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INTRODUCTION


In his seminal study of the genesis, birth and flowering of UK pop culture, George Melly called it a ‘revolt into style’: the moment the UK collectively burst out of the monochrome cocoon of the 50s and into the dazzling colours, designs and optimism of the 60s. The rapidity of the change is something which – in itself – confirmed to Melly and other observers that, due to its transience, this was a truly ‘pop’ event. The enormous difference in style and approach between the two eras, concertinaed into just a few years, is best illustrated by watching two films directed by Michael Winner: West 11 and The Jokers.


A key early success for Michael Winner


The former, made in black and white and set in a dingy room in the then slum district of Notting Hill Gate (thus making it a companion piece to The L-Shaped Room), is resolutely ‘kitchen sink’, perhaps hardly surprising given that its script came from the pen of Keith Waterhouse, whose other cinema credits at this point included Whistle Down the Wind, A Kind of Loving and Billy Liar. West 11 is bleak. Dismal street scenes where gangs of children kick balls along canyons of ill-kept tall Victorian houses, pockmarked by bomb sites, unworried by traffic; the cast and extras wear nondescript clothes with no immediate or discernible style and eat hurried little meals in basic street corner cafes. The central character, played by Alfred Lynch, who after this rare leading role was seen mainly on TV, seeks solace in popping pills, rejects Roman Catholicism (shades here of Graham Greene) and hangs out at the local jazz club; a cramped basement, this features apparently unamplified performances from Ken Colyer’s Jazzmen and the Tony Kinsey Quartet. The former, respected and fiercely inscrutable pioneers of the UK ‘trad’ scene, the latter an offshoot of the Johnny Dankworth Seven, playing cool hard bop with a UK rather than a US tinge. The audience dances politely, jives (slightly), drinks coffee and orange juice or sits out numbers on the floors leaning back against the cellar wall such is the lack of furniture. Diana Dors cruises around, hoping to pick up a man, much as she did in Dance Hall (50). West 11, which came with a marvellously evocative title theme from Acker Bilk - quite the
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best thing he recorded and now very hard to come by - was filmed in the spring of 63, some six months after That Was the Week That Was had begun knocking holes in the reputation of Harold Macmillan and was released at the point the Profumo scandal ushered in the brief era of Sir Alec Douglas-Home. Although The Beatles had already secured their first US number one with ‘She Loves You’, at the point West 11 appeared it still looks like the England of rationing, shortages and national service.


Just three years later, Winner was directing The Jokers… resolutely undingy… and featuring Oliver Reed (ascending to stardom via this film) and Michael Crawford, midway between his roles in The Knack and How I Won the War, skidding around the posh bits of London in a Mini Moke and narrowly avoiding the band of the Grenadier Guards en route to the Trooping of the Colour. Reed and Crawford spend much of their time at night clubs or society parties (during which the film includes split second appearances from two as yet unidentified pop groups of the era) before they career off to the strains of the Peter and Gordon title theme to rob the Tower of London. The film is in colour. The cast is mainly young. They wear the latest clothes. The interiors look like the 60s rather than the 20s. The script jettisons the social realism of West 11 and is amiable, contemporary, flip and paced like a situation comedy. The Jokers is clearly a pop film of the sort that would have been unthinkable a few years earlier… when pop music itself, before the sudden appearance of the pirate radio stations in 64, was confined in the UK to a mere five hours air time per week.


The best selling pop film of 1964 – and did better business in the US than Elvis Presley’s Viva Las Vegas


