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					To Andrea,

			my favorite little devil

		

		

		
		
			Prologue

			“Give Me Moody One”: My Night with Ken Russell

			It was the kind of email that sends a chill down your spine. On the day an ad appeared in the newspaper touting my live interview with legendary director Ken Russell at a screening of his cult film The Devils, I got a note from Phil Brown, a writer who had just had the “pleasure” of interviewing Russell on the phone. It did not go well. Not well at all. Brown was barely able to coax even “yes” or “no” answers from the cranky eighty-three-year-old. 

			Here’s a taste:

			Q: What did you base The Devils on and what drew you to the material?

			Ken Russell: It was so long ago that I can’t remember now.

			Q: Do you consider it a horror movie?

			Ken Russell: No. 

			You get the idea. Not promising.

			I checked my contract. I’d been hired to interview him for one hour after the movie. Desperation set in. I went online to see if there were any other recent Russell interviews I could read to gauge if he really had nothing to say or was simply having a bad day when he spoke to my colleague.

			A quick Google search of the terms “Ken Russell” and “interview” returned some alarming results, several of which referred to the event I was hosting. “Richard Crouse has the unenviable task of interviewing the tight-lipped Russell,” said one search result. Others revealed him to be just as monosyllabic as I feared.

			I called the promoter with an idea. Perhaps I should have dinner with Russell before the show to warm him up. Typically I don’t like to meet with my interviewees beforehand — I’d rather get them fresh onstage — but in this case it seemed like a good idea. A day or so later I heard back. He’d love to have dinner.

			Things were looking up.

			The night of the show we met at Southern Accent, just around the corner from the Bloor Cinema in Toronto where the show was being held. I walked past the theater on my way to dinner. There were a few hundred people already waiting outside. A cold sweat enveloped me, even though it was August and sweltering on the street.

			At the restaurant we were seated at a large table with the promoter, several members of his entourage, Russell and his wife, Lisi Tribble. I sat next to Russell and introduced myself. He smiled but said nothing. I told him a story about how, as a twelve-year-old child, I snuck out of the house and hitchhiked 200 miles to see Tommy, his 1975 rock opera. I told him I was grounded for a year afterward, but it was worth it. He smiled a bit more broadly, but still no sound passed his lips. The waiter came by. Russell’s wife ordered him a drink. He smiled.

			At least he seemed to be in a good mood.

			The waiter came back. More smiles and I thought I detected a nodding of the head but still no words. I was thinking of excusing myself from the table and faking a heart attack to get out of hosting, but I persevered. The silence at the table was deafening so I left early to check out the theater. It was sold out. Even the balcony was jammed. Nine hundred and fifty seats sold to hear my conversation with a mute. 

			We’d had to move the onstage setup of two chairs and a table to the auditorium floor because Russell wouldn’t have been able to make it up the steep stage stairs. Trouble was, we were plunged into darkness down there. Great, I thought, sitting in the dark talking to myself for an hour. This would be the hardest-earned paycheck ever.

			My phone rang. Russell was on the way. He moved very slowly, so I was told to chat up the audience before my intro. I told the Tommy story. I talk about The Devils, how it is one of the most controversial movies ever made and how lucky we were to be seeing it on the big screen. The audience was eating it up. Whooping. Clapping. I still had no idea if Russell was prepared to actually say anything.

			I introduced him as he walked down the aisle, supported on one side by his wife, on the other by the promoter who got me into this mess. When the words “Help me welcome Ken Russell” slipped from my mouth, the audience jumped to its feet as though an electric shock was sent through every seat in the place. It was as if I had just said, “Ladies and gentlemen, back from the dead to sing for you tonight, Elvis!”

			He nodded his now familiar nod to the audience but said nothing. 

			I took a deep breath and started with a general question about the film. He answered. Hooray! What he said didn’t seem to make much sense, but at least I knew his vocal cords were working. I could work with that. 

			From there it was as if he fed off the energy of the audience and grew stronger as the night wore on. He was funny, eccentric and slightly cantankerous. Most of all he was long-winded! In short he was just like the movie he was there to speak about — confounding, unexpected and entertaining.

			When I asked what made Oliver Reed’s performance in The Devils so special he said, “It’s a rather unique performance insofar as he really pulled out all the stops. I had a special working relationship with him. It was quite simple but very effective. He called me Jesus.

			“I directed him in a very simple fashion. He’d say, ‘What do you want, Jesus?’ and I would say, ‘Give me Moody One.’ Moody One was one of the simplest instructions that I could give him. Moody Two was a little more important and Moody Three was ‘do anything you like.’ And that was what we usually did. [Moody Three] could be extremely dangerous. He was a very moody guy and I would often say, ‘Careful, boy! There are women and children present.’ He would let himself go.” 

			I followed by asking if Reed’s unpredictability was what made him a great actor.

			“Great actor?” he deadpanned. “I never said he was a great actor. No, he was a terrible actor.” 

			Why did you work with him over and over again?

