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Music and Sound in the Films of Dennis Hopper

Across his directorial films, American filmmaker Dennis Hopper used music and sound to propel the narrative, signpost the era in which the films were made, and delineate the characters’ place within American culture. This book explores five of Hopper’s films to show how this deep engagement with music to build character and setting continued throughout his career, as Hopper used folk, punk, hip-hop, and jazz to shape the worlds of his films in ways that influenced other filmmakers and foreshadowed the advent of the music video format.

The author traces Hopper’s distinctive approach to the use of music through films from 1969 to 1990, including his innovative use of popular rock, pop, and folk in Easy Rider, his blending of diegetic performances of folk and Peruvian indigenous music in The Last Movie, his use of punk rock in Out of the Blue, incorporation of hip-hop and rap in Colors, and commissioning of a jazz/blues soundtrack by Miles Davis and John Lee Hooker for The Hot Spot. Uncovering the film soundtrack as a vital piece of the narrative, this concise and accessible book offers insights for academic readers in music and film studies, as well as all those interested in Hopper’s work.

Stephen Lee Naish is a researcher and writer based in Ontario, Canada.
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Figures

1.1 Billy and Wyatt arrive at the small-town parade. This scene foreshadows the more chaotic Mardi Gras Parade they will attend in New Orleans

1.2 Billy confronts a Black Mardi Gras festival goer. Despite the rich history of Black music in the South, Easy Rider features no prominent Black characters or Black music

2.1 Sometimes The Last Movie’s visuals and soundtrack converge to create a genuine visual beauty. Here Kansas (Dennis Hopper) and Marie (Stella Garcia) kiss in a meadow with only the sound of the wind

2.2 Much like the acid trip in Easy Rider, the overlapping in film audio in The Last Movie is designed to be destabilizing and disjointed

3.1 Although seemingly untrained Cebe has ambition to be a punk rock star

3.2 While wandering the streets of Vancouver, Cebe encounters a street crooner singing an Elvis Presley song

4.1 Ice-T’s theme song Colors intrudes upon the soundtrack when the gang members are rounded up by the cops

4.2 A majority of the hip-hop and rap music can be heard playing on stereos in the background when the gangs are hanging out

5.1 The rock music that plays in the seedy strip bar on the rundown side of town is the only indication that The Hot Spot is a contemporary story

5.2 Despite the prominent use of jazz and blues music from two leading Black musicians, the only Black character within the entire film is a blind man




Series Foreword

The idea for a series of serious studies of various filmmakers’ sonic styles began, as good ideas so often do, with a sidewalk conversation. In this case, the conversation took place during a break between sessions of the Music and the Moving Image conference at New York University in 2011; aside from the fresh air and coffee, its stimulus was the shared observation that since the conference’s inception in 2007 there had been a subtle shift in the content of its papers. As one might expect from a conference named the way it is, most of the MaMI papers over the years indeed concentrated on music and its relationship to moving images, usually as demonstrated in singular examples of motion-picture art. But more and more, our sidewalk gang noted, attention was being focused not just on a particular film’s music but on all its sonic elements, and not just on the sonic elements of a particular film but on the sonic elements of at least a number of films attributed to the same authorial source.

Thus was born Music, Sound and Filmmakers: Sonic Style in Cinema (Routledge, 2012), an edited collection whose dozen chapters deal succinctly yet comprehensively with the stylish use of sound by the film producers David O. Selznick and Val Lewton and the film directors Wes Anderson, Ingmar Bergman, the Coen brothers, Peter Greenaway, Krzystof Kiéslowski, Stanley Kubrick, David Lynch, Quentin Tarantino, Andrey Tarkovsky, and Gus Van Sant. In my Preface to that edited collection, I noted that these twelve scholarly essays on sonic style in cinema represent only a first step on what surely will be a long path. A second step along this path, it surely seems, is Routledge’s bold decision to follow up with not merely a sequel to the 2012 collection but with a series of monographs.

