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2003 REVIEWS
“Anybody who wants to understand what hip hop is all about needs to see a movie called Style Wars.”     

  —KRS-One
“A breakthrough documentary.”

 
––A.O. Scott, The New York Times

"The Holy Grail of hip-hop movies." 

   
––XLR8R

“Hip hop’s Rosetta Stone.”


--VIBE

"Everything that had ever happened–in the music, in the culture, in the lifestyle–happened first in Style Wars. It's all here: beefs between rival crews, the clash between the underground 

and the mainstream and most importantly, hip-hop creativity at its most protean form." 


 –XXL Magazine
“Remarkable!  A movie that, per KRS-One, ‘anybody who wants to understand hip hop needs to see.’ ”

––Premiere

“Evocative.  Unforgettable. Style Wars emanates joy from both sides of the camera.  A film that vibrates with the energy, poetry and color of an art form rising up from the streets. The two-disc DVD gives the film the deluxe treatment it deserves. Best DVD of the Year”.
 
––Nathan Rabin, The Onion
“The importance of the film is even greater now than when it was released.”

––David Jakubiak, Chicago Sun-Times

"Graffiti work so creative it’s hard to believe New York once spent so much money using toxic chemicals to wash it away.” 

           ––Chicago Tribune
“Talk about groundbreaking films: Style Wars, a documentary about graffiti artists, was first broadcast by PBS. A prescient study of taggers, their exuberant art and the roots of hip-hop culture.”

––Joe Morgenstern, Wall Street Journal
“A stunning achievement. The mother and son constitute one of the most deeply human encounters I know of on film.”

 
––Ronald Gottesman, Professor of English, University of Southern California

“Visually the movie is as stunning as the film’s subjects are fascinating. And the accompanying soundtrack is used to amazing effect.”


––Brian Coleman, URB
“Director Tony Silver led a camera crew into subways, parks and projects of New York City to shoot a documentary about graffiti and ended up documenting something much bigger, the scrappy, formative years of hip-hop culture.”

––SPIN
“Style Wars not only created film history, but more importantly, documented a major part of hip hop history.”


––Stealth
“A remarkable document of graffiti culture at its apex. After seeing Style Wars, one can’t help but long for a bit of the chaos and creativity of the graffiti years.”


––Martin Edlund, New York Sun
“Captures this vibrant street culture with one of the most revelatory documents of the times.”

––Ethan LaCroix, Time Out New York

"More fundamentally hip hop than a warehouse full of Scarface outtakes, the flick looks fresher than a six foot high burner. And the bonuses are plentiful."

––CMJ Monthly
“The best hip hop film ever made. Reveals hip hop in its purest state, capturing it before it was part of pop culture and a source of revenue for major corporate entities. The film shows the innocence of these young innovators who are considered forefathers of a movement bigger than they could have ever imagined. A superb job of showing the bond between the different elements, displaying how the art, music and dance are interchangeable and maintain a close symbiotic relationship.”


––Insomniac – DVD Highlights

“Groundbreaking and perfect, a heady slice of Americana. It’s the kids themselves who speak most eloquently to their work.”

 
––Mark Savlov, Austin Chronicle
“Throw away your bootleg. The bonuses alone can keep you occupied for hours. We still have the continuously-looped footage of “Destroy All Lines” -- 200 cars and burners -- running on our television.”

––Tokion 

“The much-revered classic Style Wars has become a glorious double-DVD fetish-object.”

––Carlo McCormick, Paperview
“Practically every question addressed by scholars in the arts—folk, popular and high style—is dealt with here in considerable detail.”
   
––Nora Groce, American Anthropologist
“One of the best documentaries about a subculture. Unfolds with the kind of intimacy that can only be earned. And two decades later, as a sergeant major in the army, spray cans long gone, Skeme still can’t persuade his mother that he didn’t waste his teenage years.”

--Paul Malcolm, Flaunt 

“Style Wars makes clear these guerilla artists gave hip-hop a visual element far more vibrant than bling, ho’s and violence.”


--Rolling Stone

“One of the most highly sought-after films by hip-hop and pop-culture historians--for its real and unparalleled portrayal of pop culture versus authority, and its look at who decides what’s art and what isn’t.”


--Video Store 

“5 Stars -- Highest Rating! The best hip hop culture study ever made.”


--Stuart Derdeyn, Vancouver Province.

 “Style Wars had an immense impact on me and I’ll always be grateful for what it opened up – a valid artistic culture encapsulated in and reflecting the wider culture I was familiar with. I’m confident it helped make me a better critic than I would have been without it. I love the way it portrays the driven young ‘writers,’ who invented a canon, a concept of excellence, a way of being artists. The DVD version of Silver’s and Chalfant's masterpiece about these spray-can virtuosi tells their subsequent stories in a singularly human and sympathetic way.”

    
--Arthur C. Danto, Art Critic of The Nation & Professor of Philosophy, 

               Columbia University 

“The spark that lit a flame that continues to burn. Style Wars is a crucial point of history.”
             --Andre Torres, Wax Poetics
SYNOPSIS
“Anybody who wants to understand what hip hop is all about needs to see a film called Style Wars.”

- KRS-One
Style Wars is the legendary hip-hop documentary and a timeless film classic, the indispensable record of a golden age of youthful creativity and exploding hip hop subculture. Directed by Tony Silver, and produced by Tony Silver and Henry Chalfant, Style Wars was awarded the Grand Prize for Documentaries at the Sundance Film Festival in 1984. In 2003 it has been newly acclaimed at New York’s Tribeca Film Festival, at the Edinburgh International Film Festival, and numerous other festivals, where it screened with Style Wars :ReVisited, its new companion film, produced from the new 2-disc package recently named Best DVD of the Year.

