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Foreword by Richard O’Brien
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When I first met Mick Rock in the 1970s, he was a barefoot, lanky chap with a mop of unruly hair, the smile of a buccaneer, and a camera welded to his hand. (Later he wore shoes.)

Mick’s “frozen moments” of an extremely childish and self-obsessed period in Western civilization’s decline are self-evidential and, although it is on occasion rather embarrassing to see oneself as a major perp of vanity crimes, it also comes as something of a relief to see that we appeared to be enjoying ourselves.

Frank-N-Furter, mad scientist, self-obsessed, narcissistic exhibitionist, obviously adores to be admired, and for him the seductive clicking shutter of a Hasselblad camera was like a bell to Pavlov’s dogs come chow time on the last day of Lent.

How much bigger and better champions appear to become when they are immortalized in portraiture, for they metamorphose into “icons.” The meeting of Frank-N-Furter and Mick Rock was that of two people hungry for a symbiotic relationship or experience, with each of them taking as much as they could from one another, and willingly so. Tim Curry’s marvelous Frank was a monster of self-regard, and Tim knew exactly how to give this evil genius his head and Mick served it up on a photographic plate.

Staunch Rocky Horror fans will be familiar with some of the pictures in this book, though there are many here that I had never seen before. How glad I am that director Jim Sharman felt moved to invite Mick down to Bray Studios during filming, and how grateful I am that he accepted.








As Pure as Cult Gets by Mick Rock
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The Rocky Horror Picture Show is a totally unique phenomenon; there’s nothing even to compare it to. It occupies its own unchallenged space in the history of modern popular culture, for this is a special movie, a very special work of popular art, drummed up from the recesses of my friend Richard O’Brien’s mobile imagination. It has weathered all the shifts in fashion and taste of postmodern distraction, and is now as embedded in the modern Western psyche as veggie burgers and the Rolling Stones.

It has long been the king of the midnight movie circuit, grossing, by some estimation, over $200 million to date—that’s a lot of popcorn and cola! Of course, it stumbled out of the box office gate so limply that it looked to be destined for the celluloid knacker’s yard. One early critic of the film deemed it “a piece of kitsch trash.” For him that was a must-to-avoid dismissal; he meant “stick in the garbage can and whistle.”

For those of more supple and eclectic taste (like us, dear reader), such a label promised something delicious, a call to illicit revelry. I don’t get critics anyway—why not just ignore what you don’t like and put your powers of discrimination into celebrating something you admire? I barely register what I don’t like. There’s too little time. I’d rather gnaw on a sweeter bone. And The Rocky Horror Picture Show provides a very succulent bone for the young at heart.

Back then we were all so very young in heart and even years. Somehow I had connected with the zeitgeist and was sitting right in the eye of a colorful cultural storm, and I didn’t even really know it. Well, I had suspicions, but I had no firm frame of reference, so I just kept on doing what I had been doing, trusting my instincts, knowing what I liked, tripping shutters, exposing my times—for I had learned that my pictures spoke louder than my words.
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Peter Gabriel, Brian Eno, and Amanda Lear, 1974.



Nineteen seventy-three was a very good-looking year in London from where I was perched. My retina blinked more often than most. I sucked on film like it was manna. I was hungry for imagery and bold in my grab. Androgyny and women’s lib were flooding the ether. Bowie, Roxy Music, Queen, and Lou Reed were proving that style could also be rock ’n’ roll substance, and that boys in makeup could be more than just sissies and narcissists. And Lindsay Kemp, mime and choreographer extraordinaire, the resident godfather of camp and glam, was finally parading drag as art to an eager young audience. I was having a good time.
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David Johansen with the New York Dolls, 1974.
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Lindsay Kemp backstage with his mum, London 1974.



Then snap, crackle, and rock right in the middle of it all—a rock ’n’ roll musical that so perfectly summed up our obsessions bubbled hilariously into view and some rare wind blew me in a ticket for the play’s premiere. I loved the title The Rocky Horror Show. I didn’t have a clue what it was about, but I knew I should go. And I was entranced. It was so wild, energetic, camp, and colorful. Like a pop collage, an all singing and swinging Rauschenberg. It was sexy and draggy and toon-y and retro and futuristic and funny and fiddled with references to old horror movies: Frankenstein, Nosferatu, Frankenstein’s Bride, and 1960s English Hammer Film Productions. It was all there. It was a riot and irresistible.
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David Bowie with Mick during the Pin Ups recordings at the Chateau d’Hérouville in France, 1973.



[image: ]

Bowie backstage with mentor Lindsay Kemp, 1973.
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Mick shooting Lou Reed during the Sally Can’t Dance period, 1974.
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ANDREW WATT, MUSICIAN AND MUSIC PRODUCER: “Mick had the ability to look into someone and see their potential and see what he felt could be their place within popular culture. He was kind of the first person to serve blown-out images, larger-than-life images of people. He had a magic touch and ability to create images that would stand the test of time.”
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ANNA SUI, DESIGNER: “I saw Rocky Horror Show on Broadway and also in the movie theater on 8th street in 1975. This is just after The New York Dolls and Bowie’s Diamond Dogs, so glam rock was in the air. Mick Rock captured so many iconic moments during that period. He came over to my place for dinner, Anita [Palenberg] cooked, and we looked at all his photos from that period. I especially loved how intimate Mick’s photos of Bowie were.”