			“’Cause he was cheap. He did the movie thing to perfection and he never let me down, I must say. Once we had worked out Moody One, Moody Two and Moody Three, he was good as gold.”

			To wrap things up after a wide-ranging discussion about his life and films, someone in the audience asked who the filmmaker he most admired was. Without hesitation he said, “Ken Russell!” Cue the applause. 

			When it was over, fifty-five minutes later, his assistant hugged me. “He hasn’t done an interview like that in years,” he said.
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			Writing in Esquire Chris Heath said, “It’s hard to remember now that there was a time, not just before Netflix but before VHS home video, when most movies were secrets. Movies with special images and weird dissonant ways of looking at the world could usually only be seen with great effort, typically when they came to the one cinema in town that catered to the arty college crowd; even the keenest movie fan might have to wait many years to see every film by a favorite director.” 

			Heath was writing about Werner Herzog, but the words are even truer in regard to Ken Russell. His films, especially The Devils, are still hard to find even in the age of On Demand, Netflix and Blu-ray. His work is woefully underrepresented on video store shelves, and unbelievably the full, uncut version of The Devils has never been officially released for home consumption. Shoddy bootlegs exist, there’s an Asian laser disc and in 2012 a DVD from BFI Video presented the original U.K. X certificate version, but still didn’t include the film’s controversial moments despite the fact that the fully restored film is reportedly sitting, gathering dust, in a Warner Brothers vault somewhere. Even after four decades the movie is thought to be too controversial for release. 

			Considering Ken Russell’s fame as an auteur at the time of The Devils — the London Observer listed him as one of England’s most influential citizens, ranking him higher than the prime minister, Harold Wilson — it is quite shocking how little was written about the film upon its release or after. Contemporary writers (mostly) wrote it off — stay tuned for some of the most scathing reviews ever — and though interviews appeared in Time, Sight & Sound and others, surprisingly little ink was spilled on what is, arguably, Russell’s greatest film. 

			Even in his own books — Directing Film and Altered States: The Autobiography — Russell glosses over the movie, almost as if the pain of documenting its butchering by censors and studios is too much for him to bear.

			In conversation that summer evening in 2010, he called it “a great film, and those who haven’t seen it are in for a treat.” I agree. Murray Melvin, who plays the handsy Father Mignon in the film, was emphatic in May 2011 when he said to me, “Ken physically is not in good health — goodness knows how much longer we’ll have him, which will upset us all and it would be wonderful before he goes if those terrible people at Warner’s were to release it.” 

			In November 2011, after a release date for a home entertainment version of the film was announced, the Times published an article written by Russell, titled “The Return of My Masterpiece,” in which he wrote, “I can’t help but be thrilled that my film will have its day. We’ll turn down the lights, turn on the DVD, my wife will hold my hand and we’ll have a blast, waiting for that moment when Reed declaims, ‘Satan’s boy I could never be!’” Sadly, Russell died of natural causes only five days later, on November 27, 2011, and was denied that moment. 

			In this book, incorporating new interviews with Russell; editor Michael Bradsell; composer Peter Maxwell Davies; actors Gemma Jones, Judith Paris, Murray Melvin and Dudley Sutton; fans of the film like Guillermo del Toro, Terry Gilliam, Joe Dante, Rod Lurie, Alex Cox, John Landis, William Friedkin, David Cronenberg, Adam Chodzko, Wayne Maginn and Lloyd Kaufman; friends of Russell like Ken Hanke and Leonard Pollack and a host of scholars and experts, like Rue Morgue’s Rod Gudiño and Fangoria’s Chris Alexander, combined with what little there is out there, I have tried to do justice to the tale of the most controversial movie ever made. Special thanks goes to Andrea Bodnar, Kris Abel, Steve Hayward, Allan Morris Campbell, Seamus O’Regan, the teams from Canada AM, Metro and NewsTalk 1010 and Jen Hale who helped me form this crazy story into a book and ECW Press for having the courage to release a book about this difficult and challenging movie. 


			



		
		
			Chapter One

			Oliver Reed and Ken Russell

			“Now there’s a man well worth going to hell for, aye!” — off-camera voice, The Devils

			The importance of Ken Russell in Oliver Reed’s career was wittily summed up by a gag gift sent by Irish actor Richard Harris to Reed in 1969. The two hell-raising actors carried on a friendly rivalry for years, characterized by outrageous public behavior and personal jabs. Reed had gotten the latest insult in when he joked in the media, “Even though people say Richard Harris and I have been having a great feud, it’s not true. After all, how could we be feuding for years? I’d never heard of him until two weeks ago.”

			In response Harris sent Reed a gift-wrapped pair of Victorian crutches. On one of them the name “Ken Russell” was elaborately inscribed. Attached to the crutch was a note that read, “In my Royal opinion you should not dispense with these, otherwise you will fall flat on your arse.” It was a good-natured poke at Reed, whose work and success were so closely associated with the provocative director.

