
Kenneth Anger has been many 
things – actor, screenwriter, author, 
malcontent and celebrity. He is also 
Hollywood’s fi rst openly gay avant-
garde fi lmmaker and a devoted pagan 
– a follower of Aleister Crowley’s 
Thelemic cult – who has the name 
Lucifer tattooed in large letters across 
his chest. One thing Anger certainly 
is not is dull.

Kenneth Wilbur Anglemeyer 
was born to middle-class folks in 
Santa Monica in 1927. He is primarily 
known for his provocative short fi lms, 
making his fi rst, aged 10, in 1937. 
He continued making one a year until 
he reached the age of 19, at which 
time he wrote, directed and starred 
in his sadomasochistic experimental 
short, Fireworks. This fi lm set the tiger 
among the pigeons, prompting the 
fi lmmaker’s arrest on obscenity charges. 
The subsequent trial was a landmark 
censorship case – the California 
Supreme Court declaring it ‘art’ rather 
than a commercial fi lm, the fi rst time 
the distinction was made, which 
allowed it to avoid the censorship 
laws. More controversial fi lms followed, 
such as The Love That Whirls (1949), 
Inauguration of the Pleasure Dome 
(1954) and Thelema Abbey (1955) – 
the latter two fi rmly illustrating the 
director’s fascination with Crowley 
and the occult. 

Anger’s willingness to shock did 
not diminish during the 1960s. In 1961 
he adapted Pauline Réage’s massively 
divisive tome Story of O, which looks 
at love, domination and submission 
in a heterosexual couple. A year later, 
he made the picture that established 
his reputation as the king of cult 

fi lmmaking – Scorpio Rising. Due 
to its subject matter – which revolved 
around a 1950s biker gang, straight out 
of The Wild One, with a rock ’n’ roll 
soundtrack and themes that included 
Nazis, Catholicism and the occult – it 
was massive amongst arty punk rockers. 
Adam Ant wrote a track named after it 
and Death In Vegas named their album 
Scorpio Rising. By the 1980s, it was 
a constant at all-night cinemas such 
as the Scala in London and the Lincoln 
Plaza in New York. The fi lm is 
drenched in the homoerotic imagery 
popularised by illustrator Tom of 
Finland, but back then it fi tted in with 
the heterosexual fashion for the 1950s 
biker look so popular in clubs such 
as the Dirtbox and the Mud Club. 

After Scorpio Rising, Anger became 
involved with The Rolling Stones. Mick 
Jagger penned the electronic soundtrack 
for Anger’s next fi lm, Invocation of My 
Demon Brother (1969), which included 
scenes starring renowned Satanist 
Anton LaVey, Manson family member 
Bobby Beausoleil and concert footage 
of The Rolling Stones at Hyde Park. 
He’d met Beausoleil in 1964 and 
commissioned him to act and write the 
music for his next movie, Lucifer Rising. 
It starred Marianne Faithfull as Lilith, 
Donald Cammell (who directed the 
1970 fi lm Performance) as Osiris, Chris 
Jagger (Mick’s younger brother) as 
the man in the yellow tunic and Anger 
as the Magus. In many ways it was the 
precursor to many an arty-pop promo, 
its juxtaposed imagery and overall tone 
certainly ahead of the experimental 
cinema game. His latest fi lm, Airship, 
is a collection of footage of ominous 
zeppelins, painted in red and blue, 

which, at nine minutes long, is a visual 
tone poem. Thoroughly off the wall, 
it looks easily at home in a 
contemporary art gallery.

