
I am self-taught. I was thrown out of 
college in my freshman year. When I 

professor who’s depressed by the 
meaninglessness of everyday exis-
was younger I was a comic-book 
reader exclusively and never read any 
books at all. That’s one of the rea-
sons I flunked out. I found when I 
started dating girls, all I could talk 
about was batting averages and Su-
perman. The women I started dating 
spoke about novels, philosophy, cul-
ture, music, theater. In order to keep 
up with them I started to educate 
myself—out of social survival. 

Are we going to see you acting in any 
more of your own movies?
I sure hope so. The one that I’m go-
ing to shoot this summer [an untitled 
project with Jesse Eisenberg, Kristen 
Stewart, and Bruce Willis], there just 
was not a part for me. This becomes 
a serious thing when you get older. 
When I was younger I was right for 
everything I wrote, practically. I 
could get the girl, I could be flirta-
tious, I could be the hero. By Dec. 1, 
I’ll be 80 years old. When I write my 
movies I can’t find parts for me to 
play. I don’t wanna play gramps, the 
backstage doorman, who gives the 
lover the chorus girl’s phone number. 
I don’t want to play the benign uncle 
at the Christmas party. I would like 
very much to be in some more com-
edy films of my own, because I think 
I could be funny.

Is it true that you keep a drawer full of 
movie ideas on scraps of paper?
That’s exactly what it is. Right now 
I’m in London. I could be having 
lunch here and have an idea and copy 
it down on a piece of paper. It could 
be a napkin. I’ll throw it in a drawer 
at home. When it comes time to 
write I review all these things I’ve ac-
cumulated in the drawer. Some of 
them do hold up and I make those 
into movies very frequently. You 
can’t afford to waste an idea if you’re 
a writer. I’m hoping that I’ll get a 
chance to keep going and still inflict 
a cluster of them on the public. 

This question might seem morbid, or 
existential. Bergman made a self-de-
clared final film [“Saraband”] that some 
consider to be his closing statement. Do 
you ever think you might do that?
No, I work differently. I just work 
year after year, and so far it seems, 
unless I don’t know what’s going on, 
that I’m in good health. I feel ener-
getic. My dad lived to slightly over 
100. My mother lived to almost 100. 
My guess is I’ll just keep working as 
long as people keep backing me. I 
have a lot of stories I’d like to tell. I 
don’t see myself building to any de-
finitive statement or swan song. I see 

funny. But it will always get some 
laughs because people associate me 
with that. 

The jazzy music does give it a light 
feeling. You use lively Ramsey Lewis 

tracks rather than, say, a requiem.
If we put a requiem, people would be 
fleeing up the aisles. We did the 
usual thing. When I finish a film we 
cut it together, and then I go into the 
next room and I pick out some record 

albums from a vast collection I have 
in my cutting room, and we put down 
some music next to the picture, what 
we think may work. We put down 
Ramsey Lewis because we thought 
that might be one contender, and all 

‘IRRATIONAL MAN’  isn’t very funny, says Mr. Allen. ‘But it will always get some laughs because people associate me with that.’ 
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tence, even while an alluring student, 
played Emma Stone, is trying to se-
duce him. As happens in Woody Allen 
movies, a chance encounter changes 
everything. Abe overhears a 

stranger’s con-
versation and
finds new pur-
pose and vigor
in resolving to
help the
stranger anony-
mously—by do-
ing something
morally ques-
tionable.

In his films
and other writ-
ing, Mr. Allen
has forever
been obsessed
with the pur-
pose of exis-
tence. This

movie’s title comes from a 1958 book 
by William Barrett called “Irrational 
Man: A Study in Existentialism,” 
which first explained the angsty 
modern philosophy to America, a 
book the filmmaker has credited with 
“popularizing a subject so a mental 
cretin like me can get it.” The movie 
echoes themes that have cropped up 
in some of Mr. Allen’s bleaker films, 
including “Crimes and Misdemean-
ors,” “Another Woman,” and “Match 
Point.” Mr. Allen spoke by phone this 
week about the new film and what’s 
next. Edited from an interview.

