Dogs & Englishmen, Russell was the enigmatic, unfailingly cool, and totally in control producer, arranger, and straw boss of the traveling hippie carnival that was Cocker’s oversized band and choir. Cocker may have been the star and the subject, but you couldn’t take your eyes off Russell. The story in The Concert for Bangladesh was even more straightforward: the film marked the return of Bob Dylan and the public debut of an ex-Beatle, two of rock’s biggest stars; yet when the spotlight found Leon Russell, he stole the show.
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A Soho loft served as the editing room for Woodstock. Pictured here are editor Thelma Schoonmaker (seated), director Michael Wadleigh (right), and assistant director Martin Scorsese (rear).








In search of more of a good thing, Russell hired the documentarian Les Blank, who had previously made films on jazz trumpeter Dizzy Gillespie and blues guitarist Lightnin’ Hopkins. Blank moved into the lakefront compound Russell had recently purchased in his home state of Oklahoma and began shooting—although it soon became clear that the idiosyncratic filmmaker was at least as engaged by the painter composing a mural on the bottom of Russell’s swimming pool as he was by the taciturn rocker. Unhappy with the results, Russell shelved the project. It finally saw the light of day forty-one years later—the year after Blank died and just a year before Russell’s own passing—as A Poem Is a Naked Person. Though the film is engaging as a memento, it’s easy to see why Russell took a pass: Blank didn’t know what to make of him, and it would have done nothing for Russell’s career. That’s not entirely Blank’s fault. Intriguingly mysterious in Mad Dogs & Englishmen, Russell is merely guarded here. The result is an emotional standoff.


Like A Poem Is a Naked Person, other rock projects shelved for one reason or another, often having nothing to do with their musical or cultural worth, have sometimes risen decades later as cinematic specters able to enrich or even alter our perception of an era or event. One of the most dramatic and satisfying is The Rolling Stones Rock and Roll Circus, a planned British television special shot in a twenty-four-hour marathon—again by Michael Lindsay-Hogg, who lensed Let It Be—that wound up on the shelf. Unseen for thirty years, it has an all-star lineup that includes John Lennon and Yoko Ono, the Who, and Jethro Tull.


Forgotten footage and abandoned projects abound. Aside from the performances, what may be most compelling about the never completed and/or never released discoveries is what they suggest now about those times and why the films were never released. Questlove’s celebrated 2021 documentary Summer of Soul (… Or, When the Revolution Could Not Be Televised) spotlights performances by Stevie Wonder, Sly and the Family Stone, BB King, Nina Simone, and dozens of other greats, shot in a Harlem park over six Sundays during the summer of 1969—the same summer as Woodstock. It asks the obvious and pressing question “Why do we know Woodstock, but we’ve never heard or seen this?” In that regard, Summer of Soul sets out to be more than nostalgic, celebratory, or even simply historic. The event may be past, but the film’s context is now, and the subject is America.


Festival Express, a 2003 documentary on an ill-fated 1970 concert tour, also raised questions regarding how Woodstock’s lore of three days of peace and love played out in the popular imagination. Following Woodstock, Canadian promoters hit on the idea of a national rock festival—the plan was for bands to travel by train across Canada, stopping for all-day concerts in five cities. It sounded like a great idea but proved a financial disaster. For starters, the Montreal and Vancouver shows were canceled because of uncooperative municipalities. But what really killed the tour was the Woodstock freebie effect: at each stop, the film shows fans complaining that music should be free, storming the gates, and equating the $14 ticket price with a human rights abuse. You certainly couldn’t call it three days of peace and love for the tour’s backers, who lost their shirts and any other laundry they may have owned. On the other side of the ledger, the music captured by the documentary is quite good, especially the impromptu jams on the train involving extremely happy musicians (at one point the train makes an unscheduled stop for an emergency fill-up at a trackside liquor store), all of whom seemed eager to do it again. The high point (literally) is a train-board rendition of “Ain’t No More Cane” by Janis Joplin with Rick Danko of the Band and Jerry Garcia and Bob Weir of the Grateful Dead. It’s impossible to tell who is the drunkest—or having the best time.
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Country comforts? Roughing it at Woodstock
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By the beginning of the 1970s, the rock and roll movie had become a big tent covering a myriad of styles and intentions, some of the films very serious indeed. In Europe, auteurs Jean-Luc Godard and Michelangelo Antonioni both measured the rock scene and exploited it for their own artistic ends with Sympathy for the Devil/One Plus One and Blow-Up, respectively, while Britain’s Nicolas Roeg put a trippy and cryptic rock and roll spin on gangster movies with Performance starring Mick Jagger—a trick he would reproduce for science fiction films in 1976 with David Bowie in The Man Who Fell to Earth. In the US, Arthur Penn, riding high on the phenomenal success of Bonnie and Clyde, selected Alice’s Restaurant (1969) as his next film. Unlike his European art-house cohorts, Penn aimed to make an impact in the mainstream, but his artistic intentions were no less earnest: the director had a healthy respect for both the music and the antiwar movement, and Alice’s Restaurant sympathetically gave heft to the counterculture by locating its roots in America’s liberal progressive movement.


