Title: Mayor of the Sunset Strip

Sub-head: Documentary shines a “long overdue” spotlight on DJ Rodney Bingenheimer

By Stephen Robinson

Mayor of the Sunset Strip, the new documentary by George Hickenlooper, is one of the most moving and authentic love stories of the past few years. Its subject, disc jockey and scenester Rodney Bingenheimer, is a man who loves music with a genuine, selfless passion and desires nothing more than to share that love with others.
Mayor is a tremendous testament to a man whom Hickenlooper describes as a “living piece of Andy Warhol artwork,” someone who becomes almost “luminous” when around the photos taken of him with many of the seminal figures in rock and roll, from Paul McCartney to Bob Dylan.

“Rodney’s very much of an innocent,” Hickenlooper says. “I didn’t know if it was an act or not when I met him, but what you see is definitely what you get with him. He’s very vulnerable, emotional and aware.”

Speaking with Bingenheimer, it’s clear that Mayor was not his idea. He’s far too shy and unassuming to even imagine such self-promotion. 

“I’m very uncomfortable with being in front of cameras,” admits Bingenheimer, the host of “Rodney on the ROQ” on L.A.’s KROQ. “All that reality TV stuff that’s happening -- I don’t see how they do it.”

The documentary’s long history traces back to Bingenheimer’s friend Chris Carter, former member of the band Dramarama (currently featured on VH1’s Bands Reunited) and the film’s producer.

“I’ve been personally involved in this for seven years,” Carter says, “It’s nice to see it turn out OK. We were pitching something that was unknown.”

Carter’s original concept was a book, but that didn’t last long.

“Publishers liked the idea, but thought it was maybe too L.A.,” Bingenheimer says. “They also wanted more ‘sex, drugs, rock and roll.’ I was more about music, so we turned it down.”

Carter believes this was for the best, pointing out that actually seeing Bingenheimer and his celebrity friends has more impact.

His relationship with Bingenheimer helped him gain access to the parade of pop stars -- including Alice Cooper, Nancy Sinatra, and Ray Manzarek of The Doors -- who took the time to pay tribute to what actor and former rocker Michael Des Barres calls an “unsung, rock and roll” national treasure.

Des Barres himself is one of the more entertaining elements of the film, hilariously commenting on the “rock star myth” and the cult of celebrity that he considers “fucking bullshit.” However, he has nothing but positive things to say about Bingenheimer.

“He just loves the music. It’s very much like Miss Pamela (Des Barres’s ex-wife) and the GTOs, who believed the music liberated them and wanted to be close to the source of the power. It wasn’t about wanting to fuck Jim Morrison. They were acolytes of this wonderful movement, of Jesus in the crushed velvet.”

Hickenlooper agrees. “He’s this guy who is drawn to celebrity and who has created celebrity. There’s something universal about him that draws people to his story.”

Mayor depicts Bingenheimer as someone who gives a great deal without asking for or even expecting anything in return other than simple friendship. This is reminiscent of Prince’s insistence upon referring to his devotees as “friends“ and not “fans“ because the latter is short for “fanatic.” Bingenheimer is definitely a friend of the musicians he has championed in his more than thirty years in the business.

“I owe him a tremendous debt,” Des Barres says. “He met (Des Barres’s band) Silverhead in 1971 at the airport. We were this glammy, decadent rock band and he was so aware of what was going on in England at the time. He was the entrée into this whole L.A.world.”

Bingenheimer has gone out of his way to promote acts he believes are “godhead” (his term for the highest compliment you can pay someone), which has made him an influential figure in the careers of countless musicians.

“Here’s a guy who introduced David Bowie -- Ziggy Stardust himself -- to the Hollywood glitterati,” Des Barres says. He also agrees with Debbie Harry’s assertion in the film that Bingenheimer -- the first DJ to play Blondie, The Ramones, The Sex Pistols, Sonic Youth, Nirvana, No Doubt, Coldplay and most recently Rooney – “essentially created alternative music.”

There’s an amusing scene in Mayor that highlights just how genuine Bingenheimer’s relationships are with musicians past and present. When asked how he ever wound up with Elvis Presley’s driver’s license, he responds matter-of-factly, “He gave it to me.”

