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BFI Film Classics

The BFI Film Classics series introduces, interprets and celebrates landmarks of world cinema. Each volume offers an argument for the film’s ‘classic’ status, together with discussion of its production and reception history, its place within a genre or national cinema, an account of its technical and aesthetic importance, and in many cases, the author’s personal response to the film.

For a full list of titles in the series, please visit
 https://www.bloomsbury.com/uk/series/bfi-film-classics/
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James Fox and Donald Cammell during the shoot
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The opening title
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Introduction

I doubt if I have ever been so affected by any film as I was by my first viewing of Performance. I went to see it the weekend it opened in London in January l971. The pre-publicity was extraordinary. I hadn’t read the Richard Schickel review in Time which called it ‘the most disgusting, the most completely worthless film I have seen since I began reviewing’1
	 nor John Simon’s New York Times piece that named it ‘this indescribably sleazy self-indulgent and meretricious film’.2
	 But I did know that Warner Bros. had sat on the film for years terrified of the immorality they had perpetrated and there were rumours that the experience had so scarred James Fox that he had abandoned the most successful acting career of the decade.

Indeed, as the lights went down I had that feeling of scared excitement which accompanies the onset of a new sexual desire or a strange hallucinogenic drug. Nor was I to be disappointed. As the finest British gangster film ever made metamorphosed into a psycho-sexual drama by Bataille out of Artaud, the film delivered an anatomy of masculinity which promised a genuine liberation from the cage of gender. In the astonishing final moments of the film, as Chas shoots an acquiescent Turner and the film breaks every rule of spatial construction; as we enter Turner’s head and exit through the roof of 81 Powis Square; and as the drones and pulses of the synthesizer which have accompanied us through the movie reach a triumphant climax, the movie delivered a genuine sense of release, a taste of freedom.

A quarter of a century on, the film retains much of its extraordinary power. It is, defiantly, of its time but it is not dated. The power comes from the precise and accurate recording of two different worlds. The film takes us on a tour of the bars and the clubs of the gangsters of working-class London. The trial in early l969 of the Kray twins made clear that there was a whole world of crime and corruption in London which had evaded any representation, be it fact or fiction. Performance, shot before the trial, simply inhabited this world, sketching its habits and dialects for a generation of cop shows to imitate.

But, Performance, in that effortless productivity which is the mark of a true classic, is not satisfied with having delivered one new world to the viewer. In the second half of the film, as we leave the streets of London to sequester ourselves in Powis Square, we enter the isolated world of the fading rock star. If Hollywood had provided the first archetype of the media recluse with the real Howard Hughes or the fictional Norma Desmond, it was rock music with its necessary corollaries of sex and drugs which provided the definitive version. Performance was onto this very early, taking Brian Jones of the Rolling Stones as its model. It is his house at 1 Courtfield Road which inspired Turner’s, it is his girlfriend, Anita Pallenberg (in her only major film role), who is the principal commentator on the action and it was the man who designed Jones’ house, Christopher Gibbs, who was the designer on the film.

And Gibbs indeed is one of the keys to the film. In an early draft of the script Donald Cammell describes Turner’s bedroom as ‘decorated predominantly in the Gibbsan Moroccan manner’ and the adjective makes clear how distinctive Gibbs had become as an interior designer. Gibbs was also a key figure in the Chelsea set that Peter Wollen in his excellent article analysed as central to the genesis of Performance.3
	 This group of young decadent aristocrats who received their media baptism in the late 50s provided in the 60s the link between the worlds of pop and crime. It is the privilege of the upper classes to collect what is in fashion, be it objects or people, and in the 60s nothing was more fashionable than pop music and crime.

Much of this is traditional – crime has been glamorized and entertainers have provided sex for the upper classes throughout English history; indeed these phenomena if not as old as the hills are certainly as old as cities themselves. Dick Turpin and Nell Gwynne are only two of the most famous examples. What was new was the sex. Not sex itself – for the theatre had always provided pretty girls and epicene boys – but the rough trade offered by the genuinely criminal. Of course it is difficult to know how new this really was. Harry Flowers’ grandfather may well have been one of the rent boys forced to testify against Oscar Wilde. Be that as it may be, it was not until the 60s that the rigid class divide between aristocrat decadent and proletarian criminal was defiantly breached under the sign of gay sex. So it was that the Chelsea set, of which Donald Cammell was a member, provided a meeting place for the two most astonishing sources of energy and mobility in 60s London.

However, Performance is anything but the attempt to produce a vérité account of London in the 60s. If the film is astonishing for the accuracy of its representations, those representations themselves are merely the elements from which the film weaves its magic as it seeks to imagine the impossible and Utopian dream of a fusion between its two worlds. It is that fusion which the film performs and which produces an ending that Jon Savage has aptly described as ‘satisfying and curiously hopeful’.4
	


The Back Story

Like almost all films, Performance’s history stretches back long before its production in 1968 or its release more than two years later. But there is no doubt that it all begins, as it was to end, with the extraordinary figure of Donald Cammell. Rumour makes Cammell’s godfather Aleister Crowley, the most notorious magician of the twentieth century, and it is not altogether fanciful to see a kind of occult curse following Cammell through an extraordinarily gifted and full life which was, in conventional terms, dogged by failure after failure. But the failures were to come after Performance. The film itself must have seemed at the time like simply a moment on a rising graph of almost effortless success.

He was born in Edinburgh on 17 January l934 the son of Charles Richard Cammell (the name is a Gaelic alternate spelling of Campbell) and his second wife Iona Macdonald. Donald’s father had inherited an enormous fortune from the shipbuilding firm of Cammell Laird and had used it to develop his talents as a writer and aesthete. In the 20s with his first wife he had bought and renovated a huge château in Burgundy but the marriage ended when the crash wiped out his fortune. Back in Scotland he married in l932 a beautiful Highland girl Iona Macdonald and they lived in the Outlook Tower which had in its roof a camera obscura from which the whole of Edinburgh could be seen.

Donald was a precocious child
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