

Praise for the Music Films of Robert Mugge

“Filmmaker Robert Mugge has . . . established himself as the cinema’s foremost music documentarian, with a career that includes . . . chronicling individual performers (Al Green, Sun Ra, Rubén Blades) and various music styles (blues, reggae, bluegrass, etc.).”

 —Frank Scheck, The Hollywood Reporter

“To describe the recent films of the documentarian Robert Mugge as cultural reference books doesn’t mean to imply that these explorations of the musical byways of Southern rural America are lacking in pungent musical sap. Documents of a flourishing below-the-radar culture, they are archival records as well as entertainments.”

 —Stephen Holden, The New York Times

“The prevalence of documentaries about musicians is a curse, because most of these films do a terrible job of showcasing music. One rare exception is the work of the director Robert Mugge, whose film Sun Ra: A Joyful Noise . . . is one of the most satisfying portraits I’ve ever seen.”

—Richard Brody, The New Yorker

“Years from now, when . . . filmmaker Robert Mugge leaves behind his remarkable legacy of priceless documentation . . . musicologists, cultural historians and just plain folks are going to hail Mugge as a national treasure. Retrospectives of his work will stretch into the future, providing a timeless record of artistic expression and pure entertainment.”

 —Jeff Shannon, The Seattle Times
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Foreword by William Reynolds Ferris

Filmmaking is clearly not for the faint of heart, as Robert Mugge viscerally details in his fascinating book Notes From the Road: A Filmmaker’s Journey through American Music. A self-described “American nonfiction filmmaker,” with his unswerving, focused eye, Mugge has produced thirty-six documentary films over four decades. Mugge both thrills and exhausts us as he describes the process of making his films. Constantly on the move with his film crew, he captures performers and their music in graphic detail.

 Mugge views life through the lens of music, and he likens his four-person film crew to a jazz or rock quartet. He shifts his camera lens deftly from classical music to bluegrass to jazz to Tex-Mex to gospel to reggae to Hawaiian slack-key guitar. Thankfully, Mugge is both a gifted filmmaker and a fine writer, and with eloquent prose he introduces us to musicians, record producers, and his trusted film crew, who at times include his wife Diana. He pulls back the curtain to reveal his struggles with fundraising, temperamental musicians, and difficult producers. For the aspiring documentary filmmaker, this book is a perfect primer for the road that lies ahead.

 The book opens when Mugge is in film school at Temple University and discovers that Sun Ra and members of his Arkestra live in the Germantown section of Philadelphia. After shooting Sun Ra on stage, at his home, and elsewhere, but not yet able to pay him, Mugge asks him to sign a letter of agreement that he can share with potential investors. Sun Ra lectures Mugge for two hours explaining that he is “immortal” and “could never sign an agreement with someone who would ‘end up in the graveyard.’ ”

 Once their agreement is in place, Mugge gives Sun Ra a large check and drives him to his bank. The white bank manager refuses to cash a check payable to “Sun Ra.” Only after Mugge explains that the real name of his friend is Herman “Sonny” Blount, and he does business under his stage name, does the manager cash the check. Thus Mugge began Sun Ra: A Joyful Noise, a film on one of the most colorful, beloved jazz artists of the twentieth century. As Mugge recalls, Sun Ra mastered “jazz composition, arrangement, instrumentation, vocalizing, band leading, and overall presentation, and then stretched the boundaries of all of them.”

 From jazz, Mugge turns his lens to Memphis and the music of Al Green. After releasing an endless stream of popular soul songs produced by Willie Mitchell—including “Let’s Stay Together,” “Love and Happiness,” and “Tired of Being Alone”—Green’s life is shaken when a girlfriend scalds him in the shower with a pot of hot grits and then shoots and kills herself, leaving a suicide note in her purse. Shortly thereafter Green founds his own church in Memphis, where he sings only gospel music.

 Mugge ultimately spent thirteen months pursuing Green to Memphis, New York City, and elsewhere before finally gaining permission to make Gospel According to Al Green. Shooting began on the seventh anniversary of Green’s Full Gospel Tabernacle, with Rev. Green “screaming at the top of his lungs, racing around the room, and sweating profusely. One after another, approving female church members rose to their feet as well, filling the aisles with their own sense of abandon.”

 Mugge views these early films on Sun Ra and Al Green as a platform that allows the musicians “to speak and perform for themselves.” It is an approach that he applies to all of his films.

 Mugge’s Cool Runnings: The Reggae Movie led him to the Bob Marley Performing Arts Center in Montego Bay, Jamaica. As he exits the airport, someone offers to sell him ganja. Then his host John Wakely takes him “on one of the most harrowing, two-hour rides of my life. As we raced around mountain roads at night, featuring only one lane in each direction and zero visibility beyond the next curve, John would simply lean on his horn and race towards whatever awaited us.”

 One evening Mugge awakens to “a loud pounding” on his door. Wearing no clothes, he opens the door “a crack, and looked out at a pair of uniformed guards, each of whom was armed and holding the leash of a German shepherd.” The guards demand that he pay for his room, and “realizing how vulnerable I was, standing naked behind the door with a small supply of ganja in my closet,” he decides “what was happening here was a shakedown,” yells that he will pay for his room the next morning, and slams the door. He reflects, “All just another day of doing business in the so-called Third World.”

 Inspired by his passionate love for music and his incredible recall of details about each film, Mugge relentlessly immerses us in his films and their performers. After completing films with subjects ranging from Hawaiian music and dance to Mississippi Delta blues performers, he turns to Creole musicians in Southwest Louisiana. There he discovered “a scene in which older generations of musicians were . . . passing the torch to younger ones; in which musical styles were evolving rapidly.” He films in “live music clubs—usually dark, smoky, and somewhat cramped . . . packed to capacity with dancers.”

 At the Hook’d Up Bar and Grill in Youngsville, Louisiana, Vasti Jackson performs his “Zydeco Crossroads” (title song for Mugge’s 2015 film of the same name) in which he describes the connection between blues and zydeco.


Down at the zydeco crossroads,

Where the Delta meet the bayou,

Got the gris-gris and the mojo,

Down at the zydeco crossroads.

We put the rhythm in the blues,

Yeah, we make your body move,

A little waltz and a two-step;

We slow drag and shuffle fast.



 Wishing to celebrate those who support regional American music, including in Mississippi and Louisiana, Mugge profiles Bruce Iglauer, founder of blues label Alligator Records, and Marian Leighton Levy, Bill Nowlin, and Ken Irwin, founders of eclectic Rounder Records. In Shreveport, Louisiana, he films Louisiana Hayride veterans, after which a consultant and her husband demand that he pay them for musicians he had not agreed to film. As Mugge “backed up our vehicle, the two of them grabbed hold of my door, yelling like characters from the old Dukes of Hazzard TV show that they would get me for this. Finally, I dislodged the two of them, yanked my door closed, and screeched away, happy in the knowledge I would never speak to them again.”

