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DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

I’ve stayed at the best hotels across the world, but

they really pale in comparison to the Chelsea Hotel. 

My friend and young producer Jen Gatien, daughter 

of the infamous New York nightclub impresario

Peter Gatien, was set on doing a documentary on

the hotel. I jumped at the chance to direct. 

Jen was living in the Chelsea Hotel at the time. 

Part of the impetus came when she, a resident 

on the 7th floor, awoke one day to discover that

Stanley Bard, the creator and manager of the star

hotel, had been given sudden notice that he was

being forced out of his position of 45 years and that

his son would be blocked in continuing this reign. 

Rumors (which swirl around the hotel like a tornado) 

were mounting and the word was that the hotel was 

about to be given a Chateau Marmont makeover.

The rumors were as creative as everything else that 

has come out of the place. I was confronted with

the possibility of it becoming a cookie cutter Four

Seasons with a Starbucks in the lobby. 

We took conventional feature film documentary a

step further, using a filmic structure that intertwines

archival footage and interviews, and adding vignettes,

performed not only by actors from my usual group

but also actors who are very much part of the soul

of the hotel (Ethan Hawke, Adam Goldberg, Dennis

Hopper). The scripted segments were just a way of

using fictional storytelling to get the truth and the

essence of the Chelsea.

I took these stories and reunited with the infamous 

psychiatrist/screenwriter Christ Zoist (NEW ROSE 

HOTEL and THE BLACKOUT). The Chelsea Hotel

is a place of great literary tradition - Vladimir Nabokov,

Tennessee Williams, Arthur Miller - therefore I was

faced with the daunting task of living up to the legacy. 

Hopefully the fact that we are living in the same 

building, or as one of the residents says, living in 

the same vortex - which again is the one of the 

aforementioned rumors - would incite the project, 

as the hotel had incited the great works that 

have been produced here for generations, by 

artists ranging from Dylan Thomas to Bob Dylan. 

- Abel Ferrara



SYNOPSIS

CHELSEA ON THE ROCKS celebrates the 

personalities and artistic voices that have emerged

from this legendary residence in the heart of New York. 

The 12-storey, 250-room Chelsea Hotel - originally

built in 1883 as Manhattan’s first cooperative

apartment, and the tallest building in New York until

1902 - was converted into a hotel and residence in

1905. Once considered an untouchable, impenetrable

tower for writers, artists, musicians and mavericks,

it has recently been claimed as a boutique hotel

venture for a management company which shows

blatant disregard for its formidable history. 

The officially landmarked building is recognized 

as an American cultural icon and renowned for

those who have lived and created there, including 

Sir Arthur Clarke, Bob Dylan, Stanley Kubrick,

Arthur Miller, Joni Mitchell, Dee Dee Ramone, 

Larry Rivers, Dylan Thomas, Mark Twain, 

Tennessee Williams, Milos Forman, Janis Joplin,

Donald Sutherland, Patti Smith, Philip Taaffe,

Dennis Hopper, Andy Warhol, Edie Sedgwick,

Eugene O’Neill, Jane Fonda, Leonard Cohen,

Robert Mapplethorpe, Tom Waits, Courtney Love,

Sam Shepard, Charles Bukowski, Julian Schnabel,

Jasper Johns, Viva, Quentin Crisp, Jimi Hendrix and

many others (some of whom appear in this film). 

Beyond the famous are the little known who have

made this their refuge in New York - countless writers,

painters, directors, costume and lighting designers,

gallerists and curators, and those who are just

always there with no visible means of support. 

And then there are those - most famously Sid Vicious’

girlfriend Nancy Spungen - who died there. 

Each of these characters fills out a cast that makes

this story come together with the best of New York

architecture, history, art, comedy and tragedy, all

through the eyes and passion of acclaimed auteur

Abel Ferrara. Interviewing current tenants, recreating

scenes of events that occurred at the Chelsea and

intertwining archival footage with different formats

of film and video, Ferrara creates a film that breaks

through the documentary mould into something

that captures the essence of the Chelsea Hotel.   
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