In his narrative, Melly, perhaps hardly surprisingly given his own Liverpudlian origins, identifies The Beatles as the key drivers of this change and punctuates his account with regular bulletins about their progress through the decade. The case for British pop cinema beginning – and ending – with The Beatles is indeed strong. Although there had been earlier pop films, and both Tommy Steele and Cliff Richard had reached film star status (in the UK domestic market, if nowhere else), neither the films nor their major players had a significant global impact, nor did their style permeate society as a whole. The huge success of A Hard Day’s Night – the ninth biggest grossing film in America in 64 – was the single event that brought serious US studio money to London and kickstarted the whole genre. Shot in early 64 and released in July that year, A Hard Day’s Night may have cemented The Beatles’ success
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and brought dollars flooding into the UK. But is it a typical Swinging London film? Despite boasting sequences shot in John Aspinall’s W1 casino Les Ambassadeurs (one of the rarefied trend-setting pinnacles around which much of what followed would revolve), it much more closely resembles the preceding genre of ‘kitchen sink’ dramas. The characters emerge from the North of England. It is shot in black and white. The script is by Alun Owen, whose previous credits included many working class social realist TV dramas and the screenplay for the crime thriller The Criminal; the supporting cast includes Norman Rossington, previously seen in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning and the incomparable Wilfred Brambell, moonlighting here from his grotesque duties in Steptoe and Son. Its key difference was that it dropped the usual downbeat, grimy, approach of its predecessors and offered its audience instead an optimistic, zestful and youth-orientated narrative. These ingredients owed much to its director, Richard Lester, an astute choice for the gig. A child prodigy from Philadelphia, resident in the UK since the early 50s, Lester first came to attention directing the 61 pop film It’s Trad Dad, which, despite a hackneyed putting-on-a-show plot, was interspersed with superbly designed and shot musical interludes that predated music videos by two decades. He followed this with the Cold War/space race satire The Mouse on The Moon, which surprised many by being a modest success on the US college and campus circuit. Importantly, Lester had Goon connections too. With Lennon, in particular, holding the madcap surrealism of Milligan and Sellers in high regard, Lester’s work on the TV series A Show Called Fred in the mid 50s and his award winning short The Running Jumping and Standing Still Film (59) commended him further. Stylistically A Hard Day’s Night and the productions that flooded on to the cinema screens of Britain from 65 onwards also owed much to selected European cinema releases of just a few years earlier: the high fashion and seemingly improvised plot of La Dolce Vita, the freewheeling youthfulness of Jules et Jim, the classic young-people-in-a city storyline of Bonjour Tristesse and the elegant combination of sexuality and music in Una Ragazza Nuda/Strip-Tease (starring Nico with songs by Serge Gainsbourg). All are quite unlike the diet of war films, Rattiganesque drawing-room dramas and eccentric comedies that prevailed in the UK for many years after 45. The case for Richard Lester being the key auteur of the UK pop film of the 60s and 70s is strong indeed and it is ironic that the discarding of this baggage, and its replacement by films in which music, graphic design and inventive title
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sequences predominated, owed a great deal to two external influences – a US director (Lester – whose first major success brought in US money) and European art house cinema.


Scene through the eye of a lens: Richard


Lester, auteur of the Swinging London genre


Flushed with the success of A Hard Day’s Night Lester moved quickly on to his next two projects. These appeared within a few weeks of each other in 65 and really did establish the UK pop film genre: an adaptation of the Ann Jellicoe play The Knack and Help!, a sequel for The Beatles. The former was an immaculate blend of dialogue, visual imagery, music and fashion that was so striking in its tone that at least one critic described himself as leaving the cinema in a state of euphoria after seeing it. The latter placed The Beatles at the centre of an absurd chase/caper plot – which would have suited Buster Keaton fifty years earlier – and had them performing a dozen songs in various costumes and locations. Slightly less successful than A Hard Day’s Night, it nevertheless inspired many imitations as well as the massively popular TV series starring The Monkees. It was, predictably, an enormous US success.


The big Hollywood studios now unveiled popular entertainments like Alfie, Georgy Girl and Modesty Blaise as well as Blow-Up, MGM’s venture into the serious ultra-stylish European art house market. During the course of 66, all of these outstripped Help! at the box office, whilst in 67 To Sir, With Love did better business than all of them, and remains the biggest grossing example of the type even today. The latish spin-off from the early 60s satire boom, Bedazzled, from 20th Century Fox, did well too. Such was the appetite for anything English that big US studios were happy to distribute virtually any film with a pop – or youth – angle, thus ensuring that finance could be raised for productions like The Jokers, How I Won the War (Lester again), Smashing Time, Up the Junction and Only When I Larf. Nor was the boom restricted to major UK and US film producers. Would-be independent auteurs flocked to London from many parts of the world, hoping for a slice of the action, discovering in the process that London was easy to film in, there were few permits or taxes that needed to be paid and professional domestic film crews were easily available. Both The Mini-Affair and Popdown were made by US independent film makers hoping to make a killing, whilst the mega-success of Blow-Up resulted, in time, in several European directors shooting in London and carefully incorporating – somewhere in their plot – the latest group or singer in either acting or musical roles. The launch in
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late 67, by The Beatles, of their Apple boutique in Baker Street W1 (which duly appears in the film Hot Millions) seems emblematic of this first flourish of activity: a major happening combining music, fashion and design. But, again, it’s worth remembering that the striking mural on the side of the building (setting it aside from its rather dowdy neighbours) was designed by the Dutch design collective The Fool, which a year later would bring out their own folkrock LP, another rather ironic instance of how much of Swinging London came from abroad. Opening a hip clothes shop was not, as it transpired, the limit of The Beatles’ ambitions. In the summer of 67 they established Apple Films, to produce their BBC TV Special Magical Mystery Tour. The intention was that this would be the first of a series of pioneering and artistically adventurous credits from a new youth-orientated UK studio. The feature length cartoon Yellow Submarine and the psychedelic mood piece Wonderwall duly appeared as the earliest, and possibly the best, examples of its work.