 While in nearby Monroe, Mugge films “colorful gospel deejay Sister Pearlee Tolliver, ‘the jewel of the dial’ on radio station KYEA as she reads her indescribable commercials for bail bondsmen, clothing stores, auto parts companies, and arthritis medications, all of which were a key draw for her shows.”

 After filming Alida and Moise Viator perform Cajun music near Eunice, Mugge and his crew discover an unpleasant part of “living and working in such close communion with nature.” Their van is filled with mosquitos, and the “flying, bloodsucking vermin made the return to our Lafayette hotel, almost an hour away, something of a challenge.”

 Mugge never forgets that “in documentary filmmaking, anything not captured in the moment it happens is literally gone forever.” He captures musicians with intimate conversations and performances in each of his films. In New Orleans Music in Exile, Mugge, his partner (and future wife) Diana Zelman, and their film crew arrived in the city two months after Katrina struck on August 29, 2005 to profile struggling musicians. He recalls how “at the Parc St. Charles, we found ourselves living side-by-side with Red Cross workers, FEMA staff, and Blackwater mercenaries wearing uniforms of black boots, slacks, T-shirts, and berets, and with automatic weapons hanging at their sides. . . . Wi-fi . . . was virtually nonexistent . . . gas was in short supply . . . finding eating establishments open and stocked with food was an ongoing struggle . . . what proved literally lifesaving for us was the fact that an old favorite, Mother’s Restaurant, was less than three blocks up Poydras, and they were open for breakfast . . . whether it was po’ boys, étouffée, or eggs and toast, we were always grateful.”

 Like many other musicians, Irma Thomas’s home was severely damaged. She shows Mugge “her ruined furnishings heaped into piles out front, taped-up refrigerators lining the sidewalk . . . Inside, Irma pointed to a three-dimensional image of herself, now appearing to have a tear falling from her eye.”

 New Orleans musician and songwriter Eddie Bo gives Mugge a tour of his Check Your Bucket Café at 2107 Banks Street. Wearing surgical masks because of the fumes, Bo and Mugge enter the club where “tables and chairs had floated around the room, cases of soft drinks had exploded, refrigerators had fallen on their sides, and keys on Eddie’s electric piano had frozen in place.”

 Throughout their complex shooting schedule in New Orleans, Diana is constantly on the phone as she buys Mugge a new laptop, arranges to have their laundry done, and books vans, flights, and hotel rooms for the group. When they leave New Orleans and drive toward Mugge’s home in Jackson, Mississippi, Diana drives one of their two minivans and finds a Popeye’s restaurant that serves both shrimp and oyster po’ boys. She constantly delivers comfort and security to her collaborators.

 Mugge and Zelman arrive in Jackson, wash and dry their clothes again, and collapse, only to find that the backers of their New Orleans film have asked for “updated budgets, copies of all collected releases, a list of every person we had interviewed on camera, a list of every person who had performed on camera, and a separate list of those who had both performed and been interviewed on camera. Naturally, they wanted these reports immediately, or else we could forget about coming payments that would be needed just to begin viewing and editing all of the footage we had shot. . . . The following day (Friday, November 11) Diana and I drove our two rented minivans the three hours back to Memphis, turned them in at the airport, picked up my own minivan, ate dinner, and drove back to Jackson again. Then, over the weekend, Diana flew home to Philadelphia, at which point I immediately started missing her.” Mugge allows us to see all the pieces necessary to produce his films. His candor is refreshingly honest and offers an unvarnished view of the struggles every documentary filmmaker faces.

 Mugge concludes New Orleans Music in Exile as Dr. John performs his song “Sweet Home New Orleans,” which he updated in response to Katrina.


Lootin’ and shootin’, poor people ain’t got a dime.

And poor people been livin’ like this for too long a time.

I pray to the spirit world for help from dreams,

In Katrina’s wake, to heal my New Orleans.



 On February 4, 2006, Mugge films a final project interview with Dr. John at the Keswick Theatre in Glenside, Pennsylvania, a suburb of Philadelphia. That same day in Philadelphia, Diana’s granddaughter Anabella Grace Hoback is born. Mugge blends personal and professional worlds as he reflects how “once again, this project combined the joyful, the tragic, and the simply bittersweet.”

 Robert Mugge describes himself as a “music filmmaker” and suggests that we view his documentaries as “spirit catchers.” The subjects of his films are iconic American musicians, and in Notes From the Road we look over his shoulder as he makes films on their lives. Of his thirty-six films to date, the twenty-five music documentaries discussed at length in this memoir create a unique portrait of American music, and this book offers an intimate view of his struggles as a filmmaker and his unswerving determination to capture our nation’s music on film. For that every American should be deeply grateful.

 William Reynolds Ferris is the Joel R. Williamson Eminent Professor of History Emeritus and the Senior Associate Director Emeritus of the Center for Study of the American South at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. An author and filmmaker, Ferris served as chairman of the National Endowment for the Humanities and was founding director of the Center for the Study of Southern Culture at the University of Mississippi.





Preface and Acknowledgements

Where to begin? I am an American nonfiction filmmaker. Over a period of more than four decades, I have produced three dozen documentary films, with most but not all of them focusing primarily, or exclusively, on music and musicians. Most also have involved literal adventures in which, with the help of collaborators, I have explored influential artists, enduring traditions, and isolated music scenes (many of them communities of color), and for context, I have examined related historical, cultural, political, spiritual, racial, and geographical issues. Yes, in a few cases, the script has been reversed, with some of the latter subjects becoming primary concerns, and music mostly used to accompany, enhance, or comment upon the rest. Nevertheless, in every instance, music has played a part in my filmmaking process, and generally speaking, has been the heart of the matter, which is why I have long termed myself a music filmmaker.

 As a producer-director, I have always believed that films should speak for themselves, and I have devoted huge amounts of time to them, not only teaching them to talk, but also carefully crafting what they should say. Of course, what makes it to the screen is only a partial reflection of my own exploits in making these films, and typically ignores the months or years of fundraising, negotiating, building relationships, conducting research, scouting locations, and then shooting, editing, promoting, and distributing them; in other words, process rather than product. From such extensive efforts come thoughts, concerns, and images just as rich as those designed for release, yet there is no simple way to share them. With this book, I hope to convey what attracted me to these projects, how crew members and I went about capturing my chosen subjects, and what such experiences have meant to us, to those subjects, and to many in our audiences.