With the abridged one-hour broadcast premiere of Style Wars on PBS and Britain’s Channel Four in 1984, the world received its first full immersion into the phenomenon that had taken over New York City. The urban landscape had been physically transformed by graffiti artists, who invented a new visual language to express both their individuality, and the voice of their community. 


Style Wars captures the look and feel of New York’s ramshackle subway system as the graffiti writers’ public playground, battleground and spectacular artistic canvas. Opposing them by every means possible were Mayor Edward Koch, the police, and the New York Transit Authority. Meanwhile, MCs, DJs and B-boys were rocking the city with new sounds and new moves, as street corner breakdance battles became performance art. The soundtrack features classics performed by The Sugar Hill Gang, The Treacherous Three, The Fearless Four, Grand Master Flash and The Furious Five, Trouble Funk, Rammellzee/K-Rob and Dion.

After cultivating a global audience partly through bootlegged versions, the film has been re-mixed for the DVD in 5.1 surround sound. The long-anticipated, deluxe double DVD offers over three hours of additional documentary and artistic material, including powerful new interviews with Style Wars participants and special guest artists, conducted by Joey Garfield, director of Breath Control: The History of the Human Beatbox, as well as by the filmmakers.
Style Wars :ReVisited captures highlights of the DVD bonus elements in a single 34 minute presentation, designed to be screened with the original film. Featured are interviews and/or outtakes with Dondi, Shy 147, Kase 2, Crash, Lady Pink, mix-tape king DJ Kay Slay (Dez in the original film), Crazy Legs, Frosty Freeze and Ken Swift of the Rock Steady Crew, Skeme and his desperately worried mother, Barbara Andalcio, Seen UA, Min One, Iz the Wiz, Doze, Duro, Mare 139, and the notorious Cap—plus transit detectives Jacobs and Hickey.  Guest artists are: Fab 5 Freddy, Guru, Goldie, DJ Red Alert, Lee Quinones and Blade. Included is extremely rare archive hip hop footage from the 70s and 80s, and Hall of Fame photographs of classic graffiti art subway cars. New music is contributed by Definitive Jux artists El-P, RJD2, and Aesop Rock, plus Mr. Wiggles, Kimson “Angola Red” Albert, David Chalfant, and Darryl Jenifer.
New York’s kings of graffiti and b-boys own a special place in the hip hop pantheon. In Style Wars they continue to empower new generations with the original spirit of hip hop, as it reached out from underground tunnels, from uptown streets, clubs and playgrounds, to the world at large.

# # #

Grand Prize for Documentaries, Sundance Film Festival, 1984

Official Selection: Hutuz Film Festival, Rio de Janeiro, 2004, En Route Vers le Monde Festival du Cinema, France, 2004, RiverRun Film Festival 2004, Cinema Paradise/Honolulu 2004; Tribeca Film Festival, New York 2003, Edinburgh Int’l Film Festival 2003, Stockholm Int’l Film Festival 2003, Oulu (Finland) Music Film & Video Festival 2003, Backjumps: The Live Issue, Berlin, 2003, H2O Int’l Film Festival (New York) 2003, Bergen (Norway) International Film Festival 2003, Barcelona In-Edit Film Festival (Audience Award) 2003, Black Soil Film Festival (Rotterdam) 2003, Walker Art Center, Siskel Film Center, International House of Philadelphia 2003. REVelation Film Festival (Perth, Australia) 2002. Official Selection, Toronto and Sydney International Film Festivals, Prize Winner at Chicago, Houston and Athens Film Festivals; Grand Prize, Montreal Festival of Films on Art; Prized Pieces Award, Nat’l Black Programming Consortium. Broadcast on PBS, Channel Four (UK); and Western Europe (one-hour version only).
Style Wars

Cast and Credits (in order of appearance)

Graffiti Writers:

DEMON, SE 3, SPANK, DEZ, SKEME, CES 157, MIN, IZ THE WIZ, QUIK, SACH, DONDI, SEEN, DUST, ZEPHYR, REVOLT, WASP1, NOC, KASE, DEE 5, TRAP, BUTCH, ZONE, KID 167, CAP, SHY 147, LI’L SEEN, MARE 139, DAZE, CRASH, PAZE, CEY, FUTURA, FRED, DURO, 

…and many more 

B-boys:

Rock Steady Crew: CRAZY LEGS, FROSTY FREEZE, KEN ROC, LENNY LEN, KIPPY DEE, 

LI’L CRAZY LEGS, TAKE ONE, TY FLY, MR. FREEZE, DOZE 

Dynamic Rockers: KID GLIDE, WAVY LEGS, KID FREEZE, NELLY NELL, EDDIE ED, 

FLIP-A-MATIC, LI’L FLIP, JUNIOR FASTBREAK, JOLY 

…and many more

Rap m.c. at USA: RAMMELLZEE

Concerned Citizens:

Barbara Andalcio (Skeme’s mother), Richard Ravitch (Chairman, M.T.A.), Mayor Edward Koch, Detective Bernard M. Jacobs, John Doyle, Linda Carolan, Harold Levine 

…and New York’s subway riders

From the Art World:

Tim Carr (The Kitchen), Mel Neulander and Joyce Towbin (Graphiti Productions, Inc.)

