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Capturing the Johnstons
photo: Johnston Archive/Sony Pictures Classics

The Devil And Daniel Johnston
Directed by Jeff Feuerzeig 
Sony Pictures Classics, opens March 31,
Landmark Sunshine 

See also :
Many Famous Fans Let the Sun Shine

Down on Daniel Johnston 
Ken Switzer reviews The Late, Great Daniel
Johnston: Discovered Covered
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Lunatic talent is the siren call to
many an overmatched filmmaker,
as a random sampling of biopics
can attest—scrambled brain
chemistry is too easily
romanticized and lends itself to
drab miserablism, yet it can't pass
muster as a tragic flaw. The Devil
and Daniel Johnston steers a
confident course through this
minefield: The titular artist and
singer-songwriter's raw genius and
cult recognition don't conquer his
demons so much as they
collaborate, negotiate, and brawl
with them. Shot mostly on richly
hued Super 16 and stitching
together a chaotic life with nary a
seam showing, Jeff Feuerzeig's
tremendous documentary runs on
the motive force of intelligent
fandom and radiates an ineffable
grace.

Like its most obvious antecedent, Terry Zwigoff's Crumb, D&DJ is as
much a family portrait as an artist's profile. A "Christian fundamentalist
Glass family," in the words of one friend, the Johnstons of West Virginia
fretted over young Daniel's stubborn eccentricities and monomaniacal
devotion to music and drawing. Always with one eye on his legacy,
Johnston constantly kept his tape recorder or camera running, and thus
D&DJ has some kinship with Capturing the Friedmans and Tarnation as
a compendium of compulsive self-documentation. He may well have
missed his vocation as an actor-director—in the Super-8 juvenilia It
Must Be Monday, Johnston plays both himself and, with the aid of a wig
and a rolling pin, his hectoring mother, Mabel, who's good-natured
enough to provide commentary on the footage.

During a brief stint at art school, Johnston met Laurie Allen, the Beatrice
in his Vita Nuova of unrequited-love songs; his muse decreed, his
stardom awaiting, Johnston ran away and joined the circus, landing in
Austin at the exact moment its music scene blew up—roll tape of the
boyish McDonald's employee hustling MTV with one of his homemade
cassettes, Hi, How Are
You, in which Johnston's
primitive chord-organ
musicianship and cracked,
bleating voice belie his
knack for pure pop
melody and surreally
plangent lyrics. As his
scenester following grows
and the dark, violent side
of his autistic-savant
persona becomes

 voice e-mail sign up  [more info]

email  zip code  

send me the weekly villagevoice.com newsletter

send me weekly freebies and special offers

send me the daily "what to do in NYC" e-mail

or, join our clubs for exclusive member benefits!

First Choice Movie Club Offstage Voice Arts Club

advertise with us

The Saddest Music in the
World
American cult idol: Johnston battles demons
and cultivates genius in radiantly graceful doc
by Jessica Winter
March 28th, 2006 1:50 PM

classifieds | backpage.com | Post ads for free!

real estate 30,613  adult 283

employment 7,283  personals 325

buy, sell, trade 2,136  musicians 1,137

Last Updated: Mar 28, 8:00 pm EST

Private Cinema Room *
Exclusive Social Lounge *
LEGENDARY 3 BEDROOM
CONDO
Luxurious condominium
homes with exquisite
finishes that fills the mind
with the best of all things
and located right on Fifth
Avenue. Architectural
designer gem loaded with
all conveniences including...

HANDY MAN
SPECIAL...GREAT
LOCATION...DON& #39;T
WAIT....
[Web ID: #8498] : HANDY
MAN SPECIAL...GREAT
LOCATION...DON& #39;T
WAIT....Click here to see
more photosCONTACT
INFORMATION: Mona
Gbedobormona@kv ny.com?
subject= Regarding web id
8498'>mona@
kvny.comPhone:( 212) 377-
5757Cell:91 7-435-
9519Click here to view all
my newyork backpage
listingsBedroom s:
1Bathrooms:...

||Fle x2BR Co-op/Jr 4/
FullServ./#516 503
5870/*ID:11669
CHARMING, SPACIOUS JR 4
CO OP IN LUXURY 24 HR
F/S DM BLDG. HARDWOOD
FLOORS, WALL OF
WINDOWS, GREAT UPPER
EAST SIDE LOCATION, PETS
OK, BIKE ROOM AND
ROOFDECK. (POOL...

More real estate for sale
ads



03/28/2006 05:24 PMvillage voice > film > The Devil And Daniel Johnston by Jessica Winter

Page 2 of 2http://www.villagevoice.com/film/0613,winter,72683,20.html

Plight of a NYC
Vendor
Man Push Cart

Sundance's Unsung
Classroom Fable
Half Nelson

A Festival Guide to
Up-and-Coming
Directors
New Directors/New
Films

The Dardenne
Brothers' Spiritual
Tales of Economic
Survival

Spike Lee's
Eccentric Heist Film
Inside Man

podcasts

rss feeds

most popular

most recent

most emailed

about us

advertise

awards

letters / corrections

VOICE Giveaways

Film Screenings
I Am a Sex Addict

Theater
Win free tickets to
TWO groundbreaking
puppet works at HERE
Arts Center

Siren Music Fest
Win a Siren Music
Festival Epiphone Les
Paul Guitar!

Discount Offer
Save 15% on tickets to
Bodies...The Exhibition

Arts & Culture
Win a variety of prizes
with the Voice's
Passport to Arts &
Culture!

click links to win!

persona becomes
frighteningly evident,
D&DJ testifies to the
selfless heroism of his
manager, Jeff Tartakov,
and of Mabel and Bill,
Johnston's now elderly parents and caretakers.

"I am the ghost of Daniel Johnston," the 1985-era Johnston declares in
D&DJ's opening moments, and this phantom haunts the entire movie.
Graying and obese in his heavily medicated middle age, the current
Johnston bears little resemblance to his Hi, How Are You incarnation,
and he's a nearly silent subject, the film circling respectfully around
him. Feuerzeig sometimes re-enacts signature incidents of the
biography using a handheld camera that stands in as Johnston's point of
view, underlining the eerie intuitions of an absent presence.

Johnston's outbursts and breakdowns subverted his success, caused his
loved ones untold anguish, and, of course, bolstered his legend. The
documentary holds no illusions about insanity as a career move; there's
a whiff of the freak show in Johnston's latter-day concerts but never in
Feuerzeig's approach. The Devil and Daniel Johnston could have closed
on a triumphant note—Johnston onstage, fascinating his public—but the
film's candid, clear-eyed humanism can be gleaned by who in the story
gets the last word.
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