 Like other so-called independent filmmakers (those eschewing a regular salary and consistent corporate backing in hope of controlling and even owning their own work), I practice a unique art and craft, the execution of which is far more expensive than writing, painting, composing, dancing, and so forth, if only because the cost of crews, equipment, film or video stock, travel, and assorted technical work can be greatly prohibitive. For this reason, I have always kept my budgets as low as possible, trying to determine exactly what my esoteric subjects (those that excite me, whether they appeal to others or not) may be worth to domestic and foreign broadcasters, home video companies, small theatrical distributors, grant-giving organizations, and related entities that typically underwrite productions. I begin such efforts knowing that some of my proposals will attract funding, while others will not, and that pressures (both personal and professional) will build in direct proportion to their rejection. This being the case, filmmakers, like professional gamblers, must know when to fold a weak hand (or rather, abandon an unfunded project) and attempt to regroup. After setbacks, the goal becomes broader appeal, yet still in service of a sustained vision. (As others have noted, an artist’s initial work stands on its own, while all that follows conforms to precedent, giving birth to a personal style, and possibly decreasing originality.)

 This also is why, when examining someone’s filmography, one can never assume it reveals the director’s full intentions. Instead, it likely records only those projects that were funded and completed, establishing, in retrospect, a more limited career tally than what had been envisioned. Any patterns or connections identified by critics rely solely on work that made it to fruition, at least in some form, and cannot factor in the many films left unproduced. That has been true for me as well, of course, with various feature-length films and nonfiction series failing to be funded, even though I saw them as crucial additions to what auteurists would call my oeuvre. And yet, looking back over my career to date, I can hardly complain, if only because of the great number of films I have completed, a majority of which have been widely distributed, and with rights to most residing with me. Overall, I have done well, and that includes never accepting a project I did not feel could be pulled in the direction of my own goals and ideals. As a result, I have a body of work that is diverse in every sense, that is distinctly my own, and that archives a world in which I myself have enjoyed living.

 Regardless of unrequited labors of love, in addressing my fully realized films for this book, I have made one all-important choice, which is to focus only on those that are unashamedly about music, and not on those that include music but which I would not term “music films,” as I myself define the term. A second choice I am making with this book is not to spend time on films that I have completed but which, for one reason or another, have never received proper commercial releases. Although I believe that all the works in this latter group have value and, as of this writing, can be viewed via my website, or else as bonus features with home video releases of other of my films, I do not see them as fully equal, whether in ambition or in accomplishment, to my twenty-five primary music-related films, and therefore I address them only in passing.

 Otherwise, in organizing my stories about the making of these films, I have elected to avoid the easy route, by which I mean discussing them in precise chronological order and making this a straightforward autobiography. That route, I feared, would have led to too many step-by-step, matter-of-fact descriptions of what my associates and I have done, as well as how and when. All very prosaic, and probably of interest to very few. Yes, I have engaged in some of that, especially where I sense that fans of certain films may enjoy it. However, overall, I have chosen to organize twenty-five of my films thematically, which allows me to draw connections among groups of them, even if they were produced years or even decades apart. Using that approach, I also can emphasize how particular artists or traditions have influenced others, and how a handful of regions, especially in the American South, have given birth to what we consider our national musical heritage. In other words, to the extent possible, I have tried to shift the emphasis of this book to what is interesting about my subjects, rather than what some may consider interesting about my filmmaking approaches, although, certainly, both are addressed at length.

 I believe it also is important to declare, right from the top, that I have never claimed to be a music historian, a music journalist, or an ethnomusicologist, though I have friends and acquaintances who are, and I have drafted many of them to serve as advisors and onscreen guides for my films, helping me to document significant musical trends that are, themselves, built upon longstanding American traditions. Their major contributions are noted throughout the text. At the same time, in my films, I encourage musicians to speak for themselves.

 Another area in which I have needed, and frequently found, major assistance is that of project funding. One of the great truisms of filmmaking is that it requires a group effort, even if a single individual is ostensibly, or even officially, in charge, and that is certainly true of fundraising. In many cases, I have conceived an idea for a film, then sought to secure financial backing, sometimes successfully and sometimes not, but frequently with the help of others. In a handful of cases, one or more individuals have wanted a certain film made, knew that I had produced something similar, and therefore sought me out. On such occasions, if the person or persons had financing in hand, had chosen a subject that appealed to me, and proved willing to grant me a certain degree of creative control, we were able to work together; but when any of those factors was missing, we were not. So, yes, many fine people, in many different circumstances, have helped to underwrite my projects, and except for the few situations where promises were broken or power struggles ensued, my most generous backers, or facilitators, have remained among my closest friends. Indeed, whom should I value more than those who, for whatever reasons, have enabled me to practice my craft and, in earlier days, feed my kids? Many of them are mentioned in the coming pages.

 Also among my closest friends are the talented crew members who have returned to my projects again and again, accepted less than their going rates in order to stretch my meager budgets, exhibited as much passion for every project as I have myself (even if, to paraphrase the Ginger Rogers comment about dancing with Fred Astaire, they have contributed as much as I have, “only backwards and in heels”), and who have seemed to derive genuine joy from the places we have traveled, the music we have heard, the food we have eaten, the people we have met, and the fellowship we have shared. They, too, are mentioned throughout the text, and this book is dedicated to them, in particular.

 Finally, I must acknowledge a few individuals by name: my parents, Dr. Robert H. and A. Elizabeth Mugge, who, along with family friend Marvin R. A. Johnson, FAIA, were the first to support my creative interests; Philadelphia attorney Richard P. Jaffe (assisted for a time by fellow attorney Gary Azorsky), who spent a couple of decades protecting my legal interests and creative rights, most often without payment; film lab owners Roger Robison and Pete Garey, who literally brought my films to life; pioneering agents and distributors Ed Seaman, Jessica Berman-Bogdan, Angus Trowbridge, Bruce Ricker, David Kinder, and Mitchell Block, who have sold my films around the world; historian and folklorist Dr. William Reynolds Ferris, a major role model of mine, who has honored me with his magnificent foreword, as well as his ongoing encouragement; frequent collaborators Chris Li, Craig Smith, and Bob Maier who have shared important recollections of our time together for this book; jazz experts Lee Mergner and Nou Dadoun who read my manuscript and offered helpful advice; acclaimed author and journalist Mike Sager who invited me into the creative family of his Te Adiuva Press; LeRoy “Lee” Morais, the talented painter, film director, and professor who taught me the art and craft of filmmaking; Rich Turansky, also a fine painter, who has built and expanded my website over the past two decades; and my wife and filmmaking partner, Diana Zelman, who, since 2005, has helped to make my life worth living and my projects worth pursuing. My heartfelt thanks to you all.