The Apple boutique during its brief flowering on an otherwise dowdy London street corner


The US-funded boom in British films continued through 68 and 69 – despite Swinging London then beginning to recede somewhat – with productions such as Mrs Brown, You’ve Got a Lovely Daughter, Otley, The Bliss of Mrs Blossom, The Guru and If It’s Tuesday, This Must Be Belgium, the latter a major box office success. It even extended, remarkably perhaps, into explicitly UK dramas such as The Virgin Soldiers and The Reckoning. Some commentators wondered at the continued US preference for anything London – but films often take a long time to shoot, edit, dub and complete and money committed in 66-67 was still trickling through the system some years later. European finance was also significant during this period, whether being spent in London itself (Nerosubianco and Sympathy for the Devil) or elsewhere (The Girl on a Motorcycle). The phenomenon peaked in 69-70 when, bolstered by the apparent certainty of lucrative US distribution deals, UK filmmakers produced a crop of inventive releases including The Magic Christian, Take a Girl Like You, The Breaking of Bumbo (all adapted from novels), Loot, Connecting Rooms and Entertaining Mr Sloane (all plays) and completely original projects such as Joanna, The Touchables, Leo the Last and Performance. Most of these boasted a resident group or a singer in an acting role and had a strong eye on the burgeoning soundtrack LP market. A plethora of European art house releases also appeared at the same time, mining much the same seam – More, Paroxismus, Deep End, Cannabis and Alba pagana. Indeed,
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by the end of the decade, the pop film style had seeped everywhere: into horror with The Haunted House of Horror, into sci-fi with Moon Zero Two and into comedy via What’s Good for the Goose. The last, an attempt to ingratiate himself with the youth market by veteran comedian Norman Wisdom, was not dissimilar to a number of dramas that appeared in the aftermath of the September 68 relaxation of censorship in the UK. Most had plots centred on the age of consent (All the Right Noises, Twinky) and generally featured middle aged men enjoying relationships with sexually available younger girls. It was a trend that, whatever its reasonably stylish and legitimate origins, spiralled down quickly into the tackiness of the 70s UK sex film.


Picking a moment when the canon peaked, one would surely settle on 70. By that point, two additional sub-genres had appeared, expanding the broader parameters of the pop film and reflecting the increased independence and spending power of youth compared to previous generations. The first of these was the concert movie, usually a sprawling semi-improvised documentary about a particular event (Supershow, Amougies, Love and Music and Glastonbury Fayre). Ironically, this had been pioneered in the UK with Charlie is my Darling, the 66 Rolling Stones film that never made it into the cinemas and later, on a modest scale, by DA Pennebaker’s Don’t Look Back; but only really took off after the massive US success of Monterey Pop (also Pennebaker) in the summer of 68. The second was the emergence of the serious experimental art film, decked out with progressive music, shown at film societies and in student unions on the ever expanding network of universities and polytechnics, at late night showings in Odeons, Gaumonts and ABCs and in the nascent independent cinemas: The Body and Continental Circus come to mind, as do early works by Werner Herzog and Rainer Werner Fassbinder.


DA Pennebaker zooms in on Dylan during his 1965 UK tour


1970 also saw the filming of A Clockwork Orange, which yielded the biggest selling pop soundtrack LP of the era and Get Carter. Both were astonishingly successful at the box office, only to be dogged by misfortune. The former was pulled from the distribution circuit after public demonstrations against its extreme sex and violence, whilst the latter, despite topping the US viewing charts for three weeks between Love Story and Summer of ‘42 – remarkable for such an impenetrably British film – quickly disappeared from sight. There would be no sequels, and Get Carter did not inaugurate a UK equivalent of
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the French genre of realistic and creative crime dramas. In reality, something so dependent on US money and distribution deals couldn’t last and, once all the major US studios posted losses at the end of the 60s, the funding of ventures in London quickly dried up. Apart from purely internal Hollywood problems it can hardly have helped – in the perception that studio bosses had about the marketability of pop films – that The Beatles broke up in 70 (as did Herman’s Hermits and The Dave Clark Five, the two other most significant UK pop groups in terms of sales in the US in the mid and late 60s) and The Rolling Stones moved into tax exile not long after. The suddenness of the change is best illustrated by Terence Stamp who, when interviewed in 2013 (doing publicity for his role in Song for Marion), drily commented ‘… when the 60s ended, so did I…’ If one of the greatest faces of the era, internationally acclaimed after roles in Modesty Blaise, Far from the Madding Crowd and Poor Cow and a string of elegant European ventures such as Blue, Theorem and The Mind of Mr Soames, couldn’t command a single decent leading role, what hope was there for other stars created in such a fragile boom? With the exception of Michael Caine and Oliver Reed, very little it would seem. Rita Tushingham experienced a major career gap after 69, David Warner did little post 70, David Hemmings left for an abortive trip to Hollywood in 71 and Hywel Bennett spent more time in TV than film from 72. All had been major box office draws just a few years earlier and all had disappeared from sight by 73.