No one can question Anger’s 
infl uence on the likes of David Lynch, 
John Waters, Martin Scorsese and 
Kathryn Bigelow. But as infl uential 
a fi lmmaker as he undoubtedly is, for 
anyone interested in fi lms – particularly 
Hollywood fi lms during its Golden Age 
– the name Kenneth Anger sums up 
a fascinating world of sleaze, corruption 
and degeneracy. During the 1970s, his 
two books, Hollywood Babylon I and II, 
were the must-have items amongst 
stylish society. Hollywood Babylon’s cult 
status was in part due to the fact that, 
fi rst published in Paris in 1965, it hit 
the US book shelves for the fi rst time 
six years later and was subsequently 
banned. With a just a few thousand 
copies fl ying around, the book’s prestige 
and reputation grew until a new edition 
came out in 1975 and it fl ew out of 
the stores. Both books shared the same 
subject and format, with pictures 
and text illustrating the magnifi cently 
sordid underbelly of Tinsel Town. 
He voraciously ripped through the 
Hollywood scandals from the 1920s 
to the 1950s, taking no prisoners and 
almost audibly screeching with delight 
as he condemned and ridiculed. 

I meet Anger, now in his eighties, 
at the Chateau Marmont on Sunset 
Boulevard. It’s an irrefutably apt 
location to interview the King of Sleaze 
– Harry Cohn, head of Columbia 
Pictures, once told two of his randiest 
young stars, William Holden and 
Glenn Ford: “If you must get into 
trouble, do it at the Chateau Marmont.” 
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Yes I was. I got the part, a non-
speaking part, in a Shakespeare 
adaptation because of my grandmother. 
I got to play the changeling that is 
kidnapped but I’d had some dance 
training already so I could do the 
moves, and I became friends with 
Mickey Rooney, who played Puck.  
He was very nice to me.

What happened after that?
I went to high school, which was 
interesting at the time as I was friends 
with a lot of the sons of the Hollywood 
producers, so it was like a private 
school. I was friends with the son  
of Jo Swerling, who wrote the script  
for Hitchcock’s Lifeboat with  
John Steinbeck.

Apart from the obvious gay 
iconography of the bikers, what 
inspired you to make Scorpio Rising?
I came back from Europe to America 
and was staying in Brooklyn and I went 

up to Coney Island and met this group 
of bikers, the Workhouse Angels. They 
were working-class boys and put all 
their money into their bikes, putting  
all kinds of lights and chrome on them. 
I thought the bikes were very creative 
so I asked if I could film them and their 
bikes. I lived their lifestyle for six 
months or so.

The film is famous for juxtaposing  
the biker scenes with that of Jesus. 
How did the latter come about?
Well, that was already shot. While  
I was cutting the film, a package was 
delivered to me, a film canister. It 
turned out to be a Sunday school film 
from a church that had a similar address 
to mine and I ran it and thought, ‘I’ll 
keep it and cut it into my film,’ ’cos  
it seemed to be what I call a magical 
happening. These two things are 
parallel in an iconic way. 

That was the first film to explore  
the biker homoerotic thing. Was it all 
there already?
Well, it was there already for instance  
in The Wild One (1953) starring Marlon 
Brando as the rebel biker, but I was the 
first one to do an ironic take on it and 
also the first one to use pop music as  
a commentary on the images. The idea 
was picked up by the likes of Scorsese 
in Mean Streets and later Tarantino, and 
is now the norm. 

You have only done short films. Have 
you ever considered doing a feature-
length movie?
To be honest, I consider myself a poet 
of films. My films are visual poetry,  
or at least I’d like to think so. I’ve made 
films of up to 40 minutes, but, oddly, 
feature-length films have never 
attracted me. Also, I can just about 
finance my short films – something  
like 15 minutes or half an hour –  
I can manage that myself quite well. 
But any longer and the cost escalates. 

You’ve had a few problems with  
the US censor. 
Oh yes indeed. But I just always did 
what I wanted to do. I thought it was 
right and I never had any specific 
problem. But there is nothing explicit 
ever in my films. I don’t do that. 

As one would expect, Anger is late. 
Because of this my meetings overlap, 
and now I have tattooed Cockney  
pretty boy Smutty Smith of The Rockats 
waiting for me, dressed in brothel 
creepers, leather trousers and a cowboy 
shirt and sporting a huge jet-black quiff. 
Anger takes one look at him and almost 
falls over with lust. It is perhaps because 
of Smith’s presence that the interview 
goes so well. 