Introduction (Nuts and Bolts)

In May of 1971, British singer Rod Stewart turned an English-language aphorism, “Every Picture Tells A Story,” into a hit song and record album. And what he sang, though ambiguous, was inherently true. Whether in the form of a painting, a photograph, or what used to be called a “motion picture” (or “picture show,” or simply “picture”), such creatively captured and organized images tell stories, perhaps most ambitiously when a great many are screened in succession, as they are in the twenty-four frames per second of celluloid, or thirty frames per second of video. In fact, in the case of motion pictures, later labeled “movies” or “films,” one work can tell a single story, or it can tell multiple stories on as many levels, with viewers either discerning them as the filmmaker intended, or interpreting them through their own experiences, perspectives, and preconceptions. In other words, every picture can tell a great many stories, whether ones that were intended by the storyteller, or ones that were not. And of course, over the years, the meanings of stories can change, just as the people viewing or recalling them will change.

 Less than a year before the release of Stewart’s hit song, I started film school at the University of Maryland, Baltimore County Campus (UMBC), where Screen Arts Department head Professor LeRoy Morais allowed me to create my own academic major titled Film and Associated Art Media. By then, once bulky, heavy, and cumbersome camera and audio recording equipment had become smaller, lighter, and less expensive—that is, more easily utilized by smaller groups of filmmakers in a wider variety of situations—and the earlier, upright film editing systems had largely been replaced by more user-friendly editing tables that were easier to operate and to teach. All of these changes—especially the mobility of cameras and recorders—had led to films and television programs being shot and recorded in locations other than on studio lots and in studio sound stages, and a new, more intimate form of documentary storytelling had evolved in the 1960s, called cinéma-vérité in France (where its greatest proponent was Jean Rouch) and direct cinema in North America (where its best-known early practitioners were Robert Drew, Richard Leacock, D. A. Pennebaker, the Maysles brothers, and Frederick Wiseman). But these changes also made possible a whole range of other so-called independent filmmaking—fiction and nonfiction filmmakers working on small budgets and shooting anywhere in the world—including one small subset, which was the making of music documentaries, and that would eventually become my own primary pursuit.

 All of us who eventually tried our hands at music-centered nonfiction filmmaking were influenced by such pioneering music docs and directors as the following: Jazz on a Summer’s Day (1959) by Bert Stern and Aram Avakian; Dizzy Gillespie (1964), The Blues Accordin’ to Lightnin’ Hopkins (1968), and many others by Les Blank; Festival (1967) by Murray Lerner; Don’t Look Back (1967), Monterey Pop (1968), and more by D. A. Pennebaker; Woodstock (1970) by Michael Wadleigh; Gimme Shelter (1970) by Albert Maysles, David Maysles, and Charlotte Zwerin; and beginning in 1968, a series of Mississippi Delta folklore films by Professor William Ferris, including unfiltered views of blues musicians, gospel singers, folk artists, and rural tale spinners. The best of these filmmakers would continue turning their lenses and microphones toward popular and traditional musicians, dancers, artists, writers, and more for decades to come, and in relatively short order, they would be joined by younger filmmakers, such as myself, whom they had inspired.

 Of course, in all the years since 1927, when Al Jolson and The Jazz Singer showed that American movies could sing as well as talk (even if, to our enduring historical shame, doing so in blackface), many filmmakers found ways to bring music to their fiction and nonfiction stories, and not simply by placing it on the soundtrack to emphasize onscreen action. As I grew up in the second half of the twentieth century, impacting me from my own time and from decades before were the wit and wisdom of Ernst Lubitsch, almost singlehandedly inventing screen musicals, beginning with such examples as The Love Parade (1929), One Hour With You (1932), and The Merry Widow (1934); the sexy surrealism of producer Max Fleischer’s Betty Boop cartoons, sometimes combining performances of flesh-and-blood jazz musicians like Louis Armstrong and Cab Calloway with kinetic, mischievous, dreamlike, and (once again) occasionally racist imagery in largely animated shorts such as Minnie the Moocher and I’ll Be Glad When You’re Dead You Rascal You (both 1932); the cleverly fragmented and kaleidoscopic visuals of film choreographer and director Busby Berkeley in musicals such as The Gold Diggers of 1933 and Footlight Parade (both 1933), Dames (1934), and The Gang’s All Here (1943); the physical grace, lighthearted romance, and fluid naturalism of actors/singers/dancers Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers in films such as Flying Down to Rio (1933), Top Hat (1935), and Swing Time (1936), the latter stained by blackface still again, this time during Astaire’s heartfelt homage to African American dancer Bill “Bojangles” Robinson; the breathtaking visual and musical storytelling of producer Walt Disney’s animated masterpieces Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) and Fantasia (1940); the mature flowering of the direct-to-screen musical (as opposed to adaptations from the stage) with Gene Kelly and Stanley Donen’s Singin’ in the Rain (1952) and George Cukor’s A Star is Born (1954); British director Richard Lester’s refreshingly upbeat, phrenetic, and satirical rock musical A Hard Day’s Night (1964), made in collaboration with worldwide pop rock phenomenon The Beatles; British director Ken Russell’s dramatized film and television portraits of frequently tormented creative geniuses including Dante Gabriel Rosetti in Dante’s Inferno (1967), Isadora Duncan in Isadora Duncan, the Biggest Dancer in the World (1967), Frederick Delius in Song of Summer (1968), Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky in The Music Lovers (1971), and Gustav Mahler in Mahler (1974), all of which compared and contrasted the artist’s life with his or her creative work.

 It should go without saying that everyone—perhaps artists in particular—stores up images, ideas, and approaches absorbed from countless works of art and entertainment witnessed over a lifetime. So, even though I have never knowingly attempted to make a film like any of the ones mentioned, I have no doubt that these, as well as other works long forgotten, have helped to shape the consciousness I bring to everything I do myself. Just as traditional American musicians see themselves as carrying forth (and perhaps expanding upon) inherited musical techniques, approaches, styles, and forms, so do filmmakers see ourselves as part of an evolutionary process, perhaps making contributions, but doing so with a sense of what has come before, and what could yet come after.