Some reviews out of Cannes called “Ir-
rational Man” a “light comedy,” but this 
isn’t a jokey movie. Is it possible—even 
after you’ve made so many films filled 
with sorrow, betrayal, moral choices—
that you still have a hard time getting 
taken seriously?
I do. When I started out, I wanted to 
be a dramatic writer. My heroes were 
Eugene O’Neill and Tennessee Wil-
liams and Ingmar Bergman. I had no 
interest in comedy, but it’s where my 
talent was. It was the path of least 
resistance. People want comedy from 
me and still interpret things I do as 
comic when of course they’re not. I 
remember doing “Match Point,” 
which seemed to me in no way re-
motely amusing. It was a serious 
story about a poor guy who winds up 
in a terrible jam and kills people. At 
the Cannes film festival it was very 
well received, but while the film was 
on there were any number of laughs. 
I believe people laughed because they 
thought they would be missing some-
thing if they didn’t laugh.  Same with 
this picture—there’s almost nothing 
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of a sudden everything came to-
gether. Picking music is hunt and 
peck. Often we’re very wrong. When I 
did “Love and Death” I first put Stra-
vinsky behind it, and Stravinsky 
didn’t work because of all the atonal-
ity and dissonance. When we put 
Prokofiev behind it, it sounded Rus-
sian and came together very well. 

Are you self-educated in the literature, 
music and philosophy you work into 
your films?

‘I See Myself Dying, You 
Know, In the Saddle’

BY DON STEINBERG

AT AGE 79, Woody Allen just keeps 
the movies coming. In “Irrational 
Man,” his 45th feature film as a di-
rector, he leans once again toward 
the serious side. It opens on July 17, 
after premiering at the Cannes film 
festival earlier this year to somewhat 
mixed reviews. 

The movie stars Joaquin Phoenix
as Abe Lucas, a college philosophy 
myself, you know, dying in the sad-
dle. 

ANDERSON EAST: ‘DELILAH’

Anderson East got his start with a bathroom
break. A journeyman Nashville studio hand, sound 
engineer and guitar sideman, he was about to 
take his turn performing a few of his own acous-
tic R&B tunes last year at the Bluebird Cafe.

A few chords into the middle of his first song,
he stopped and said “Excuse me, y’all, I gotta go 
pee.”

In the audience was Dave Cobb, the roots-mu-
sic producer whose artists have included Sturgill 
Simpson, Shooter Jen-
nings, Jason Isbell and 
Jamey Johnson.  

“It was a songwriters-
in-the-round set in a small 
little place and every-
body’s real reverent,” Mr. 
Cobb says. “He comes 
back saying, `I’m sorry, 
my bad’ and he had the 
whole audience captivated. 
He started singing and the 
minute I heard his voice I 
wanted to figure out how 
to work with him.”

The result is Mr. East’s
major-label debut, 
“Delilah,” due July 10, the 
first album released by 
Mr. Cobb’s own Low Country Sound imprint for 
Elektra Records. 

The  collection is highlighted by Mr. East’s raw
and raspy vocals and a backing band that chan-
nels the urgent rhythms and gospel-flavored 
sounds of ’60s R&B and Southern soul music. 

“I don’t know any other kind of music that 
feels that good,” says Mr. East, 27, who grew up 
in northwest Alabama, near Muscle Shoals where 
many of the singers he reveres recorded. “When 
Wilson [Pickett] screams or Aretha [Franklin] 
goes up so high, it’s their spirit, what’s inside 
them—their personalities—you hear.” 

Mr. East, and Mr. Cobb aren’t the first to tap in
to this sound: Alabama Shakes, the Black Keys 
and J.D. McPherson have done the same. 