Not surprisingly, Anger is a true 
gent. Softly spoken and erudite, he 
speaks at length, takes long pauses,  
then starts up again. He doesn’t seem 
like the pagan incendiary whose life’s 
aim is to rile people to distraction. Is 
this the man who, it was reported, 
showed up at fellow director Curtis 
Harrington’s Hollywood funeral 
wearing black eyeliner, nail polish and  
a shirt open to his navel, revealing his 
giant Lucifer tattoo, and proceeding  
to kiss the corpse before its cremation? 
Still, sitting in the garden of the 
Chateau, attracting sideways glances 
from film business types, there is no 
doubting who I am talking to. 

Who do you most admire as  
a filmmaker?
It’s hard to say but there’s several. I like 
Cocteau, I like Visconti, I like Joseph 
Losey and some of the film noir people.

You were in A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream in 1935, right?

‘CENSORSHIP 
CAN MAKE 
YOU THINK 
OUTSIDE  
THE BOX’
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published in Paris and written in 
French in the late 1950s; the English 
edition came later.

At least the stars of that era lived  
like stars and drank, had fun and 
misbehaved. What do you think  
of the Scientology trend?
Oh yes, that’s rubbish, but I’m not 
discussing it ’cos they love to sue people. 
Without a doubt, it’s what you’d call a 
con and it’s good at siphoning away the 
brain and your money. A couple of 
people like Karen Black, Katie Holmes 
and Nicole Kidman got out of it but 
once you’re involved in it, you live in 
fear. Time magazine did a front cover on 
it a decade or so ago and they are still 
being harassed by lawsuits. They are like 
some irritating dog biting your ankles 
that you can’t shake off. Once they 
decide you’re the enemy they’ll get you. 

How about Hollywood Babylon III?
I do have it in rough form but  
the Scientologists are quite litigious  
and I don’t want to tangle with  
them. And they have certain people  
like John Travolta, Tom Cruise  
and Juliette Lewis, all of whom have 
enough to hide, and have gotten  
hooked into it and made it their  
belief system, so I am leaving  
them alone. 

Because of the design and the 
photography, Hollywood Babylon  
reads like a magazine.
It is a picture book, made and written 
by a filmmaker, so that was very 
deliberate. I’d collected stills of  
Old Hollywood all my life and have 
thousands to choose from, so I was 
looking at the book almost like a 
documentary film. Basically, it’s a 
selection of my photographs, which  
are as important as the text. 

When did you get interested  
in Aleister Crowley?
When I was a teenager I met Jack 
Parsons, who was a Caltech rocket 
scientist and a founder of the Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory, as well as 
Aerojet Corporation. He was a 
pioneering genius whose work with 
solid fuel and other aspects of rocketry 
made the US space programme 
possible. Anyway, he was interested  
in Crowley too. And I found that 
interesting – that a man of science 
would be interested in Crowley. So,  
he was kind enough to lend me some  
of his books and I got to know his  
wife, Cameron [also known as 
Moonchild], quite well. Jack thought 
she was “elemental”, having learned 
about such creatures from Crowley’s 
circle of warlocks, the Ordo Templi 

Fireworks is kind of explicit but is so 
symbolic that it got past the censor.

But homosexuality was technically 
illegal when you made Fireworks, 
which, like so many of your films, 
features homoerotic imagery.  
In the early days, back in the 1940s, 
you’d be thrown in jail for showing 
films like that, but I just did what  
I wanted to do and I had a few brushes 
with the law as a result. Today, one  
can practically do anything one wants, 
which means there is no kind of 
censorship – but I think sometimes 
censorship can make you think outside 
of the box. 

We are sitting here in the centre  
of Hollywood. What do you think  
of it now?
I am basically very fond of it. I really 
appreciate its vices and its colour. This 
is a mellow period. It used to be a lot 
more colourful than it is now. In the 
1920s and the 1930s there was a 
different, juicy scandal every week.  
I appreciated that as a historian, but we 
haven’t had any juicy scandals recently. 
Everything is so tame these days…  
it may sound snobbish to say I was 
passionate about Old Hollywood, but  
I am still surprised with interesting 
stuff now and again. Unfortunately,  
the stars of that period that I knew  
had much more distinctive personalities, 
style and charisma than the present 
crop. Take Jean Harlow, Charlie 
Chaplin and Bob Mitchum. They had  
a propensity for pushing the boundaries 
and getting in trouble. You just cannot 
compare them to today’s crop.