 Now, just as every picture tells a story, every production depends upon an appropriately selected and utilized crew. In my own case, crews have ranged from a two-person unit (myself and a cinematographer), to a four-person group resembling a basic jazz or rock quartet (director, cinematographer, camera assistant, and sound person, more or less paralleling a lead guitarist or horn player, and a rhythm guitarist or keyboard player, supported by a bass player and a drummer), to ensembles of ever-increasing size and scope. For instance, while a several-person crew might do fine for the conducting of interviews, the documentation of intimate performances, or cases where a larger group could prove disruptive or provoke restrictions on its movements, other situations cannot be adequately documented without greater numbers and resources. On the films I make, the prime example of the latter would be large-scale concert shoots which require multiple camera operators (I prefer no fewer than four in such cases); perhaps an assistant for each camera person; grips or production assistants to haul equipment, run cables, and assist with hanging lights; a gaffer and electrician to create or adapt stage lighting; sometimes Steadicam or dolly operators to liven the coverage; a mobile recording truck equipped with at least twenty-four-track audio equipment and two or three technicians to handle miking, recording, and mixing; my usual audio director to record interviews, as well as to oversee the interface of the sound truck with the rest of us; a production manager or line producer to assist with larger production issues while I focus on the demands of directing; and eventually one or more film or video editors (though I always edit my own films).

 Fortunately, I have a core group of camera, audio, and general production people with whom I have worked for decades, and whenever a project moves forward, I simply supplement that group with whatever additional personnel is needed. The process is not unlike that of a closely knit group of musicians that keeps its numbers small enough for each member to be paid sufficiently, while also holding performance fees to what the market will bear, except on occasions when a so-called “big band” is financially feasible. The scale of my productions, and therefore the size of my crews, is determined in each separate case by my ambitions for the project in question, by the inescapable demands of what I intend to document, and perhaps most importantly, by the amount of funding available.

 At any rate, as I suggested in the preface, aside from the stories told by finished films, the productions themselves engender stories that rarely are shared at length, even if partially addressed in filmmaker interviews or so-called “bonus features” created for home video releases. By contrast, this book exists solely to recount how twenty-five of the key music documentaries I have directed over four decades came to be, with emphasis on the challenges, the controversies, the camaraderie, and the generally gratifying results.

 It should go without saying that, since leaving film school, neither I nor any of the highly accomplished friends who studied with me have completed all of the films we would have liked, or perhaps even a single one that exactly matched our initial intentions. But as always in life, it is the journey that matters; not the destination. And with that in mind, what follows are twenty-five stories—concerning twenty-five journeys—that resulted in twenty-five films—each of which I consider among the best of my music docs. I hope you enjoy the ride, as I certainly have myself.





Chapter One: Music Beyond Time

George Crumb: Voice of the Whale (1976)

Gather at the River: A Bluegrass Celebration (1994)

In early 1976, I received a grant from the National Endowment for the Arts that permitted me to produce an hour-long film on Pulitzer Prize-winning composer George Crumb. The resulting portrait, George Crumb: Voice of the Whale, was my first professional film after leaving the graduate filmmaking program at Temple University in Philadelphia. At the time, Professor Crumb was teaching at the University of Pennsylvania and living in the Philadelphia suburb of Media, Pennsylvania with his musician wife Elizabeth and their two young sons, David (a future composer himself) and Peter. Their grown daughter, Ann, was already a professional singer and actor in New York City.

 Growing up in Charleston, West Virginia, with parents who were, themselves, classical musicians, George displayed an early talent for composition, but also a love of nature and a sense of spirituality derived, at least in part, from the rural gospel music of the region. Now, of course, he was world-renowned for writing hauntingly beautiful music that upended classical conventions by incorporating unlikely instruments (the didgeridoo from Australia, the nipple gong from Thailand, the Indian elephant bell) and unique vocal and instrumental techniques (from singing through a flute to placing a glass rod on strings inside the piano), the cumulative effect of which was a dazzling range of unexpected timbres. He also was employing alternative styles of notation, with his scores often forming visual images (a circle, a spiral, a peace sign) which underlined his intentions.
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 From left, flutist Carole Morgan, composer George Crumb, music director Dr. Richard Wernick, pianist Lambert Orkis, and cellist Barbara Haffner. (photographed by Marvin R. A. Johnson, FAIA, 1976)

 Once NEA funding was in hand, George and I agreed to center my planned portrait around a full-length performance of his 1971 composition, “Vox Balaenae for three masked players,” commonly known by its English translation, “Voice of the Whale.” We also agreed to entrust that performance to the renowned Penn Contemporary Players (flutist Carole Morgan, cellist Barbara Haffner, and pianist Lambert Orkis) under the leadership of Crumb’s fellow composer and University of Pennsylvania teaching colleague Dr. Richard Wernick.

 The piece was written for amplified flute, cello, and piano, with the flute evoking the singing of whales, the cello sometimes suggesting the cries of seagulls, and the piano illustrating the slow, but sometimes turbulent passage of time on Earth, as marked by three principal movement titles: “Vocalize (. . . for the beginning of time),” “Variations on Sea-Time,” and “Sea-Nocturne (. . . for the end of time).” The middle of the piece is divided into five shorter parts designating the successive geological eras of the Earth, and the arrival of human beings is announced through a quote from Richard Strauss’s Nietzsche-inspired composition, “Also sprach Zarathustra,” which today is best-known for having been featured in Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 film 2001: A Space Odyssey, as co-written by Arthur C. Clarke. The result conveys a mysterious and seemingly endless sense of cosmic time and space in which human beings play a belated, clearly impressive, yet possibly temporary role, and Crumb reinforces this notion by instructing that the three musicians be masked throughout the performance, explaining that their masks “tend to symbolize the impersonal forces of nature [and] isolate the performers, in a sense, from the audience.” The piece would be performed for us, one section at a time, in a theater space on the University of Pennsylvania campus, with Bill Barth, then the longtime audio director for the public television station in Hershey, recording and mixing live, without overdubs. Bill would go on to become the location audio person for nearly all of my films.

 Crumb and I also agreed that Dick Wernick would conduct the key, onscreen interview with him, in which he would be asked to discuss his intentions as a composer, the political and spiritual dimensions of his work, the unique calligraphy of his musical scores, his thoughts about teaching, and his time growing up in West Virginia (including making his own fireworks for the Fourth of July). In addition, my small crew and I recorded George advising one of his composition students in a campus studio, interacting with his wife and sons at home, and demonstrating some of the exotic instruments and performance techniques he had utilized in his compositions. As he told us, “I guess that I’ve always been interested in sounds, and possibilities of new sounds, as expressive devices in the music. I’ve borrowed instruments from other cultures.”

