Behind the
Mirror Ball

DJ Mag’s books and film editor Kirsty Allison meets up with the
minds behind a new, tell-all documentary on New York’s most
famous nightclub, Studio 54...
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Steve Rubell (left) and Ian Schrager

Performers at Studio 54

n the great mirror ball of history, there’s
always one velvet rope to be on the right
side of. And once upon a time, on April 26,
1978, in a sleazy neighborhood of West 54th
Street between 8th and Broadway, in a former TV
studio costing $400,000, Studio 54’s Qualuudefuelled dancefloor gyrated to a soundtrack of
soon-to-be disco classics. Two accidental kings
were born: Steve Rubell and Ian Schrager.
Together, they invented the modern nightclub
experience.
“Ian Schrager I’ve known for some time,” says
Matt Tyrnauer, former editor-at-large of Vanity
Fair magazine, speaking exclusively to DJ Mag
NA. “We’ve always talked about architecture and
design, out of mutual passion, but never about
Studio 54, and he mentioned it would be good
to explore it in a film, and I said ‘Amazing, if you
talk about what really happened…’”
Tyrnauer, director of the phenomenal new
documentary on Studio 54, was given
unprecedented access to the co-founder of the
infamous club.
“What struck me, and was touching, is this is a
story about a gay guy (Rubell) and straight guy
(Schrager) who were born in the ‘40s, growing
up in the ‘60s, and gay guys weren’t out back
then, but to them, it didn’t matter. They did
this extraordinary thing, and at the end of the
film, Ian talks about it as a marriage, and being
unsure which was the husband and which was the
wife. I’m not labeling them, but showing a point
of view of a partnership.”
Meeting in 1964 at Syracuse University, Rubell
was a history major, with Schrager studying
economics. Part of the Sigma Alpha Mu
fraternity, they were dating the same girl, and
began organizing bar mitzvahs and parties in and
around New Jersey.
“There was an innocence to their relationship,”
Tyrnauer says. And a fin de siècle naivety to
Schrager, driving around with $400,000 in the
trunk of his car, and Rubell stashing far more
behind bookshelves in his apartment.
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