How did you get Hollywood Babylon 
published?
I met the people at Cahiers du Cinéma 
in Paris. This was the main film 
magazine that François Truffaut worked 
for. So I reeled off the stories and  
the gossip I knew and had absorbed – 
colourful, crazy, bizarre stories about 
Hollywood. I’d grown up with this 
gossip, this trivia. It was all around  
me. By the time I went to Paris, I had 
absorbed all I could about Hollywood 
and its history. Then one day, one of  
the editors asked me to do a book. The 
first edition of Hollywood Babylon was 
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the Oz books are full of covert jokes  
for those that comprehend magic and 
the occult. But Bobby would’ve been 
OK if he hadn’t met Manson. He was  
a nice kid who was dragged in and 
brainwashed by that evil dwarf Manson, 
who deserves to be executed.

How was Donald Cammell?
He committed suicide by shooting 
himself in the head like the scene from 

his film, Performance. He was quite 
obsessed with death, so I was sorry but 
not that surprised. He was living in the 
Hollywood Hills and he’d written 
several scripts. One was the idea of 
having William Burroughs as the chief 
justice of the Supreme Court who is 
kidnapped in Morocco. It would have 
been as expensive as Lawrence of 
Arabia. But it was a very good script. 
He was also very interested in Crowley.

Why are you so interested in Crowley?
I felt a very strong affinity with him. 
He was the original hippie and rebel 
artist. He had very interesting ideas on 
colour and I thought he was fascinating 
and still do. I’ve been collecting his 
work since I was a teenager, even 
though he died in 1947. I caught his 
disciples Jack Parsons and wife, Jane 
Wolfe – who was a huge silent actress 
but gave up to live with Crowley in 
Thelema Abbey – on camera and shot 
his temple. But Crowley is a fascinating 
character and if I were making feature 
films, I would be tempted to make 
something on him. No one else has yet.  

But, a while ago, I arranged for an 
exhibit of Crowley’s paintings to exhibit 
in a gallery in London. It was a lot of 
trouble as all the paintings are in private 
hands and I convinced all of them to 
lend them. It’s not easy to do that. 
Then other paintings were sent from  
as far away as Australia. I put them up 
and filmed it for 11 minutes; a study  
of the paintings. What I want to hang 
is a pun about hanging paintings, plus 
there’s an editorial on Crowley in the 
Beaverbrook-owned Express newspaper 
saying they’d like to hang him and that 
he was a cannibal, as it sold newspapers. 
He was called “The wickedest man  
in the world”.

Orientis. So I made a film, Inauguration 
of the Pleasure Dome, with his wife, 
she’s the redhead – the Scarlet Woman. 

Then you made Lucifer Rising with 
Marianne Faithfull. How did that go?
Well it had a troubled history. My first 
experience was in San Francisco and my 
Lucifer proved to be too close to being 
typecast. So we had a falling out and  
I began it again in London with my 
English friends who included Marianne 
Faithfull and Chris Jagger. Marianne 
has said I hypnotised her with magic 
and forced her to do all these ridiculous 
things against her will, which, of course, 
I certainly did not. Nonsense. If I could 
do such a thing I’d be more successful.  
I was told that she actually jeopardised 
us all by carrying some heroin in her 
make-up box along with her face 
powder. I didn’t know about this then. 
If she’d been arrested or discovered,  
we all would have been shot – that was 
the penalty then. I also spent a lot of 
time with Anita Pallenberg, who can  
be a bitch and charming too.   

How did you finance it and film  
in Egypt?
It’s about Egyptian gods summoning 
the angel Lucifer to appear in order to 
lead us into a new occult age. This is in 
accordance with the principles of Ordo 
Templi Orientis – an occult order 
founded by Crowley that I am a 
member of. To get permission, I said  
I was doing a documentary on ancient 
Egyptian beliefs and needed to film 
along the Nile, the beautiful ruined 
temples, in front of the Sphinx,  
at Karnak – all that. The authorities  
fell for it.