DIRECTOR Tony Silver

PRODUCERS Tony Silver & Henry Chalfant

CO-PRODUCER Linda Habib

DIRECTOR OF PHOTOGRAPHY Burleigh Wartes

ADDITIONAL PHOTOGRAPHY James Szalapski, Jeff Wayman

EDITOR Sam Pollard

CO-EDITOR Mary Alfieri

SOUND RECORDING Richard Patterson, Larry Scharf

DOCUMENTARY STILL PHOTOGRAPHY Henry Chalfant, Martha Cooper

SUPERVISING EDITOR Victor Kanefsky

A  PUBLIC ART FILMS production

USA • 1983 • 70 minutes • Color/B&W • 16 mm • 1.33:1

Style Wars Featured Music:

“The Wanderer” Written by Ernest Maresca. Performed by Dion

“Jam Hot” Written and Performed by Johnny Dynell

“Rockin’ It” Written by Morgan Robinson, Performed by The Fearless Four

“8th Wonder” Written by Cheryl Cook & Ronald La Pread, Performed by the Sugarhill Gang

“The Message” Written by Edward Fletcher, Melvin Glover, Sylvia Robinson, and Clifton Chase

Performed by Grand Master Flash and the Furious Five

“Feel The New Heartbeat” Written by Sylvia Robinson, Performed by The Treacherous Three

“Pump Me Up” Written by Robert Reed, Emmet Nixon, Tony Fisher, and Taylor Reed

Performed by Trouble Funk

“Beat Bop” Writen by Rammelzee/K-Rob, Performed by Rammelzee vs. K-Rob

Siegfried’s Rhine Journey and Funeral Music (Richard Wagner)

(label and publisher credits in DVD booklet)

Style Wars :ReVisited

Cast and Credits (in order of appearance)

Detective Bernie Jacobs, Iz the Wiz, Skeme, Min One, Lee Quinones, Duro, Mare, 

Seen, Kay Slay (aka Dez), Crazy Legs, Doze, Kippy Dee, Fab 5 Freddy, Martha Cooper, 

Frosty Freeze, Cliff 159, Ken Swift, Gangstarr/Guru, DJ Red Alert, Rammellzee, Chi Chi 133, 

TE 163, Tracy 168, Blade, Case 2, Butch, Dee 5, Dondi, Revolt, Zephyr, Barbara Andalcio, 

Cap, Lady Pink, Detective Hickey, Crash, Shy 147, Quik

A Film by TONY SILVER 

With DVD Interviews Filmed by JOEY GARFIELD

Interview Co-Producer HENRY CHALFANT

Interview Editor JACOB CRAYCROFT

Editor EVAN SPENCE

Additional Interviews Filmed by HENRY CHALFANT and TONY SILVER

Executive Producers HENRY CHALFANT & TONY SILVER 

Archive film of b-boys at The Common Ground courtesy of STEWART GUTHRIE

Excerpts from “Tracy 168: The Movie” courtesy of Tracy 168 Wildstyle
Graffiti burner model subway trains courtesy of DURO

Featuring music from: 

Definitive Jux recording artists El-P, RJD2, Aesop Rock and Cannibal Ox, 

plus Mr. Wiggles, Kimson “Angola-Red” Albert, and Darryl Jenifer.
DVD Details:

STYLE WARS 

USA • 1983 • 70 minutes • Color/B&W • 16 mm • 1.33:1

DISC 1 - THE FILM / THE FILMMAKERS

• The film, presented in 1.33:1, preserving the ratio of its original exhibition

• Over 23 minutes of original outtake footage

• Interview with filmmakers Tony Silver and Henry Chalfant (2002)

• Interview with Style Wars editors Victor Kanefsky and Sam Pollard (2002)

• Feature commentary by filmmakers Tony Silver and Henry Chalfant

• English subtitles for the hearing impaired

• Digitally remastered 5.1 Dolby® surround soundtrack

DISC 2 - HALL OF FAME

• 32 artists' galleries with 1 hr 45 mins of new interviews with:

Blade, Cap, Cey, Crash, Crazy Legs, Daze, Dez, Dondi, Doze, Duro, Duster, Frosty Freeze,

IZ the Wiz, Kase 2, Kel First, Ken Swift, Lee, Mare139, Min One, Noc 167, Paze (Erni), Pink,

Quick, Rammellzee, Revolt, Sach, Seen TC5, Seen UA, Shy 147, Skeme, Tracy 168, and Zephyr, plus trains and rare photos.

• Tributes to Dondi and Shy147

• Guest interviews with: Fab 5 Freddy, Goldie, Guru, DJ Red Alert, and photographer 

 Martha   Cooper

• Bonus train archive

• “DESTROY ALL LINES”: A 30 min. continuous loop of over 200 whole cars and burners.

Featuring music from: Def Jux recording artists El-P, RJD2 and Aesop Rock, plus Mr. Wiggles, Kimson “Angola Red” Albert, and Darryl Jenifer.
DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT
by Tony Silver

Before we ever started to film it, Style Wars was a real-life movie that was actually happening out there.  It was an epic drama taking place in the hearts and minds and across the whole space of my city. A big movie, with production values (and music) to match.

Neo-conservative sociologist Nathan Glazer, an enthusiastic supporter of the film on academic grounds, had described the then eleven-year-old graffiti phenomenon as “a symbol that we’ve lost control.” As far as graffiti was concerned, that was half the story, and an old one at that. The real news, ever-fresh, was about the creative impulses of those who seized control of the junkyard transit system, to make the yards, tunnels and trains their playground, battleground and art studio. In their mission—or obsession—to make their marks, the early writers happened upon something else within themselves, a creative energy so vital it modeled vast artistic possibilities for those who followed the hip hop vanguard, all the way down to the present day. As Sacha Jenkins puts it, “Before the mc’s were sayin’ it, the writers were sprayin’ it.”