 Finally, director of photography Larry McConkey and I visited Philadelphia’s Franklin Institute, the Smithsonian in Washington, DC, a New Jersey beach, and a section of rural West Virginia in order to capture images for use in illustrating the complete performance of “Vox Balaenae.” These included dinosaur skeletons, a seagull in flight, model airplanes and spacecraft, an overhead model of an enormous blue whale, clouds casting shadows over a West Virginia mountainside, and waves striking the New Jersey shoreline, one of which washed away my own footprints in the sand.

 Crumb has stated that, growing up in the Appalachian River Valley of West Virginia, his “ear was attuned to a peculiar echoing acoustic” which influenced his music, in that he loved “sounds that have long, slow decays to them.” Moreover, he revealed that rural revival tunes he heard growing up had made their way into his music: “certainly echoes of them if not exact quotations.” So, while Larry and I were in West Virginia, we also walked into a small, country church and were granted permission to film gospel performances at a service that evening. The often solemn and slowly paced songs offered at least a surface connection to the dreamlike pacing of Crumb’s own music, and gospel revival lyrics suggested how he may have come to adopt his view of spirituality in nature. That was especially true of one song in particular (“There Is a River,” composed by Max and David Sapp, with apparent inspiration from Psalm 46:4, then adapted and performed in the film by The Happy Three), which makes the point especially well: “There came a sound away from heaven. They said it was a rushing and a mighty wind. They tell me that it filled their hearts with singing . . . that it gave them peace within. [chorus] There is a river, that flows from my God above; there is a fountain, and it’s filled with His great love.”

 Compare those lyrics to sample passages from the work of Spanish poet Federíco Garcia Lorca, as incorporated by Crumb into his 1970 piece, “Ancient Voices of Children”:


I have lost myself in the sea many times

with my ear full of freshly cut flowers,

with my tongue full of love and agony.

I have lost myself in the sea many times

as I lose myself in the heart of certain children . . .

My heart of silk

is filled with lights,

with lost bells,

with lilies, and with bees,

and I will go very far,

farther than those hills,

farther than the seas,

to ask Christ the Lord

to give me back my ancient soul of a child.



 Or consider how George described his own work to us: “The music is meant to be a kind of nature music.”

 In the film, Crumb also commented on three other issues of note: (1) On his approach to writing music: “I found that I was unable to compose a music that was highly structured in the sense of a pitch ordering, and . . .what I did write had to be more . . . intuitively composed.” (2) On his thoughts about time, which he manipulated freely in “Vox Balaenae”: “I think music is a beautiful medium to discourse upon time.” (3) On the nature of composition, which he appeared to relate to the sense of loneliness and spirituality evident in his work:


Composition is an incredibly lonely business. And as you know, there’s something a little bit monastic about writing a piece of music. And the only sense of collaboration you get is in working with performers. But this is after the fact. So, I think that being involved in composition normally imposes a rigor of a kind. And temperamentally, one would have to be willing to accept this rather secluded sort of existence.
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 Composer George Crumb (right) and music director Dr. Richard Wernick study Crumb’s score for “Vox Balaenae for three masked players.” (photographed by Marvin R. A. Johnson, FAIA, 1976)

 With overall content set, all that remained was to determine the film’s structure. In doing that, I was inspired by two film theorists, the great Slavko Vorkapich, with whom a few friends and I had studied at the American Film Institute Theater in Washington, DC (ten Monday nights, from January through April of 1974), and Noël Burch, who wrote an influential book titled Theory of Film Practice. Vorkapich’s theory of “kinesthetic montage” affected how I edited the performance sections of the film, and Burch’s ideas on creating formal structures in films led me to organize my material in such a way that some of the film’s themes would be underscored, or even introduced, by the structure itself. At the heart of Burch’s philosophy was the notion of dialectic, wherein two separate ideas come together to create a third. And because I knew my film would lean heavily on an alternation between scenes of George Crumb the person and a performance of one of his best-known compositions—a piece, incidentally, that Crumb suggests be performed under blue light—I decided to shoot the film largely in black and white, to tint most of the central performance blue, to tint the interview and related documentary sequences green, to intercut these separate art and life threads throughout the film, and, finally, to merge the two in full-color footage, proposing what should be obvious, which is that art and life are simply two sides of the same reality.

 Among the other more formalistic techniques I employed were the following: (1) shooting a series of seated, close-up, full-color portraits of Crumb and then using them, one at a time, along with actual whale sounds and rhyming onscreen titles, as introductory sequences for each section of the film; (2) shooting Crumb’s upper body profile in silhouette, and using that as the opening image of the film, quickly switching it from green to blue, again and again, in order to establish the color-based dialectic that would operate from that point forward; (3) filming George walking through woods near his home, leaning against a large tree, and skipping rocks across a body of water, then, in the editing, manipulating picture and sound in ways that not only called attention to the plastic elements of the medium, but also made further connections among the composer, the natural world, and the fabrications of artistic creation; and (4) gently satirizing the clichéd ways in which interviews typically are handled in documentaries by placing the two composers at opposite ends of a large sofa and shooting their casual conversation with faux formality.

 This is the only time in my career that I have utilized so many formalistic approaches for a nonfiction film, and it stuns me to this day that George, his family, and his colleagues trusted such a young filmmaker (twenty-five at the start of the project) to frame and visualize his life and art in such audacious ways. However, the avant-garde nature of Crumb’s work, his cosmic concerns, and his international stature—contrasted with his friendly and unassuming personality, his sense of humor, his West Virginia roots, and his idyllic home life in suburban Philadelphia—seemed perfectly suited to a merging of his personal experience and unlimited imagination. In the end, of course, Crumb is shown to be an extraordinary artist, whose work is just as American, and just as important, as that of Aaron Copeland, Charles Ives, and other of our greatest composers.

 Although I no longer recall the date, sometime in the Bicentennial fall of 1976, I leased Philadelphia’s historic Walnut Street Theatre for a Sunday afternoon screening of the finished film. George and I both invited friends, family, and colleagues, and though George and his wife Elizabeth let me know how much they enjoyed our finished product, George also expressed amusement at how green his face had appeared in nonmusical sequences. Happily, soon thereafter, PBS agreed to a national broadcast, and my friends at the Maryland Center for Public Broadcasting who, in January of 1973, had broadcast my hour-long student film about a Western Maryland mining town called Frostburg, now agreed to act as the so-called pass-through station for the Crumb film broadcast. It took another year and a half to get it onto the national schedule, but I eventually mailed out a printed invitation reading as follows: “Robert Mugge cordially invites you to join him in viewing the television premiere of his musical portrait film George Crumb: Voice of the Whale Tuesday evening, June 6, 1978 at ten o’clock on PBS in the comfort of your own home.”

