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Introduction

I don’t remember the first rock movie I ever saw. I have vivid recollections of going to the pictures with my mother to see Jesus Christ Superstar (1973 - Ted Neeley as a hippy Jesus with a screechy voice, and Judas the only character played by a black man); Tommy  (1975 - Roger Daltrey as a deaf, dumb and blind hippy Jesus, with the person who peddles him drugs the only character played by a black woman); and Elvis on Tour (1972 - no Jesus nor hippies, nor black people; just a camera following the world’s most famous man as he plays some shows, blissfully unaware that He will die for our sins within five years). My mum and nine-year-old me were such huge Elvis fans that we took our first cassette recorder to the pictures and taped the whole thing, in what I now realise was an innocent, sound-only precursor to the pirate DVD.

This early 1970s period represents the peak of rock movies - not necessarily in quality, but quantity. Feature films were made featuring the entirely uncinematic likes of Slade (Slade in Flame), T.Rex (Born to Boogie), Gary Glitter (Remember Me This Way) and even Mud (can’t remember . . . and can you blame me?). It was the equivalent of the millions of dollars now needed to produce, distribute and promote a feature film being spent on movies starring the Kaiser Chiefs, Amy Winehouse and Chris Brown. And who’d be dumb enough to do that?

I remember all these first cinema rock movie experiences fairly clearly, but I suspect that the first rock movie I ever saw was probably an Elvis or Cliff Richard film on our flickering black and white TV. But I don’t know; not for sure. Yet I can almost give you the dates of when I first heard Elvis, and the Rolling Stones, and the Sex Pistols, so dramatic were their impact on my unprepared psyche. This, perhaps, is why there are a million books on rock and a million books on film - and pretty much none at all on rock films. It’s not just that films about pop music don’t appear to change  lives. It’s that there’s something about the respective qualities of the 20th century’s two most popular art forms that seem to cancel each of them out. The complexities of the film-making process dilute the immediacy of rock ’n’ roll.

Nevertheless, this much-maligned movie sub-genre contains some of the most vivid, famous and influential screen imagery of the last 50 years, even . . . perhaps especially . . . when that imagery pops up in an otherwise fatally flawed piece of film-making. Just as the promo video has gradually brought more of the film-maker’s  modus operandi to the making of pop music, pop injects its crass, vulgar, tasteless instincts for high-impact hooligan art into the normally more subtle practices involved in making a feature film. This book is an attempt to look at the whens, whys and wherefores of that strange 50-year love-hate relationship between the two modes of entertainment that dominate the Western world’s mainstream popular culture.

The biggest help in this process is the fact that I come from a background in music journalism rather than film criticism. The most noticeable thing about the list that I’m looking at is how few of the films are part of the movie pantheon - that relatively small and wearingly predictable set of classics the endless adoration and analysis of which is a compulsory requirement for entry into the tiny world of film criticism - the most hermetically sealed boys’ club this side of the Freemasons and the Magic Circle. The official pantheon might condescend to include Easy Rider. Possibly Don’t Look Back and Performance. Maybe A Hard Day’s Night. All 1960s guy films, naturally. Otherwise, forget it. The reason’s pretty simple. The only reason anyone makes a pop film is exploitation. A pop star or pop trend has caught the commercial youth Zeitgeist, and a studio, its producers and the record companies promoting the star or the trend fall over themselves to cash in before the Kids decamp to Morris dancing or whatever weird noise someone’s secretly concocting in a bedroom or garage near you. Film critics believe in art for art’s sake and dismiss crass commercialism (and, by association, the suckers who fall for it). Therefore, all exploitation films are either ignored or revived as kitsch after a comfortable  amount of time has passed. All can I say is: I love Citizen Kane as much as the next ‘Ooh! Look at that tracking shot!’, innovative-camera-angles-and-subtly-realised-Big-Themes junkie. But anyone who rejects the joy that the likes of Grease or Footloose or The Rocky Horror Picture Show have brought to millions of people without even attempting to engage with why such unapologetic trash works . . . can’t really be that interested in filmgoers at all. The most exciting thing about being a critic is finding an intellectual path through the eternal arm-wrestle between art and entertainment, and understanding why some things cross over between the two, and who they touch, and why. Reject films that touch the masses out of hand, and the entire point of the critical exercise is lost. Film is a popular medium, not an academic one.

Film criticism’s elitism is something music journalists can’t afford to indulge in. Pop’s raison d’être is dragging the money from the pockets of people still young and energetic enough to do something other than listen to music. When pop journos fail to engage with what captures the young consumer’s imagination, all our learned analyses of Astral Weeks and Pet Sounds will not save us from being branded dinosaurs and pensioned off to that great Mercury Prize judging panel in the sky. And quite right, too.

So . . . that’s the why. The meat of the matter is a list of what I believe to be the 100 most important rock movies in existence. The reason that the book is not subtitled ‘The 100 Greatest Rock ’n’ Roll Movies’ is that there aren’t 100 great movies about rock. At least half of the movies I’ll be writing about are either mediocre or enjoyably trashy - or just plain awful. But they all star cultural icons, or say something important about rock’s impact on the planet, as well as defining the genre.

I should also attempt to define, at this point, what I believe a rock movie is. For the purposes of this book: it’s a film made after the birth of rock ’n’ roll as a mainstream genre in 1955, which bases its central premise around pop music in the post-rock ’n’ roll era. This includes movies about or inspired by soul, reggae, punk, disco, hip hop, dance music and forms of folk-roots music that cross over into the pop mainstream. It doesn’t include films about  jazz, pre-rock pop music, blues, classical or folk-roots music that doesn’t cross over into the pop mainstream. It also doesn’t include movies that have nothing to do with rock/pop music, but feature a rock/pop star in a lead role. I was toying with the idea of including these just so I could while away many happy hours ridiculing Sting - but my wife Linsay soon put paid to such foolish self-indulgence by the judicious application of one single question: ‘So - you’re really going to watch Ned Kelly?’ Anyone who has seen Mick Jagger and Tony Richardson’s turgid and baffling attempt to represent Australia’s most famous outlaw as a plank of wood will understand why I was immediately brought to my senses.

I should mention here some movies that didn’t make the cut, and a few reasons why. First, the movies that are not available on DVD, and that I couldn’t track down on VHS, bootleg or the net. The most glaring omission is Rock Around the Clock, the 1956 Alan Freed/Bill Haley vehicle that marks the first attempt to make a rock movie and allegedly inspired an orgy of teenage seat-slashing at cinemas in the USA and Britain. A crucial slice of pop culture history. Not available in the UK. On any format. Bizarre.

Other movies with strong cult reputations that I finally ran out of time to track down were 1968 rock ’n’ politics satire Wild in the Streets, Penelope Spheeris’s highly rated The Decline of Western Civilization rockdoc trilogy, and 1980s punk comedy Ladies and Gentlemen . . . The Fabulous Stains. The absence of all four of the above galls, but there you go. Similarly, Madness vehicle Take It or Leave It and the Pet Shop Boys’ It Couldn’t Happen Here also remain missing in action.

The omission that most readers are likely to notice is that of The Song Remains the Same, Led Zeppelin’s sole foray into feature film. If it was just a bad film it would have made the cut on the basis of being notable trash. But The Song . . . isn’t just bad - it is unforgivably boring, even somehow contriving to make Led Zeppelin’s live show look and sound dull. There seemed no point in kicking something more interesting to the kerb just to sneer or snore at it, so I didn’t.

Others that fall into the too-bad-to-mention dumper included  The Wiz, Motown’s misguided all-black remake of The Wizard of Oz, which even Michael Jackson and Diana Ross couldn’t save, and similar is-nothing-sacred? remake nightmares featuring Neil Diamond (The Jazz Singer) and Barbra Streisand and Kris Kristofferson (A Star is Born). And no power on Earth could make me watch pop movie disasters Absolute Beginners, Xanadu, the Beatles-associated  Sgt Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band and Give My Regards to Broad Street, or the 1987 Bob Dylan/Rupert Everett turkey Hearts of Fire again. Trust me. You’re better off not knowing.

A few watchable movies were left out because better films had entirely covered their territory. So The Buddy Holly Story’s inclusion gave the chop to pleasant but bland rock biopics La Bamba (Ritchie Valens) and Great Balls of Fire (Jerry Lee Lewis). Disco movies  Thank God It’s Friday and Village People vehicle Can’t Stop the Music suffered the same fate at the hands of Saturday Night Fever.

I adore Baz Luhrmann’s senses-battering take on Moulin Rouge - but, in the final analysis, it’s a modernized period musical which chooses to use contemporary pop songs rather than an original score, and I just couldn’t justify it as a rock movie. Similarly, Robert Altman’s brilliant 1975 satire Nashville is a must-see for any movie fan - but its use of the country music scene to take America’s post-Watergate temperature is, in the end, nothing to do with rock or pop. And the same can be said of Spike Lee’s masterpiece Do the Right Thing, even though rap is crucial to its treatise on racial conflict.