By the mid 70s, the UK film industry was in low gear. Although EMI remained active, there was less money around, less willingness to invest (even modestly) in original ideas or experimentation and a tendency, instead, to rely on reliable formulas, preferably with a nostalgic bent. For every Wicker Man or Zardoz there were innumerable TV adaptations. Hemdale, the major UK hope of only a few years earlier, faded away after producing Connecting Rooms, Melody and Boy Stroke Girl, none of which was a hit, and distributing the mega-flop Universal Soldier. The continuing reduction in cinemas and rise in TV ownership were also factors. Although the overall numbers of productions did not decline catastrophically, the figures tended to be bulked out by US (or foreign) films shot in UK studios. In terms of purely domestic product it would be fair to say that, by 73-74, it consisted of an annual Bond, a Carry On and a couple of Hammers, all graced by increasingly elderly casts, TV spin-offs, annual additions to the Adventures of and
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Confessions of sex comedy series, and below that, a slew of adult only sex films – most now long forgotten – of almost no merit. Pop groups and pop singers in acting roles tended not to be seen at all. In the end, Apple, even Apple, underpinned by the riches of The Beatles, ended film production in 74 after releasing its last two productions Son of Dracula and Little Malcolm and His Struggle Against the Eunuchs, both of which had started shooting a couple of years earlier. They made almost zero impact when released and this effectively brought the era of the UK pop film to a close… a rather sad fizzling out of what had briefly seemed an era of limitless possibilities.


A few films with pop music did continue to appear, of course, but they were no longer representative of UK productions as a whole. Tommy (75), Ken Russell’s multi-star extravaganza, did well in the US and duly spawned Quadrophenia, which was filmed in 78 and premiered at Cannes in 79. The problem was: Tommy, with its enormous cast and big production values, was rather like a rock musical version of It’s a Mad, Mad, Mad World or Those Magnificent Men in their Flying Machines, whilst Quadrophenia, when it appeared, was already anachronistic in much the same way That’ll Be the Day and Stardust had been a few years earlier. The relative success (but only in the UK) of Quadrophenia was followed by Breaking Glass with its traditional glum rags to riches/road to ruin plot and The Great Rock ‘n’ Roll Swindle, a deliberate, and entertaining, pastiche (by Malcolm McLaren) of much earlier productions like The Tommy Steele Story and Expresso Bongo in a provocative style that owed more than a little to Serge Gainsbourg. Unlike Gainsbourg, though, McLaren did not go on to have a major career in film.


Thereafter, things were bleak indeed. Although George Harrison returned – with Handmade Films – to produce Life of Brian in 78-79 after EMI had pulled out, and followed this with The Long Good Friday and Time Bandits, anything to do with the contemporary British pop scene was conspicuous by its absence on screen. The major groups and singers of the 80s and 90s were not automatically drafted in to spy thrillers, offered major acting roles or casually seen in obligatory discotheque scenes. Nor were they the immediate choice for composing or performing film themes. Homage to the genre was a long time arriving, and when it finally did, came – as so much had between 65 and 74 – from the US. Austin Powers : International
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Man of Mystery (97) appeared shortly after the first flowering of ‘Brit Pop’, whose major exponents Blur, The Verve, Suede, Oasis, Pulp and Elastica pillaged heavily from the musical legacy of the 60s and 70s with many – dozens, actually – of referential borrowings from and tributes to the UK pop films of the period. It is interesting, perhaps, to speculate that Austin Powers, which began shooting in 96, was seen as a commercially attractive project in Hollywood after the success in the US of Suede and Oasis. It starred a gormless central figure (apparently channelling the late Simon Dee) rigged out à la George Lazenby in his sole Bond outing in 69 in a blue velvet suit and ruffed shirt, who duly crashes through a variety of ludicrous encounters as a secret agent. Michael York co-starred – selected partly on the basis of his (much) earlier roles in films like Smashing Time and The Guru – and it even came with a contribution on its soundtrack by The Mike Flowers Pops (whose major hit during this period was an immaculately tongue-in-cheek lounge version of the Oasis song ‘Wonderwall’, whose title, of course, was culled from the 68 film), parodying the easy listening themes of Burt Bacharach. Austin Powers was sufficiently successful to spawn two sequels, which were enormous box office hits in 99 and 02 respectively. Thereafter, British cinema also caught up with its predecessors, producing a number of elegant and well made dramas of which Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels (98) and Layer Cake (04) were the most notable. The former borrowed heavily from the semi-comic crime capers of the 60s whilst the latter owed much to gritty realistic films like Get Carter. Like Austin Powers, both were noted for their soundtrack LPs, substantial artefacts in their own right, which mixed a wide variety of material culled from the present and past; something the films of the 60s and 70s would not have done, concentrating as they mainly did on completely contemporary music.


The ultimate homage to the world of late


‘60’s early ‘70’s UK feature films, albeit


played as parody, and created by Mike


Myers – a Canadian long resident in London


The narrative here could continue … but now is the time to look, one by one, at what makes up the mother lode. Selecting the films required defining – somehow – what should and should not be considered a UK Pop film. It seemed common sense that the definition should embrace any film featuring a UK pop singer (or group) of the period in acting roles, or appearing in a specific scene or credited on the soundtrack, usually, if in the latter capacity, performing the title song or theme. Beyond that, anything with a specifically ‘youth’ angle in terms of cast, plot, design or appeal seemed appropriate. Inevitably, though, even these parameters produced anomalies. What about the Bond
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In his seminal study of the genesis, birth and flowering of UK pop
culture, George Melly called it a revollt into style’: the moment the UK
collectively burst out of the monochrome cocoon of the 50s and into
the dazzling colours, designs and optimism of the 60s. The rapidity
of the change is something which - in itself - confirmed to Melly and
other observers that, due to its transience, this was a truly ‘pop’ event.
The enormous difference in style and approach between the two eras,
concertinaed into just a few years, is best illustrated by watching two
films directed by Michael Winner: West 11 and The Jokers.