None of this happened in a vacuum. As Dont Look Back demonstrated, films about rock got more ambitious because rock music was increasingly ambitious. “Good Golly, Miss Molly” and “Like a Rolling Stone” are both great rock singles, but beyond that, it is hard to say what else they have in common, and any films you key off them are going to be radically different. Politics, nostalgia, art, race, sexuality, gender, drugs—whatever rock took into its DNA started to be expressed in its films. Around the same moment that rock and roll spurs George Lucas to make the wistfully sentimental American Graffiti, it also leads British actor Richard O’Brien to write the wickedly transgressive Rocky Horror Show and its film adaptation. The stylistic distance between those two pictures tells a truth: by the early ’70s, rock had splintered into a myriad of subgenres, styles, and tastes. And though Hollywood has always been ready to turn singers like Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra, and Doris Day into movie stars, filmmakers had also grown acutely aware of the drawing power of rockers.


Many musicians are willing to take that plunge, but it’s not always easy to judge whether their mere presence imparts anything of rock’s spirit and swagger unless it’s a charismatic superstar like Elvis, Jagger, Prince, or David Bowie whose stardom will always overshadow and color the character they portray. But casting a rock star doesn’t necessarily make the film a rock and roll movie. At the peak of his recording career, James Taylor made Two-Lane Blacktop, an outstanding road picture that costarred Dennis Wilson of the Beach Boys and had no musical overtones save their casting, which simply suggested the producers hoped to attract a youthful audience. Likewise, 1991’s Rush, in which Gregg Allman played a terrifying drug dealer, or the blaxploitation action films like Truck Turner and Three Tough Guys that soul star Isaac Hayes made in the ’70s, which had little in common with Hayes’s albums beyond the smooth, easygoing hipness he projected in both spheres. Sometimes a film with a rocker is just a movie, and sometimes a rocker—like John Doe of the band X, who has appeared in dozens of films—is pursuing a separate, parallel career.


It’s certainly a lot harder to connect Will Smith’s or Mark Wahlberg’s recording career to either man’s roles as actors than it is with Courtney Love, Iggy Pop, Tom Waits, Marianne Faithfull (all primarily supporting and character actors), or even a few extremely successful movie stars like Ice Cube, Madonna, or Queen Latifah. That may be because the roles they favor as actors have more in common with the personalities projected in their music.


The splintering of rock and the rise and fall of trends and styles were also evident in the kind of films made over the years. By the mid-1960s, many rockers had focused on creating albums instead of singles, a format that allowed them to stretch out and pursue more intricate ideas. Taking it a step further, bands like the Who, the Kinks, and Pink Floyd penned rock operas, and their story lines soon invited film versions with Tommy, Quadrophenia, and Pink Floyd: The Wall. Nor had Broadway failed to notice the appeal of rock operas, particularly the team of Andrew Lloyd Webber and Tim Rice, whose Jesus Christ Superstar and Evita would find their way to the screen in big Hollywood productions, the latter starring Madonna.
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Two-Lane Blacktop: from left, Warren Oates, Dennis Wilson, and James Taylor