Hip hop is, without a doubt, the most ill-served musical genre in film, in stark contrast to its influence on popular culture. 50 Cent vehicle Get Rich or Die Tryin’, OutKast’s Idlewild, the recent Biggie Smalls biopic and rap ‘comedies’ CB4 and Fear of a Black Hat are just plain lousy, and not in a fun way. And, on a personal note . . . having spent most of my formative years working in record shops I really wanted to include a film about the strange world of music retail. But Empire Records and High Fidelity stink. So I couldn’t.

So let’s get back to what does merit inclusion. All of the rock-and pop-orientated movies here fall into seven basic categories,  which, despite enormous changes in the languages of pop, film direction, dialogue, fashion and acting styles, remain virtually unchanged. They go a little something like this.




1. The Pop Star Vehicle 

Some bright spark decides that the best way to drag maximum moolah from their spanking new musical sensation is to make a cinematic homage to their boundless talent, charisma and sex appeal. Sometimes, the bright spark is the musical sensation themselves, who has really always wanted to be a movie star because movie stars have a credibility and ‘A’-list master of the universe quality that pop stars don’t. The pop star vehicle is, therefore, the most extreme, expensive and ego-frenzied example of status anxiety known to humankind. And, as a general rule, they are disasters and give us mere mortals a chance to laugh at our supposed betters.




2. The Pop Star Biopic 

A biography of a musician, usually a dead one. This enables record companies to sell back catalogue, and film-makers to dish an entertaining amount of dirt on said icon without fear of legal action, while simultaneously playing up to the ‘they died for our sins - but will always live on through their music’ death cult sentimentality that has hung around rock like a bad smell ever since Buddy Holly’s plane crashed. These films generally walk the well-meaning but uneventful line between the genuinely authentic and intelligent (I Walk the Line) and the laughably inane (The Doors).




3. Digging the Scene 

Undoubtedly the most creatively productive of our seven categories, these films largely ignore pop stars and focus on the teen scenes and youth cults that use a fashion style and a particular pop genre as their major inspiration. Apart from the nostalgic possibilities of the whole ‘this was the soundtrack to our lives’ shebang, most of these rites-of-passage movies are driven by troubled hip kids who, by movie’s end, will learn valuable lessons about the pain of growing up.




4. The Rock Musical 

Like the musical, only with bad versions of rock music replacing bad versions of operetta. There is obviously a large crossover here with Category One, as the plot often only exists to allow sensational new pop star to burst into song at every available opportunity, and can barely hold itself back from reminding you that the soundtrack is on sale now at your local Tescos after every dodgy tune.




5. About the Biz 

Movies about making it in the modern music industry, usually presented as moral fables about the evils of men in suits and the perils of fame. Easily the most satirical of our seven categories, offering soul-less corporate bastards the chance to be self-aware about being soul-less corporate bastards, while taking ample opportunity to lecture the peasants about how fulfilling your dreams inevitably means ingesting heroin through a squirrel’s rectum and either dying or learning a valuable lesson and becoming humble and, Lord Help Us, down to earth. Often produces the most hysterical rock movies, therefore getting closest to the frantic idiocy of great pop music.




6. The Rockumentary 

The advent of ever cheaper ways of shooting real life, and the increasing proliferation of DVDs packaged free with new albums, means that there are now far too many documentaries about rock music, most of which just follow some incredibly dull musicians around while they tour. Here, I limit myself to the most fully realised and discussed docs that got a full cinema release. At its best, the rockumentary not only captures a moment in pop cultural history more vividly than a conventional feature, but reveals that major pop artists and the hubbub that surrounds them are more surreal and unlikely than any work of fiction can imagine. This category also includes films of live music events where, again, I limit myself to the culturally significant likes of Woodstock and Gimme Shelter.




7. Rock Comedy 


Comedies about rock.

As we’ll see, many rock movies contain more than one of the above elements. For example, the 1957 Elvis Presley film Loving You is mainly a pop star vehicle, but is also a rock musical, a satirical comedy and a cynical look at the rise of the fledgling rock ’n’ roll scene and rising to fame in the music business, which is also liberally sprinkled with fictionalised elements of Presley’s early career. Almost the full set.

But, 50 years on, the rock flick song essentially remains the same . . . the Kids go wild, chaos ensues, valuable lessons are learned. What does change between eras is how the films choose to end . . . always the biggest clues as to what film-makers are trying to leave their audience believing, thinking and feeling; always a key cultural barometer, in terms of the message The Man thinks we want to hear. In the 1950s and early 1960s, rock films were aimed squarely at supposedly innocent teens, and endings were happy and comforting - as much to let parents know that this still relatively new and scary youth phenom wasn’t going to turn their kids queer or lead them to consort with black men. At the end of the 1960s and through the 1970s, this is turned on its head. Endings become tragic and shocking, a way of both tapping into Western youth’s more sophisticated and rebellious attitude, while still warning The Kids that sex, drugs, non-conformity and individual artistic achievement could only lead to destruction.

In the 1980s, it was all about individual achievement, and endings were triumphant, the cinematic equivalent of money from the sky and high fives all round. As the 1990s have progressed into the 21st century, endings have remained largely optimistic, but muted. The final triumph has often come from deprived beginnings, and at a cost, and it doesn’t make everything all right. The rock film has become therapy.

Yet something has happened since the year 2000, with the likes of Ray, I Walk the Line, 8 Mile and Last Days reviving the idea of serious, heavyweight rock and pop movies, while the exceptional  likes of The Filth and the Fury, DiG and Anvil: The Story of Anvil  have forced the rock-doc to come of age and present their subjects as fully rounded human beings. Moreover, the accepted movie pantheon is getting old and weary through repetition, and, just as my books about great singles and great albums, This Is Uncool  and Fear of Music, sought to find an alternative pantheon, where accepted greats nestle alongside inspired trash and obscure hidden treasures, Popcorn is an attempt to look at a different kind of classic film, from a different, less elitist perspective, and to acknowledge these films’ relationships with unashamed exploitation vehicles, grimly fascinating cinematic horrors and, most importantly, us . . . the kind of people who grew up obsessed with pop and movies.

Yet it was only after writing about the 100 movies that editor Ian Preece and I finally decided to arrange the book chronologically, as we had with my books on singles and albums. I’d thought that the rock movie was too erratic and chaotic a medium to lend itself to a historical narrative - I was wrong. There is a clear journey through various levels of cynicism and optimism that fits our perceptions of the late 20th century very neatly indeed. By the time I’d travelled from the shallow dismissals of youth culture of 1956’s  The Girl Can’t Help It to the profoundly disturbing and quintessentially adult tragedy of 2009’s Telstar: The Joe Meek Story, I realized that the rock movie had followed a parallel path to its musical soundtrack - a journey from misunderstood adolescence to uneasy middle-age. And, along the way, I learned some valuable lessons. I hope you do, too.

 




Garry Mulholland 
September 2009





The 20 Best Rock Movies Ever Made . . .

The big lesson that I learned from my two previous list books is that, no matter how often you insist that your book is arranged in chronological order, the first question everyone asks is: ‘What’s number one?’ So I figured that, this time around, I’d get off the fence right from the get-go and provide a simple list of what I believe to be the best rock and pop movies of all time. A whopping six of the Top Ten are from my favourite sub-genre of rock-orientated film - a run of savage, sepia-tinted British rock/pop movies, from 1959’s Expresso Bongo to 1979’s Quadrophenia that evince a bitter, cynical, blackly humorous and bravely surreal take on the perennially grey British landscape and its ongoing battle with the vivid colours of rock ’n’ roll. An English perspective - right down to  Spinal Tap’s piss-take of dumbass Brit metal bands - dominates my 20 faves, so I may as well own up to my bias and wave the flag for British pessimism.

1. Privilege 

2. Expresso Bongo 

3. Easy Rider 

4. Performance 

5. Stardust 

6. Slade in Flame 

7. This Is Spinal Tap 

8. Quadrophenia 

9. The Filth and the Fury 

10. Gimme Shelter 

11. Hairspray 

12. Beyond the Valley of the Dolls 

13. The School of Rock 

14. Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story 

15. Saturday Night Fever 

16. 24 Hour Party People 

17. DiG! 

18. Catch Us If You Can 

19. Beat Girl 

20. Bulworth 




1950s




The Girl Can’t Help It 

1956


Starring: Tom Ewell, Jayne Mansfield, Edmund O’Brien, Little Richard, Eddie Cochran, Fats Domino, Gene Vincent and the Blue Caps


Dir.: Frank Tashlin

[image: 001]

Plot: Legs and jugs and rock ’n’ roll.

Key line: ‘She ain’t Rome! What we’re talking about is already built!’