			Despite Oliver Reed’s family connections — his grandfather Sir Herbert Beerbohm Tree founded the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art — the actor never took formal acting lessons. On the British chat show Aspel & Company he explained the nontraditional way he learned his craft: 

			I didn’t go to acting school. My uncle, who was a director at the time [Sir Carol Reed, the Palme d’Or winner in 1949 for The Third Man and the 1968 Academy Award winner for Best Director for Oliver!], said you should go to RADA and you should camp outside directors’ lawns in a tent and ask them for a job every time they go to the studio in the morning and that’s how you’d get a job. You have to be enthusiastic. But to me, the people who were teaching at RADA were people who can’t do it. They might be very good at teaching people to speak English but then I knew how to speak English. My grandfather and my father insisted that we should and I was educated in the south, so I had to work through it in a different way. So pubs and the army were the places where I rubbed shoulders with people I wouldn’t normally have rubbed shoulders with and I found them a little bit more interesting than the people I was at school with, so I started to emulate them.

			Then along came a new kind of British cinema, a new wave of Angry Young Men who, like Reed, challenged the social status quo. Exemplified by the playwright John Osborne, whose play Look Back in Anger was a seminal work of the genre, and actors like Alan Bates, Dirk Bogarde, Tom Courtenay, Albert Finney and Malcolm McDowell, the movement was a slap in the face to the established British art scene. It was kitchen sink drama, showing for the first time the nitty-gritty of everyday British life. It so appealed to Reed that the bullnecked wannabe actor stepped up his training for film work by “getting into fights at pubs.” It was this life experience mixed with a natural swagger that defined his early film work.

			His first credited film role came in 1960, playing the leader of a gang of violent teddy boys (Brit rockers who dressed in Victorian-style clothes) in the Norman Wisdom comedy The Bulldog Breed. (Also appearing is future superstar Michael Caine, who shares a brief scene with Reed in what would be the only time Caine and Reed acted together.) Tough guy bit parts led to larger roles, and in the early ’60s Reed glowered through a series of Hammer horror, action and swashbuckling films, which met with varying degrees of success.

			In 1960 Reed appeared in roles as diverse as an uncredited tough nightclub bouncer in The Two Faces of Dr. Jekyll and a gay ballet dancer in The League of Gentlemen. Later that year he was cast as a treacherous thirteenth-century nobleman in the Robin Hood actioner Sword of Sherwood Forest. Unfortunately, even though he was featured on the poster in a dramatic pose, his role was altered in post-production. As though he was being punished for being a naughty boy, he is seen but not heard. His voice — complete with a campy French accent — is audible in the trailer but was redubbed by another actor for the theatrical release. 

			Nonetheless, he considered it an agreeable experience. “It was hide-and-seek with swords,” he said, “it was goodies and baddies and damsels in distress and I was Errol Flynn and every other hero I had watched at the cinema.” 

			His first significant role came in 1961. Hammer, the British film studio best known for a twenty-year string of Gothic horror films that spanned the mid-’50s to the ’70s, had the rights to remake any of the iconic American monster pictures courtesy of a distribution deal with Universal Pictures. The British company scored big with their version of The Mummy and prepped their next reimagining, an adaptation of Guy Endore’s novel The Werewolf of Paris. Working on a shoestring, they shaped the story to fit Hammer’s penny-pinching mold. The story’s location was changed from Paris to Spain so the studio could shoot the film back to back on the same sets as the proposed Spanish movie The Inquisitor, and an unknown was cast in the lead role. 

			Chosen from a field of seventeen hopefuls, Reed won the part of Leon in The Curse of the Werewolf, a peasant boy whose lycanthropy can only be tamed through love. Reed impressed director Terence Fisher and producer Anthony Hinds with his smoldering intensity and makeup artist Jack Ashton with his face. “[Reed’s] powerful bone structure was just right for the appearance and his gifts as an actor were perfect for the part,” said Ashton. “In addition, he resembles a wolf anyway when he is very angry.” 

			Reed impresses in one of his best performances for Hammer. His complex take on Leon reveals the character’s inner struggle to control his animalistic side while caring for and protecting the people he loves. The tender scenes work, but the performance becomes memorable late in the film when he changes into the beast. The snarling transformation scene is so effective it earned him the nickname “Mr. Scowl.”

			Despite Reed and the good makeup work, the film fell afoul of censors (scene after scene was excised, reportedly due to the film’s lethal mix of horror, sex and even bestiality), critics (one called the movie “a singularly repellant job of slaughter-house horror”) and audiences, who stayed away. One unexpected side effect for Hammer was the sudden loss of one of their distribution territories. The Spanish government, so upset by the portrayal of eighteenth-century Spain in the movie, banned all Hammer products for the next fifteen years. 

			Even though The Curse of the Werewolf flopped, Reed’s stock rose within Hammer and he was soon working steadily, playing leads in Paranoiac and meaty supporting roles in Pirates of Blood River, Captain Clegg and The Damned, opposite Hammer superstars like Christopher Lee and Peter Cushing. 

			“Everyone told me not to do horror films,” he said at the time, “but all I wanted to do was act.” He was honing his craft and picked up pointers from his better-known costars. 