Art, or vandalism?  People always say: “If they’re so talented why can’t they do it somewhere legal?” Or: ‘”The paintings on the outsides of the trains are amazing, but the insides are awful.” But, one must ask, could there have been one without the other? Back then, Rammellzee, graffiti’s visionary poet and shaman, rhymed “the stain on the Number One train.” Novelist Philip Roth wrote about “The Human Stain” as the mark of whatever we humans can create. Like the subway graffiti burners of yore, it is a stain that can be buffed away. But it is the mark of who and what we are, and it cannot be eradicated.

From the very beginning back in the 70s, they were the “Children of the Grave” (per Dondi’s great whole car of 1979) who transfigured it.  In learning the art of getting up, graffiti writers had discovered a deeper possibility. For those of sufficient talent and ambition, it was the vision of being an artist.

The first seed of the whole project in my mind was a short film about a b-boy crew as cultural germinator, b-boy battles being a competitive art form happening  off and on in the neighborhoods of Harlem, Queens and the burnt-down Bronx. Then Henry Chalfant showed me his amazing graffiti photos, and he and his wife Kathleen persuaded me to take the leap across the metaphoric third rail into the imponderable omni-world of graffiti.

The only way I could comprehend the battle boggling the city’s mind for so long was to try filming it on all sides of the front lines, and of the trains that traversed them. The trains! As soon as you got off the platform and down on the tracks you felt the meaning of their power for Dondi or Lee, or Shy 147. 

Making such a film today in the age of portable digital video would be very different. Would we now be bringing a Steadicam rig down into the bowels of the Grant Avenue layup, with our gaffer tying-in directly to the third rail to power up banks of HMIs? Maybe not. But the limitations of slow film stock, heavy cameras and magazines, of dollies and long lenses, of shooting without a monitor or video assist, of barrels of film trims in the cutting room crowding two flatbeds, enforced a very different discipline, a different obsession--and a different aesthetic.

The great Burleigh Wartes, and the great Jim Szalapski, each a master cinematographer whose name and memory cannot be sufficiently honored—each made it his obsession as well.

So, too, did inspired editors Sam Pollard and Mary Alfieri and Victor Kanefsky. So did co-producer Linda Habib. And Martha Cooper, to me the very spirit of seeing the human-stained world through a camera, saw what we were doing and favored us with her indelible images.     

New York, 1982 was in many ways the high water mark of a golden age of creativity and striving in the history of the city. It happened between the era of gang turf wars, and the vile dark ages of crack. It generated a cultural explosion that has long since taken over the world and become connected to (per Sacha Jenkins) a “commercial juggernaut.” But more importantly, it established a brotherhood, with some notable sisters as well. Whatever the rivalries with other crews, whatever your background, the only requirements were the courage and skill to risk it and paint it, send your name from the yards into the tunnels, and up onto the line. Kase, Dondi, Shy 147, Seen, Skeme, Dez, Duster, Min, Iz and Duro, Quik, Sach, Zephyr and Revolt, Pink, Erni, Haze, and Cey, Crash, Daze, Wasp, Mare 139 and the immortal Noc 167, TNT, TMT, RTW, TDF, TC5, UA, CIA , The Vamp Squad, The Death Squad and more; the Rock Steady Crew and the Dynamic Rockers: like those before them in the 70s, they wrote their own story—and forced mayors from Lindsay Koch to play their parts in the longest-running urban drama and comedy of the times. Some who were there will dispute this, but even Cap, who cast himself as the destroyer, the fallen angel, wrote himself a starring role on the city’s real-life stage. Depending on your point of view, it was a story which, for a multitude of reasons, did not appear to be riding towards a happy ending for those who wrote for their lives on the trains.

Which brings on the question now addressed by the DVD, and its offspring, Style Wars :ReVisited, 20 years after. In 1990, having been away from the whole scene for several years following Style Wars, and living in L.A., I came back to New York to see Crazy Legs, Ken Swift, Quickstep and friends, in a play they put on at P.S.122, entitled “What Happens Now?” For most people by that time, it was over. The city seemingly had won, graffiti was on the wane, and in the media, the downtown scene, and in Hollywood, “breakdancing” was off the radar. But the creators and players of that smart, terrifically affecting production knew that they were dramatizing something which, as mere children, they had gifted to the world, something they now owed to themselves, to each other, and all their brethren still to come, to honor and build upon.

Yes. The story continues. The endings will keep on changing. The trains are empty now. As Rammellzee tells us, “the letters have left the page.” But they’re still up there being written.

All hail to hip hop docu-master Joey Garfield, to DVD designer and Style-Wizard Peter Girardi, to Carlos “Mare 139” Rodriguez of Mirame Media, to Jacob Craycroft, T. Lexington Haverly, Amra Brooks, to Definitive Jux artists El-P, RJD2, and Aesop Rock; to Mr. Wiggles, Kimson “Angola Red” Albert, David Chalfant, and Darryl Jenifer; to Sacha J. and immortal Martha C., to  the folks at Plexifilm––for the vision, dedication and generosity to help us bring it up to date.  

All hail to Henry Chalfant, Original Visionary! Uncle of Hip Hop!

Those who took part in the city’s great style wars inspired themselves. They continue to inspire me.

[A recent interview with Tony Silver is available at www.stylewars.com]

DVD Liner Notes 

by Sacha Jenkins

When director Tony Silver and producing partner Henry Chalfant and crew first started to film the wayward renegades who spray-painted the New York City subway system back in 1981, there was a major conflict unraveling right before their lenses. And so what you are now about to load into your DVD deck is the one of the most brilliant slices of war reportage that the twentieth century has to offer.

