Primal scream

In Derailroaded, an outsider
musician goes off the tracks

By Raven Snook

efore a director begins
B making a documentary,

he has to spend a lot of
time raising money, finding a
crew, securing permits and, per-
haps most important, earning his
subject's trust. The confidence-
gaining process took an entire
year for Josh Rubin, who decided
to make Derailroaded: Inside
the Mind of Larry “Wild Man”
Fischer, about a 60-year-old un-
derground singer suffering from
paranoid schizophrenia.

If you've never heard of Fischer
you're in the majority, which is one
of the reasons Rubin and his prod-
ucer, Jeremy Lubin, were so eager to
tell his story. After Fischer attacked
his mother with a knifeat 16, he was
institutionalized. A few years later
heendedupinLos Angeles wherehe
busked on the streets. He attracted
many fans, including Frank Zappa,
who produced his 1968 album An
Evening with Wild Man Fischer.
But Fischer's raw, confessional
lyrics and screechy delivery—he
sounds like Bobcat Goldthwait as
aranting homeless guy—weren't
exactly commercial. Although he
recorded other work, including the
Rhino Records theme song, Fischer
has been trying to recapture what
he sees as his glory days ever since,
an impossible dream consider-
ing that he's paranoid and violent,

and his music is definitely an
acquired taste,

The filmmakers didn’t know
about Fischer until 2000, when for
no apparent reason he approached
Lubin at a restaurant on Melrose
Avenue. “Jeremy and [ were room-
mates at the time,” Rubin says.
“I remember he came home and
said, ‘I just met this guy and he
told me this amazing story. I won-
der if it's true.'” After researching

“Larry strikes a
chord with me
emotionally,
butthere’s only
SO much you
cantake.”

Fischer's life story on the Internet,
the two tracked down a copy of An
Eveningwith. .. and werefloored by
it. “The passion and emotion in his
voice weresoamazing,” Lubinsays,
“We had never heard anything like
it before.”

The men knew right away that
they wanted to be more than just
fans. “Thad studied filmat NYUand
was looking for a project to work
on,” Rubin recalls. “Once Jeremy
and [ listened to Larry's music, we

turned to each other and said, ‘We
have todosomethingonhim.”

But getting Fischer to agree to
the movie wasn't easy. “We had to
be patient and become friends with
him,” Rubin says. “We let him call
us three or four times a day. Every
time we met with him, we would
bring a contract, He kept rejecung
it. Once he even tore it up.” In 2001,
Fischer finally signed on, and the
Ubin Twinz (as the directing duo s
called) filmed him on and off for the
nextfour years.

Neither Fischer's life nor his
music is pretty, yet an impres-
sive array of artists have col-
laborated with him, including
Devo's Mark Mothersbaugh, child
actor—turned-music producer Bill
Mumy and singer Rosemary
Clooney. In interviews, Mumy,
Mothersbaugh and other indus-
try players explain their fascina-
tion with Fischer's uninhibited
work, but they also lament that he
puts even his closest confidants
through hell. The Twinz were no
exception. “Larry strikes a chord
with me emotionally,” Rubin says.
“Hescreams out to the world about
whathe'sbeenthrough. Butthere’s
only so much you can take. Some-
times he'd call so much that we'd
have to disconnect my phone. We
care about him, but he doesn't talk
toyou. Hejust talks. And about the
samestuff over and over.”

Like Fischer's music, the docu-
mentary seems to elicit a love-it-
or-hate-it response. Its critics have
accused the documentarians of
exploiting the man and his dis-
ease. But Rubin disagrees. “I think
Larry’s life is important,” he says.
“If we hadn't been around to filmit,
his art wouldn't have reached a
larger audience.”

Rubin remains in contact with
Fischer, but the musician is a mark-
edly changed man—he's taking
medication for the first time in de-
cades. “I saw him a few weeks ago
and it was very disheartening,”
Rubin says. “Although I don’t think
hisbody couldhavewithstoodmuch
more of what his mind was putting
him through, his manic energy
has been destroyed. His creative
riveris no longer flowing. If Ihad a
conversation with him now, I
wouldn't even think of making a
movieabout him,”

DTm-Hmaded is now playing at
Ploneer Theater.

Reviews

Jarhead
Dir. Sam Mendes. 2005. R. 115mins.
lake Gyllenhaal, Peter Sarsgaard,
Jamie Foxx.
cui[l!'i[h'ﬂt“l[l\' being released as
our current debacle in Irag hit the

2,000-casualty mark, Sam Mendes's ad-
aptation of Anthony Swafford's Desert
Storm tour-of-duty memoir can easily be
read asa cutting political comments ry,
But though the film's stance is resolutely
against war—what is it good for? Abso-
itely nothing. againl—Mendes
has a more specific t in his cross-
hairs: The hoo-rah! military culture that
turns good ol’ American boys into tes-
tosterane-fueled monstrosities. Watch-
ing these sociopaths-in-training singing
along to Wagner during a recreational
Apocalypse Now screening, yvou get the
feeling that the war drums have been
programmed into their craniums on an
endless loop. Throw in mind-numbing
boredom and a buildup to combat that
never happens, and the mental dete-
rioration of Swafford's screen sum rate
(Gyllenhaal) seems inevitable. A recruit-
ment poster thisain't

The focus on the psychic damage
wrought by the gung-ho marine mind-
set gives the movie a sense of relevance
outside of 1~[x1.1f‘ -conflict, vet Jarfead

l. ! Is as anticlimactic as the

i

background. Swaf-
for d ]Jdnln]l.“ulllkg Ibl!‘\ll]llll.,]\ per-
sonal confessional, but after the initial
boot-camp sequences, Mendes's movie
degenerates into a momentumless
roll call of loss-of-innocence vignettes
punctuated by factual intertitles (days
in the desert, number of troops), A few

| flourishes—notably a hellish

e of flaming oil wells—lend

a surreal ambience, but it won't be

enough to keep moviegoers from feel-

inga little stir-crazy themselves near the

end.(Opens Fri; see Index for venues.)
David Fear
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