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“Barbara Rubin and the Exploding NY 
Underground” (2018, 78:00) 
a feature length documentary film 

 
 

LOGLINE: 
 
Underground filmmaker Barbara Rubin’s 1964 art-porn masterpiece “Christmas 
on Earth”, made when she was only 18 years old, shattered creative and sexist 
boundaries and shocked NYC's experimental film scene. Working with Jonas 
Mekas at the Filmmaker’s Coop, Rubin was instrumental in creating NYC's 
thriving underground film community and a rare female voice in a world of 
powerful men. A rebellious Zelig of the Sixties, she introduced Andy Warhol to 
the Velvet Underground and Bob Dylan to the Kabbalah. But beyond shaping the 
spirit of the Sixties, Barbara was seeking the deeper meaning of life. After retiring 
to a farm with Allen Ginsberg, she shocked everyone by becoming a Hasidic Jew. 
How and why did one of the 1960’s freest spirits submit to a religious life?  For 
years, 94-year-old filmmaker Jonas Mekas has saved all of Barbara’s letters and 
cherished her memory.  Working with Mekas’ footage and rare clips from the 
Andy Warhol archives, the film takes us inside the world and mind of Barbara 
Rubin; a woman who truly believed that film could change the world and then 
vanished into obscurity. 
 
STORY SUMMARY/SYNOPSIS 

December,1963, Belgium – An 18 year-old girl bursts into the projector booth at a 
the Knokke International Film Festival, ties up the projectionist, and screens Jack 
Smith’s scandalous “Flaming Creatures”, a film that was denied the right to be 
shown and had just been banned in the United States. The police arrive and evict 
the young woman, but not before the crowds scream in unity and applaud this 
champion of free expression. The audacious teenager’s name was Barbara 
Rubin, and she believed with all her heart that film could change the world.  A 
few months later, Rubin did Jack Smith one better, by completing an intensely 
erotic film that made “Flaming Creatures” look like a Disney film. She called it 
“Christmas on Earth” after a line from Rimbaud, and while it screened at a few 
underground events, it was too explicit to show publicly, so Barbara decided to 
take her camera and creativity into other artistic realms.  

With her friend and fellow cultural revolutionary, Allen Ginsberg, she travels to 
London and helps organize the largest and most influential poetry reading of 
1965. Then, back in NYC, she befriends an unknown band called the Velvet 
Underground, and introduces them to Andy Warhol – an alliance that produced 
one of the greatest albums of all time.  And, when her friend Bobby Dylan has an 
existential crisis, she’s right there to help him cope and learn about the deeper 
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meaning of life. For Barbara, it was all about making connections and harnessing 
creativity to challenge the status quo and transform the world.  

In the 1960’s, Dylan, Ginsberg, Warhol and other mostly male icons inspired an 
entire generation of musicians, poets, filmmakers and artists, but who inspired 
them?  Through the story of Barbara’s life, the film redefines and restores the 
role that a few creative women played in NYC’s influential avant garde.  From her 
beginnings working with Jonas Mekas and the Filmmaker’s Cooperative to her 
tragic death at the age of 35, Barbara Rubin was a creative catalyst for some of 
the 1960’s most influential happenings and ideas. After connecting Warhol with 
the Velvet Underground she helped create the legendary Exploding Plastic 
Inevitable shows which introduced the idea of multi-media to an entire generation.  
She also convinced Allen Ginsberg to buy a farm that would become a haven for 
Beats and hippies hoping to kick drugs. Though she was forever swinging a 
camera around, Rubin’s film legacy is surprisingly limited. After her 
groundbreaking “Christmas on Earth”, Rubin wrote several screenplays and had 
ideas for numerous other film projects, but the inherent sexism of the times and 
the radical nature of her first film inhibited her ability to complete any other major 
films.  Still, some of the documentary footage Barbara shot for Mekas and 
Warhol survives and she also pops up in numerous experimental films by her 
friends. Using this rare footage and Barbara’s own achingly personal writings, the 
film reveals a woman who was ahead of her time in almost everything she did; 
test the limits of the avant garde, dream of a better world, escape to the country, 
discover her roots, and, ultimately - in a twist that some of her friends STILL can’t 
figure out - embrace Orthodox Judaism.  