			“The only reason I started acting in the fashion I do,” he told interviewer Michael Parkinson in 1973, “is because I made a film once called Captain Clegg. I remember Peter Cushing was in it. [After shooting one day] I was in a car crash. My ex-wife rolled the car over and I squashed [my arm] under a lamppost. I appeared the next day and my arm was actually covered in blood and somebody grabbed me and said, ‘Are you all right, Captain Clegg?’

			“I said, ‘Yes [grabbing his arm and wincing]. I’m all right.’ Or something like that, probably over the top because I was hurt. 

			“Peter Cushing came up to me and said, ‘Oliver, remember when you are hurt always go for the understatement. If you’re going to say, “Yes, I’m hurt,” just say, [face blank, no expression in the voice] “Yes, I’m all right”’ — and I’ve kept that up ever since.” 

			It was the birth of his well-crafted menacing aura — an image supported by his wild off-screen antics and public proclamations like, “My only regret is that I didn’t drink every pub dry and sleep with every woman on the planet” — that had him typecast in the role of heavy for most of his professional life. 

			One director who was able to see past the sneering exterior was Ken Russell, a photographer who, like his contemporary Stanley Kubrick, turned to filmmaking. His specialty was genre-busting arts biographies for the BBC. 

			[image: .*.]

			Ken Russell’s first taste of show business came in front of a ballet barre, not behind a camera. 

			After winning a scholarship to London’s International Ballet School — “[I] was always spraining ankles because I started [dancing] too late, started at twenty-one when most people are finishing” — and after a production of Annie Get Your Gun, he left dance behind when his troupe went bankrupt. He was twenty-seven years old and at loose ends, dreaming of a career in film but “it was a closed shop when I was trying. I wrote to all the studios and I got the feeling [that] unless you knew someone who was a cameraman or a clapperboy, why should they give you a job? It’s not like today when you can just press a red button and prove to someone you’ve either got it or you haven’t. It was too expensive.” 

			Instead he took up photography, and while he rarely ever made more than five quid a picture, he freelanced, married one of his models and worked steadily. He rarely did studio work: “They only wanted straight fashion against a white backdrop which didn’t interest me and I wasn’t terribly good at it. I wasn’t very good at talking to the fashion models. I didn’t have the gift of the gab.” Instead he roamed the streets of post–World War II London snapping street people in real, and later in unreal, situations. 

			He found beauty among the rubble, photographing teddy girls and local people going about their business (one photo of two men on bicycles was later captioned “The answer to the Suez fuel crisis”), but soon his avant-garde tendencies got the best of him. He found himself staging a wedding with street kids on Portobello Road (“Ask your mum for some funny old clothes she don’t want,” he told them. “Let’s imagine we’re all grown up and you two are going to get married”) and outfitting models in skirts made of lampshades. 

			“In a way I was making still films,” he said, “I suppose, of images.”

			Even though his strange brand of art photography was catching on, he remained more interested in the moving image. “Don’t forget I saw more films than anyone in England, maybe in the world, by the time I was twenty-one. I was beaten when I went to Pangbourne Nautical College. I used to break bounds to go and see Dorothy Lamour in Reading and I was caught and beaten for it and it was well worth it.” 

			His obsession with movies manifested itself in the form of short amateur films. Amelia and the Angel, the story of a young girl who wanders the streets of London searching to replace the damaged costume angel wings she is supposed to wear in her school nativity play, is the best known. Starring the nine-year-old daughter of the Uruguayan ambassador to London — who only agreed to appear in the film after Russell promised her a high-speed tour of the city — the film shows many of Russell’s future themes in embryonic form: sin, redemption and Catholicism. It won several awards and spelled the end of Russell’s photography career when BBC producer Huw Wheldon saw the film and, impressed, offered Russell his first professional filmmaking job.

			“Once I got into films I never thought, ‘I wonder what happened to the negatives,’” he said of his days as a photographer. “I just lost total interest.” 

			For the next eleven years — 1959 to 1970 — he made arts documentaries for the BBC series Monitor (where he replaced John Midnight Cowboy Schlesinger as resident director) and Omnibus. Of Monitor, Russell said, “Every other Sunday evening at 9:30 the TV screen glowed a little brighter.” 

			Not surprisingly Russell soon earned a reputation as an iconoclast, changing the way the BBC presented documentaries. Among his innovations were longer running times (his doc on composer Edward Elgar was the longest film the BBC had shown on a musician to date), the inclusion of reenactments and the use of actors to portray historical figures at different ages (think Cate Blanchett, Heath Ledger and Richard Gere all playing various incarnations of Bob Dylan in I’m Not There) instead of photograph stills and documentary footage. “I think the films finally cleared the air of all the dreary, reverential, schoolmasterly treatments that the word documentary implied,” said Russell.

			Perhaps his most controversial BBC film was Dance of the Seven Veils, which portrayed Richard Strauss as a Nazi. The film so enraged the Strauss family that they withdrew music rights, effectively banishing the film to the delete bin of history. It was the first time the director had faced crippling censorship, but would not be the last.