Style Wars delivers us straight to movement graffiti’s dramatic front lines. In 1981, the Metropolitan Transit Authority seriously had their guns drawn. After ten years of having drippy purple ink and hazy purple clouds mysteriously flashed onto the interiors and exteriors of their entire precious armada of iron horses—you know, the ones that them tax dollars paid for—the underground railroad’s headmasters decided that the time was right to rocket-launch right back at the mostly teen-aged soldiers from the other side of the tracks.

There was a time when, in the early 1970s, a Bronx bomber like Blade could paint his trains in peace; snack on a bologna sandwich while James Brown and updates from Viet Nam blared on his ten dollar transistor radio. But by 1981, the “writers” had the Transit Authority’s newly revamped Vandal Squad—a team of flat-foots dedicated to the destruction of the “destruction”— to contend with. Storage yards, the places where out-of-service trains slept, were now patrolled by the bloodthirsty guard dogs that were sandwiched in-between two ten foot tall, razor wire-festooned fences. The MTA even treated some of their fleet to fresh coats of supposedly graffiti-proof paint. It was an act meant to send a message to the youthful offenders: “look who’s running things now.” Still, fences and pooches couldn’t completely stop the bumrush, and for a time, the white wash only made getting up that much easier. But the MTA would one day have the last laugh.

Modern American graffiti’s history is revolutionary; the essence of battle is its evolutionary spark plug. Because writers not only had to duke it out with Transit’s ever-encroaching hard line, they had to go head to head with their fence-clipping contemporaries.  These style wars were won by some of the fittest, boldest, baddest, most inventive, most expressive painters on earth. On earth! In the shadows of a major city-wide fiscal crisis, when art programs in public schools were flushed into the East River just inches behind untold tons of medical waste, an aesthetic was established by kids who were not supposed to know better.

    

Case’s “Computer Rock” letter forms may have looked like a jumbled something to Joe Straphanger, but even he couldn’t deny that Case’s something was something else. Case’s camouflaged language, nonetheless, was accessible to his peers, direct adversaries and fans in the know. To them, Case was a master: a scholar, teacher, historian. A father who shared knowledge, wisdom and understanding with his numerous seeds in order to inspire individualized flair, and to ensure the survival of the culture. General Case didn’t strategize in some plush office at the Pentagon; he held court with his pioneering partner in craft Butch in his mother’s kitchen! In the projects! In the Bronx! Case and Skeme and Skeme and Dez and Daze and Seen and Duster and Lady Pink and Min and the Shy 147 and IZ and Quik and Sach and Zephyr and Revolt and Mare 139 and the break dance crews like Rock Steady and Dynamic Rockers and so on and so on for an eternity didn’t paint subway trains or spin on their heads for money or respect from the establishment, they did the do because they were interested in establishing their own Technicolor, boogie Wonderland.

Style Wars doesn’t shy away from the truth about subway graffiti: that the acid baths and the chassis face lifts and the threat of arrest and the mighty shocking third rail weren’t the only occupational hazards that all writers faced. Although spirited competition prevailed, some writers, namely Cap, found fame and glory by way of Napoleon’s iconoclastic approach to global domination. Cap’s more-is-better attitude made the writers’ war extremely Civil; soon, writers were out to get him (like, for real get him) because his quickly done “Cap” pieces were floating atop their hard-toiled “burners.” Cap didn’t care though. Cap didn’t care because he was a young man playing serious war games with folks he didn’t really know. Which was the point which made the experience that much more thrilling. Kids have been playing tag forever. In New York City, Subway graffiti was the ultimate game of tag.

Cap is a different man these days, which you’ll see first hand here. The additional footage that accompanies the DVD version of Style Wars is killer: forgotten moments that that have been sitting in an odd storeroom out in New Jersey for the last 20 years—stand-outs being Lady Pink’s chat with Cap on the subject of his “bombing” techniques, and the intimate look at the late, great, Dondi White who, in his basement studio, attempts to dissect the work of intergalactic superstar Rammellzee. On top of the where-are-they-now interviews with countless legends conducted in the new millennium by now-school docu-master Joey Garfield, others—including Skeme’s eternally quick-witted Mom, Barbara Andalcio—are by Chalfant and Silver themselves. Couple all of this with the amazing design concocted by Peter “Eros” Girardi and Carlos “Mare 139” Rodriguez (and, well, all of the other little bonus tidbits that come tightly packed into this here DVD) and what you’ve got spinning ‘round your player is THE ESSENCE.

When the Rock Steady Crew and the Dynamic Rockers, the world’s top two break dance crews at the time, battle on celluloid at Queens’ United Skates of America, you can still feel the tension and pride and humiliation and liberation that the dancers felt back then. Style Wars saw it all, thankfully. The multi-billion dollar hip-hop industry didn’t exist back in 1981; there were no rap videos. Hip-hop culture was word of mouth. If not Style Wars, then what?

Who knew? Who knew that hip-hop would go on to be the global juggernaut that it is today? That B-boy-isms would spread like jam; that park jams would one day jam our radio waves? The Writer’s War ended when the last running train with real graffiti on it rolled off the J line back in May of 1989. Nearly 20 years of subway graffiti is gone forever, slowly replaced by new trains and more fences and a policy that didn’t allow trains with but a streak of stylized spray paint on ‘em to stay in service. Rappers are rich now. But the thing to remember is this: before the emcees were rockin’ on the mic, writers were spraying it, not saying it.

Three cheers for the veterans of the Writer’s War.