 



If The Girl Can’t Help It had been made in any other year but 1956, it wouldn’t be here. Despite some critics’ attempts to give this glossy sex(less) comedy revisionist props (John Waters bigs it up on the DVD featurette; Truffaut allegedly called it ‘a masterpiece’) it’s actually a tiresome, boring film from a creaking Hollywood studio system which was rapidly losing its flair for screwball funnies. But it remains a crucial rock movie because it has beautifully filmed performances from four of rock’s major pioneers, which casually subvert the 1950s mainstream, and therefore helped change the world for the better. Little Richard, Gene Vincent, Fats Domino and Eddie Cochran - not to mention the Treniers, the Platters and jazz singer Abbey Lincoln - allow this film to stand when similarly unfunny comedies of the period have long slipped into obscurity. If your curiosity about early rock onscreen compels you to see it, just be warned that The Girl Can’t Help It surely ain’t no Some Like It Hot.

The plot, such as it is, involves washed-up gangster Marty ‘Fats’ Murdoch (O’Brien) employing drunk agent Tom Miller (Ewell) to make his reluctant girlfriend Jerri Jordan (Mansfield) a pop recording star in six weeks. Jerri can’t sing but Miller finds a way to make her famous anyway, Tom and Jerri (chortle, guffaw) fall in love,  and then it turns out that Jerri can sing, and Fats becomes a pop star instead, and everyone gets what they want, which is marriage and kids, in Tom and Jerri’s case. The musical sequences are woven into the plot by virtue of the leads turning up in nightclubs and studios, and the musical turns perform straight to a static camera, which somehow works perfectly.

Aside from the fact that the acting stinks and the dialogue sucks, the film largely fails because it can’t make up its mind whether to bury rock ’n’ roll or praise it. On the burial hand, the story attempts to satirise teen stupidity . . . you can sell any din to them as long as it has a gimmick. But this premise is undercut right from the beginning, as Ewell archly introduces the film pre-credits and has his old-school showbiz speech interrupted and blown gleefully off soundtrack and screen by Little Richard’s title track and the sight of a seven-inch single spinning on a deliciously iconic art deco jukebox. Director Tashlin seems to take pleasure from the scandal and noise of this rock stuff, and perhaps the film’s problem is that he’s caught between the demands of exploitation cynicism and his own foresight about the burgeoning power of rock ’n’ roll.

What’s more, the rock performances are made timelessly thrilling by the loving way they are shot. The Colour Deluxe film stock makes our rockin’ heroes look incandescent, and Tashlin understands that there is so much natural action in the faces and movement of Vincent (and his heroic, gum-chewing, proto-punk guitarist Paul Peek), Cochran (framed with visionary prescience by a television screen) and the hugely underrated black vocal group the Treniers (Little Richard is dashingly handsome but oddly stiff and ill at ease) that he just points a camera at them and stays stock still. 20th Century Fox’s chief arranger Lionel Newman chooses cutting-edge, ‘real’ rock at a time when the US music biz was reinforcing the racism of middle America by sending Pat Boone off to cover R&B hits so that radio could stay happily segregated and parents could stay in denial about the screaming black jungle music that their little treasures were actually listening to on bedroom Dansettes and  black radio. And Tashlin gave his black acts equal prominence to the white ones, subtly establishing that this new teen phenomenon was absolutely about racial miscegenation without having to hammer the point home. ‘This is the new showbiz - deal with it, America!’, The Girl Can’t Help It seems to say, in a good-natured, don’t-scare-the-horses way. It may not be a good film. But it is one of the most influential and subversive films in this book.

As for the non-rock bits, there are two justly famous scenes which transcend the rest of the film’s fudge and lack of decent jokes. First . . . trussed up in the tightest suit imaginable, Jerri/Mansfield walks down a street to Miller’s house. If you’ve never heard of Mansfield, she had a brief flush of fame in the late 1950s as the low-budget Marilyn Monroe - a parody of a parody of the Blonde Bombshell. She couldn’t act a lick but she had an hour-glass figure, platinum-blonde hair, perfect teeth and unfeasibly large breasts which were transformed into heat-seeking missiles by the torture devices they called underwear at the time. She got the death such a public life demanded, too, when, at the age of 34, her car ploughed into a tractor-trailer, and a photo was released which appeared to prove that her head had been severed by the impact. Dispellers of this urban myth insist that the ‘head’ was nothing more than a blonde wig, but what kind of ghoul wants to believe something as mundane as that?

Anyway, she walks down the street and the torrid and terrifying licence to leer that is Little Richard’s ‘The Girl Can’t Help It’ soundtracks her ludicrous sashay. A man is delivering ice. He turns to gawp. The mountain of ice melts in a pussy juice gush. She walks up the stairs past a geeky milkman. He gawps. And he metaphorically cums, as his milk bottles pop their caps and blow their load. Another set of stairs inside Miller’s building, and an old bloke is picking up his milk from his doorstep. He gawps. His glasses crack and he appears paralysed with shock and awe. The scene ends when she gatecrashes an embarrassed Miller’s bedroom and has a conversation with two full bottles of milk held up in front of her torpedo bazooms. The sexual  connection between so many bodily fluids and functions has never been so memorably conveyed.

And Tashlin also finds time to invent the conceptual pop video. Miller comes home to his empty flat after a long night of drowning his sorrows. The major source of his angst is Julie London, the real-life sophisto-jazz chanteuse that the story insists Miller discovered. She was the love of his life but has long since departed, leaving him a washed-up lush. He puts on London’s big hit ‘Cry Me a River’ . . . and a ghostly apparition of London appears, taunting him. He runs drunkenly from room to room and out of his flat, but no matter where he turns, Julie’s there, vaporous and vengeful. It’s genuinely haunting, and the song is a torch classic (‘Told me love was too plebeian’, goes the most extraordinary line. Too plebeian?! And it gets rhymed with, ‘Told me you were through with me, and’! Man, they really don’t write love songs like that any more!), and it all seems like it’s been bussed in from a better, sadder film.

And actually . . . I’ll add another scene, in the interests of fairness. Eddie Cochran’s weird, brilliant, Elvis-in-a-straitjacket performance of ‘Twenty Flight Rock’ is blasting out of a TV, and a black maid starts dancing for joy. By twisting reality on its head - it was black rockers who were making white folks break racial taboos and dance like negroes, of course - Tashlin wrings just a little more pleasure out of the inevitable end of artistic apartheid. The guy had moments. Just not enough of them to carry an entire film.




Loving You 

1957


Starring: Elvis Presley, Lizabeth Scott, Wendall Corey


Dir.: Hal Kanter

[image: 002]

Plot: Troubled but well-mannered orphan hick manipulated to musical stardom by ambitious female PR. Anti-rock grown-ups, press outrage and bizarre emotional baggage intervenes. Problems solved by hick singing simpering ballad on telly.

Key line: ‘Who’s fighting sex? It’s a healthy American commodity. ’

 



The second Elvis movie is a key text in the career of the 20thcentury’s leading musical icon. It neatly establishes the public arm-wrestle between the Elvis that could have been - a dirty, rebellious ball of licentious sexual energy - and the Elvis that was - the simpering all-round entertainer, standing for all things Mom and all-American. Indeed, screenwriters Hal Kanter and Herbert Baker show quite extraordinary prescience by reflecting the cynicism of Elvis’s legendary manager Colonel Tom Parker (credited as the film’s ‘technical adviser’) through the sarcastic, contemptuous dialogue of several of the main characters. It’s almost like they know where Elvis is going, and they don’t much like it, but find the charade pretty damn amusing. Add the genuinely creepy neuroses that provide the plot twists, and you have a movie that represents the death throes of the repressed 1950s and the desperate need for liberation that characterised the 1960s . . . a decade that Elvis largely spent starring in gut-wrenchingly bad versions of Loving You while the rebels he inspired invented the modern world. Loving You, in its clunky, compromised way, seems to predict all the follies of Presley’s future.

Kanter’s attitude to the small-town Southern states where Elvis  was born and raised add another prophecy . . . there’s a Jewish intellectual contempt for ‘Hicktown’ in this movie’s opening scenes that meshes neatly with Presley’s posthumous biographer Albert Goldman’s loathing of the redneck. Although Kanter’s lack of directorial talent (the sitcom and gag writer scuttled back to TV soon after Loving You, going on to produce the hugely successful American Till Death Us Do Part equivalent All in the Family) becomes more obvious as the film progresses, the opening pre-Elvis scenes are rather extraordinary: a country band in cowboy threads playing on a small-town bandstand, there to help elect a fat and obviously corrupt governor, who cuts short a political speech to sell health tonic, surely a barbed comment on the carny hustler background of Col. Parker. Within minutes we learn that the country bandleader is a fake and that his partner in insincerity is a woman. Glenda Markell, played by Lizabeth Scott, stands out like a sophisticated sore thumb among the dumbass country suckers, her glamour, poise and verbal elegance a symbol of the Big City, which is held up throughout Loving You as a beacon of progress and thrill. When bandleader Tex Warner sneers at the hillbilly music that pays his rent, Glenda smirks, ‘Don’t knock country music. It’s the voice of our nation,’ with enough jaunty irony to raze Nashville to the ground.

