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not only captures the rebelllous nature of “freeform” ra
but even depicts its improbable triumph over the more rigid programmlng preferred by
the business-minded station owners.

FM was released in the spring of 1978, when the popularity of the newer Frequency
Modulation (FM) band was surging, thanks to both its superior clarity and progressive
programming. At the time, stations like Los Angeles’ legendary KMET-FM had become
much-loved for their freeform radio format (sometimes also called underground or
“creative” radio), a novel approach in which the DJ — not the station management —
fully controls the content, from playlists to on-air patter. As an alternative to the iron-
clad pop playlists and manic personalities that cluttered the AM dial, KMET and other
freeform stations specialized in long sets of rock album tracks, and allowed on-air talent
to address political issues, read poetry, chat on the phone or whatever else they felt like,
with few commercials to interrupt their flow. The DJs — often self-styled mavericks who
craved this programming freedom — spoke directly to listeners more interested in Iron
Butterfly than The Cowsills, and prided themselves on cultivating an inclusive sense of
community and shared experience.

If the spirit of KMET seems to loom large in FM, it's because screenwriter Ezra Sacks
largely based the script on his experiences working at the station during the 1970s. In
the film, Sacks focuses on a group of iconoclastic DJs at fictitious LA station Q-SKY who
are compelled take a stand when their programming manager resigns over the owner’s
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layoffs just a few years later, the KPPC DJs again mobilized to lock out management and
take control of the airwaves, creating another tense stand-off that only ended after police
arrived. Again, the DJs were handed a defeat, and KPPC’s entire on-air roster was fired
and replaced in 1971.

Many of those former KPPC and KMPX staffers ended up at upstart LA station KMET,
which had been exploring a similar freeform approach since it first hit the market in 1968.
As with FIM's Q-SKY, KMET was driven by its quirky on-air personalities (including popular
novelty record show host Dr. Demento) and attention-grabbing stunts that propelled it to
be not only the top outlet in its market, but among the most profitable radio station in the
United States. Former KMET DJ Jim Ladd captures some of the madness of the era in his
1991 book, Radio Waves: Life and Revolution on the FM Dial, recounting tales of setting
off fireworks live in the DJ booth and encouraging listeners to overwhelm the White
House switchboard with protest messages. Ladd also describes his own dispute with
station brass over his refusal to play army ads due to his anti-war stance — a conflict that,
along with the KPPC lockout, appears to have formed the real-life basis for FM's script.

As it turns out, the antics of Jim Ladd and KMET’s other on-air personalities were wild
enough to inspire another development deal. Premiering on CBS a few months after FM hit
theaters, radio station-set TV sitcom WKRP in Cincinnati (1978 — 1982) mined remarkably
similar territory in its depiction of DJs and their battle against creative conformity. If Gary
Sandy’s portrayal of WKRP station manager Andy Travis is eerily reminiscent of FMs

meltdown in whlch his entlre emotlonal world is demollshed and the v
of just a few songs — completely rebuilt so he can emerge from the DJ booth reborn
surrounded by a crowd of adoring female listeners.

According to Jim Ladd, KMET’s staff saw themselves as “merry pranksters” who refused
to let commercial demands interfere with the integrity of their work. It's an attitude that
is reflected not only in FIM, but other films of the time, including Slipstream (1973), which
follows a freeform DJ (Luke Askew) who broadcasts out of a secluded barn in rural
Canada and clashes with his producer’s commercial demands. Pioneering 1950s rock ‘n’
roll DJ Alan Freed didn’t exactly follow the freeform format — as the radio payola scandal
that ended his career made clear — but his 1978 biopic, American Hot Wax, features early
scenes in which Freed (as played by Tim Mclintire) adopts a similar rebel attitude, downing
beer while on air and catching heat for playing an R&B song on the management’s “do not
play” list. Ladd even appears as himself in the low budget 1979 comedy On the Air Live
with Captain Midnight, waxing poetic about the freedom enjoyed by a mysterious teenage
DJ (Tracy Sebastian) who sends out pirate radio broadcasts from his van.

Aside from trying to preserve their on-air independence, many FM DJs were also dead

set against the commercialization and consolidation of the broadcast industry because
they saw radio as an essential lifeline to their communities. Ideally, radio serves a
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(1971) has FM's Cleavon thtle in another D e S
broadcasts information to help a car delivery drlver (Barry Newman) evade the cops,

while in The Warriors (1979), Lynne Thigpen plays a shadowy radio announcer who helps
rivals track the location of the titular gang as they head back to Coney Island.

While FM romanticizes the commercial-free possibilities of radio far more than those
other efforts, one common criticism is that the film’s message is undermined by its
corporate pedigree. MCA Inc. owned both Universal Pictures, which released FM, as well
as MCA Records, whose president Irving Azoff managed most of the featured artists,
including Linda Ronstadt, Tom Petty, Jimmy Buffet and REO Speedwagon. While KMET’s
DJs were able to pick and choose songs to broadcast at will, Q-SKY appears to heavily
rely on artists associated with Azoff and MCA Records, including Billy Joel, The Eagles
and Dan Fogelberg — major label artists who were somewhat tamer than other bands who
regularly appeared on FM radio’s progressive rock playlists.

But regardless of whether you buy into the sincerity of its anti-corporate stance, there’s
no denying that FM provides a fleeting glimpse into a bygone era. Scanning through the
airwaves more than 40 years later, it’s apparent that the once-promising FM approach
has largely conformed to the AM model it once tried to subvert, with increasingly
indistinguishable national programming and pre-programmed, repetitive pop playlists.
Even KMET ran out of steam in 1987, and has since evolved into 101.9 FM The Wave,
specializing in adult contemporary pop and syndicated smooth jazz programs. And that
was just the beginning — when the United States deregulated the radio industry in 1996,
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Paul Corupe is a film historian and the creator of Canuxploitation.com. A regular columnist for Rue
Morgue magazine, Paul’s writing has also appeared in Cinema Sewer and the Spectacular Optical book
series, among others.







ABOUT THE TRANSFER

FMis presented in its original aspect ratio of 2.35:1 with 2.0 and 5.1 audio. The master was
prepared in High Definition by Universal Pictures and delivered to Arrow Films.
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