#    #     #
Sacha Jenkins is the co-author of “Ego Trip’s Book of Rap Lists” and “Ego Trip’s Big Book of Racism”, Senior Contributing Writer at “Spin” magazine, and Editorial Director of “Mass Appeal” magazine. He is one of the producers of “Ego Tri”p and of the series, “Race-O-Rama” on VH-1. Jenkins, a former not-so-accomplished graffiti writer, would one day realize that there’s more that one way to get his name “up.” And although he’s now a writer of a different kind, he is  “still a bomber at heart”. He lives in Brooklyn and Woodstock, New York.

Style Wars Chronology
(as recalled by Tony Silver)

1. Early-mid 70s: Henry Chalfant, sculptor who has lived, studied and worked in stone in Barcelona and Rome, moves to New York for the first time with his actress wife Kathleen and two children. Discovers a city in which huge subway system is covered with graffiti on the outsides of train cars--and insides, too.

2. Henry becomes totally consumed with standing on freezing elevated platforms waiting for trains with graffiti masterpieces. Takes pix running alongside so he can piece the snaps together to form the whole car. Later discovers motor drive, so he can stand still and click away while train car pulls slowly out of the station.

3. He finally begins to meet some of the highly secretive (even paranoid) writers, who worry he's a detective, or that he works for the CIA. Meanwhile, after 8-9 years of ever more elaborate and pervasive graffiti in the city, with major literati (Norman Mailer among others) championing graffiti writers, mayors making promises to stamp them out, police arresting them but being essentially helpless, the populace growing ever more weary with the system’s decay except when they see a graffiti burner so remarkable they sit up and take notice--various and sundry patrons of art also take notice, sensing the next big art thing.  Ivan Karp (OK Harris Gallery), always in the vanguard of what's hip in the art world, shows some of Henry’s extraordinary photographs. The Village Voice publishes a whole staggering array of them as a 2-page centerfold, with an article by Richard Goldstein.  

Henry tries to get the Museum of Modern Art interested in an in-depth exhibition, is received with rage, outrage and utter contempt at the idea that subway graffiti should be inducted into the temple of modern art. Henry himself is branded a criminal. Such fury is the common response to anything that might make what the kids are doing seem worth looking at or interesting on any level, in any way. Basically, the attitude is, there's a war on.  Little do they know how big it will become.

4. 1981:Tony Silver reads The Village Voice cover story on b-boys by Sally Banes, with photos by Martha Cooper of kids doing headspins, entitled “Physical Graffiti: Breaking is Hard To Do”. It brings b-boy breaking to the attention of the hipper segments of the downtown public: kids arrested! Their boombox and various concealed weapons confiscated, on the concourse of a Harlem subway station on the 8th Ave. line!  They explain to the cops, and to a NY Post reporter and a photographer (latter was Cooper) that they were having a friendly competition - which they demo for their audience. The Post declines the story as too soft, and the arrested b-boys are released and disperse. Cooper loses touch with them, but tells Henry what she saw.  A year later, Henry connects with Crazy Legs and Frosty Freeze through a graffiti writer, Take One.  At the end of the Voice story is a note: the first-ever performance for a public audience by b-boys will take place at The Common Ground, an art space in Soho. Sponsor/Producer: Henry Chalfant. Tony foresees a short film about a new neighborhood artform, and contacts Henry. 

Meanwhile, Henry's Soho studio is becoming graffiti-archive central, where writers gather to scrutinize their own and others' work, instead of only catching it flashing by (see Dez’s description in Style Wars of writers at The Bench at 149th St watching the trains go by). As Henry writes much later in his introduction to the Dondi White catalogue raisonne (written by by  Andrew ‘Zephyr’ Whitten and Michael White and designed by Peter Girardi), the ability to examine photos at leisure ultimately has its own effect on graffiti artists’ work, and on the spread—even the standardization—of graffiti styles.

5. Tony, a member of the weary populace, but nonetheless curious about who is really continuing to do these ever more brazen and remarkable pieces on the trains, fitfully fantasizes about a documentary on subway graffiti. Henry, not yet a filmmaker, invites further discussion about a collaboration on a film about the cultural constellation, only barely understood by outsiders other than Henry, Kathy, Sally Banes, Martha Cooper and perhaps Fab 5 Freddy, of graffiti, breaking etc. At the Common Ground, Henry shows graffiti slides, lectures on this burgeoning new street culture. Fab 5 Freddy and Rammellzee rock the mic, and b-boys,for the  first time  ever, show the goggle-eyed trendoids of Soho and the world, their astounding  moves on the floor. Martha Cooper's anthropologist husband. Stewart Guthrie, shoots priceless super 8 film footage of classic breaking moves by Crazy Legs, Ken Swift, Lenny Len, Take One, Frosty Freeze and Doze of the renascent Rock Steady Crew and their—footage which only finally surfaces to the world on the DVD.

6. Henry wants to document and preserve this new culture any way he can. Tony is searching for the key to the film. During a wine-soaked evening with Henry and Tony, Kathy, who is embarking on a serious New York stage career, improvs a performance, a one-person drama of operatic intensity, on the epic saga of graffiti writers risking arrest and their lives, hanging off of trains in the yards and tunnels in the dark of night to create masterpieces which emerge to traverse the city in the ephemeral glory of daylight, before their works are "buffed" away forever by the Transit Authority.