When Elvis finally arrives onscreen, a humble delivery boy, he is beautiful: all in be-jeaned blue, immaculate jet-black quiff, hooded eyes and curled lip, his whippet-thin bod a slow-rolling metaphor for all things laconic and horny. Glenda eyes him like meat. Deke Rivers is persuaded to sing, performs ‘Got a Lot o’ Livin’ to Do’. The women pant like dogs. The men recoil in bemused horror. The one black boy in town - in the entire film! - grins delightedly and dances. Admittedly, this isn’t a subtle reminder of where Elvis’s beats and gyrations hail from, but it makes its point. When Elvis hands back his borrowed acoustic to the goofy country guitarist, a string is broken. The goofy guitarist looking resignedly at a broken string becomes a recurring motif, a snappy little symbol of rock’s destruction of the Old Ways. By the time these scenes have finished, Kanter, Presley and Scott have introduced us to all the cultural,  racial and sexual impulses that made THE SIXTIES!!! inevitable.

Sadly, the compromises inherent in producing a 1950s pop star vehicle with an all-ages rating prevents Loving You from being the rock ’n’ roll Sweet Smell of Success it could’ve been. Songs intervene, gloss pervades, plot gets silly. Nevertheless, Kanter does his best to smuggle in smart dialogue and dark plot developments. Elvis/Deke falls for older woman Glenda, who doesn’t reciprocate, and the film implies (before backing off, clunkily) that she fucks him to keep him working for her. Just as ‘Tex’ turns out to be a fake called Walter, Deke Rivers turns out to be a fake called Jimmy Tompkins, who stole the Rivers name from a tombstone after running away from a children’s home. Glenda, meanwhile, is busy providing blueprints for Malcolm McLaren, paying middle-aged ladies to express their disgust at Elvis’s pelvic gyrations so smitten female fans get into fist fights for photographers. The entire film displays a knowing amusement at female lust, and, taken in tandem with Elvis/Deke/Jimmy’s ingenuous sexual manipulation by an older woman, his status as all-dancing sex object turns gender roles around and feminises Elvis. The most famous scene, where Elvis performs the tough, sexist blues of Ray Charles’s ‘I Got a Woman’ before beating up a jealous greaser, is utterly undercut by the groupie scene, where the greaser’s girlfriend breaks into Elvis’s dressing-room and challenges his entire sexuality: ‘You are afraid! You don’t sing scared . . . You’re a phoney!’ Elvis doesn’t argue. By the time the two are discovered kissing, it’s too late. Elvis is revealed as an impotent sex tease, and a rock ’n’ roll fake. For a guy who spent much of his career penning gags for Bob Hope, this Kanter guy had a shrewd take on Elvis’s lack of balls.


Loving You also provides a checklist of future rock and rock movie clichés: nerdy, screaming girls as objects of both horror and comedy; stage door chaos, band overshadowed and dumped by dominating singer, gaudy car as ultimate symbol of freedom and upward mobility, greedy PR cynicism. But, after all the crafty subversion, Loving You ultimately seeks to comfort its intended audience. After Scott’s Glenda spends the entire film either manipulating or castrating every man she meets, she is forced, in  typical 1950s Hollywood manner, to reject all personal ambition in order to prove herself worthy of her man’s love. After all, even Elvis’s sexless good girl love interest Susie (Dolores Hart) knows the score, observing the sexual hysteria our nice boy provokes and sneering, ‘He’s male. Every female wants one.’ At the film’s climax, Elvis welcomes Glenda, Susie and Tex into a happy-ever-after group hug, a tableau of the perfect nuclear family our orphan wants so much more than fame, money or sex. By that time, Kanter and Baker have struck so many false notes with all four, the happy ending becomes a dark joke.


Loving You isn’t a great movie: it’s just too badly made to be that. But it’s a genuine curiosity and a must-see for anyone interested in Elvis Presley. The man was shoved from pillar to post by Parker, the music and movie businesses, and the public’s desires until he died young having no real idea of who he was or why his unmatched success had brought him so low. That process begins right here.




Jailhouse Rock 

1957


Starring: Elvis Presley, Judy Tyler, Mickey Shaughnessey


Dir.: Richard Thorpe
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Plot: Elvis kills a man with his bare hands. Learns to sing in the Big House. Becomes star. Fucks it up.

Key line: ‘That ain’t tactics, honey. That’s just the beast in me.’

 



Elvis Presley is so great in this movie. Everything’s in place for a career as a top leading man in top films. Smouldering good looks. Method-style subtlety. Vulnerability. Pent-up anger. Sexual threat. He flirts with other characters, not with the camera. He’s utterly  natural, barely strikes a false note anywhere here, refrains from indulging his love of self-parody. His onscreen bad father-errant son relationship with the excellent Mickey Shaughnessey as fellow con Hunk Houghton shows that he has a natural talent for the give-and-take of ensemble playing. He’s especially great at throwing a wild, realistic punch. He obviously enjoys every second of playing a selfish, greedy, petulant redneck wanker, desperate for flash cars and fancy cufflinks. The bling-obsessed rapper? A new idea? Nope. Elvis is pure hip hop in Jailhouse Rock. The camera adores the animal grace with which he walks, talks, slouches and sneers. He’s a Brando, Dean or Clift in the making. Oh Elvis . . . where did it all go wrong?

Thorpe’s gritty monochrome and feel for the harshness of prison life gives a sense of authenticity to what is, plotwise, a potentially very silly potboiler. Fork-lift truck driver Vince Everett, as played by Elvis, gets in a pointless fight in a bar. He kills his opponent, goes down for manslaughter. His cellmate Hunk is an old country singer who guides Vince through prison and teaches him how to play guitar. When Vince gets out, he bumps into a pretty record plugger called Peggy Van Alden (Tyler) who guides him to stardom. Hunk gets out of chokey, wants a piece of Vince’s action. After proving himself too old-school for singing success, he settles for being Vince’s lackey. But Vince has become a monster, and his sadistic humiliation of the hapless Hunk leads to a deserved punch in the throat. Will Vince ever sing again?


Jaihouse Rock isn’t perfect. The sudden introduction halfway through of Vince’s lawyer Stokes as narrator is smartarse and superfluous. The Hollywood bit is a facile preview of the beach bum banality of Elvis’s future film career, and features the least convincing kiss in screen history. Presley himself obviously feels the falseness of the scenes . . . his acting suddenly falls apart.

Another slight drawback is the soundtrack. Dominated by Leiber and Stoller songs, this is not their best work, and the performances - the delicious ‘Treat Me Nice’ and the ‘Jailhouse Rock’ dance routine aside - aren’t as incendiary as those in King Creole (see p.25) and  Loving You (see p.17). But then, Thorpe is more interested in making  a believable drama rather than a pop musical. The dialogue is tough and Elvis spits his lines with trailer-trash fervour. Apart from the ending, there are few Hollywood clichés in the tale . . . when Vince first gets to sing in front of a crowd, they ignore him. Rather than win them over with his pure Elvisness, he gives in, loses his temper, smashes his guitar in a fit of pique. When he makes his first record, an established star steals the song and arrangement and has the hit. When Vince gets his first radio play, it’s as a soundbed for a dog food ad. Early rock films were all cynical about the biz, but Jailhouse Rock takes its pops at money men, not pop itself.

Elvis is not presented here as natural star or even a good man . . . he has to work the system, like anyone else who can sing a bit. The movie’s emphasis is almost entirely on Vince, Peggy and Hunk as characters, rather than Elvis as a star. It’s a good 1950s social-realism melodrama - not quite Rebel Without a Cause or On the Waterfront, but not that far away.

The early prison scenes are especially fine. We get a sneak preview of Elvis’s future army haircut. He still looks great. And at one point topless Elvis takes a whipping from a prison guard and looks as if he’s cumming rather than suffering. Did 1950s Elvis have a gay following? ‘Jailhouse Rock’ was always a queer lyric, in both senses. ‘Number 47 said to number 3/You’re the cutest jailbird I ever did see/I sure would be delighted with your company/Come on and do the jailhouse rock with me.’ I mean, you’re really not needing a diagram about what a rock in an all-male jailhouse would look like, are ya?

It’s a full 25 minutes of all-male prison drama before we finally get introduced to the love interest. Judy Tyler as record plugger Peggy is one of Elvis’s curiously unattractive leading ladies - he got a fair few of ’em - but their first scene together in a bar is fabulous. Vince is a rude, sneering, sexually threatening bully . . . irresistible, in other words. And perhaps, as it is a Presley vehicle, it’s poor Tyler’s job to be blown offscreen and rendered asexual by the sheer animal magnetism of Presley’s presence, which she duly is.

You can’t help wondering if notorious Elvis manager Colonel Tom Parker’s ears were burning when he clocked the Hunk  Houghton character. An ageing country singer jailbird who happens upon Vince by chance, not seeing the talent, but quickly seeing the potential for money. Parker never sang and probably never did time - although his life remains so clouded in mystery, you never know - but he came from the country music world and sold his protégé like a carnival huckster. Houghton cons Vince into signing a dodgy contract while they’re still sharing a cell - the kind of move that surely would’ve drawn approving nods from Parker.