			Inside the mother corp, he quickly gained a reputation as a difficult director. “I had heard that Ken was a rather shy, incommunicative man who was also a bit of a backseat driver,” recalled Michael Bradsell, who edited a trio of highly acclaimed BBC docs with Russell. After breaking the director “of his rather suspicious habits,” Bradsell went on to edit eight of Russell’s features, including The Devils.

			Russell remained steadily working at the BBC, only occasionally stepping away to make a feature like French Dressing, a 1963 comedy loosely based on Roger Vadim’s And God Created Woman. It was on a BBC project in 1965 that he first encountered the actor who would become his most frequent on-screen collaborator.
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			Russell had planned on filming his take on the story of French composer Claude Debussy for the big screen, but the financial failure of French Dressing made raising the necessary funds impossible so he retreated into the open arms of the BBC with the project. Co-written with Melvyn Bragg, the script owes a nod to Fellini and his classic 8½ in its surreal approach to biography.

			The pair created an ingenious nonlinear scenario layering in three tiers of storytelling. Merging fiction and reality, they included a dramatized retelling of the composer’s fiery life and relationships, visualizations of his music (including the disquieting image of Saint Sebastian pierced point blank with arrows) and finally a film-within-a-film about a director making a movie about Debussy’s life to create a documentary unlike anything before seen on the BBC.

			“Debussy was an ambiguous character and I always let the character of the person or his work dictate the way the film goes,” Russell said. “Also, one was a bit critical of artists like Debussy and I thought the time had come to ask questions, and the natural way for me to ask questions was to have a film director talking to an actor, because an actor always asks questions about the character he’s playing and the director usually had to answer them, or try to, often just to keep him happy. And when I found that Debussy was friendly with an intellectual named Pierre Louÿs from whom he derived a lot, it seemed an analogous relationship to that of a film director and an actor.”

			Now to find a leading man.

			At this point in his career the twenty-seven-year-old Oliver Reed was fighting against the typecasting that kept him firmly entrenched in bad-guy roles. “I had the misfortune to look like a prizefighter and speak like a public school boy,” he said. “When I started, the only jobs I got were as teddy boys in leather jackets who whipped old ladies around the head with a bicycle chain and stole their handbags.” 

			Wanting to branch out, he figured he needed one role that could prove he was capable of more than glowering on command. Enter Ken Russell, who arranged an audition with Reed in the BBC office Russell shared with three other directors. According to Cliff Goodwin’s book Evil Spirits, the meeting went something like this:

			“I hear you’re considering me for Debussy,” said Reed when the men met face to face.

			“Do you know anything about Debussy?” replied Russell, sizing up the actor.

			“Not a thing.”

			As Russell gave Reed a Reader’s Digest version of the composer’s life a bored look formed on the actor’s face. Russell then abruptly wrapped the meeting with a curt “Well, thanks for coming in.”

			“So I won’t be playing the part, then?” Reed asked.

			“What do you mean?” Russell asked, confused.

			“Is it this?” Reed asked, jutting out his chin to emphasize the facial scars he had earned in a bar fight the year before. 

			“I didn’t see anything,” said Russell, who had been immediately struck by Reed’s broodiness and his physical resemblance to Debussy. “So do you want to do the film?”

			“Yeah, sure,” said Reed.

			He hemmed and hawed before signing on officially, concerned that the BBC paycheck didn’t match the money he had been earning in feature films. For advice he contacted Michael Winner, a filmmaker and friend. “I told him to go for it,” Winner told Goodwin years later. “Ken Russell was a director he should get close to.” 

			As for Russell, no convincing was necessary. “When I first saw him he looked terrific,” he said. “He struck me as vivacious, cheeky and not run-of-the-mill. I remember him being very moody and glowering. I liked his spirit. Everyone else I auditioned seemed to fade into insignificance.” 

			Part of the film was shot in Chalon-sur-Saône, a small French commune best known as the birthplace of photography. The shoot, however, was almost scuttled when French customs confiscated the production’s costumes and makeup. Rather than turn tail, however, Russell pressed on, adapting the cast and crew’s personal wardrobes and buying makeup in local pharmacies.

			The French shoot, despite a rocky start, was a success but even the wrap party was subject to the Beeb’s tight purse strings. Russell booked a table for a nine-person crew lunch only to discover that the wine, at nine pounds, was out of his expense account’s price range. Rather than leave, Russell and Reed went down the street, bought a dozen bottles of cheaper wine and smuggled them into the restaurant. When the one official bottle of house hooch emptied they simply refilled it under the table with their BBC-approved wine. It was the first of much flamboyant tomfoolery the pair indulged in and bonded over.

			The role — in which Reed played the dual parts of Debussy and the actor who plays him in the film-within-the-film — wasn’t that much of a stretch for the actor, who once again relied on his natural swagger to tell the tale, but it had more cachet than a Hammer horror film, was more ambitious in scope than the movies he had been making and exposed him to a wider audience. “[The Debussy Film] was the point at which I began to shoot upwards,” Reed said of the career boost the film gave him. 

