MAN IN THE

In Velvet Goldmine—the gorgeous new:
pansexualiy—you'd think Michael Stip
Instead, R.E.M.'s complicated front n
BJ. Slgesmund checks his frequeng




Michael Stipe is playing a new tune these days. The
lead singer of R.E.M. served as executive producer on

imine—the new glam rock film in which we
icize a decade most people would
orking alongside director Todd
Christine Vachon. While Stipe’s
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interested. The singer, born
afching “glam rock and glitter
 scene in New York,” he says—
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£. Louis. “My real alliance was with
levision,” he recalls. Other influences
, the Velvet Underground, and T. Rex. ‘I
his music while | was exploring and ques-
wn sexuality,” he says. “It wasn't hetero-
or even homo<centered. It was just about
ide open. And if you've followed me in inter-
s over the last ten years, you'll see that it really
formed my opinion.”

Though you probably have followed Stipe's sex-
val healing in myriad magazine profiles, you proba-
bly didn’t know he’d also been making movies for the
last decade. While they've been “off the radar by
Hollywood standards,” he's produced small films
through two companies, Single Cell Pictures in Los
Angeles and C-00 Film Corp. in New York. You'd see
the films he produced “at festivals,” he says, “if at all.”
Until now. When Haynes called Stipe to see if he'd
take the role of executive producer on Goldmine,
“sight unseen, | said OK,” the singer recalls. “He’s my
favorite American director,” Stipe says of the auteur
behind the heady Poison (1991), Safe (1995), and,
most famously, Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story
(1987)—which was acted out with Barbie dolls and
blocked from distribution by the Carpenter family. “I
think he's a genius.”

Stipe enjoyed “that | wasn't the center of atten-
tion” on the set and was pretty “hands-on” for an exec-
utive producer—a role usually reserved for an invisible
man with money. Not Stipe. Once they'd cast
Jonathan Rhys Meyers as Slade and Ewan McGregor
as his Iggy Pop-like American hero and sometime lover
Curt Wild, Stipe imparted some of the lessons he'd
learned during his decade-and-a-half as a musician for
the masses. He began by taking McGregor into a stu-
dio. “Neither [costory writer] Jim Lyons nor Todd
Haynes has been in that situation,” he says. “ How the
fuck do they know what it's like not to be able to hear
what they're saying behind the glass2” he asks, allud-
ing to one of the film’s most emotionally violent scenes.
“I'm not Curt Wild, but I've thrown mike stands at peo-
ple,” he says, before adding, “but I'm a very peaceful
guy, as the world knows.”

What the world may not know is that Stipe is also
a photographer—and no amateur. In fact, he pub-
lished a book earlier this year called Two Times Intro:
On the Road with Patti Smith. It documents, with cinema
veritétype pictures, his longtime idol’s two-week 1995
tour, during which he rode the bus every night and
hung out anonymously in the twelfth or thirteenth rows
of concerts. Stipe also took about 70 rolls of film on the
Goldmine set, photos he deems, with a snicker, “cover
material.” He bristles if you call his shooting pictures a
hobby. After all, he's been taking photos since he was
15—five years longer than he's been making music. “If
you look at all the R.EM. records, anything that's
uncredited is mine.”

Speaking of albums, the band’s eleventh, Up, has
just been released. “We're a three-piece now,” Stipe
says of R.E.M., which lost Bill Berry when the drummer
retired last year after suffering an aneurysm in 1995.
Possibly inspired by the time he spent working on Velvet
Goldmine, Stipe says he had the moxie to attempt
something fruly rebellious on this record. He wrote a
song “with zero distancing, zero cynicism,” he says.
“It's a punk rock, tothe-balls, romantic love song—the
most radical thing | could do.”

From Velvet Goldmine: Ewan McGregor as Curt Wild, Toni Collete and
director Todd Haynes on the set, and Jonathan Rhys Meyers as Brian Slade