Contributors to the Filmmakers and their Soundtracks series have been charged, as were the contributors to the 2012 collection, with two questions. Can you imagine a situation in which someone, arriving late to a showing of a film about which he or she has no advance information, might spontaneously say: Ah, that sounds like a film by so-and-so? If such a situation can indeed be imagined, then what is it about the film’s sonic content that makes it attributable to one particular filmmaker? Like the essays in Music, Sound and Filmmakers, the books in the Filmmakers and their Soundtracks series seek to answer that more difficult second question by explaining the many and complex reasons why a filmmaker’s work, as a whole, has a distinct sonic trademark.

James Wierzbicki

Series Editor
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In the film Jesus’s Son (1999), the character of F.H. (Billy Crudup) helps Bill, who is played in a small cameo appearance by Dennis Hopper, to wet shave his face. F.H. is residing in the same detox hospital as Bill. As F.H. gently trims away, the two talk about Bill’s circumstances. Bill tells F.H. that he has been shot twice in his life once by each wife. F.H. comments with some surprise: You’re still alive? To which Bill replies: Are you kidding? Obviously, I am. F.H. clarifies that what he means is that Bill’s life is a kind of miracle. By staring death in the face, not once but twice, Bill should consider himself alive in a deeper sense. The scene offers a gateway into Hopper’s own experiences of artistic triumph and failure as a Hollywood actor, film director, screenwriter, visual artist, and photographer.

Dennis Hopper started his career as a young actor in the mid-1950s contracted to Warner Bros. He appeared in television shows such as Medic and Cheyenne and became a staple of TV westerns such as Bonanza and Gunsmoke. His early film roles included small but memorable performances in Rebel Without a Cause (1955), Giant (1956), and From Hell to Texas (1958). His friendship with his Rebel and Giant costar James Dean influenced his life and acting greatly. Under Dean’s guidance, and later with New York-based acting instructor Lee Strasberg, Hopper embraced the Method approach to acting in which the performer must exemplify the external life of his character. He must fit his own human qualities to the life of this person and pour into it all of his own soul.1 In practice, the performer exists as the character and incorporates the day-to-day mannerisms the character may comprise, using experience and memories drawn from the actor’s own life to feed into that of the character’s fictional life. As Strasberg wrote: The extraordinary thing about acting is that life itself is actually used to create artistic results… . The actor uses real sensation and real behaviour. That actual reality is the material of our craft.2

Hopper’s early Hollywood career ended after a series of on-set conflicts with studio bosses and film directors marked him as too difficult to work with. During the early 1960s, he turned his attention to black-and-white still photography and captured the transitional decade as well as his famous friends and associates. He also became an avid art collector and dabbled in artistic expression. Hopper appeared in small independent films that included the Curtis Harrington-directed Night Tide (1961) and Queen of Blood (1966), as well as Anthony Lanza’s biker exploitation film The Glory Stompers (1968). He then positioned himself as a film director in the American New Wave (or New Hollywood) emerging in the late 1960s. Hopper experienced critical and commercial success with his directorial debut Easy Rider (1969), in which he also appeared alongside Peter Fonda and Jack Nicholson as bikers traveling across the American West. Easy Rider captured and defined the zeitgeist of free love, cultural upheaval, and chemical experimentation just as the decade was winding down.

Thanks to the success of Easy Rider, Hopper and Fonda had carte blanche to create whatever projects they desired. Flush with major studio funding, not to mention copious amounts of drugs, Hopper flew to Peru to direct and star in his follow-up feature film The Last Movie (1971). At the time, the critical reaction to the film was that it was too abstract and obtuse for mainstream audiences to fully comprehend. The studio executives hated it because they assumed the story of an exploitative movie production company intruding on an indigenous village was criticism of their own moviemaking practices. The critical reaction ostracized Hopper from an already changing Hollywood. The filmgoing public had little opportunity to decide if The Last Movie deserved its critical mauling as it was removed from theatrical release after only two weeks of screenings in a number of small cinemas.