 With this film, I developed techniques for the making of music documentaries that would serve me for decades to come. And yet, I would never again impose a formal structure on a production of mine because, working over time as a documentary filmmaker, I learned to value documentation and communication over overt self-expression, and to see myself, increasingly, as assisting other artists by providing them the means for presenting their own work, philosophy, experience, and more, from which we all can learn. Still, I remain proud of what my collaborators and I achieved with the George Crumb portrait, and grateful that it taught me how to inspire talent, motivate crews, devise narratives, impose rhythms, compose visuals, establish moods, capture performances, and construct portraits that are at least as true to their subjects as to my own creative intentions. In short, I had laid out the template for the rest of my career, whether I always chose to follow it or not.



***



Eighteen years after completing George Crumb: Voice of the Whale, plus a dozen more films in the interim, I was offered a project with connections to my first. To my surprise, a company called BMG Video, a short-lived division of corporate music giant BMG, asked me to document the 1993 World of Bluegrass events, which would soon be held in Owensboro, Kentucky. At the time, I was seeking funding for a film about independent music label Rounder Records, which I saw as the perfect sequel for my recent film on independent label Alligator Records (my initial collaboration with BMG). Ultimately, though, I convinced David Steffen, founding head of the video company, that if he would support both films—the World of Bluegrass film and the Rounder Records film—I could produce both simultaneously for just a bit more money than he would pay for one alone. In fact, I later pushed to add a third film to the project (one about zydeco music in Southwest Louisiana) which led to my crew and me shooting three films simultaneously during one big swing through the American South. Of course, information about those other two films can wait, because the bluegrass film—shot in the fall of 1993 and released in February of 1994—is the one with obvious connections to my portrait of George Crumb.

 How this came about is that, in 1990, the IBMA (International Bluegrass Music Association) established the annual World of Bluegrass events, which included concerts, a trade show, and awards presentations. For the first seven years, these gatherings were staged at RiverPark Center in Owensboro, Kentucky, after which they relocated to Louisville, Kentucky; then Nashville, Tennessee; and then Raleigh, North Carolina. But again, in 1993, David took enough of an interest in the World of Bluegrass that I agreed to produce a feature-length film about it which BMG could release on video, along with a shorter version that his co-funder, TNN (The Nashville Network), could broadcast as a one-hour special.

 The priority for the IBMA and TNN was documentation of the awards show. So, once David and I agreed to handle that, we also were given access to the IBMA trade show, day and evening concerts on an outdoor stage, artists and experts we could interview, jam sessions (which could break out anywhere), and presentations elsewhere in the community. I therefore scheduled several days of shooting in Owensboro, immediately preceded by separate shoots in Memphis, Austin, New Orleans, and Southwest Louisiana for the Rounder Records and zydeco films.

 From previous experience (most of which I have skipped over for now), I knew that, once we were on location, themes would emerge with little inducement; all we had to do was set up, then respond to what happened. And yet, for the bluegrass film in particular, I felt that some early planning would ensure its special character. For example, noting that Owensboro was perched beside the Ohio River, I decided to call the film Gather at the River: A Bluegrass Celebration, which I figured would instill immediate resonance. In addition, I knew an effective way to organize a plethora of information and performance was to employ a charismatic figure who could lead audience members from point to point throughout the production. In this case, we had been warned that “father of bluegrass” Bill Monroe was in bad health and therefore would not be present in Owensboro. So, I reached out to another musician who had received his start in Monroe’s band; who was a large man with a winning personality and a powerful yodel; whose talent as a singer, songwriter, and musician was widely respected; and who was then known almost as well in the rock world as he was in the bluegrass community, which perhaps could broaden the film’s appeal. That man was Peter Rowan, whom I actually knew best from his late sixties and early seventies countercultural bands such as Earth Opera, Seatrain, Muleskinner, and Old & In the Way, in which he collaborated with the likes of David Grisman, Richard Greene, Bill Keith, and Jerry Garcia of the Grateful Dead.

 Peter was already planning to be in Owensboro, of course, if only to network, socialize, serve as a presenter during the awards show, and perform in concert with his hand-picked band called the Panama Red Riders. Now, however, at my request, he would also pose on camera as a kind of troubadour, regaling us with stories about his mentor, Bill Monroe, and the essence of bluegrass, and helping to devise scenes that I could later insert throughout the film and use to guide viewers from one section of narrative to another. Moreover, on our behalf, he would interact with fellow musicians, including West Virginia native and activist singer-songwriter Hazel Dickens, with whom he would sing a few key lines (repeating the only ones they could remember) from our title song, “Shall We Gather at the River”:


Shall we gather at the river,

The beautiful, beautiful river;

Gather with the saints at the river

 That flows by the throne of God.



 Yes, these well-known lyrics, written in 1854 by poet and Baptist preacher Robert Lowry, strongly paralleled the ones previously sung by local West Virginia church members for George Crumb: Voice of the Whale (e.g., “There is a river that flows from my God above . . . There is a fountain, and it’s filled with his great love”). In fact, what most connects these two films is their shared focus on nature, time, and spirit, as rooted in the rural mountain culture of both George Crumb’s West Virginia and Bill Monroe’s Kentucky. And even George’s evocation of whale songs in “Vox Balaenae” resembled the high-pitched, “high lonesome” vocals of bluegrass singers echoing plaintively out of an Appalachian holler. Both suggest a kind of cosmic loneliness and a recurring sense of loss.

 At one point while we were shooting Gather at the River, Peter Rowan improvised the following statement about bluegrass traditions: “The music came out of the hills, out of the mountains and out of the woods, the streams and the rivers. And you can hear that in the sound of the banjo and the mandolin; the fiddle, the guitar, and the bass. It sounds like the earth itself: the wind blowing down; the heaven and earth meeting and creating a new music . . . bluegrass style.” Then, also for the film, Peter and his band performed “Walls of Time,” a well-known song for which Bill Monroe wrote the music and Peter wrote the lyrics (punctuation added):


The wind is blowing ‘cross the mountain,

And down on the valley way below.

It sweeps the grave of my darling;

When I die, that’s where I want to go.

Lord, send the angels for my darling,

And take her to that home on high.

I’ll wait my time out here on earth, love,

And come to you when I die.

Our names are carved upon a tombstone.

I promised you before you died,

Our love would bloom forever, darling,

When we rest side by side.

I hear a voice out in the darkness,

And it moans and whispers through the pines.