The most famous scene is the celebrated ‘Jailhouse Rock’ dance routine, but there’s a recording studio scene which is arguably more significant. It’s essentially a distillation of Elvis’s breakthrough moment at Sam Phillips’ Sun Studios in Memphis, when a snap decision to play his blues and country covers harder, faster, blacker and sexier invented Elvis, rock ’n’ roll, the modern world. Here, Vince runs through a limp version of blues tune ‘Don’t Leave Me Now’ (with Scotty Moore and Bill Black, the guitarist and bass-player who backed him at Sun, right there onscreen with him), recoils in horror when he hears how ordinary he is, and then records it again with a deeper beat and a dirtier voice. It’s a wonderfully subtle reconstruction of Elvis’s eureka moment.

But it’s not the most important scene in Elvis’s movie career. That would be the bit where Peggy takes Vince to a posh party thrown by her rich and educated parents, where the gathered sophisticates are into modern jazz. Vince tries to shock them by telling them he’s just out of jail, fails miserably. Instead, mom implores her husband to put on the new record by ‘Stubby Rightmire’, and the party guests say things like, ‘I think Stubby has gone overboard with those altered chords, don’t you?’ and ‘I say atonality is just a passing phase in jazz music.’ Elvis, of course, gets his great class-warrior moment: his eyes hood, his lip curls, and he simply says to mom, ‘Lady . . . I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about’, and storms out, managing to convey, just by the way he shoves his hand in his pocket and swings those pussycat hips, that modern jazz and the upper middle classes are both utterly fucked. Rock ’n’ roll and everything it means is in this three minutes of  screen soothsaying. It’s as crucial to the whole shebang as Little Richard’s first shriek on ‘Tutti Frutti’.

This is all build up for the ‘beast in me’ line, Elvis’s most infamous movie moment, as he forces his tongue down Peggy’s throat and defines hooligan potency for a generation of girls who were deciding that hiding their sexual desires was a busted flush. You can almost feel the swooning in the cinema from 50 years ago, even now.

Fascinatingly, much of the story hinges on Vince and Peggy starting their own record label. Yep . . . Jailhouse Rock presents Elvis Presley as a pioneer of Indie Rock. Bizarre. Brilliant.

Of course, it all goes horribly wrong when Hunk gets out of prison and comes to claim his 50 per cent. The implication is less that all jailbirds are bad news, and more that, by driving away Peggy and replacing her with ‘the most expensive flunky in the world’, Vince is rejecting the civilising influence of a strong, intelligent woman, thereby ensuring his inevitable demise. Must have appealed to Elvis, a man who was never the same once his sainted mother died. But considering how many expensive male flunkies he surrounded himself with throughout his life, Elvis never did learn the lesson.


Jailhouse Rock is, in the final analysis, a morality tale about hubris. Vince provokes Hunk into the punch that almost ends his career through sheer sadism. He gets what he deserves, even if the ending shits out and gives him Hollywood redemption. And Elvis is at his best playing this cruelty . . . this hubris was in him from the beginning. All the words written about the most famous man of the 20th century . . . but you’ll find most of what you need to know about Elvis Presley from this, his best movie by far.




King Creole 

1958


Starring: Elvis Presley, Carolyn Jones, Dolores Hart, Dean Jagger, Walter Matthau, Vic Morrow


Dir.: Michael Curtiz
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Plot: The last sighting of Rebel Elvis.

Key line: ‘You’re a pretty fancy performer, ain’tcha Kid?’

 



It’s no surprise at all that Elvis Presley routinely cited King Creole  as his best movie. The final Elvis vehicle before he joined the army and the last to be filmed in black and white, King Creole was based upon a proper novel (A Stone for Danny Fisher by Harold Robbins). It had Casablanca director Michael Curtiz pulling off an unlikely blend of fun musical and ghetto crime story, included heavyweights Dean Jagger, Walter Matthau, Carolyn Jones and classic 1950s juvenile delinquent Vic Morrow in the supporting cast, and was originally offered to James Dean before his death. The score boasted classics in ‘Crawfish’, ‘Hard Headed Woman’, ‘Trouble’ and the title track, hard and bitter dialogue from Herbert Baker and Michael Vincente Gazzo, and the tough, noir-ish plot and authentic New Orleans setting gave the whole enterprise a gravitas that Presley’s film career never approached again. But hey . . . what did Elvis know about picking film roles compared to his manager Colonel Tom Parker? King Creole isn’t even in the Top Ten grossers of Elvis’s filmography. Number one? The appalling Viva Las Vegas  (see p. 45). The public gets what the public wants.

Danny Fisher is a young singer, living with sister (Jan Shepherd) and Dad (Jagger) in among the whores and seedy clubs of Bourbon Street. Mom’s been dead three years and the family ain’t over it. Dad’s a coward and a loser, shoved around by his pharmacist boss, living for the day Danny graduates from high school and becomes more like him. But Danny’s graduation is constantly held up by his  violent streak and the hours he puts in as the dogsbody in dodgy nightclub the Blue Shade, which is full of greasy criminal types who drink until sun-up and treat women like the jaded Ronnie (the wonderful, smoldering Carolyn Jones, who spits out poet-slut lines like ‘I was supposed to be home by midnight. I forget whose’, with Dietrich-esque knowingness) like shit. Somehow, Danny has to make money, get the nice girl Dolores Hart (the dull virgin always has to triumph over the fascinating mature slapper), beat bad guy Maxie Fields (Matthau) and make Dad proud. Trouble is, for a superhero, Danny is a bit of a tosser. His idea of a romantic first date is booking a room in a seedy motel. He’s a little too easily seduced by the idea of easy, dodgy money. He’s a little too obsessed with Bad Dad. And he really likes hitting people.

The early ‘Crawfish’ scene, where Danny swaps vocals with a hot fishwife from his window, isn’t just a glimpse of Elvis’s movie potential. Its sensual, jazz and gospel-influenced blend of rock toughness and loungey soul would have been a perfect direction for Presley’s music too, if anyone around him had been interested in art or quality in the early and mid 1960s. Hearing him duet with soul wailer Kitty White exemplifies both his instinctive grasp of black music and how much he found his own distinctive, white style within it. It’s a short scene, but the most purely pleasurable one in the Elvis movie canon.

But, mostly, King Creole gives you a full look at the serious, sexy and threatening actor Presley could have been. He has great, believable moments throughout King Creole - rescuing Ronnie from two thugs with two broken bottles in hand, scared, but brave enough to sneer, ‘And now you know what I do for an encore.’ The blistering performance of ‘Trouble’. The dirty flirting with Ronnie in her gleaming convertible. And a scene where he has to cry over his father in hospital where you believe every tear.

There are very silly scenes, too . . . hints of future Elvis fiascos, like when Morrow’s gang persuade Elvis to sing the rubbish ‘Lover Doll’ in a store to create a distraction for their crime spree. But the assault on Danny’s father in a rain-soaked street at night is a classic  noir set-piece. And for the film’s final scenes the rock musical is  forgotten and King Creole becomes a beautifully shot, dark, pacey thriller with wise insights about the nature of courage and the beauty and sadness of Ronnie’s character, and visual dimensions way beyond the standard pop star vehicle. Even the ending refuses to tie everything up in a neat, happy bundle.


King Creole is a great, great movie. Funny thing is, it would still have been a great movie without Elvis’s songs. But it’s hard to imagine without Elvis’s acting. That’s how good he is here.




Expresso Bongo 

1959


Starring: Laurence Harvey, Sylvia Syms, Yolande Donlan, Cliff Richard


Dir.: Val Guest
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Plot: Early Cliff Richard film leads writer to question validity of modern life and his own existence.

Key line: ‘You’ve got a chip on your shoulder and an H-Bomb in your pants!’

 



Even the credits are a masterpiece - a montage of tracking shots of 1950s Soho in all its gaudy, sleazy, black and white glory, with the cast’s names appearing on billboards, shop fronts and jukeboxes. Big band jazz blares and everything about the magic fantasy of pre- 1960s Soho - the slumming rich, sex and gambling, hookers and handjobs, Italian deco and trashy cheesecake, fags and fast food, coffee bars and dance clubs, dodgy deals and dodgier dealers, a London speeding towards its swinging peak - comes tumbling off the screen and mainlines its way into your heart.

The world of Expresso Bongo, the first truly great rock ’n’ roll movie, based on the first great rock ’n’ roll stage musical, is a world so cosmospolitan that the first person onscreen is a terrifyingly  young and hard-looking Burt Kwouk, in plaid shirt with turned-up collar, barking ‘Get with it, chick! Why come if you don’t go for the beat?’ The future Pink Panther and Harry Hill favourite is not presented as an exotic or a symbol of alien otherness . . . just another teen in the thrilling neon melting-pot of London on the cusp of modernity.