The glitz and bombast of most of those projects (sometimes tongue-in-cheek, sometimes not) was echoed in the films of the disco boom. There was nothing bombastic about the surprise blockbuster Saturday Night Fever with its tale of dance-floor redemption in working-class Brooklyn—any film that shoots a scene in a White Castle on Fort Hamilton Parkway certainly has its blue-collar bona fides together. It may not have been a rock and roll movie, but its box-office receipts and massively successful soundtrack album set off a Hollywood stampede in which both the studios and the record labels sought to replicate the formula with music-driven films. Some, like Grease, were dished up as family fare, while films like Heavy Metal and FM were obviously aimed at adult rock fans. Feeling like ’70s dance-floor updates of AIP’s ’60s beach movies, disco-oriented films like Thank God It’s Friday starring Jeff Goldblum and Donna Summer, Xanadu with Olivia Newton-John, Skatetown, USA with Patrick Swayze, and Roller Boogie with Linda Blair abounded—much to the consternation of some. Director John Landis has described The Blues Brothers, with its veneration of classic soul music and stars including Ray Charles, Aretha Franklin, and James Brown, as an anti-disco film. Indeed, one of the cameras on the set was emblazoned with “Death to Disco.”
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Madonna as Eva Perón in Evita
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Carl Anderson in Jesus Christ Superstar








Beyond the disco era, rock films provide a window for viewing the trends and tribes that have defined the music scene at any moment. Led Zeppelin’s 1976 concert film, The Song Remains the Same, was curare to film critics but catnip for the band’s fans and proved a potent title on the midnight movie circuit. But rock films and the whole music scene were moving on: by the end of the decade, Penelope Spheeris’s seminal punk documentary, The Decline of Western Civilization: Part 1, was shining a bright light on the Los Angeles scene—tracking several bands, including Black Flag, the Circle Jerks, X, and the Germs—while New York director Susan Seidelman pondered that city’s downtown punk scene in the sometimes comedic, sometimes tragic Smithereens. The story of Sex Pistols vocalist Sid Vicious and his partner Nancy Spungen would play like a drugged rock and roll Romeo and Juliet—by turns toxic and romanticized—in Alex Cox’s Sid and Nancy, starring Gary Oldman and Chloe Webb. Each of those films, albeit in a different way, speaks to the complex reactions engendered by the seemingly straightforward punk movement. Beyond the big-name titles, current fans of punk can drop down a rabbit hole of smaller, specialized films, especially when it comes to documentaries regarding regional and local scenes, and even the occasional independent small-budget biopic such as 2007’s What We Do Is Secret about Germs singer Darby Crash.
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Donna Pescow and John Travolta in Saturday Night Fever
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In England, director Julien Temple kicked off a career that has seen him direct dozens of films on rock beginning with 1980’s Sex Pistols documentary, The Great Rock ’n’ Roll Swindle. Though it never had the same impact on US listeners, the fertile music scene in the city of Manchester was hugely important in the UK, boasting Buzzcocks, Joy Division/New Order, the Smiths, and the Fall during the late ’70s and Oasis, the Stone Roses, and Elbow in later years. Two very good films tell the story of its genesis as a haven for punk and postpunk performers: Twenty-Four Hour Party People, largely focusing on Factory Records, and Control, an affecting biopic on the life and suicide of Joy Division singer and lyricist Ian Curtis.


Hip-hop, rap, and emerging Black street culture first came into focus with 1983’s documentary and cult classic Wild Style, still the best treatment of the early days of hip-hop and graffiti art. The next year it had its first commercial hit with the dance-oriented Breakin’, perhaps most remembered now as the film in which Ice-T debuted. Dominated at first by films focusing on the New York hip-hop scene, such as Beat Street, Krush Groove, and Tougher Than Leather, the genre would soon open to include hit films set in Detroit (8 Mile), Memphis (Hustle and Flow), and Los Angeles (Straight Outta Compton) as well as strong and thoughtful documentaries, particularly the films Scratch, Freestyle: The Art of Rhyme, and Tupac: Resurrection. Humor is an essential part of hip-hop, and if the seemingly inevitable great rap comedy has yet to appear, Chris Rock’s gangsta-rap lampoon, CB4, is a valiant effort (think of it as This Is Spinal Tap meets NWA).
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For many, rock and the films about it had evolved beyond bands and records to a perspective—a way of being and maybe even finding a community. No filmmaker has expressed that better than Cameron Crowe. “One day you’ll be cool,” Anita (Zoey Deschanel) assures her younger brother, William (Michael Angarano) as she moves out of their home in an early key scene of 2000’s Almost Famous. “Look under your bed—it will set you free.” Hidden there is a satchel filled with wonders: Anita’s album collection. It looks like records by the Rolling Stones, Cream, Led Zeppelin, Joni Mitchell, the Beach Boys, Jimi Hendrix, James Taylor, and the Who, but it’s really the lexicon for a secret language—a language by which William will find his tribe and they will know him. Almost Famous is more than a film about rock as music. It’s a film about rock as consciousness and context, as a way of interpreting and being in the world.