I know it’s my sweetheart calling;

I hear her through the walls of time.
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 Robert Mugge (center) interviews Ralph Stanley (right of center) as Bill Burke (left rear) shoots and Bill Barth (behind him) records the interview. (photographed by Craig Smith, 1993)

 Not surprisingly, notions of time, loss, loneliness, and changing generations were ever present at that year’s World of Bluegrass. Among the most respected artists performing in Owensboro that year were such first-generation pioneers as Doc Watson (“Ramshackle Shack”), Ralph Stanley (“Mountain Folks”), Mac Wiseman (“‘Tis Sweet to Be Remembered”), and the somewhat younger Hazel Dickens (“You’ll Get No More of Me”) and Del McCoury (“I Feel the Blues Movin’ In” and “Queen Anne’s Lace”). Also performing were prominent members of the next generation of artists: the Nashville Bluegrass Band (“Father I Stretch My Hand to Thee” and Bill Monroe’s “Dark As the Night, Blue As the Day”), the recently revived Johnson Mountain Boys [“Duncan and Brady (He’s Been On the Job Too Long)”], Tim O’Brien of former fan favorite Hot Rize [“The Church Steeple (High On a Hillside)” and Bob Dylan’s “When I Paint My Masterpiece”], fusion group California featuring master guitarist Dan Crary (“California Traveler”), and dobro wizard Jerry Douglas, demonstrating his instrument with lightning-fast fingers. These younger musicians mostly respected the genre’s enduring traditions, yet some also offered new variations almost certain to offend their more nitpicking forebears.

 Present as well, and demonstrating the global reach of an initially localized music, were Kukuruza from Russia (“Porushka-Poraniya” and “Wayfaring Stranger”) and the Nakashima Family Band from Japan (“Cindy” and “Turkey in the Straw”). But perhaps most suggestive of coming change was Pete “Dr. Banjo” Wernick’s awards show presentation of a group of stunning young players who performed Bill Monroe’s “Wheel Hoss,” and who did so with the youthful zeal one might expect with an average performer age of thirteen. (Incidentally, Wernick had cofounded the popular band Hot Rize with Tim O’Brien, and among these adolescent virtuosos were mandolin player Chris Thile and blind fiddle player Michael Cleveland, each of whom would one day be a world-renowned star of the genre.)

 Again, the assortment of styles, techniques, and even generations on display was a cause of concern for the more vocal traditionalists. But so, too, were the IBMA’s efforts to strengthen the community through an injection of showbiz glamor and the courting of media, which, that year, included production of our film. In fact, concerns about “growing pains” in the so-called “bluegrass industry” were most poetically expressed by beloved artist John Hartford (increasingly ill, then and later, with non-Hodgkin lymphoma), who told us the following on camera:


This music, right now, is a wonderful small town where we all live, where we don’t have to lock our doors at night. And what we’re trying to do here in this organization is, we’re trying to get GE [General Electric] to come in on the outskirts of town and build a great big plant. And with it is gonna be all the ills of civilization. And I’m not sure we’re ready for that, or I’m not sure I’m ready for that. I know that’s what everybody’s workin’ for, [but] progress has a tendency of canceling itself out.
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 Del McCoury (center, on guitar) performs with his sons Ronnie (left, on mandolin) and Rob (right, on banjo). (photographed by Craig Smith, 1993)

 As planned, in Owensboro, the themes of the film were revealed rather than imposed: the notion that time passes, as do we all; that traditions, even when respected, continue to evolve; that nights in the mountains can be dark and lonesome; and that beauty comes from the fragility and impermanence of life. And yet, as Peter Rowan, our intrepid guide, showed with another of his reverberant songs, “High Lonesome Sound” (performed in the film with his friends, the Nashville Bluegrass Band), mountain folks, their descendants, and their worldwide disciples could still light up dark and lonely nights with moments of pure, transcendent joy:


Y’all come with one another,

Just to do a little pickin’,

Everybody now gather round.

The camp fire’s burnin’

An’ tonight my heart is yearnin’,

For the sight of that old camp ground.

And that high lonesome sound,

When that evenin’ sun goes down.

I’m gonna dance right off the ground,

When I hear the fiddle play that high lonesome sound.



 In such moments, the players, the dancers, and the listeners all transported musically to a place beyond time.





Chapter Two: Jazz Without Limits

Sun Ra: A Joyful Noise (1980)

Saxophone Colossus (1986)

The 1972 Ann Arbor Blues & Jazz Festival changed my life. With old friends James and Harriet Castrataro, and new one Krin Gabbard, I saw performances by, among others, Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, Luther Allison, Junior Walker & The All Stars, Bonnie Raitt with Sippie Wallace, Miles Davis, and Sun Ra & His Solar-Myth Arkestra. All were extraordinary, but the artist who resonated with me most was Sun Ra. The reasons included his electronic keyboards, squealing saxophones, pulsing horns, Afro-Caribbean percussion, soulful vocalists, myth-evoking chants, writhing dancers, sci-fi costumes, gospel-like fervor, sense of spectacle, and jazz constructions stretched to their musical and lyrical limits. Although still an undergraduate film student at UMBC in Baltimore, I resolved that, one day, I would create a film about this most singular of artists.

 A little over a year later, I moved to Philadelphia to attend graduate film school at Temple University. When I arrived, I learned that Sun Ra and core members of his Arkestra lived together in a row house in the Germantown section of the city. I also quickly realized that, when not on the road, Sun Ra and his fill-in-the-blank Arkestra (the full name was constantly changing, as did the group’s precise musical lineup) would perform somewhere in the area. As often as I could, I took in such concerts, and Sun Ra must have sensed my enthusiasm because, on two separate occasions, while leading his parading musicians through the audience, he suddenly reached over and hugged me.

 Anxious to begin my filmmaking career, I left Temple after just two semesters and started writing screenplays. Then, in 1976 and 1977, while waiting in vain for someone to purchase those screenplays or provide the funding I needed to turn them into feature films, I managed to produce long-form portraits of two famous Philadelphians, composer George Crumb and law-and-order mayor Frank L. Rizzo, and saw that perhaps my future was in nonfiction filmmaking, rather than in the more glamorous and potentially lucrative alternative. At any rate, by early 1978, as I started distributing the Rizzo film, I decided it was time to make my long-delayed portrait of Sun Ra. All attempts to secure funding for such a film had thus far fallen short, but I refused to be discouraged. Instead, I made an unannounced visit to Sun Ra’s home in Germantown, purchased a few of the privately released LPs that he and Arkestra members sold there, often with individually designed album covers, and broached the idea of making a film about him.

 I told him straight out that I did not yet know where to find production funding, but also suggested that, if I could pull together some sample footage, demonstrating that the project was under way, money would surely follow. Although rightly wary, Sun Ra informed me that he would be performing a concert for the Left Bank Jazz Society at Baltimore’s Famous Ballroom on July 23, 1978, and that, if I were to be
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