In seconds we get our first look at our star Laurence Harvey, fresh from his breakthrough role in Jack Clayton’s proto-yuppie classic Room at the Top. He’s reading the New Musical Express in the sharp grey suit, bow-tie and pork-pie he’ll be wearing for the rest of the movie as fast-talking, comically Jewish hustler Johnny Jackson. Johnny was a drummer but has decided to cash in on the craze for teenagers playing music in Soho espresso bars. He’s the kind of man who lies so much he can’t detect his own bullshit. One minute he’s on about his first million, the next he’s dreaming of making an impact ‘from Willesden to Croydon’. He’s beautiful and brilliant and has loser written all over him.

His girlfriend is Maisie (Sims), a gauche stripper attempting to better herself by becoming a singer (‘I don’t want a man. I want a manager’). She drags the reluctant Johnny to a basement club, where teens who all look like designer hillbillies dance brilliantly to in-house band the Shadows. After stopping off to whiplash a chick through a contemptuous pastiche of jiving, Johnny settles down to sneer at the forthcoming young rock act which we immediately see is Sir Richard of Cliff. ‘Here he comes,’ Johnny leers. ‘If we’re lucky we’ll be witness to an affray.’

He’s still snippily unimpressed when the pudgy young quiffmeister starts playing the bongos, surrounded by hyperactive teens. But then Cliff starts to sing . . . and it’s quite a thing. The song is a speedy, twangy little sub-Elvis rocker and Cliff is just fabulous, with his melodramatic lip-curling and St Vitus dancing. It’s a real ‘Where did it all go wrong?’ moment.

‘That child’s got more sex than age’, Maisie quips. Johnny sees the light. ‘I’ve got the perfect setting for all this teenage violence.’ He’s soon hustling a bewildered Cliff aka Bert Rudge, who keeps insisting that all he wants to do is play drums ‘for kicks’. Being no  match for Johnny’s speed-jive, the slum kid is soon Bongo Herbert, resident teen sensation at the equally bewildered Leon’s espresso bar, which Johnny has transformed into the Tom Tom Club. A few sharp cons at the expense of record labels, the BBC (a great self-mocking turn from real-life documentary maker Gilbert Harding: ‘We have the most eminent people coming to discuss this Bongo and his symptoms . . . I mean, art.’) and a lovely Bongo performance of ‘A Voice in the Wilderness’, and Johnny is suddenly in ‘be careful what you wish for’ territory. How well can his masterplan go, when his in-house songwriter is a ‘bint’-obsessed journeyman called Beast who pens classics like ‘I Beat My Chick With A Solid Rock’.

Old-school showbiz arrives in the shape of past-it American chanteuse Dixie Collins (the excellent Donlan), who interrupts her jaded diva-isms long enough to take Bongo under her . . . ahem . . . wing (‘I’ve always done everything I can to help young talent’, she leers) in what becomes a reverse-gender A Star is Born scenario.

Harvey’s own ears must have been burning when he read the  Expresso Bongo script. As well as spending his life hiding his Jewish-ness, which perhaps explains a performance that parodies Jewish-ness to the point of self-loathing, the Lithuanian-born heartthrob was also a closet queen. In order to conceal this throughout his short life (he died of stomach cancer at 45) he took up with a string of older women, the first of whom was Hermione Baddeley, a distinguished Oscar-nominated English character actress who was twice his age and mentored him through his early years in the British theatre. For added weirdness, she has a supporting role here as a comically ancient Soho hooker. No surprise, then, that Johnny’s downfall isn’t one of the ageing Jewish businessmen who make money from music and kids they loathe, but an unholy alliance of Bongo’s selfish and bitter white-trash mother and Dixie, the worldly wise mother substitute. And no surprise either that Bongo’s passport to superstardom isn’t teenage sex and violence, but faked Christianity and an unapologetically oedipal ballad.

You watch this song, and the way that Richard nails this parody of shameful showbiz schmaltz, and you really can’t help  marvelling at how closely his subsequent career follows this exact blueprint (As Richard, as Bongo Herbert, asks in the film: ‘Why is everybody always on with this girlfriend routine?’). But if it’s all been a 50-year scam based on a satirical skit from a musical, then the man truly deserves that knighthood on the grounds of sheer evil genius.

This was Richard’s second role, coming straight after his debut in the same year’s excellent juvenile delinquent drama Serious Charge, a film I would’ve included for its insightful presentation of British pre-1960s terrors if Cliff had got to burst into song a few more times. Richard is the redeemable troubled teen in this provocative little movie about a small-town vicar falsely accused of homosexual molestation and, even though Richard can’t really  act, as such . . . there’s just something right about him. And he’s exactly the same in Expresso Bongo; when you first watch it you feel he’s just the hapless teen gimmick steamrollered by Harvey’s overwhelming chutzpah. But the more you see Expresso Bongo, the more perfect for the role he is. His stilted emptiness is entirely evocative of the kind of dumb but ambitious innocent who is both easy to manipulate and ripe to become quickly corrupted by success. Any stronger in the part, and he’d make Bongo too sympathetic. And sympathy is something Expresso Bongo doesn’t have for anyone involved in the London entertainment industry.

For a 1950s mainstream hit of stage and screen, Expresso Bongo  is a bilious sick-fest, a parade of barely repressed perversions and none-too-subtle hints at the real Sodom-and-Gomorrah abuses and neuroses that have always fuelled British show business. Twenty years before punk, and the gleeful celebration of decadence, greed and nihilism on show here makes The Great Rock’n’Roll Swindle  (see p. 206) look like Little House on the Prairie. But, because of the censorship rules of the time, what can’t be shown has to be suggested by allusive dialogue and cunning implication. If you’ve read John Niven’s savage 2008 Britpop-meets-American Psycho comic novel Kill Your Friends and not known whether to giggle or retch, then understand that the music biz scenario it describes is pretty  much accurate, and that it’s just Expresso Bongo with added cussing, blood and semen.

Wolf Manciewicz’s waspish, crackling dialogue, Harvey’s characterisation (based on Manciewicz himself) and Guest’s mise en scène vie for top billing in pop’s greatest movie (Privilege, my choice as this book’s best, is pure rock movie by virtue of its apocalyptic pessimism). Guest makes the tale’s theatrical origins into pure cinema by making London the star, presenting the penthouse and pavement extremes of the wild West End with such sleazy glamour you wish you could just jump into a time machine and drown in its irresistible corruptions and chaotic, pre-corporate franchise dens of iniquity. A mixture of my mum’s reminiscences, Colin Macinnes’s  Absolute Beginners novel and Expresso Bongo have conspired to convince me that my curse was being born in the right place at the wrong time, 20 years too late for a London being conquered by greedy and reckless youth, where tribal allegiances to music and fashion mattered enough to change the world, and even corruption and cynicism were innocent enough to be revolutionary.

Watching Expresso Bongo makes me deliriously happy and furious simultaneously. Because Britain doesn’t make films like this any more. Writers who can write, directors with vision and actors who can create shaggable monsters like Harvey’s Johnny are actively discouraged until they move to America or just give up. Expresso Bongo creates a world so vivid and full of life and spit and desirable danger that like, say, the alternative worlds of Buffy the Vampire Slayer’s Sunnydale or The Wire’s Baltimore, you visit and don’t want to come home to whingeing, prurient, smoke- and fun-free England. We drown in vats of mimsy middle-class mediocrity.

Once upon a time we were so good at making movies that we could tell stories so wicked and strong that Cliff Richard couldn’t ruin them. Now we make The Boat that Rocked. Expresso Bongo is about a London that was poised to be the centre of the world. Now we’ve lost so much interest in ourselves that our films are about Indian call centres, funded by the game shows they’re promoting.

A nation is only as healthy as its culture. Twenty-first-century Britain is slumped in a grey hospital bed, attached to drips.




1960s




Beat Girl 

1960


Starring: Adam Faith, David Farrar, Gillian Hills, Noelle Adam, Christopher Lee, Shirley Anne Field, Peter McEnery, Oliver Reed


Dir.: Edmond T. Gréville
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Plot: Crazy beat music and Bad Dad lead pouting nymphet down seedy path to sin and degradation.

Key line: ‘Do everything. Feel everything. Strictly for kicks!’

 




Beat Girl opens with one of the best scenes in the dubious history of the rock movie.

A twangy guitar - courtesy of the John Barry Seven - rings out over a stark monochrome shot of a scruffy staircase. Sharp dressed young pre-mods descend the staircase. One girl stops, holds centre-screen. Blonde, luscious of lip and wearing hip-hugging sweater and slacks, she pouts, her expression an intimidating mix of disdain and lust, of fuck-you and wanna-fuck-you.

The camera slams in closer, and the legend ‘Beat Girl’ frames her impossibly cruel face.

