



	
An In-Depth Look at RISE
Review by Juston Western (JetaTek)
The first large-scale electronic music event I attended was Zoolu 6 on March 4, 2000.  As I exited the State Palace Theatre the morning after, I remember picking up a flyer that said “This is the real underground.”  It was an ad for the soundtrack to Rise, a documentary about Disco Donnie Estopinal and the rave culture centered at the State Palace.  The soundtrack seemed like something I might want to pick up, but my interest was truly piqued by the prospect of seeing the movie.  Nearly two years later, on December 8, 2001, I was able to view the movie in the very venue which the movie portrayed, prior to the start of the holiday rave at the Palace, “A Very Disco Christmas.”
During that first screening in New Orleans, the audience was buzzing with excitement.  For many, it was the celluloid equivalent of the last 3 years of their lives.  For others, it was a preview of the madness that was about to ensue once the movie finished and the first record dropped in the main room of the Palace.  Indeed, the screening was somewhat surreal as many of the characters from the film were seated in the row behind me, laughing at their youthful exuberance caught on tape.
After the credits rolled, the next glaring question became, “When can I get my hands on a copy of that?”  Unfortunately the road to DVD was a long one, with a major stumbling block being the federal case against Donnie and the owners of the State Palace Theatre.  Fast forward another two years and fans can finally get their hands on a shiny new copy of this counter-culture snapshot.  Ttoday I’ll give you the Reader’s Digest version of Rise: The Story of Rave Outlaw Disco Donnie.  

We start the film during Mardi Gras at the New Orleans International Airport.  The headliners for Zoolu 5 are picked up and head down I-10 in their limo towards downtown New Orleans.  During the ride, John Acquaviva pontificates about how DJ’s aren’t rock stars, although the limo and its decanters filled with premium liquor would speak to the contrary.  
Next we arrive downtown with the backdrop of Mardi Gras in full effect.  Images of floats, beads, and parades flash on the screen as we’re welcomed to Canal St.  It’s at this point that we meet one of the first characters in the movie: an artist whose creative medium is Mardi Gras beads.  As Thievery Corporation’s “Weightless” floats through the speakers, we see our bead man collecting his goods from the streets after the parade and revelers have dispersed.
Jenny and Colin are the next two characters to be introduced.  They each give some background on how they came to be involved in the electronic music scene, and we’re treated to some interesting footage of Colin’s bedroom walls which are totally covered in rave flyers.  Colin’s parents are also interviewed about their son’s passion.  The parents appear to accept his enthusiasm but don’t really seem to understand it.
Goddess and Amber, a drag queen and ex-stripper respectively, are next to enter the cast.  These two are rave performers who adorn themselves in lavish costumes and dance on stage at the Freebass Society parties.  We get some shots of the two undulating to the beats while lasers dart overhead before Amber tells us about her obsession with slain child beauty queen, Jean Benet Ramsey.
Now we get to follow Donnie around to various locations in New Orleans, with two notable stops being Jackson Square and Catnips.  While in Jackson Square, Donnie gets his fortune told by a psychic and we see religious zealots protesting the sin so pervasive in the city.  Next we head to Catnips, which is something of a dive bar with a seemingly older clientele.  The bartender reminisces about Donnie’s father, Disco Jim, and Donnie tells us of how spending time in the bar with his father as a child molded him into the person we know today.
After the glimpse into Donnie’s past, we find ourselves in the now-defunct Rewind Records store, where we’re introduced to DJ Tommie Sunshine.  He speaks of how electronic music is seeping into pop culture and he looks forward to the day when electronic music reaches mainstream acceptance.  His lifelong dream, as he puts it, is to become a pop star.
Next we get to meet Rene Brunet, the man who purchased the State Palace Theatre in the late 1980’s to keep it from shutting down.  Mr. Brunet gives a short history of the theatre, including a description of the extravagant grand opening of the venue in the early 1900’s.  He goes on to say that he’s happy to provide a venue for kids to come together for a good time, and having a good time doesn’t necessarily mean doing wrong things.