7. Making the connection between graffiti and b-boy breaking seems difficult without a lot of talking-head experts on camera. For both visual and dance artists, fame is the spur. Tony's still-cloudy vision is to somehow document a real-life Greek drama about graffiti and public space ongoing in the city. Dramatic, yes, and comedic, too, that such a standoff could stymie the government apparatus of the world's greatest city for more than a decade—three mayors swearing they would end the graffiti plague once and for all, special graffiti squads of cops unable to stem the tide, etc.  Pretty funny when you think about it.

8. Totally quixotic idea to make this film, though. The entire American non-profit and government establishment of media and the arts sees it as The Film That Must Be Stopped. Support criminal vandalism?  No way! Tony writes scores of proposals to about 100 foundations and the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH). Tony gains support from heavyweight academics, including sociologist and neo-conservative Nathan Glazer of Harvard, Columbia philosophy professor and art critic Arthur C. Danto, ethnologist Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett of NYU, Columbia anthropologist Alexander Alland. Project causes a firestorm at the National  Endowment for the Humanities when it is recommended for funding by the peer review panel. Despite a last minute written appeal from Professor Glazer, it is personally vetoed by an influential member of the National Council for the Humanities, Gertrude Himmelfarb, conservative scholar and wife of ultra-conservative think-tanker Irving Kristol.

9. Meanwhile production has begun—and continues—with little or no funding except what is fronted by Henry for stock and processing, and by deferments from cameramen Burleigh Wartes and Jim Szalapski and crew --dragooned by Tony along with their equipment (they never expect to be paid, but ultimately are).

After the first b-boy shoot at the Inwood playground, and the throwdown at USA, comes the first shoot with graffiti writers at the Writers’ Bench at the Grand Concourse 149th St station. Silver and cameraman Jim Szalapski experiment with black and white stock (Kodak 4X pushed one stop). This is when it first begins to feel real to Tony—the feeling of a private, hidden culture, a band of brothers engaged in a serious endeavor, creating something extraordinary—private––and totally in the face of the public. And, discovering inner possibilities—a way of gaining fame among each other and in the world.  Something that belongs only to them, but that could belong to the city, too, if it ever cared to claim it—amazing! 

Hence: IZ the WIZ saying about graff, “it's part of the city's history...”

Channel Four (UK) invests a small amount. After four rejectionsTony pulls a modest grant from the New York Council for the Humanities. Production can somehow continue. (At the very end, with Cathy Wyler and Suzanne Weil at PBS seriously interested in running the film, grants come from CPB and the National Endowment for the Arts—just enough to get through.)

10. Two years of filming on and off. Henry has the contacts in graffiti world, and is close to the Rock Steady guys, who are getting noticed more and more by the media. The only disagreement between director Tony and producing partner Henry is about Cap. Henry is leery of giving him fame. Tony wants him to complete the story of what's happening inside the graffiti world –and Cap is the villain. Everybody's crazed at what Cap is doing, and between the buff, the razor wire and Cap, graffiti on the trains may soon be  finished. For Tony there is no story without the opposition of the city—and of the renegade sworn to obliteration of their work. Henry, not wanting  to betray the trust of all  those he has befriended,  nevertheless agrees, and Cap’s fame only adds more real-life drama to the writers’ struggle to keep graffiti alive. 

11. It takes three weeks at Victor Kanefsky’s editing rooms, with friend Tony & Jim Szalapski’s friend Philip Schopper cutting  film so fast his hands are a blur, to put together a 40 minute sample reel to show CPB and the NEA. Then 10 more days of shooting. Duriing a  long year in the cutting room, making  it all into a MOVIE is Tony’s goal...with music worthy of  its dramatic scale...Wagner, Siegfried's Funeral Music...segue-ing into the Sugar Hill Gang. Apart from the music from Die Gotterdammerung (inspired in Tony by its use in John Boorman’s “Excalibur”) Henry steps in as ace music supervisor extraordinaire, feeding great new singles into the cutting room to Tony, Sam Pollard and Mary Alfieri.

Then there were Henry's graffiti photos...Martha Cooper's images of kids in the yards, on the tracks, rocking the city upside down.... more stories to tell.

And when it is finally done:

One-hour cut-down version of film is scheduled for prime time network on PBS Jan. '84. WNET in NY takes the obligatory feed, runs the program once, never runs it again, electing to forgo its permitted seven additional showings. Criminals!  Vandals! The Film That Must Be Stopped!

Nationwide ratings, from Boston to San Francisco to Salt Lake City and elsewhere are very strong. That's when the bootlegging starts––of the one hour version, off the air, here, and UK, Germany, Holland, Scandinavia, Switzerland and Spain, where the film is shown on TV in the 80s. 

In the mid 90s Tony and Henry start distributing it themselves little by little on VHS in the U.S. and in Germany. No promotion or publicity – it is sold in hip hop and skateboard shops and some video stores - and by mail with steady demand increasing each year. By ’98 people are asking, e-mails and letters are arriving:  “where can I get the DVD?”

Style Wars: the DVD

Twenty years later, Style Wars director Tony Silver and producing partner Henry Chalfant were joined by young filmmaker Joey Garfield (Breath Control: The History of the Human Beatbox) to update the lives of on-camera participants to the present day. Silver and Chalfant filmed the first interview themselves in April 2000 with Skeme and his mother, Barbara Andalcio, at the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. 

The DVD menus, and package design (with photos by Martha Cooper), are the work of leading graphic designer and animator Peter Girardi, the design genius of the hit cable TV show Crank Yankers. Girardi’s award-winning New York firm, Funny Garbage, has won umpteen awards and been in a major show at the Smithsonian Design Museum. 