She finally moves forward and we move with her, into a small basement room with a band in the corner and a dance floor full of boys and girls in various states of downbeat sartorial splendour. They bop and frug with the kind of spectacular comic abandon that only happened when people danced on camera in the 1960s. Our Beat Girl begins to dance - pure sex, almost as if drugged - and we see that her plaid-shirted partner is . . . Oliver Reed. Who could have believed that Britain’s leading booze-bully thespian had ever been young!

As the credits continue to roll the camera looks down at the kids’ feet - pedal pushers, pumps and rumpled jeans, all made gorgeous by the stark, French New Wave-influenced black and grey. As the  camera arcs and the scene ends, Beat Girl stares us down, a taunting, defiant, hungry predator. It’s less than two minutes that completely defines the eroticism and danger of both rock and rave’s eternal promise of dirty, stylish kicks. If the film had stopped right there . . .

But Beat Girl doesn’t stop. It gets right on with the job of being a B-movie masterpiece. In its eagerness to exploit adolescent sexuality, rock, beatniks, middle-class slumming, prostitutes, strippers and sly intimations of lesbianism and incest - not to mention teen rock idol Adam Faith - it gleefully presents London’s Soho as an island of thrilling perversity in an England so repressed that a married couple can’t even snog on a train without some proto-Mary Whitehouse skewering them with murderous disapproval. It had to be directed by a Frenchman.


Beat Girl’s seriously weird plot goes like this: Paul Linden, a stuffy upper-class architect, goes to Paris for a few months to get over his divorce and comes back with a French dolly-bird wife who’s only eight years older than his daughter. Said daughter Jennifer, who is already being turned into a Bad Lot by art school and hanging round Soho coffee bars listening to cool jazz and hot rock with other rich brats and token authentic working-class existentialist Adam Faith, gets really hostile. Meanwhile, a chance meeting with Soho stripper Greta reveals that stepmum has a sordid past. Jennifer is handed a chance to both expose the hypocrisy of Bad Dad while watching strippers in a sleazy club with just a little too much interest. Club owner Kenny (a marvellously cadaverous Christopher Lee) sees his chance to lure the disco dolly to a life of vice. It all ends in blood and chaos.

Around this sleazoid framework director Edmond T. Gréville hangs a set of provocative digressions and brilliant set-pieces. A rock ’n’ roll rave in Chislehurst Caves, which isn’t just a startling revelation that acid house didn’t invent the illegal rave in the country, but also moves into a conversation between The Kids that contends that it’s World War, rather than their parents, that causes them to huddle in this dark, underground place, scared and alienated. Then there’s Adam Faith’s superb Eddie Cochran pastiches,  dropped suddenly into the action, with backing from jukeboxes and a vocal echo chamber beamed in from nowhere, plus Shirley Anne Field singing a disturbing slice of Popera called ‘It’s Legal’.

Thrill, also, to a very British version of the infamous ‘Chicky Run’ from Rebel Without a Cause (Gréville is definitely in thrall to the Nicholas Ray/James Dean classic that remains the Daddy of all teen angst movies) where The Kids have to rest their necks on the rails of a country train track while a train hurtles towards them. Last one to get up is the winner, and Beat Girl Jennifer symbolically castrates Faith’s Dave by proving herself the least scared to die.

And strangest of all, a gratuitous pop at 1960s town-planning when Bad Dad reveals his obsessive plan for a ‘City 2000’, blocking out his wife and daughter as he stares at his tiny cardboard city comprising rows and rows of identical high-rise blocks, and breaks into a blood-curdling lecture: ‘Psychologists think that most human neuroses come from too much contact with other humans. Now in my city, a man can be as alone as if he was 10,000 miles from anywhere.’ Remarkably prescient, n’est ce pas? Dad may be a ‘square’ socially, but in his work he is an arch-modernist. And in  Beat Girl’s world, this makes him the equivalent of all those mad scientists from 1950s disaster flicks . . . and mad scientists always have to be taught a valuable lesson about the follies of playing God.

No wonder, then, that Jennifer’s gone beat crazy, hovering on the precipice of polymorphous perversity, before her father and his kind succeed in banning human interaction completely. She hangs around a group of people who certainly have a way with words. ‘Say, Babe, are you feeling terpsichorical? Let’s go downstairs and fly!’ ‘Great, Dad, great! Straight from the fridge!’ ‘He sends me! Over and out!’ And a fledgling stripper’s sneering rejection of Faith’s advances: ‘Fall down, Juvenile!’ Screenwriter Dail Ambler has top fun at the expense of middle-class Brits trying to talk beatnik jive, reminding us that the wigger is no new invention. A bewildered Dad asks his errant Beat Girl what the heck all this teenage argot actually means, and gets a response which hits the enduring teen cult rebellion nail squarely on the dome, Daddio: ‘It’s all we’ve got. Next week . . . Voom! Up goes the world in  smoke! And what’s the score? Zero! So now, while it’s now, we live it up. Do everything. Feel everything. Strictly for kicks!’

Now, I hope I’m getting you real juiced up about seeing this movie. But a word of warning: the supporting cast are all great, especially Faith, Lee and Peter McEnery. But the three leads are  atrociously, stunningly, jaw-droppingly bad. Farrar, once a charismatic and accomplished star of Powell and Pressburger classics  Black Narcissus and The Small Back Room, is obviously dismayed and embarrassed that his career has come to this. Ms Hills would have been a superstar in the silent era, blessed as she is with one of those faces where every feature is too big and prominent and just screams ‘SEX!’ at you from every angle. But when the girl talks . . .  ouch. And Noelle Adam as strumpet stepmum is patently not too comfortable with English and reacts to everything with the same scared and vacant expression.

But, somehow, this all works in the film’s favour. While the characters that populate the rave and sex club scenes are alive and vivid and (super)natural, the scenes in Dad’s ultra-modern glamour flat are as uncomfortable as the surroundings. There is a tension between the skill behind the camera and the bumbling haplessness in front of it which just makes Beat Girl feel even more perverse and transgressive.


Beat Girl was an X-rated movie . . . but did you know that, in 1960, X movies were for those aged 16-and-over? That the powers that be actually put the age up to 18 in 1970? I mention this because Beat Girl often has the feel of a film aimed at dirty old men. Especially in a striptease scene starring a black woman called Pascaline which wouldn’t be out of place in a rap video . . . except that the context - a sudden switch from Pascaline’s big behind fucking the stage to the supposedly 16-year-old Beat Girl watching with quizzical excitement - makes it seem far filthier than anything on MTV Base. It isn’t long before Beat Girl herself is stripping for the entertainment of her friends, and Faith watches her, face contorted into an ugly grimace, his hand spanking the phallic guitar he carries everywhere. What could they be trying to say?

At the film’s violent end, Faith has had his guitar smashed by Teds - those truly bad working-class thugs - who are only partly impressed by his oft-repeated pronouncement that ‘fighting’s for squares’. The reunited family walk away from the scene of Beat Girl’s shame, and you could read that as a family-oriented happy ending. But the scene they walk into is pure noir, and the three, huddled together, are dwarfed by the garish neon flash and the looming dark alleys of the Soho night. The family is going to get royally fucked by modern times, it seems to say, and whether you take that seriously or with a pinch of kitschified salt, Beat Girl  stands as both a stunning rock movie and a stunning British B-movie of the kind they just don’t make any more.




The Young Ones 

1961


Starring: Cliff Richard, Robert Morley, Carole Gray, The Shadows, Melvin Hayes, Richard O’Sullivan


Dir.: Sidney J. Furie
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Plot: Let’s do the show right here.

Key line: ‘Cheer up! It may never happen!’

 



Writing about Sir Cliff Richard is the most redundant task in music journalism. Partly because he’s really litigious. But mainly because saying that Cliff Richard is rubbish is like saying that toast makes a great snack - everyone agrees but nobody cares. But you can’t write about rock movies from a British perspective without acknowledging the popularity of Sir Cliff’s 1961-73 run of six family-orientated musicals. As they’re all more or less identical, though . . . one is enough (Serious Charge and Expresso Bongo [see p. 27] don’t count as Cliff Richard musicals. He just happened to get in the way). So, The Young Ones gets in ahead of Summer Holiday and  Wonderful Life because it’s the first, marginally the best, and because it named and ironically inspired an iconoclastic British TV sitcom. And the theme tune’s cute, too. Go on. Admit it.

The opening is immediately somewhat curious. The first six minutes or so consist of various characters knocking off work in what one assumes is London (it’s really sunny, clean and friendly, so maybe it’s some inter-dimensional West London you reach by climbing into a wardrobe) and getting dressed for a Friday night out. The action is carefully choreographed in a traditional MGM musical sort of way, and the long musical suite accompanying the rush of happy, wacky images is more Gene Kelly than Elvis . . . although much worse, naturally. It possesses the same jaunty, theatrical take on Englishness as Oliver! and Chitty Chitty Bang Bang.