As the film continues, we find ourselves walking alongside Donnie through the French Quarter as he discusses the guest list and the nonsense that typically surrounds it, in addition to the underground nature of his parties.  Donnie admits that as early as 1999 raves were no longer underground (even his dentist knew about them), but if it made party-goers happy to think of raves that way, then more power to them.  
We next travel back to Colin’s house, where Colin & Jenny are preparing for that night’s party, “A Very Disco Porno Christmas.”  Colin describes the nuances of wardrobe choice for a State Palace event, and goes on to discuss what characterizes a candy raver.  Jenny, on the other hand, is able to show us some accoutrements that most candy ravers would possess, but then is quick to remind us that she herself is in fact “not candy.”  
After we wait with Colin & Jenny to catch a bus, we’re transported to Canal Street where we’re treated to some night time footage of the Endymion parade.  Trancesetters’ “Roaches” keeps the beat as we see the elegant floats slowly roll by the bead-adorned masses.  We finally link back up with Donnie to join the party at 1108 Canal Street.
As we walk through the lobby of the State Palace, we follow Donnie to the far right doorway to enter the main room.  Upon passing through the threshold, we find Nigel Richards commanding the turntables and a laser-drawn Freebass Society logo spinning overhead.  After assessing the dance floor, we next see footage from the upstairs room where Derrick Carter has everyone smiling and putting their hands in the air.  
By this point it’s 1:00AM and we find Q-Bert working the mixer like a champ in the main room.  He mixes into an electro-breakbeat track, and the crowd roars with approval.  Nico’s “N-Trance” segues in, as slow motion footage of dancers on the main floor appears on screen.  This is perhaps one of the most effective scenes in the film of truly capturing the spirit of an event at the State Palace Theatre.
After that inspiring scene, we find Josh Wink on the decks and footage of Donnie’s entourage of rave performers and friends parading down the stairs from their dressing rooms ready to take the stage.  Wink’s pounding beats continue as various ravers are interviewed to give their thoughts on PLUR.
The energy of the film increases with the next track as the acid line of the song reaches a frenzied pace.  The music coupled with the camera angles, speed, and lighting is almost eerie in its accuracy of capturing the chaotic yet irresistible experience of a packed Palace party.  For those of you interested, this scene starts at roughly 43:00 minutes into the movie and completely captures the feel of a rave at 2:00AM.
Next we have Tommie Sunshine explaining why he feels Donnie is the best promoter in the country.  It’s during this segment where we find some of the best footage from inside the State Palace.  We see the dry ice making ghostly patterns in the laser spectrum.  We see the precision attack of the strobes and lasers.  Also shown is footage of Rabbit in the Moon, 2 Live Crew, and Richie Hawtin on the main stage.  
On the agenda next are interviews with random ravers, most of which are clearly under the influence of ecstasy.  While many of those interviewed admit to their altered state of mind, one girl who identifies herself as Kitty Cat vehemently denies any drug use.  This sets the stage for some comic relief, as Tommie Sunshine comes on camera and states, “If that girl wasn’t on ecstasy, then I’m Bill Clinton.”
A special treat follows when we see footage of Paul Van Dyk spinning on the main stage at the State Palace.  Donnie tells of how people in the front row were crying with joy, and how he’d never seen a DJ move a crowd like that before.  The clincher is that the playing of “Fiji” by Paul Van Dyk was captured on film and presented in the movie.  Without doubt, it was a truly magical moment for anyone who was there, and reason enough to buy this DVD.  When the melody cascades in, it reminds me why I fell in love with trance all those years ago.
Fast forward to 5:00AM and we find Charles Feelgood behind the decks.  He treats us to some soulful house music, as footage of a packed lobby rolls on screen.  Our characters provide us with their closing thoughts before we go to the roof of the State Palace as the sun is coming up.  Those who remain shake Donnie’s hand before he heads down the steep stairwell to exit the venue. 
As the crowd spills out onto Canal Street to head home, Louisiana native Trent Cantrelle aptly describes the flavor of New Orleans parties as “Gumbo Techno.”  Freeland’s “Rise Above” blares from the speakers as we’re treated to the last scenes of New Orleans, Mardi Gras, and finally a packed main floor at the State Palace Theatre.  A fitting end to a movie documenting such a magical time in music history.
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