Director Lisa Cholodenko’s Laurel Canyon (2002) also uses rock as a context for discussing values and lifestyles. Jane (Frances McDormand) is a successful record producer, simultaneously hardworking and unapologetically sybaritic and self-indulgent. She also hasn’t been much of a mother to her son Sam (Christian Bale), a newly-minted psychiatrist whose anger is made obvious by his decision to lead a straighter life at odds with her values. When he and his fiancée, Alex (Kate Beckinsale), a Harvard grad student, come to LA for the summer, they unexpectedly wind up living with Jane in a house that includes her studio and plays host to an ongoing bacchanal of casual sex and soft drugs. Sam is disapproving, but Alex is intrigued, and trouble and soul-searching are soon the result. The film doesn’t address rock as music—we only hear a few snippets of tunes when a band is recording in Jane’s studio—but as a state of mind.
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Wild Style gave filmgoers their first glimpse into the emerging hip-hop culture
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David Carradine as Woody Guthrie playing in a migrant camp in Hal Ashby’s Bound for Glory








The big tent has also proven wide enough to cover films that lampoon and laud both rock and its artists. The popularity of and critical acclaim for This Is Spinal Tap and Walk Hard: The Dewey Cox Story might lead you to think the same audience that loves those send-ups will greet the next triumphant rock biopic with a roll of the eyes and an iron grip on the credit card. But judging by the subsequent success of films like Bohemian Rhapsody, Love & Mercy, and Rocketman, you would be wrong.


There’s also a good guy/bad guy dichotomy in how we feel about our populist heroes and, subsequently, in the films that purport to be about rock stars. On one side are the morality plays about corruption and manipulation—films that take their cue from A Face in the Crowd, Elia Kazan’s 1957 tale of Lonesome Rhodes, a guitar-strumming drunken drifter whose folksy charm transforms him first into a popular cracker-barrel philosopher via radio and ultimately into a cynical, power-mad demagogue who turns on his handlers. Ken Russell’s Fellini-like adaptation of Tommy is such a story, as is British director Peter Watkins’s underappreciated Privilege, a 1967 film about a state-controlled rock star featuring Manfred Mann singer Paul Jones and model Jean Shrimpton. On the other side is the tale of the artist of conscience with his roots in the same plain-clay soil as Lonesome Rhodes, and there the model is Hal Ashby’s magnificent Bound for Glory, the 1976 adaptation of Woody Guthrie’s memoir. If Bob Dylan was the first to tie his reputation to Guthrie’s, albeit briefly, he’s had an army of imitators for whom credibility is intoned like a wedding vow. Beyond Taylor Hackford’s film about Chuck Berry, it’s hard to think of a biopic or documentary sanctioned by an artist or their estate that isn’t about celebrating the integrity of its subject.


More recently, technology has brought a radical expansion of documentary filmmaking, and for rock, that’s meant docs aren’t just about superstars now but cult artists, sidemen, producers, managers, bodyguards, roadies, local scenes, niche movements, and even the secretary who answered the Beatles’ fan mail (2013’s Good Ol’ Freda). The Academy Award–winning documentary Searching for Sugar Man unraveled the mystery of an obscure American performer who became a superstar in South Africa and proved a surprise hit. But sifting through what’s out there can be a daunting task. Occasionally, it unearths a gem.
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Andy Griffith as Lonesome Rhodes in Elia Kazan’s A Face in the Crowd