			It also began the most fruitful artistic collaboration of Reed’s career. Although with director Michael Winner he had made six films over twenty-five years and enjoyed considerable commercial success, it was his work with Russell that defined Reed’s career and, for the most part, represented professional highs. “Winner gave me my bread and Russell gave me my art,” Reed said. 

			The two men meshed on-screen and off, blazing a trail that pushed personal excess and cinematic experimentation to the fore. The off-screen shenanigans of the two men could fill a book, but the extreme nature of their relationship is detailed in this quotation from a 2007 column Russell wrote for the Sunday Times about filming a medieval duel between him and his lead actor:

			This came about when we were rehearsing a scene for a film about Thomas à Becket he wished me to direct [the unproduced The King’s Man]. I was standing in for the Archbishop of Canterbury, on top of a wooden chest doubling up for the cathedral altar. I was armed with a trusty, rusty broadsword almost as tall as I was. Playing a renegade knight, Oliver prepared to let fly at me with a dagger, murder in his eyes. I knew I had to stop him or die. It wasn’t a joke. With Oliver, you didn’t joke. Sweating, I raised my heavy broadsword as Oliver launched himself at me. I waited and waited, then brought down the sword at the last possible moment. There was a ripping of material. Oliver’s shirt started to turn crimson. The blade had delicately bisected the shirtfront.

			Oliver tore the shirt apart, strode to the mantelpiece, lifted the glass dome from a pair of stuffed pheasants, tossed the birds on the fire, then, wiping his bloody chest with the stained shirt, placed the remnants under the glass dome and turned to face me. “It’ll stay there till my dying day,” he said, smiling proudly.

			Writing in his autobiography A British Picture, Russell brings the fight into sharp focus: “Everything was a game to Oliver and must be played by two simple rules. The game must be played in deadly earnest and it must be played to the end, whatever the outcome. Any infringement of the rules incurs not only Oliver’s displeasure but, what is worse, his contempt.”

			In total Reed and Russell worked together nine times (including fleeting and well-disguised cameo appearances in Mahler and Lisztomania, although one that got away was A Clockwork Orange, which Russell was thinking of making with Reed). On the heels of The Debussy Film Reed narrated Always on Sunday, a bio-pic on the French painter Henri Rousseau, and starred as nineteenth-century artist and poet Dante Gabriel Rossetti in Dante’s Inferno: The Private Life of Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Poet and Painter (another BBC film, described as containing moments of “inspired lunacy”). It was during the making of the latter that the pair developed their unique system of shorthand communication of “Moody One” and “Moody Two.”

			Cast member Judith Paris remembered that the two men shared more than just a spiritual connection. “[Ken] and Oliver were like twins,” she said. “There was a moment I remember when we were doing Rossetti [Dante’s Inferno] where Oliver and he walked off to discuss a shot and you couldn’t tell the two of them apart in the distance. They both had long legs and short bodies and a mass of dark, curly hair and round faces. They looked like twin brothers talking to each other. It was quite extraordinary.”

			It wasn’t until 1969’s Women in Love, however, that their collaboration caused controversy and critical raves in equal measure. Reed had starred in the first film to include the word “fuck” (I’ll Never Forget What’s’isname), as well as the first British film to be rated X due to its violent content (Sitting Target), but it was the famous nude wrestling scene between Reed and co-star Alan Bates — another cinematic first — that catapulted Women in Love, Russell and Reed to the front page.

			“You know Women in Love couldn’t have been financed without my name,” said Reed. “I had acted in the television programs of Debussy and Rossetti for Russell. Women in Love was a sort of thank-you film.”

			The film is an adaptation of D.H. Lawrence’s racy 1920 novel of sexual torment. Now cited as one of the 100 best English-language novels of the twentieth century by the Modern Library, the book was labeled filth upon release. “Dirt in heaps,” said one critic, “festering, putrid heaps which smell to high Heaven.” 

			Depicting the relationships between the elite of Britain’s industrial Midlands — played by Alan Bates, Reed (in the role Michael Caine turned down), Glenda Jackson and Jennie Linden — during the early part of the twentieth century, the film was bound to be controversial as well but Reed’s insistence on staying faithful to the book pushed the movie into the realm of the truly contentious.

			In a 2007 column on adaptations for the Sunday Times Russell described how the star persuaded him to film the scene as it appeared in the book, censors be damned. 

			In Women in Love we decided that, discretion being the better part of valor, perhaps we should relocate the nude wrestling scene from a cozy interior in a stately home to a moonlit meadow at night and close to a stream (into which our naked men could tumble, thus hiding a multitude of censorable sins).

			But we reckoned without the opinion of one of the male leads — Oliver Reed, who hammered on my front door one night as I was sitting down to dine. “She says it’s not like that in the book,” he said, bursting into the room and nodding to a shadowy female figure behind him. “She says they wrestle in the dining room, not some tacky field in the moonlight.”

			“It would never pass the censor. Anyway, it’s implausible,” I said, as he moved toward me . . .

