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‘Your senses will never be the same’ 
 

Ann-Margret, Oliver Reed, Roger Daltrey, Elton John,  

Jack Nicholson, Tina Turner, Paul Nicholas, Eric Clapton and  
The Who 

 

 
 

Opening at BFI Southbank and cinemas UK-wide on 22 November 2019 
as part of BFI Musicals! The Greatest Show On Screen 

 
Ken Russell’s cinematic take on The Who’s ground-breaking 1969 concept album, 

which celebrates its 50th Anniversary this year, is a feverish feast of unrestrained 

imagination. Tommy, the spectacular rock opera that was a box office smash in 1975, 

returns to the big screen on 22 November 2019, released in selected cinemas UK-wide 

by the BFI as part of BFI Musicals! The Greatest Show On Screen. Russell’s 

virtuosity and iconoclasm are intoxicating, while the film’s targets of consumerism, 

religion and deluded leaders remain unnervingly prescient.  

 

After witnessing the murder of his father, young Tommy is traumatised and left unable 

to see, speak or hear. The adult Tommy (The Who’s frontman Roger Daltrey) becomes 

a pinball champion and then a messiah and is accompanied on his journey by some of 

the most memorable visuals and performances in British cinema: Tina Turner as the 

hypodermic-happy Acid Queen; a towering Elton John in skyscraper boots performing 

‘Pinball Wizard’ and Ann-Margret writhing in a deluge of chocolate and baked beans. 

Oliver Reed is sleazy “Uncle” Frank Hobbs and Jack Nicholson is smooth-talking 

doctor, “the specialist”. 



 

‘Tommy’, the band’s fourth studio album, was mostly composed by The Who’s guitarist 

Pete Townshend. Released on 17 May 1969, it was critically acclaimed, reached No. 2 

in the album charts and was a great success for the band as a touring album, with 

performances at Woodstock, and at the Isle of Wight Festival in both 1969 and 1970. 

Townshend said of the album: “I wanted it to appeal as a fairy story to young people and 

to be intellectually entertaining. But I also wanted it to have a spiritual message.” The 

spiritual influence came from Meher Baba, an Indian mystic, whose work Townshend had 

been introduced to a couple of years previously. 

 

A film version of the album was always a likelihood. During the recording of the album 

Townshend’s fellow band members were having trouble grasping his concepts and their 

co-manager Kit Lambert actually wrote a screenplay of the story to help them 

understand the story more fully. 

 

Townshend felt Ken Russell would be the ideal person to make a film. When initially 

approached he was interested but too busy with other projects. In 1972 an all-star 

orchestral version of ‘Tommy’ was released, as well as a charity stage performance of it 

in London, which reignited interest in the movie idea. One offer came in from producer 

Robert Stigwood whose first choice of director was also Ken Russell. Among those 

considered for the cast, in what Pete Townshend has described as “brainstorm” sessions, 

were Mick Jagger, David Bowie and Tiny Tim. One suggestion Townshend was 

particularly keen on was Stevie Wonder to play Pinball Wizard. Most of the shooting was 

done on location in Portsmouth and Southsea. 

 

The film and its new soundtrack album featured six new songs, all written by 

Townshend, which were added to make the somewhat abstract story more complete. As 

well as The Who, the film's music track and the original soundtrack LP also employed 

several session musicians including Ronnie Wood.  

 

Tommy was released in the UK on 26 March 1975 and in the US the same month. It was 

the closing film at the 1975 Cannes Film Festival.  Ann-Margret won a Golden Globe 

Award for her performance and an Academy Award nomination for Best Actress. Pete 

Townshend also received an Oscar nomination for his work in scoring and adapting the 

music for the film. Opening with a wave of publicity, the film was a box office hit. Ken 

Russell later said it was “the most commercial film I’ve ever made.” 

 

In cinemas that had the capability, the film was shown with a multi-track soundtrack 

known as Quintaphonic sound (a forerunner of Dolby 5.1 surround sound) which placed 

speaker banks in the four corners of the auditorium and directly behind the centre of the 

screen.  

 

On 22 November Tommy is re-released as part of BFI Musicals! By coincidence, two 

weeks later, on 6 December, The Who will release their first album in 13 years, titled 

‘Who’. BFI Musicals! The Greatest Show On Screen will celebrate the joyful, emotional, 

shared experience of watching film musicals; with the biggest stars, the most iconic 

scenes and the best-loved song and dance numbers back on the big screen. It features a 

major season at BFI Southbank, BFI UK-wide re-releases of classic musicals including 

Singin’ in the Rain (18 October) and The Umbrellas of Cherbourg (6 December), 

hundreds of screenings and events at venues across the UK, DVD/Blu-ray releases and 

more. 

 

Other British films featured in BFI Musicals include The Rocky Horror Picture Show and 

Jesus Christ Superstar, but nothing is quite like Tommy. This is rock opera as it should 

be: played at full volume in every sense.  

 

-ends- 



 

For further information and images please contact: 

Jill Reading, BFI Press Office  

E-mail: jill.reading@bfi.org.uk  

Tel: 020 7957 4759 

 

@bfi 

 

More film information and screening venues: www.bfi.org.uk/releases 

 
About the BFI 

The BFI is the UK’s lead organisation for film, television and the moving image. It is a 

cultural charity that: 

  

 Curates and presents the greatest international public programme of World 

Cinema for audiences; in cinemas, at festivals and online  

 Cares for the BFI National Archive – the most significant film and television 

archive in the world 

 Actively seeks out and supports the next generation of filmmakers  

 Works with Government and industry to make the UK the most creatively exciting 

and prosperous place to make film internationally 

Founded in 1933, the BFI is a registered charity governed by Royal Charter. The BFI 

Board of Governors is chaired by Josh Berger CBE. 
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