I wondered how anyone could hold all these disparate elements in their head, wondered how anyone could meld them together so deliciously. Like a master cook with a brand-new recipe, guaranteed to awaken even the most jaded taste buds. I wished I could have a talent like that; so totally zany and timely. I wanted very much to meet with the author, to smell what he smelled, to dip a little into his well of fun. He clearly understood the power of pure, rollicking fun. He had a sticky mind with many tentacles and a sly heart that wanted to hold your hand and never let go. I knew we could be friends. It was a hot time in old King’s Road that night but I wasn’t yet destined to meet the man. That would come a little later.

I absolutely wanted to photograph the show but I was busy as hell and the stars wouldn’t line up right. By the time I was asked to poke my lens at it, the original cast had gone to launch the show in Los Angeles and I was left with The Rocky Horror Show Mark II. It had moved to a second theater farther down the King’s Road—closer to the World’s End, where Malcolm McLaren and Vivienne Westwood had a rockabilly fashion store called Too Fast To Live, Too Young To Die, and which, within a year or so, would morph into the subversive SEX shop and by late-1975 foist the Sex Pistols and the punk movement onto young England’s fashion-hungry and anarchic psyche.

A very handsome and friendly young Aussie called Phil Sayer was now cast in the role of Frank-N-Furter, of whom Richard declared: “It was a big job trying to replace Tim Curry, but I thought he did an excellent job.”
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Phil Sayer as Frank-N-Furter for the London production of The Rocky Horror Show, Royal Court Theatre, 1973.



I was asked to shoot the publicity/production stills and it was a hoot. Tim and Richard and Little Nell and company—the backbone of the original cast—had already created such a strong impression that Mark II suffered by contrast, but it still had plenty of bite and energy, and had a good run. So I shot the rehearsals, had fun, got paid; probably not much because photographers never got paid well for such services in those days. But I still had shot a Rocky Horror production and I was happy with the images.

Around this time, I had connected with the then-unknown band Queen, and had shot their now-legendary Queen II album session, which would be faithfully copied in pose and lighting the following year for their “Bohemian Rhapsody” promo film. I remember the fabulous Freddie Mercury inquiring about the show. He had missed the original lineup and wanted to know if Mark II was worth the price of entry. Of course it was, I assured him. As time has proven with numerous worldwide productions over the past thirty-plus years, the basic script and musical material are so sharp, so tight, so brilliantly conceived, just about any production always works. I personally have viewed seven or eight different renditions, and I have been well entertained each and every time. Freddie did love it. He thought Phil Sayer was handsome and sexy.
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Mick and pal Freddie Mercury in London, 1974.
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Richard O’Brien as Crow in Sam Shepard’s The Tooth of Crime, 1974.



“He has such marvelous legs and a very attractive bottom,” Freddie opined.

Fast-forward a few months to the spring of 1974, and I received a call from the press lady at the Royal Court Theatre, Sloane Square. Jim Sharman (who I was aware had directed Rocky Horror) had requested my skills to shoot a new production of Sam Shepard’s The Tooth of Crime, a play with some music (as opposed to a musical). Jim was a fan of my work with David Bowie, Iggy Pop, and especially Lou Reed. He considered Transformer the finest of all album covers—and amongst the finest albums. I was understandably flattered and accepted.

When the time came to shoot the final dress rehearsal, I scooted over to the theater, where I met not only Jim and Sam, but also, to my pleasant surprise, the man who had played Riff Raff in the premiere production of The Rocky Horror Show—Richard O’Brien.

At this meeting I learned that Richard had also written the dialogue, music, and lyrics of Rocky Horror. And I was, to say the least, impressed. Dressed in character, he had on an eye patch, full leather attire, a swastika round his neck—he was playing an upstart rocker named Crow, battling an outlaw king of rock called Hoss for his throne. At the dramatic climax of The Tooth of Crime, the two rockers lock vocal horns in an orgy of rock ’n’ roll attack and counterattack, and the aging king gives ground: a superb piece of rock theater loaded with gambling, outlaws, and rock ’n’ roll imagery. It was written by Sam while he was living in New York’s East Village with Patti Smith in the late 1960s. He originally wrote the role played by Richard with Patti in mind, and she performed it in its first-ever production.

I also shot both protagonists—Crow and Hoss—in my recently acquired (and first) photo studio on Great Newport Street, just off Leicester Square. I found Richard particularly photogenic and the likes of early subjects such as Syd Barrett, Bowie, Iggy, Lou, and Freddie, and we would do several sessions for different projects over the ensuing two or three years.

The most significant, of course, came a few months later when Jim Sharman personally called to invite me to be the “special photographer” on
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