			“You’ll live to thank me for this, Jesus,” Reed crowed after literally beating the reticent director over the head to shoot the scene his way. Russell later referred to the violent incident as a “script conference.”

			The resulting balls-to-the-wall nude wrestling match between two men — which took three days and many bottles of vodka to shoot in a purportedly haunted house called Elvaston Castle in Derbyshire — was unlike any fight scene on film to date. It sent shock waves through audiences who had never before seen male frontal nudity at their local Bijou. “Yes, I suppose it was the first time you actually got to see the actual star’s actual organs,” said star Alan Bates. 

			In fact, the scene as originally shot was even more revealing, but at the request of U.K. censor John Trevelyan — who called the nude wrestling scene “remarkably brilliant” — Russell altered the rough edit, excising some full-length shots of the nude men standing motionless before the fight begins and darkening the intensity of the sunlight streaming into the room. Other than that, the scene played as shot, earning it an uncut X certificate. From 1951 to 1970 the X certificate was applied to films deemed suitable for audiences sixteen years and older by the British Board of Film Censors. It replaced the H certificate, which had primarily been assigned to horror films between the years 1932 and 1951. In 1970 the age limit was bumped up to 18, where it remains, although since 1982 the rating has been known as Restricted 18. (Decades later another film, with a similar nude wrestling scene, Borat: Cultural Learnings of America for Make Benefit Glorious Nation of Kazakhstan, would earn an R rating for pervasive, strong, crude and sexual content including graphic nudity and language, even though they blocked out the genitalia with large black bars.)

			“We had little criticism,” wrote Trevelyan in his book What the Censor Saw, “possibly because of the film’s undoubted brilliance.”

			“I’ve always been a great reader of Lawrence,” said Bates, “and the wrestling [was] really what Lawrence was all about. Physical contact. Contact with the earth, contact with the ground, contact with each other — expressed physically, not only sexually. The point of discussion about that fight is — yes, it’s got sexual undertones, but it’s first and foremost a physical contact, as an expression of need or of friendship. A need to expand yourself. The reason they fight is because each of them is in a particular extreme state in his life. They both lived in a very constricted society. And to me that kind of explosion, although it’s got an intellectual side to it too, is a natural thing. It’s extreme, but it’s not unnatural.”

			The buff and tumble scene was scissored almost entirely in South America, cutting after Gerald (Reed) locked the door and picking up with the two men lying on the floor panting, leaving what happened in between to the viewers’ imaginations. “It became known as the Great Buggering Scene and filled the cinemas for months,” said Russell. “So much for the subtleties of censorship.” 

			Interestingly, years later Russell described how an audience of pensioners in the early 2000s were unaffected by the nudity. When Bates and Reed’s famous scene came on the screen one of the old folks turned to the other and said, “Nice carpet,” noting the décor rather than the ding-dongs.

			Audiences appreciated the film, even if the British critics didn’t. “They should take all the pretentious dialogue out of the soundtrack,” wrote one critic, “and call it Women in Heat.” Reed was unfazed by the bad hometown reviews and so were audiences, who flocked to the film, breaking box office records.

			Stateside reviews were glowing — “a visual stunner and very likely the most sensuous film ever made,” wrote the New York Daily News — and the following year Glenda Jackson won a Best Actress Academy Award for her work as Gudrun Brangwen, becoming the first to win the award for a role that had a nude scene, a role she later revisited when she made 1989’s The Rainbow and played the mother of the character she had played twenty years earlier in Women in Love. 

			Jackson, a RADA–trained actress, didn’t tell Russell she was pregnant until well into shooting for fear she would be fired. She must have been surprised when the director reacted favorably to the news. Pleased with her performance, he suggested they postpone her nude scenes until later in the production schedule so her breasts would be larger. “I was five months pregnant when I made that nude scene in Women in Love,” she said. “I’d never had such a marvelous bosom.”

			For Reed, the film cemented his reputation as not only a serious actor, but as a box office draw. So much so that he was seriously considered as Sean Connery’s replacement in the James Bond franchise, but was ruled out by producer Albert R. “Cubby” Broccoli because of his boozy reputation. Broccoli wrote in a letter, “With Reed we would have had a far greater problem to destroy his image and remold him as James Bond. We just didn’t have the time or money to do that.” 

			For Russell, the movie placed him on the very short list of international directors with box office pull. 

			After completing Women in Love, Reed and Russell went their separate ways — temporarily. Russell worked on The Lonely Heart (later renamed The Music Lovers), a baroque bio of nineteenth-century Russian composer Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky, which he described as “the story of the marriage between a homosexual and a nymphomaniac.” Based on Beloved Friend, a collection of personal correspondence edited by Catherine Drinker Bowen and Barbara von Meck, the idiosyncratic script was penned by frequent Russell collaborator Melvyn Bragg. The movie reunited Russell with Glenda Jackson, but his leading man this time out was Richard Chamberlain, who for four years was network TV’s leading hunk as Dr. James Kildare on the eponymous series.