Hopper’s third directorial film, Out of the Blue (1980), dealt with the issues of alcoholism, child abuse, and self-destruction. Critics thought it too harrowing, and audiences of the time stayed away or were again not given the opportunity to see the film for themselves unless a daring movie theater screened it or until the advent of VHS video cassettes, DVD, and – further along the line – online streaming.

After another prolonged spell in the wilderness, Hopper made a triumphant return to acting with three impressive performances, all released in 1986. In David Lynch’s dark and menacing Blue Velvet, he played the vile sex-crazed gangster Frank Booth. In Tim Hunter’s teenage delinquent drama River’s Edge, he played local weirdo and drug dealer Feck. He played Shooter, the troubled alcoholic coach of a basketball team, in David Anspaugh’s drama Hoosiers, which would earn Hopper an Oscar nomination for Best Supporting Actor. His reacceptance into mainstream American cinema was assured. Hopper returned reinvigorated and revived and, like Bill in Jesus’s Son, was shot down twice but alive.

Being alive in a deeper sense applies many times to Hopper’s acting, directorial, and artistic career. The iconoclast filmmaking days of Easy Rider, The Last Movie, and Out of the Blue are an obvious starting point in understanding this, but there are other moments throughout his career that also reflect this notion.

Critic Adrian Martin described Dennis Hopper as a prolific, energetic, charismatic performer in A-grade and B-grade films alike, in popular cinema and art cinema, and a ubiquitous, if ‘B-list,’ media celebrity.3 Hopper walked the fine line between high art and popular culture. He was celebrated and respected in both mainstream Hollywood movies and underground independent films. He was at home appearing in art-house films such as Sean Penn’s The Indian Runner (1991) and David Salle’s Search and Destroy (1995), and comfortable hamming it up in action blockbusters such as Super Mario Bros. (1993), Speed (1994), and Waterworld (1995). These strange contradictions arise repeatedly in Hopper’s career.

Hopper’s work in film, either as a director or actor, is his most recognized outlet. Yet it is worth noting that all the elements of Hopper’s creative life feed into his film work. Through his still photography, he documented the Los Angeles art scene of the early- to mid-1960s. He attended the early art exhibitions of Andy Warhol and Roy Lichtenstein. He captured the lives of his celebrity friends James Brown and Paul Newman, and bands such as The Rolling Stones, as well as the counterculture that surrounded them. He marched from Selma to Montgomery alongside Civil Rights activists and captured the historical gatherings and speeches. His photographs led him to understand framing and composition in preparation for his future directorial work. The spontaneity in these photographs connects to the way he weaved his film camera in and around the action in films such as Easy Rider and his fourth directorial film, Colors (1988). In his third film, Out of the Blue, Hopper used stationary set-ups for his camera in interesting angles and let the actors play out the scenes in long naturalistic takes. Each scene is like a still photograph that comes to life in front of the viewer’s eyes.

As an actor and director, Hopper was active from roughly 1955 to a year or so before his death from prostate cancer in 2010. His life and work stretch across historical, cultural, and social movements and events: the Vietnam War and the anti-war movement; the activism of Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, the Black Panthers, and the triumphs and blows of the Civil Rights movement; the second and third waves of feminism and women’s rights; the moon landings, the Summer of Love, and the Monterey Pop and Woodstock Festivals; the presidencies of Eisenhower, Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, Ford, Carter, Reagan, George H.W. Bush, Clinton, George W. Bush, and Barack Obama; the so-called end of history, the Cold War, and the fall of the Berlin Wall; the terrorist attacks of 11 September and the Bush Administration’s War on Terror. Hopper lived through the music of Miles Davis, the Beatles, The Rolling Stones, Bob Dylan, and the Doors. He saw the new wave explosion of the Sex Pistols and the Clash, the rise of pop superstars Madonna and Michael Jackson, and hip-hop and rap artists Tupac Shakur, Public Enemy, and N.W.A., and the grunge rock bands Nirvana and Pearl Jam. He was there for the new movements in art and considered artists such as Bruce Conner, Andy Warhol, Roy Lichtenstein, and Marcel Duchamp as friends. He lived through it all, and his film work reflects this.