Carlos “Mare 139” Rodriguez / Mirame Media Group (www.mare139.com), who has long been committed to the Style Wars project as a participant in the original film, and as the producer of the official Style Wars website since 1995, came on as associate producer. He is also responsible for the re-launch of the innovative www.stylewars.com which was designed and programmed by Code and Theory in NYC. His company Mirame Media Group is a creative consulting and development collective with clients such as The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum, and BET- Black Entertainment Television- for which he designed the Annual BET Award. 

The Filmmakers

Tony Silver, Director/Producer

Tony Silver is a native of New York City, where he attended Columbia University and briefly pursued an acting career, before becoming the leading independent maker of movie trailers on the east coast. He began making films in 1970, while continuing to create award winning trailers, main titles, special effects, and commercials. He relocated to in Los Angeles in 1991.

Tony Silver’s new feature documentary, Arisman Facing The Audience (84 mins., 2003), traces artistic and spiritual journeys from Manhattan to Guangzhou, of Marshall Arisman, master painter, teacher, and storyteller—an artist who paints auras, and reveals essences. Admired worldwide for uncompromising images of worldly violence and terror in Time, Newsweek, Village Voice and The New York Times, novelist Paul Theroux calls Arisman “an enchanter, a shaman.” A wealthy collector perceives a “serial killer syndrome.” A colleague declares, “Marshall knows about the afterlife, he just won’t tell us, he’s so fucking perverse.”

Silver’s public television film Anita Ellis, For The Record documents a rare recording session by the legendary jazz-pop singer (and on-screen singing voice of Rita Hayworth in Gilda) with the pianist Ellis Larkins. Broadcast on PBS and in England, Germany and Scandinavia. Silver’s first film, The Miss Nude America Movie (1970), documents the strange entrepreneurial journey of a wheelchair-bound boy, founder of Naked City, Indiana, determined to dethrone Hugh Hefner as Playboy of the western world, and who, along with and his naked parents, produces the first Miss Nude America Beauty pageant. Screened at the New York Film Festival.

Silver, creator of hundreds of movie trailers for major studios and independents, directed the special visual sequences for Universal Pictures’ Resurrection, He worked as second unit director on the television series New York Undercover and Swift Justice, and the pilot Invisible Man. Main title credits include Alien, The Shadow, Sweet Lorraine, and for the television series Tribeca, The Flash, Viper and The Sentinel. 

Silver’s current projects include a Style Wars video game, an animated web series and TV series, and a feature film  based on the original documentary. He is currently making (Out)Law & Order: The Code of the West meets the Code of the Street, a feature documentary about a remarkable, life-changing American history and theater program for under-served 8th graders in Los Angeles middle schools. He is developing a feature film about a brilliant, white-educated Cheyenne boy living between two worlds in the 1850s and 60s. Silver lives in Los Angeles with his wife, educator Lisa Citron. He is the father of two adult daughters, Nini and Mariko, and grandfather of Nini’s new son, Duncan Saul MacDonald.

Henry Chalfant, Producer

Producer Henry Chalfant was born in 1940 in Sewickley, Pennsylvania.  He studied at Stanford University, where he majored in classical Greek.  Later he pursued a career as a sculptor, exhibiting his work in New York and Europe.  He turned to photo and film documentation in order to do an in-depth study of hip-hop culture and graffiti art.  

Exhibits of his photos include the O.K. Harris Gallery and the landmark New York-New Wave show at P.S. l, Art of the American Century at the Whitney Museum of American Art, and important galleries and museums in Europe.  His photos are in the collections of the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York, and the Carnegie Institute in Pittsburgh. He has co-authored the definitive account of New York graffiti art, Subway Art  (Holt Rinehart Winston, N.Y. 1984) and a sequel on the art form's world-wide diffusion, Spray Can Art (Thames and Hudson, London, 1987).  

Chalfant co-produced and did the background research and photo-documentation for Style Wars, first shown on PBS television in 1984.  One of the foremost authorities on New York subway art. world graffiti art and 1970s and 80s hip hop, he has published articles and lectured extensively. His unique photographs record hundreds of ephemeral, original art works that have long since vanished.

Chalfant’s films include Flying Cut Sleeves, a feature documentary about the personal histories of Bronx youth gang leaders of the 60s and 70s, and Visit Palestine, a short documentary account of his trip in 2000 to several Palestinian refugee camps in Israel. He is presently at work on a feature documentary for PBS on the Latin roots of hip hop in New York, Mambo To Hip Hop. 

Joey Garfield, DVD Interview Producer 

Joey Garfield filmed twenty-six of the thirty-two new interviews in the Style Wars DVD, relentlessly pursuing, with the aid of Henry Chalfant, as many of the original participants as could be found. Portions of those interviews have been adapted for inclusion in Style Wars :ReVisited.

Joey’s feature length documentary Breath Control: The History of the Human Beatbox was an official selection at the first annual Tribeca Film Festival, the Sundance Film Festival, at the Res fest, Urban World, and LAFF and is currently touring worldwide. Breath Control won "Best Of The Fest" distinctions at the Edinburgh International Film Festival and the Adelaide Film Festival in Australia. The film also has been screened at The Rock and Roll Hall Of Fame in Cleveland, Experience Music Project in Seattle and the Smithsonian Museum in Washington D.C. 

Joey shot and directed several live concert videos for the Definitive Jux record label including the “Company Flow” farewell concert, El P's “Deep Space 9mm,” and Mr. Lif's “Emergency Rations.” He most recently directed the new Aesop Rock/Style Wars “No Jumper Cables” music video.

Joey states that his greatest summer job ever was when he was given the honor of filming new material segments for the 2003 DVD of the seminal documentary film Style Wars.

#     #     #
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