			“Well, I’d just completed Julius Caesar at Elstree Studios with Charlton Heston and Robert Vaughn,” said Chamberlain. “In actual fact, I was all set to catch a jet back home when Ken Russell called me. I thought the idea behind the film so different that I just had to say yes!” 

			Like several of Russell’s other music bios, The Music Lovers (1970) is presented mostly without dialogue; instead it’s a fever dream, using flashbacks, nightmares and fantasy sequences set to Tchaikovsky’s music. “It tells the story of one of the incidents in Tchaikovsky’s life that he might have liked to forget,” said Russell, “but, you know, that was part of his story, and so I followed his ups and downs throughout his career.”

			Russell weaves a wild, “maximalist” portrait of the musician, illustrating the scars left behind by his mother’s horrible death — she was drowned in scalding water in a cholera cure gone wrong — and how his marriage was torn apart by the composer’s torment over his homosexual urges toward Count Anton Chiluvsky (Christopher Gable). 

			“It’s an intimate version, dealing with the man as much as with his music,” said Chamberlain before shooting commenced, “and he will be seen as a homosexual. It deals with his marriage and his relationship with Madame Von Meck and his close male friend, to be played by Christopher Gable — he was a lead dancer with the Royal Ballet before he became an actor. The homosexuality is not dwelt on, but, you know.”

			Eventually Tchaikovsky’s mental health deteriorates and when he loses von Meck’s patronage, he dies of cholera. “It’s a horrible death and you will see it,” said Chamberlain. “He died ten days after conducting the Pathétique symphony for the first time. Recently, in Russia, they discovered that he deliberately drank some unboiled water and this caused his death.”

			Where other movie bios of classical composers, like the majestic Amadeus or the slick Immortal Beloved, are buffed and polished entertainments, The Music Lovers is raw, surrealistic, filled with anxiety and indulgence. It peels back the layers of history to reveal the person, and the quirks of his creative genius. 

			The cherry on top, of course, is Russell’s wild Grand Guignol style. As the characters become more extreme so does the look of the film, as if the audacious director is trying to out-Fellini Fellini. Most notorious is the expressionist sequence set to Tchaikovsky’s most well-known work, 1812 Overture, described by one writer as a “visualization of madness.” It is certainly the product of a director working near the top of his form.

			The movie was hailed and reviled in equal measure. In Life Richard Schickel praised the film, writing that Russell is “a man drunk on the power of film, on his own masterful and manic command of the medium.” Others went on the attack. New York Times writer Vincent Canby said, “Mr. Russell has told us a lot less about Tchaikovsky and his music than he has about himself as a filmmaker.” Dave Kehr of the Chicago Reader gave the movie a backhanded compliment, noting Glenda Jackson’s performance while suggesting she is the only “actress who can hold her own against Russell’s excess.”

			“Of course [the picture] was excessive, crude, flamboyant,” answered Russell. “That was what fascinated me about the subject, the excessive romanticism. There seems to be a general distrust of freely expressed emotion these days — a feeling that there’s a virtue in understatement; I don’t believe that.”

			Russell essayist Thomas R. Atkins gets the final word. In the Monarch Film Studies book devoted to Ken Russell he wrote, “If one can forget categories like ‘musical biography’ or even ‘biography’ and look at the film for what it seems to be — a serious study of sexuality, with Tchaikovsky used as the focus of the study — the effect of the totality is quite different from what the critics suggest.”

			Meanwhile Oliver Reed was busy forging his reputation as Mr. England. Despite offers to leave the U.K. and set up shop in Los Angeles, Reed stayed put. “I’m not going,” he said. “I’m a Brit and I’m staying here.” Few of the European films he made during this period — like the drama The Lady in the Car with Glasses and a Gun and the romantic comedy Take a Girl Like You — made much of an impact outside the U.K. Certainly not as much as the American films he was being offered and rejecting at the same time. 

			Richard Zanuck, producer and son of one of the architects of the Hollywood studio system Darryl F. Zanuck, was keen to work with the British superstar and offered him plum roles in two movies that became classics — The Sting and Jaws. 

			Both offers met with a resounding no and both roles went to another Brit, Robert Shaw. Reed’s brother (and sometimes press agent) surmised that his brother would have felt as though he was “tarting himself around” by going to Hollywood: “It may not have had a lot of logic for most people, but it had a raw logic for him.” 

			Decades later Reed rued the decision. “Ultimately I ended up making obscure European films that paid well,” he said, “but did nothing to further my reputation.”

			Around this time, in 1969, Ken Russell submitted a script to censor John Trevelyan for perusal. He wanted to know if the draft contained censorable scenes or themes. Trevelyan’s brow must have furrowed as he wrote a letter to Russell detailing the “numerous items I felt would almost certainly need to be censored.” 

			“There is no way [Sister Jeanne] can say ‘cunt.’”

			Russell, who based his script on the Aldous Huxley book The Devils of Loudun and the 1960 play The Devils by John Whiting, had no idea he was prepping a film that would become one of the most controversial movies ever made. And he clearly didn’t know how prophetic he was being when he said, “I want to upset people, to make them react to what they see.”
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