To her friends in the underground, her conversion to Orthodoxy was a 
conundrum – how could someone go from “total freedom” to such a restrictive 
society? Then, when Barbara died, at just 35 years old after giving birth to her 5th 
child, her life seemed to be an epic tragedy.  But was her life a tragedy, or, did 
she discover a “truth” that brought her peace beyond the destructive aspects of 
the 1960’s. Interviews with friends from BOTH sides of Barbara’s life reveal how 
Barbara’s passion for artistic provocation led to a cultural revolution. Then, the 
film traces Barbara’s conversion to Orthodoxy and reveals an inner quest for 
meaning that reflects a universal truth about creative lives and the limits of 
complete freedom. 

Lou Reed called Rubin “fabulous” and “the glue that held us all together”, 
but in the countless books and movies that document Warhol, Ginsberg, Dylan 
and the swinging sixties, Barbara and other influential women have become 
merely footnotes. “Barbara Rubin & the Exploding NY Underground” 
explores, restores, and explodes the legacy of a true maven of the 1960’s who 
reached for the sun and LOVED, LOVED, LOVED. 

 

CONTACT: Chuck Smith, cell: 845-380-9175, producerchuck@gmail.com 
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“Barbara Rubin & the Exploding NY Underground” (2018, 78:00) 

 

LIST of CREDITS 

 

Director, Producer, Editor: 

Chuck Smith 

Director of Photography: 

Andy Bowley 

Composer and Musical Advisor: 

Lee Ranaldo 

Title Design: 

Sei Smith 

Additional Editing: 

Sei Smith 

Jordan Montminy 

Additional Camera: 

Chuck Smith 

Dyanna Taylor 

Alan Deutsch 

Dean Arnett 

Adolfo Ferro 

 

Associate Producer: 

Mendel Horowitz 

Elizabeth Murray Finklestein 



 5 

 

Production Assistants 

Guillaume Krempp 

Bernando Sanchez 

Serena Ingram 

IMK 

 

Music By, 

Lee Ranaldo 

Bob Dylan 

The Velvet Underground 

The Myddle Class 

The Master Musicians of Jajouka 

The Jefferson Airplane 

Francoise Hardy 

Melanie Safka 

Dusty Springfield 

Nino Ferrer 

  



 6 

 

Director BIOGRAPHY 

 

CHUCK SMITH -  

 

Mr. Smith is a filmmaker, TV producer, and writer who has produced 
documentaries and TV series for many network and cable stations.  Most 
recently he has been working as a Producer for “Vanity Fair Confidential” (2017, 
Investigation Discovery.) His Show-running credits include, “The Dose with Dr. 
Billy” (Turner/HLN, 2014), “Hawaii Air Rescue” (2012, The Weather Channel) and 
“Alaska Wing Men” (National Geographic Channel, 2011). Mr. Smith has also 
worked as a Series or Supervising Producer on “Fight Quest” (2008, Discovery 
Channel), “Unwrapping Macy’s” (2006, WE Network), “Doctor’s Without Borders: 
Life in the Field” (2003, The National Geographic Channel) and “Women Docs” 
(2001, Lifetime).  Other producing credits include “World’s Apart” (2004, The 
National Geographic Channel), and “The Geography of Wealth”  (2003, The 
National Geographic Channel).   
 
With his own company, Chuck Smith Productions, Mr. Smith wrote, produced 
and directed “Forrest Bess: Key to the Riddle” (1999, 48:00). Narrated by actor 
Willem Dafoe, the film won a Certificate of Merit at the 1998 San Francisco 
International Film Festival.  The film was turned into a book of the same name 
and published in 2013 by PowerHouse Books, Brooklyn, NY.  Mr. Smith’s other 
independent films and interviews can be found on his YouTube Channel 
“ChuckSmithNYC” which has over a million views. 
 
 
Prior to his work in cable television, Mr. Smith was a producer for CBS News on 
various programs including “The CBS Evening News with Dan Rather” (1995), 
“Sunday Morning” (1994), and “Street Stories with Ed Bradley” (1991-93).  He 
has also produced stories for Michael Moore’s “TV Nation” (Fox, 1995) and the 
NHK Evening News (Japan).   
 
 
Smith began his career working for Public Affairs Television and David Grubin 
Productions on such award-winning PBS series as “The American Experience”, 
“Smithsonian World”,  “The Power of the Word with Bill Moyers”, and “Bill 
Moyers’ World of Ideas”.  Mr. Smith earned a BA in Liberal Arts & Sciences from 
Colorado College (1984), and an MA in Public Policy with Honors from the 
University of Chicago (1986).  
 

 