“Anderson and I are both students of old re-
cords and the way they feel,” says Mr. Cobb, who 
plays guitars on the album and helped assemble a 
powerhouse rhythm section of Chris Powell 
(drums) and Brian Allen (bass), horns and swoop-

ing backing vocals by singer Kristen Rogers. 
After recording nine of his own songs (most co-

written with collaborators including one with Chris 
Stapleton), Mr. East made a treasure-hunting trip to 
Muscle Shoals and Fame Studios. Rodney Hall, the 
son of the studio’s founder, Rick Hall, who recorded 
Ms. Franklin, Mr. Pickett and Duane Allman, opened 
Fame’s archives for him. 

“I got to hear so much stuff they have hidden 
away,” Mr. East says of unreleased instrumental 
tracks recorded by the studio band, the Swampers. 
“The baddest R&B band of all time was cutting, like, 
Neil Diamond songs, R&B style. I got to hear hours 

and hours of that stuff.”
The trip resulted in the

lone cover on Mr. East’s al-
bum—his version of George
Jackson’s 1969 soul blast,
“Find ‘Em, Fool ‘Em and For-
get ‘Em.”

“It’s the most outra-
geous, funkiest thing. Rod-
ney played us the demo
kind of half-kidding because
it comes out sounding so
chauvinistic. But that’s what
I love about George’s writ-
ing. He starts off making
you kind of against him but
then the second verse
comes in and you realize
he’s saying this because he’s

just had his heart broken.”
After recording his own version back in Nashville,

Mr. East returned to the Fame studios to perform it 
live with a group of musician friends. They recorded 
five songs, including “Devil in Me,” in which a hung-
over churchgoer longs for his “Delilah,” the preacher’s 
daughter, and “Satisfy Me,” the album’s first single. 
The result was an EP, “The Muscle Shoals Sessions: 
Live from Fame,” released via Spotify.

Mr. East is on tour, traveling with his seven-piece
group in a 12-seat passenger van, appearing at times 
with Lone Bellow and Brandi Carlile. Fronting a band 
is a new experience for him.

“I’ve only ever been in one band in my life and 
that was in middle school,” the Athens, Ala., native 
says of the group he formed after his grandmother 
bought him a Toyz ‘R’ Us guitar. “It had a speaker 
built into it; I couldn’t put the thing down.

“We were the Sam Jackson Band [named after]
one of our buddies who was not in the band.  We 
played songs like `Hard to Handle’ and `Free Bird’—

whatever we could find in the back of Guitar Player 
magazine.”

By the time he reached high school, Sam Jack-
son—the band, not the friend—was kaput and Mr. 
East discovered his inner nerd. 

“I got a Tascam 4-in-1 cassette recorder [and 
later] upgraded to a Roland 8-track.” He began to 
write and record his own songs. “I was way more 
suited to sit down in my parents’ basement and tin-
ker with these little machines for hours on end.” Af-
ter college, he began working as a recording studio 
technician, engineer and eventually, producer.

“That’s the way I kept the lights on for a long, 
long time,” says Mr. East, who continued to write,  re-
cord and occasionally perform solo in local clubs. 

In 2009 he self-released an EP under his given 

name, Mike Anderson. Soon after, he took his less 
generic-sounding current handle.  “Anderson’ is 
what I’ve been called since I was a kid; my mom 
is about the only person who calls me `Mike,’” he 
says. 

Back to the Bluebird Cafe—and Dave Cobb.  
“He introduced himself—`I’m Dave, I’m a pro-

ducer,’ Mr. East says. “Yeah, like everybody’s a pro-
ducer, man. I didn’t say that but I thought it. 
`Well, what have you been workin’ on?’” They 
were just starting to mix Jason’s record [`South-
eastern.’] He told me that, I was like, `OK!’”

Mr. Cobb then invited him to his home studio.
“I went and we just kind of nerded out on gear

and recording. That’s how we started to become 
friends. Then he said, `Man, let’s just cut two 
songs, see how it goes.’”

Tapping Into a Soul 
Sound in Nashville

BY STEVE DOUGHERTY
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R&B COUNTRY Anderson East went from sound engineer and solo acoustic singer to fronting a band 
inspired by Wilson Pickett and Aretha Franklin
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