The former, made in black and white and set in a dingy room in the then
slum district of Notting Hill Gate (thus making it a companion piece
to The L-Shaped Room), is resolutely 'kitchen sink', perhaps hardly
surprising given that its script came from the pen of Keith Waterhouse,
whose other cinema credits at this point included Whistle Down the
Wind, A Kind of Loving and Billy Liar. West 11 is bleak. Dismal
street scenes where gangs of children kick balls along canyons of ill-
kept tall Victorian houses, pockmarked by bomb sites, unworried by
traffic; the cast and extras wear nondescript clothes with no immediate
or discernible style and eat hurried little meals in basic street corner
cafes. The central character, played by Alfred Lynch, who after this
rare leading role was seen mainly on TV, seeks solace in popping pills,
rejects Roman Catholicism (shades here of Graham Greene) and hangs
out at the local jazz club; a cramped basement, this features apparently
unamplified performances from Ken Colyer's Jazzmen and the Tony
Kinsey Quartet. The former, respected and fiercely inscrutable pioneers
of the UK 'trad’ scene, the latter an offshoot of the Johnny Dankworth
Seven, playing cool hard bop with a UK rather than a US tinge. The
audience dances politely, jives (slightly), drinks coffee and orange juice
or sits out numbers on the floors leaning back against the cellar wall
such is the lack of furniture. Diana Dors cruises around, hoping to pick
up a man, much as she did in Dance Hall (50). West 11, which came
with a marvellously evocative title theme from Acker Bilk - quite the
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best thing he recorded and now very hard to come by - was filmed in
the spring of 63, some six months after That Was the Week That
Was had begun knocking holes in the reputation of Harold Macmillan
and was released at the point the Profumo scandal ushered in the
brief era of Sir Alec Douglas-Home. Although The Beatles had already
secured their first US number one with ‘She Loves You', at the point
West 11 appeared it still looks like the England of rationing, shortages
and national service.

Just three years later, Winner was directing The Jokers... resolutely
undingy... and featuring Oliver Reed (ascending to stardom via this
film) and Michael Crawford, midway between his roles in The Knack
and How I Won the War, skidding around the posh bits of London in a
Mini Moke and narrowly avoiding the band of the Grenadier Guards en
route to the Trooping of the Colour. Reed and Crawford spend much
of their time at night clubs or society parties (during which the film
includes split second appearances from two as yet unidentified pop
groups of the era) before they career off to the strains of the Peter and
Gordon title theme to rob the Tower of London. The film is in colour.
The cast is mainly young. They wear the latest clothes. The interiors
look like the 60s rather than the 20s. The script jettisons the social
realism of West 11 and is amiable, contemporary, flip and paced like
a situation comedy. The Jokers is clearly a pop film of the sort that
would have been unthinkable a few years earlier... when pop music
itself, before the sudden appearance of the pirate radio stations in 64,
was confined in the UK to a mere five hours air time per week.

In his narrative, Melly, perhaps hardly surprisingly given his own
Liverpudlian origins, identifies The Beatles as the key drivers of this
change and punctuates his account with regular bulletins about their
progressthrough the decade. The case for British pop cinema beginning
- and ending - with The Beatles is indeed strong. Although there had
been earlier pop films, and both Tommy Steele and Cliff Richard had
reached film star status (in the UK domestic market, if nowhere else),
neither the films nor their major players had a significant global impact,
nor did their style permeate society as a whole. The huge success of A
Hard Day’s Night - the ninth biggest grossing film in America in 64 —
was the single event that brought serious US studio money to London
and kickstarted the whole genre. Shot in early 64 and released in July
that year, A Hard Day's Night may have cemented The Beatles’ success