The artists who appear on Mayor’s soundtrack practically donated their music (only charging basic legal fees) – again, “all for Rodney.” In fact, one could consider that the film’s working title, and it also explains the cooperation of the celebrities interviewed.

However, according to Carter, Cher’s involvement was a bit more complex.

“Prior to his death (in 1998), Sonny Bono was interested in participating,” Carter says. “We liked the idea of reuniting Sonny and Cher (for the project), but Cher initially passed on it. Later, though, after Sonny died, she called us up and said she really wanted to do it now ‘for Sonny.’ Once she was onboard, it became easier to approach people. Still, they all did it because of Rodney.”

Amazingly, given the impressiveness of the finished product, Mayor is Carter’s first documentary.

“I figured if I wanted to be a documentary filmmaker, I’d better learn how to do it.”

Carter cites as his influences the classic Gimme Shelter, along with Crumb and Hearts of Darkness: A Filmmakers Apocalypse. The latter was co-directed by Hickenlooper, who deftly weaves between features (The Big Brass Ring with William Hurt) and documentaries (Picture This: The Times of Peter Bogdanovich in Archer City, Texas). His most recent feature was The Man from Elysian Fields featuring Mick Jagger and Des Barres, whom Hickenlooper claims to have cast because of how “wonderful” he is in Mayor.

Mayor contains many themes that Hickenlooper likes to explore his work. A good example is perhaps the film’s most devastating scene: As the camera zooms in on Bingenheimer’s face, his close friend Camille Chancery, whom he says he “thinks a lot about” and “loves very much,” essentially breaks his heart, telling us -- and him by extension -- that she has a boyfriend and that she and Bingenheimer are “just friends.” The pain in his face is clear and undeniable.

 
“That moment… is indicative of the Hollywood lifestyle,” Hickenlooper says. “Relationships (in Los Angeles) are difficult and complicated. Everyone is trying to make it and, unfortunately, relationships are often based on ‘how you can help me.’ Camille is this sweet girl who is sort of leading Rodney on a bit. It’s a lonely town. There’s a lot of spiritual despair. People don’t talk about it. They’re too busy stargazing to look at the hard reality.”


The film doesn’t shirk this dark side of Los Angeles. Wisely choosing not to focus just on those who find success in Hollywood, it depicts the tragicomic yearnings of Bingenheimer’s friend Ronald Vaughan, whose dream of stardom is mere fantasy. 

“Ronald was out in California for 18 years,” Carter explains. “He was homeless for 17 of those years. When we filmed him, it was during the one year he had a place. He’s homeless now, lives in Beverly Hills Park. Only homeless guy I know with a 1-800 number and a Web site. Really sweet guy, just has the worst luck in the world.”

There’s also a touching segment in which Bingenheimer visits England, the home of so many of his favorite musicians, to honor his mother’s last wish.

“Mom always wanted to go to London if she died,” he says. As he scatters her ashes in Brighton, a young boy asks, in a distinct English accent, “Whatcha doing that for?” adding unexpected humor to a bittersweet moment. It’s the sort of thing you can’t script and emphasizes Hickenlooper’s theory regarding the appeal of documentaries and reality television.

“People want to connect with others in a real way, rather than spectacle,” he says. Carter adds, “A documentary is better than a film. You can’t reproduce that reality with an actor. Hiring, say, Johnny Depp to play Rodney. It’s just not the same.”
Hickenlooper’s next project is a feature for Warner Brothers about a relationship that ends before it can truly begin, because of September 11. Carter, the host of “Breakfast with the Beatles” on L.A.’s KLSX, plans to make more documentaries. Potential subjects include Tiny Tim, Phil Spector, and Miss Pamela. Bingenheimer, meanwhile, will continue hosting his show on KROQ and introducing audiences to the latest music that excites him.

Mayor premiered at the Los Angeles Film Festival, and First Look picked it up days later for $1.3 million, making it the second-highest selling documentary of all time (after Michael Moore’s Bowling for Columbine). The Santa Barbara International Film Festival honored Mayor as Best Documentary of the year.  It received a positive reception at New York’s Lincoln Center, which demonstrated that it could perform well outside Los Angeles. It’s also nominated for an Independent Spirit Award. Mayor opened on March 26 in New York and LA and will expand to select cities in April.

 