Hopper was a significant part of the film industry. He participated in genres of the Western, the epic Hollywood drama, the exploitation film, the early independents, the New Hollywood movement, and the blockbuster movie era. As an actor, he worked alongside James Dean, Marlon Brando, Natalie Wood, Elizabeth Taylor, Dean Martin, John Wayne, Burt Lancaster, Warren Oates, Bruno Ganz, Christopher Walken, Sean Penn, Crispin Glover, Benicio del Toro, Courtney Love, Gary Oldman, Penélope Cruz, and Ben Kingsley, to name but a few. He appeared in films by directors Nicholas Ray, Henry Hathaway, Orson Welles, Roger Corman, Philippe Mora, Wim Wenders, Francis Ford Coppola, Robert Altman, Tobe Hooper, David Lynch, David Salle, Julien Temple, George A. Romero, Isabel Coixet, and many more.

During his film career, Dennis Hopper directed seven features. Along with Easy Rider, The Last Movie, Out of the Blue, and Colors, he also directed Catchfire (1990), The Hot Spot (1990), and Chasers (1994). As this book is about soundtracks, the focus will be on the first four of his films and the sixth, The Hot Spot. Hopper had a direct hand in conceiving and writing these projects and layering their musical components, whereas in Catchfire and Chasers, he was more the hired hand steering the film for the studio. This is not to suggest that Catchfire or Chasers did not adhere to Hopper’s vision. In fact, Hopper disowned the studio cut of Catchfire, which was released as an Alan Smithee film, a term used by directors when a film is taken out of their hands and edited beyond all recognition. Hopper would recut Catchfire and re-released it as Backtrack. According to filmmaker Michael Almereyda, Catchfire and Chasers, in comparison to Hopper’s earlier work, showed few traces of conviction or daring. In these films, Almereyda argues, Hopper was no longer playing for high stakes. It was as if he’d been persuaded that an aggressive personal style was something to run from or hide.4 Hopper’s iconoclasm is most evident in the quartet of Easy Rider, The Last Movie, Out of the Blue, and Colors. The passion with which Hopper directed these films is obvious and fierce, and the period’s zeitgeist is captured by the music chosen for these films’ soundtracks.

Hopper’s directorial films never explicitly commented on the eras. Although Easy Rider is considered a definitive film of the 1960s and a representation of the hippies and the counterculture, it deals little with the social and political upheaval of that decade. There is no mention of the dying days of the administration of President Lyndon B. Johnson. There is no recognition that Richard Nixon would soon be elected to office, rolling back all the so-called triumphant liberalism of the decade. The ongoing Vietnam War is never hinted at. The radicalization of millions of young people is only witnessed by a small hippie commune. Rather than being representative of a mass event that is supposedly taking place across most of America, the small community of hippies encountered in Easy Rider feels like an inconsequential group of middle-class urban escapees. Martin Luther King, Jr., the Black Panthers, Malcolm X, and the Civil Rights Movement are not alluded to. Yet Hopper’s use of music does signify the eras in which his films originated. The music placed within Easy Rider and the other films does the political and cultural undertaking that narrative progression, dialogue, character development, or mise-en-scène might potentially do in another film.

As an actor and as a director, Hopper was never infatuated with the idea of monologues or long exposition dialogue. He relied on gestures, hand movements, spasms of the eyes and lips, and short bursts of (often shouted) dialogue to put across the message. Although it was nominated for an Academy Award for Best Screenplay, the script for Easy Rider (which Hopper cowrote with Terry Southern and Peter Fonda), is sparse on dialogue, and only Jack Nicholson’s character George Hanson is afforded much time to talk about the culture that surrounds the film.
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