and brought dollars flooding into the UK. But is it a typical Swinging
London film? Despite boasting sequences shot in John Aspinall's W1
casino Les Ambassadeurs (one of the rarefied trend-setting pinnacles
around which much of what followed would revolve), it much more
closely resembles the preceding genre of 'kitchen sink’ dramas. The
characters emerge from the North of England. It is shot in black and
white. The script is by Alun Owen, whose previous credits included
‘many working class social realist TV dramas and the screenplay for
the crime thriller The Criminal; the supporting cast includes Norman
Rossington, previously seen in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning
and the incomparable Wilfred Brambell, moonlighting here from his
grotesque duties in Steptoe and Son. Its key difference was that it
dropped the usual downbeat, grimy, approach of its predecessors and
offered its audience instead an optimistic, zestful and youth-orientated
narrative. These ingredients owed much to its director, Richard Lester,
an astute choice for the gig. A child prodigy from Philadelphia, resident
in the UK since the early 50s, Lester first came to attention directing
the 61 pop film It's Trad Dad, which, despite a hackneyed putting-on-
ashow plot, was interspersed with superbly designed and shot musical
interludes that predated music videos by two decades. He followed
this with the Cold War/space race satire The Mouse on The Moon,
which surprised many by being a modest success on the US college
and campus circuit. Importantly, Lester had Goon connections too.
With Lennon, in particular, holding the madcap surrealism of Milligan
and Sellers in high regard, Lester's work on the TV series A Show
Called Fred in the mid 50s and his award winning short The Running
Jumping and Standing Still Film (59) commended him further.
Stylistically A Hard Day’s Night and the productions that flooded on
to the cinema screens of Britain from 65 onwards also owed much
to selected European cinema releases of just a few years earlier: the
high fashion and seemingly improvised plot of La Dolce Vita, the
freewheeling youthfulness of Jules et Jim, the classic young-people-
in-a city storyline of Bonjour Tristesse and the elegant combination of
sexuality and music in Una Ragazza Nuda/Strip-Tease (starring Nico
with songs by Serge Gainsbourg). Al are quite unlike the diet of war
films, Rattiganesque drawing-room dramas and eccentric comedies
that prevailed in the UK for many years after 45. The case for Richard
Lester being the key auteur of the UK pop film of the 60s and 70s is
strong indeed and it is ironic that the discarding of this baggage, and its
replacement by films in which music, graphic design and inventive title
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sequences predominated, owed a great deal to two external influences
~ a US director (Lester — whose first major success brought in US
money) and European art house cinema.

Flushed with the success of A Hard Day’s Night Lester moved quickly
on o his next two projects. These appeared within a few weeks of each
other in 65 and really did establish the UK pop film genre: an adaptation
of the Ann Jellicoe play The Knack and Help!, a sequel for The Beatles.
The former was an immaculate blend of dialogue, visual imagery,
music and fashion that was so striking in its tone that at least one critic
described himself as leaving the cinema in a state of euphoria after seeing
it. The latter placed The Beatles at the centre of an absurd chase/caper
plot — which would have suited Buster Keaton fifty vears earlier - and
had them performing a dozen songs in various costumes and locations.
Slightly less successful than A Hard Day’s Night, it nevertheless inspired
many imitations as well as the massively popular TV series starring The
Monkees. It was, predictably, an enormous US success.

The big Hollywood studios now unveiled popular entertainments like
Alfie, Georgy Girl and Modesty Blaise as well as Blow-Up, MGM's
venture into the serious ultra-stylish European art house market. During
the course of 66, all of these outstripped Help! at the box office, whilst
in 67 To Sir, With Love did better business than all of them, and
remains the biggest grossing example of the type even today. The
latish spin-off from the early 60s satire boom, Bedazzled, from 20th
Century Fox, did well too. Such was the appetite for anything English
that big US studios were happy to distribute virtually any film with a
pop - or youth — angle, thus ensuring that finance could be raised
for productions like The Jokers, How I Won the War (Lester again),
Smashing Time, Up the Junction and Only When I Larf. Nor was
the boom restricted to major UK and US film producers. Would-be
independent auteurs flocked to London from many parts of the world,
hoping for a slice of the action, discovering in the process that London
was easy to film in, there were few permits or taxes that needed to
be paid and professional domestic film crews were easily available.
Both The Mini-Affair and Popdown were made by US independent
film makers hoping to make a killing, whilst the mega-success of
Blow-Up resulted, in time, in several European directors shooting in
London and carefully incorporating ~ somewhere in their plot - the
latest group or singer in either acting or musical roles. The launch in

late 67, by The Beatles, of their Apple boutique in Baker Street W1
(which duly appears in the film Hot Millions) seems emblematic of this
first flourish of activity: a major happening combining music, fashion
and design. But, again, it’s worth remembering that the striking mural
on the side of the building (setting it aside from its rather dowdy
neighbours) was designed by the Dutch design collective The Fool,
which a year later would bring out their own folkrock LP, another
rather ironic instance of how much of Swinging London came from
abroad. Opening a hip clothes shop was not, as it transpired, the limit
of The Beatles' ambitions. In the summer of 67 they established Apple
Films, to produce their BBC TV Special Magical Mystery Tour. The
intention was that this would be the first of a series of pioneering and
artistically adventurous credits from a new youth-orientated UK studio.
The feature length cartoon Yellow Submarine and the psychedelic
mood piece Wonderwall duly appeared as the earliest, and possibly
the best, examples of its work.