How did you get Bobby Beausoleil  
to do the soundtrack when he was in 
prison for the Manson family murder 
of music teacher Gary Hinman?
I took a tape recorder into his prison 
where he’d got together a dozen or so 
musicians who were in for murder. So 
Bobby recorded with the ‘All-killer 
Orchestra’, as we called them. Initially 
he was going to call them Powerhouse of 
Oz, but I told him no because Oz means 
goat in Hebrew. He wasn’t violating the 
L Frank Baum Wizard of Oz copyright, 
because Baum was a closet occultist and 

‘I CONSIDER 
MYSELF  
A POET  
OF FILMS’
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What about the absurd rumours about 
Jayne Mansfield and Anton LaVey? 
That he cast a spell on her and then 
she was beheaded in a car crash?  
He was your friend, was he not?
He was and that was just an unfortunate 
accident. She wasn’t decapitated. That’s 
an urban myth. She suffered a crushed 
skull and there was some blonde hair 
stuck in the windshield – probably  
her wig – so people made up the 
decapitation story. Anton told Joan 
Rivers that they had an affair and that 
she was an avowed Satanist, but Jayne 
Mansfield was just a friend of his, in  
a playful way, and joined the Church  
of Satan, but in a minor way. Anton was 
always very misunderstood. You had  
to understand Anton’s sense of humour. 
If you didn’t then you wouldn’t get it. 
You have to remember he’d worked  
in the carnival and was very showy.  
So the whole thing with the skullcap 
and horns was very theatrical. He  
wasn’t a Crowleyite though. 

You worked with another controversial 
figure, sexologist Alfred Kinsey, whom 
you befriended. Did he encourage you 
in your work?
Yes. Kinsey was doing interviews in  
LA for his book Sexual Behaviour in  
the Human Male when we met. He  

was basically an expert on wasps, of  
all things – a biologist. He came to  
see Fireworks at the Coronet Theatre  
at a midnight showing, and asked if  
he could buy a print for his Indiana 
University collection. It was the first 
copy I ever sold of anything and I 
remained good friends with him until 
the end of his life. And when Kinsey 
came to Italy for the first time, I’d been 
researching the villa, the 18th-century 
farmhouse, of Crowley, which he called 
the Abbey of Thelema. He painted  
all of the walls with Gauguin-inspired 
murals that were explicitly erotic but  
in a funny way and, as it was during  
the first days of Mussolini – who didn’t 
like the English anyway – it was as 
good an excuse as any to kick him out. 
Crowley’s paintings were then covered 
with whitewash and I spent all summer 
scraping off the whitewash and 
photographing the murals underneath.  

What have you been up to recently?
I’ve never stopped making films, but  
I was working on the book, travelling 
and living in Europe. I’m still an 
underground artist who hasn’t sold  
out to Hollywood, and as I’m still 
considered too much of a maverick,  
at my age (can you believe it?), it’s 
highly unlikely I’d ever be approached.  

I make ciné-poèmes sometimes four 
minutes long. I’ve finished my film 
Airship, about zeppelins, a fascinating 
obsolete form of transportation with 
sometimes explosive results if not 
handled right. As a kid, I was  
fascinated by zeppelins and  
remember the Hindenburg disaster  
in 1937. I saw one fly over me on  
a promotional tour of California  
and it looked like a giant fish.  
I saw the footage of the disaster later 
and there was a famous recording  
of a live radio broadcast and you hear 
the sheer panic in his voice, so I’ve  
put that in my Airship trilogy. My 
artistic licence was to hand-colour  
the orange and yellow of the flames  
and explosion and then add the red  
and blue to the zeppelins, which were 
originally silver. 

I’m not very good at interviews  
as I think my films should speak  
for themselves. All visual art  
should. If you have to explain it…  
you’ve failed. 

Airship is showing in selected cinemas 
A boxset, The Films of Kenneth Anger 
Volumes 1 & 2, is available now
fantoma.com
kennethanger.org
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