But then . . . a sudden jump cut to a podgy-faced and bequiffed Cliff, Presleying his way through a neat little Shadows-backed rocker called ‘I’ve Got a Funny Feeling’ in a dancehall decorated by murals of black people playing jazz, to a frugging collection of well-dressed ‘kids’ who, in time-honoured tradition, actually look around 30. The Young Ones is unusual in wanting to have it both ways with its target audience, going all out to splice the rocksploitation movie and the heavily orchestrated ‘quality’ family musical. Later Cliff movies like 1964’s Wonderful Life dispense with rock ’n’ roll and the frisson of tribal youth altogether. But The Young Ones is caught somewhere in the middle, unsure, pre-Beatles, whether to stick with this rock ’n’ roll fad or twist the clean-cut star and his frothy sidekicks firmly into the middle of the road.

Back to the youth club. When the Cliffster shudders to a really-not-that-unsexy halt, we learn that a property magnate called Hamilton Black (the reliably ludicrous Morley) has bought said ‘youth club’ and wants to close it down. While club members with suspiciously working-class accents suggest violent protest, Cliff’s Nicky is the very epitome of good olde English middle-class resignation. ‘We’ll just go to another club, toodle-pip, what-what’ sort of thing.

Before we can get embroiled further in the complexities of the  perennial class struggle, Furie breaks for one of many old-school song-and-dance routines involving Nicky giving leading lady Toni (Gray) some peppy platitudes while walking her home through a deserted Stepfordised London. This would be dull, except that: (1) it’s genuinely amazing how much Richard has come on as a screen actor in the two years since Expresso Bongo (see p. 27), where he can only dream of being as good as a plank of wood. He’s no Astaire or Sinatra, but he carries off the routine pretty well. (2) It’s neatly surreal when he suddenly swings slowly around the top of a lamp-post in honour of Russian cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin. And (3) The routine ends when, after walking the bint home, he says a breezy and sexless goodnight without even kissing her, thereby establishing his entire future public persona before literally vanishing into thin air. Give Furie his due . . . he did his best to give this schlock at least a little bit of 1960s weirdness.

But here comes the twist - the big bad property chap is Cliff’s dad! The ideas that fuelled 1960s British pop films reveal themselves as suspiciously few and far between once you watch them one after the other. They all have Bad Dads. They’re all obsessed with innocent young singers/actresses/models being bullied by all-powerful father figures. And, as Beat Girl (see p. 35) gained some success by having Bad Dad being a modernising architect, The Young Ones just goes right ahead with precisely the same premise. What was this English creatives’ horror about fathers and builders and progress all about?

Basically, it all comes down to putting on a show to save the club. The 1960s is put on hold as Cliff runs in terror from the sexualised showgirl woman and falls with relief - of a kind - into the arms of the sexless girl, and Daddy’s hard, thrusting edifice fails to penetrate the London skyline. But on the other hand, it mentions the Finsbury Park Empire, which always gives me a nostalgic glow, and it bigs up the subversive qualities of pirate radio, so, you know, Fight the Power, Boyeeee.

The film music is awful while Richard’s own stuff is fine (Hank Marvin of the Shads is a guitar God, lest anyone forget). The  dance routines get progressively worse but the colours are very pretty. I wanted to argue that its onscreen innocence is more appealing than the cynicism of a modern manufactured pop movie like Spiceworld (see p. 323), but I can’t fake the lie. The relentless banality just reveals a different kind of cynicism and reminds us that we got all jaded and postmodern because it was less boring than family-orientated showbiz, which is the dullest entertainment on Earth.

Everything has some use, though. The Young Ones and the other Richard musicals do have the unplanned effect of making you realise that all those Elvis vehicles weren’t really that bad after all.




Play It Cool 

1962


Starring: Billy Fury, Michael Anderson Jr, Dennis Price, Anna Falk, Maurice Kaufmann, Richard Wattis


Dir.: Michael Winner
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Plot: When rock stars were nice guys and rich girls were grateful.


Key line: ‘Daddy! When we get back from Brussels we must give a big dance at Claridges! And Billy and the boys must  play!’


 




Play It Cool feels like a last lovable blast of Britpop innocence before the Beatles popped our collective cherry. A light, pop musical vehicle for the first great British rock star Billy Fury, it charms through that terribly chirpy stage-school cockney over-acting familiar to anyone who has watched the cinematic works of Cliff Richard and Tommy Steele, and the wonderful, heavily orchestrated, Buddy Holly-influenced pop-rock songs of Norrie Paramour, who  dominated British pop production in the pre-Beatles era. Fury is stunningly beautiful, with a sweeping blonde quiff (a haircut copied and acknowledged by ABC’s Martin Fry), a sheepskin-collared coat, and a constant shy smile. Not to mention perfect pop star cheekbones, coathanger shoulders and the best faux-Elvis voice of his time. The boy talks throughout in the weirdest accent, though; you can barely make out a word he says. But it just makes him seem more enigmatic and odd. Unlike Richard, Steele, Marty Wilde, Adam Faith and the other members of the Larry Parnes stable of archly monikered British pop stars of the pre-Beatles era, Fury had genuine animal magnetism and an aura of mystery.

There’s an undertow of tragedy and quintessentially English underachievement to the Fury story, which is probably why Morrissey is such a fan. Born Ronald William Wycherley in 1940, the Liverpudlian initially approached Marty Wilde at a local show to sell him his songs. One look at him, and Larry Parnes had changed his name to Billy Fury and put him on the bill of his travelling show. A few hits later, and local boys the Silver Beetles were auditioning to be his backing band. Parnes offered them £20 a week if they sacked then-bassist Stuart Sutcliffe. John Lennon refused. Two years later, and Fury was the Beatles’ major UK chart rival during their early Beatlemania years.

But not for too long. Like all the early Britpop idols, Fury and his manufactured, matinee idol post-Presleyness was made redundant by the beat groups. In 1967 he went into hospital for the first of many heart operations. His condition finally claimed his life in 1983 at the age of 43, after a less-than-successful attempt at a comeback. Aside from his ill-health, Fury’s main problem was that he couldn’t go completely MOR like Richard and Steele. He was an authentic rocker and songwriter, and fell uncomfortably between the two stools.

But Play It Cool preserves the legend at his peak. Fury’s band, Billy Universe and the Satellites, are off to play at a twist championships. Of course they are. The Satellites’ fellow passenger is heiress Ann Bryant (Falk), who has been sent away to  Belgium by her overbearing posh Dad (Price) after being involved in a scandal with rock star Larry Granger (Kaufmann). When the plane gets marooned in London, Billy persuades the lovelorn heiress to hang out with the band and search for Granger. They go to bohemian dance clubs in London’s perennially beautiful and dangerous Soho (see Beat Girl, p. 35 and Expresso Bongo, p. 27) and a twist club where the turn is Shane Fenton, who’d be better known in the 1970s as Alvin Stardust. This is, naturally, the cue for the greatest of all cinematic marvels, the 1960s disco dance scene. Fury himself has one of the campest and sexiest dance styles in pop, and all is good. Although he’s soon left behind in the camp stakes when the one and only Lionel Blair gets to do a sub-Guys and Dolls routine in an equally gorgeous cellar club.

This is one extra-special Soho night, in fact. In the Chinese-themed Lotus Club, husky-voiced Helen Shapiro is the headline chanteuse. Things go a bit Pete Tong when we have to endure a song by American Buddy Holly copyist Bobby Vee, but he was a big star at the time and his presence probably got the film distributed in the States, and the song is blissfully short. It’s at the Lotus Room that the gang find Granger, who of course turns out to be a no-good cheating cad and bounder. The gang foil his despicable plans, outwit a nosey press photographer and Bad Dad, and Billy plays it cool.

The surprise is how great the film looks, shot in super-stylish monochrome and deliciously evocative of its times. It makes it hard to believe that Michael Winner went on to become such a notoriously tasteless director. The film, in terms of story and mise en scène, is a template for Catch Us If You Can (see p. 57), except that the world changed so much in those three years that the Dave Clark Five vehicle twists the ‘two potential lovers on the run from authority’ storyline into an existential critique of teenage culture. Here, it’s still innocent fun and glimpses of the unsquare world ahead. Of course, when I say innocent, I’m referring to our young heroes and heroine. Once again, early rock films are full of cynics and conmen. But they’re all on the business and media side, while  the talent is largely naive and well-meaning. Young is good. Middle-aged, is old, is bad.

The film is so careful not to offend anyone with its visions of youthful sex that Billy Universe doesn’t get the girl. This is one of the reasons why Play It Cool is a fin de siècle film . . . the last time rock ’n’ roll as virginal teenage fun ever played to anyone as cool.




Viva Las Vegas 

1963


Starring: Elvis Presley, Ann-Margret, Cesare Denova, William Demerest


Dir: George Sidney

[image: 009]

Plot: Don’t be silly.

Key line: ‘That’s what I call a real sporty model.’

 



It’s no coincidence that America’s two most popular 20th-century male entertainers are so closely associated with Las Vegas. But Frank Sinatra never let Las Vegas eat him.
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