The US-funded boom in British films continued through 68 and 69 —
despite Swinging London then beginning to recede somewhat — with
productions such as Mrs Brown, You've Got a Lovely Daughter, Otley,
The Bliss of Mrs Blossom, The Guru and If It's Tuesday, This Must
Be Belgium, the latter a major box office success. It even extended,
remarkably perhaps, into explicitly UK dramas such as The Virgin
Soldiers and The Reckoning. Some commentators wondered at the
continued US preference for anything London — but films often take a
long time to shoot, edit, dub and complete and money committed in
66-67 was still trickling through the system some years later. European
finance was also significant during this period, whether being spent in
London itself (Nerosubianco and Sympathy for the Devil) or elsewhere
(The Girl on a Motorcycle). The phenomenon peaked in 69-70 when,
bolstered by the apparent certainty of lucrative US distribution deals,
UK filmmakers produced a crop of inventive releases including The
Magic Christian, Take a Girl Like You, The Breaking of Bumbo (all
adapted from novels), Loot, Connecting Rooms and Entertaining Mr
Sloane (all plays) and completely original projects such as Joanna, The
Touchables, Leo the Last and Performance. Most of these boasted a
resident group or a singer in an acting role and had a strong eye on the
burgeoning soundtrack LP market. A plethora of European art house
releases also appeared at the same time, mining much the same seam
~ More, Paroxismus, Deep End, Cannabis and Alba pagana. Indeed,
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Confessions of sex comedy series, and below that, a slew of adult only
sex films — most now long forgotten - of almost no merit. Pop groups
and pop singers in acting roles tended not to be seen at all. In the end,
Apple, even Apple, underpinned by the riches of The Beatles, ended
film production in 74 after releasing its last two productions Son of
Dracula and Little Malcolm and His Struggle Against the Eunuchs,
both of which had started shooting a couple of years earlier. They
made almost zero impact when released and this effectively brought
the era of the UK pop film to a close... a rather sad fizzling out of what
had briefly seemed an era of limitless possibilities.

A few films with pop music did continue to appear, of course, but they
were no longer representative of UK productions as a whole. Tommy
(75), Ken Russells multi-star extravaganza, did well in the US and duly
spawned Quadrophenia, which was filmed in 78 and premiered at
Cannes in 79. The problem was: Tommy, with its enormous cast and
big production values, was rather like a rock musical version of It's
a Mad, Mad, Mad World or Those Magnificent Men in their Flying
Machines, whilst Quadrophenia, when it appeared, was already
anachronistic in much the same way That'll Be the Day and Stardust
had been a few years earlier. The relative success (but only in the UK) of
Quadrophenia was followed by Breaking Glass with its traditional glum
rags to riches/road to ruin plot and The Great Rock ‘n’ Roll Swindle,
a deliberate, and entertaining, pastiche (by Malcolm McLaren) of much
earlier productions like The Tommy Steele Story and Expresso Bongo
in a provocative style that owed more than a little to Serge Gainsbourg.
Unlike Gainsbourg, though, McLaren did not go on to have a major
career in film.

Thereafter, things were bleak indeed. Although George Harrison
returned — with Handmade Films - to produce Life of Brian in 78-
79 after EMI had pulled out, and followed this with The Long Good
Friday and Time Bandits, anything to do with the contemporary
British pop scene was conspicuous by its absence on screen. The
major groups and singers of the 80s and 90s were not automatically
drafted in to spy thrillers, offered major acting roles or casually seen
in obligatory discotheque scenes. Nor were they the immediate choice
for composing or performing film themes. Homage to the genre was
a long time arriving, and when it finally did, came - as so much had
between 65 and 74 - from the US. Austin Powers : International

Man of Mystery (97) appeared shortly after the first flowering of 'Brit
Pop, whose major exponents Blur, The Verve, Suede, Oasis, Pulp
and Elastica pillaged heavily from the musical legacy of the 60s and
70s with many - dozens, actually - of referential borrowings from and
tributes to the UK pop films of the period. It is interesting, perhaps, to
speculate that Austin Powers, which began shooting in 96, was seen
as a commercially attractive project in Hollywood after the success
in the US of Suede and Oasis. It starred a gormless central figure
(apparently channelling the late Simon Dee) rigged out & la George
Lazenby in his sole Bond outing in 69 in a blue velvet suit and ruffed
shirt, who duly crashes through a variety of ludicrous encounters as a
secret agent. Michael York co-starred ~ selected partly on the basis of
his (much) earlier roles in films like Smashing Time and The Guru —
and it even came with a contribution on its soundtrack by The Mike
Flowers Pops (whose major hit during this period was an immaculately
tongue-in-cheek lounge version of the Oasis song ‘Wonderwall’,
whose title, of course, was culled from the 68 film), parodying the easy
listening themes of Burt Bacharach. Austin Powers was sufficiently
successful to spawn two sequels, which were enormous box office hits
in 99 and 02 respectively. Thereafter, British cinema also caught up
with its predecessors, producing a number of elegant and well made
dramas of which Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels (98) and
Layer Cake (04) were the most notable. The former borrowed heavily
from the semi-comic crime capers of the 60s whilst the latter owed
much to gritty realistic films like Get Carter. Like Austin Powers, both
were noted for their soundtrack LPs, substantial artefacts in their own

right, which mixed a wide variety of material culled from the present
and past; something the films of the 60s and 70s would not have done,
concentrating as they mainly did on completely contemporary music.