A portrait of the late sideman Bobby Keys, Every Night’s a Saturday Night, tracing the life and work of the rock saxophonist best known for his decades-long association with the Rolling Stones, flies below most fans’ radars. Keys had a raucous signature sound, but his name isn’t nearly as recognizable as his solos on records like the Stones’ “Brown Sugar” and “Can’t You Hear Me Knocking,” and Joe Cocker’s “The Letter,” and the documentary is a good example of a well-researched labor of love. In a genre where crash-and-burn stories occur as frequently as evil spells do in fairy tales, the Keys documentary is still affecting. Following a hard-partying good ol’ boy from Lubbock, Texas, who became one of Keith Richards’s closest friends but was exiled by Mick Jagger when Keys elected to skip a Stones performance to stay at the hotel and take a champagne bath with a groupie, it’s a classic blinded-by-the-lights story. Yet the high times don’t seem so high and the jokes don’t ring so funny when a bandmate recalls how frequently Keys could pass through a town and mention that an ex-wife lived there. Or when keyboardist Bobby Whitlock, who toured and recorded extensively with Keys as a member of Delaney & Bonnie, pops into a small Texas club to hear his old mate. Expecting a nostalgic reunion, Whitlock is instead greeted with an unsteady gaze and a wave of the finger. “I know you, don’t I?” a burnt-out, severely diminished Keys asks.
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In the years since Rock Around the Clock first matched images to the music, we’ve witnessed rock’s impact on the world’s greatest filmmakers. In the US, that’s meant some of the best films from our best directors: Martin Scorsese, Oliver Stone, George Lucas, Paul Schrader, Taylor Hackford, Jonathan Demme, John Waters, Penelope Spheeris, Joel and Ethan Coen, Jim Jarmusch, Susan Seidelman, Cameron Crowe, Todd Haynes, Richard Linklater, and Quentin Tarantino, all of whom grew up plugged into the music and thinking about how they could take that attitude and ethos and excitement—that rock and roll sensibility that spoke to them with a power rivaled only by cinema—and turn it into pictures.


The fifty films profiled in this book, as well as the five interviews with rock filmmakers that follow, are intended to be illuminating rather than definitive. Since the intention is to showcase both crowd-pleasers and buried treasure, the compendium begins with appreciations for the films that most fans see as indispensable, and they constitute a context and yardstick for the films that follow.


The remaining film profiles are intended as a pointedly personal but wide-ranging canon—box-office hits, art-house favorites, documentaries, biopics, and the unfairly obscure—presented in a subjectively curated manner meant to continually underscore the breadth of rock on film. My aim is to mix the serendipity of new discoveries with an added appreciation for familiar favorites while guiding you through the history of rock as seen through the insightful lens of Hollywood and independent filmmakers. Perhaps it will reorient your personal parameters regarding rock on film. I don’t imagine everyone will share my taste and enthusiasm in all fifty cases. I do hope it is the start of an endless quest for previously unknown images and sounds.


A word about what’s not here: readers may notice that while this list includes films on rap, soul, and reggae, none of the now-classic films on country music such as Nashville or Coal Miner’s Daughter are included. Rock certainly owes a debt of origin to country music akin to that owed to rhythm and blues, but in my view, those films were made in an era when country music went out of its way to divorce itself musically and socially from what was happening in rock; indeed, there were moments when it felt as if country wished to declare itself the opposite of rock. (That propensity, thankfully, is now gone.) One country artist who never felt that way was Johnny Cash, and though it is not included here, the Cash biopic Walk the Line feels like a rock movie to me. In a related vein, jazz trumpeter Miles Davis certainly impacted generations of rock musicians, and Don Cheadle’s film Miles Ahead is worth seeing, but it feels a bridge too far for a rock list. The same cannot be said for rap and a variety of popular Black music. Rock, to me, is an integrated form of Black music, and one that continues to be a vibrant means of expression for many Black musicians. At the same time, rock licks, samples, and references are part and parcel of rap’s musical vocabulary. Rock and other popular forms of Black music have not always traveled the same road, but it certainly looks and sounds like the same destination.


Like the music that inspired them, these films convey a wealth of images, ideas, and emotions and range from the gleefully mindless to the perplexingly sophisticated. But to quote documentarian Les Blank, who devoted his life to peering at musicians through a camera: “Always for pleasure.”
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