The narrative here could continue ... but now is the time to look, one
by one, at what makes up the mother lode. Selecting the films required
defining - somehow — what should and should not be considered a UK
Pop film. It seemed common sense that the definition should embrace
any film featuring a UK pop singer (or group) of the period in acting
roles, or appearing in a specific scene or credited on the soundtrack,
usually, if in the latter capacity, performing the title song or theme.
Beyond that, anything with a specifically ‘youth' angle in terms of
cast, plot, design or appeal seemed appropriate. Inevitably, though,
even these parameters produced anomalies. What about the Bond
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by the end of the decade, the pop film style had seeped everywhere:
into horror with The Haunted House of Horror, into sci-i with Moon
Zero Two and into comedy via What's Good for the Goose. The last,
an attempt to ingratiate himself with the youth market by veteran
comedian Norman Wisdom, was not dissimilar to a number of dramas
that appeared in the aftermath of the September 68 relaxation of
censorship in the UK. Most had plots centred on the age of consent
(All the Right Noises, Twinky) and generally featured middle aged
men enjoying relationships with sexually available younger girls. It
was a trend that, whatever its reasonably stylish and legitimate origins,
spiralled down quickly into the tackiness of the 70s UK sex film

Picking a moment when the canon peaked, one would surely settle
on 70. By that point, two additional sub-genres had appeared,
expanding the broader parameters of the pop film and reflecting the
increased independence and spending power of youth compared to
previous generations. The first of these was the concert movie, usually
a sprawling semi-improvised documentary about a particular event
(Supershow, Amougies, Love and Music and Glastonbury Fayre)
Ironically, this had been pioneered in the UK with Charlie is my
Darling, the 66 Rolling Stones film that never made it into the cinemas
and later, on a modest scale, by DA Pennebaker's Don't Look Back; but
only really took off after the massive US success of Monterey Pop (also
Pennebaker) in the summer of 68. The second was the emergence of
the serious experimental art film, decked out with progressive music,
shown at film societies and in student unions on the ever expanding
network of universities and polytechnics, at late night showings
in Odeons, Gaumonts and ABCs and in the nascent independent
cinemas: The Body and Continental Circus come to mind, as do early
works by Werner Herzog and Rainer Werner Fassbinder.

1970 also saw the filming of A Clockwork Orange, which yielded the
biggest selling pop soundtrack LP of the era and Get Carter. Both
were astonishingly successful at the box office, only to be dogged by
misfortune. The former was pulled from the distribution circuit after
public demonstrations against its extreme sex and violence, whilst the
latter, despite topping the US viewing charts for three weeks between
Love Story and Summer of 42 - remarkable for such an impenetrably
British film — quickly disappeared from sight. There would be
no sequels, and Get Carter did not inaugurate a UK equivalent of

the French genre of realistic and creative crime dramas. In reality,
something so dependent on US money and distribution deals couldn't
last and, once all the major US studios posted losses at the end of the
60, the funding of ventures in London quickly dried up. Apart from
purely internal Hollywood problems it can hardly have helped — in
the perception that studio bosses had about the marketability of pop
films ~ that The Beatles broke up in 70 (as did Herman's Hermits and
The Dave Clark Five, the two other most significant UK pop groups
in terms of sales in the US in the mid and late 60s) and The Rolling
Stones moved into tax exile not long after. The suddenness of the
change is best illustrated by Terence Stamp who, when interviewed in
2013 (doing publicity for his role in Song for Marion), drily commented

when the 60s ended, so did I...” If one of the greatest faces of the
era, internationally acclaimed after roles in Modesty Blaise, Far from
the Madding Crowd and Poor Cow and a string of elegant European
ventures such as Blue, Theorem and The Mind of Mr Soames, couldn't
command a single decent leading role, what hope was there for other
stars created in such a fragile boom? With the exception of Michael
Caine and Oliver Reed, very little it would seem. Rita Tushingham
experienced a major career gap after 69, David Warner did little post
70, David Hemmings left for an abortive trip to Hollywood in 71 and
Hywel Bennett spent more time in TV than film from 72. Al had been
‘major box office draws just a few years earlier and all had disappeared
from sight by 73.

By the mid 70s, the UK film industry was in low gear. Although EMI
remained active, there was less money around, less willingness to invest
(even modestly) in original ideas or experimentation and a tendency,
instead, to rely on reliable formulas, preferably with a nostalgic bent. For
every Wicker Man or Zardoz there were innumerable TV adaptations.
Hemdale, the major UK hope of only a few years earlier, faded away
after producing Connecting Rooms, Melody and Boy Stroke Girl,
none of which was a hit, and distributing the mega-flop Universal
Soldier. The continuing reduction in cinemas and rise in TV ownership
were also factors. Although the overall numbers of productions did not
decline catastrophically, the figures tended to be bulked out by US (or
foreign) films shot in UK studios. In terms of purely domestic product
it would be fair to say that, by 73-74, it consisted of an annual Bond,
a Carry On and a couple of Hammers, all graced by increasingly
elderly casts, TV spin-offs, annual additions to the Adventures of and
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