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Deep Purple DVD review: 
"Phoenix Rising" 
 
Deep Purple: Phoenix Rising $14.98, Eagle Vision 

A guitar case filled with cocaine that travels with the band like 

any other piece of equipment. 

 

A guitarist who can't move the fingers on his left hand — the one 

that forms notes on his guitar neck — after laying on it for eight 

hours in a drugged stupor. 

 

An employee who falls — or was he pushed? — to his death 

during an alleged dispute over the band's compensation. 

These are some of the misadventures of the rock band Deep 

Purple — though not the Deep Purple you might have seen on 

tour this summer. 

 

Only one current band member, drummer Ian Paice, survives 

from the infamous 1975-76 lineup — a lineup that few people 

remember. Its one release, "Come Taste the Band," is rarely 

called someone's favorite Purple album. Months after this lineup 

crashed and burned, its guitarist died of a heroin overdose. 

This underreported chapter in the band's 43-year history is 

examined in "Phoenix Rising," a grisly autopsy of a shortlived 



band. The title is a misnomer. If a phoenix rose, it was in 1984, 

when the celebrated "Machine Head" lineup reunited. For this 

opus, a better title might be "Phoenix Falling." 

The sad, crazy story went like this: In 1975, a young and 

relatively unknown American guitarist, Tommy Bolin, was hired 

to replace departing guitarist Ritchie Blackmore in the band (then 

consisting of singer David Coverdale, keyboardist Jon Lord, 

bassist Glenn Hughes and Paice). A good-looking kid, Bolin had 

terrific presence — he wore scarves, streaked hair and liked to 

boogie onstage — but he couldn't approach Blackmore's 

virtuosity. Problem No. 2: Bolin was a party animal. 

 
"Phoenix Rising" contains "Deep Purple Rises Over Japan," a 
concert film shot in Tokyo on Dec. 15, 1975. Watch for Bolin's 
frozen hand. Unable to move his fingers after that drug nap, he 
formed it into a "barre chord" (ask the nearest musician), which 
he slid up and down the neck of his guitars, specially tuned for 
this inauspicious occasion. You're aware of the dilemma from the 
very first song, "Burn," which opens not with the traditional 
heavy guitar riff, but with Lord's compensating Hammond organ. 
Meanwhile, Hughes is wearing a buttocks-defining white jumpsuit 
that Toni Tennille would laugh at. And yet, the band sounds 
superb. Coverdale and Hughes' harmonizing on "You Keep on 
Moving" is something to be cherished. 

 
 

Next is the documentary "Gettin' Tighter," which presents long, 



frank interviews with Lord and Hughes intercut with scads of 

vintage footage. The musicians are charming and funny, but they 

hold nothing back. Lord points fingers and names names. Hughes 

spills his humiliating antics and accepts culpability in the band's 

disintegration. 

 

In their narrative, we learn that a pair of treacherous gigs in 

Indonesia became Deep Purple's version of Altamont. Without 

blinking, both men label the 1975 death of Patsy Collins, Bolin's 

security guard, a murder. (Collins died after falling down an 

elevator shaft.) Hughes was arrested, and interrogated by a 

policeman who menacingly spun a gun on a table. He was 

permitted to play the second show, but only under the watchful 

eye of an armed officer. During that show, Doberman pinschers 

were dispatched into the audience, injuring many. The sequence 

inspired a head-scratching disclaimer in the closing credits: that 

Lord and Hughes' version of Collins' death "do not reflect the 

opinions of David Coverdale." Huh? 

 

 
Glenn Hughes, Ian Paice, Jon Lord, Tommy Bolin and David Coverdale. 

 
 

The band called it quits after an ignominious show in Liverpool in 

March 1976. But no one bothered to inform Hughes who, months 



later, still labored under the assumption that he was the bass 

player for Deep Purple. 

 

Perhaps it was time. You've got to remember that by 1976, the 

winds of change were blowing hard. (For one powerful example, 

this was the year the Clash formed.) Preening, bombastic, wild-

maned dinosaurs like Purple and Zeppelin and Sabbath were 

beginning to lose their relevance. 

 

Even non-fans will marvel at this cautionary tale of drugs and 

rock 'n' roll, which can be summed up in one telling Hughes 

quote: "Playing the music got in the way of my using drugs." 

Extras include a song-by-song look at "Come Taste the Band," an 

album which is always ripe for a renaissance. 

Mark Voger can be reached HERE. 

 

Bonus post: I saw Tommy Bolin with my own (glazed) 

eyes 

At the Ocean Grove flea market in June, I was filing through a 

box of musty old albums, when I came upon a minor treasure: 

"Come Taste the Band," vintage 1976, by Deep Purple. In six 

more days, I would see the band in Holmdel. I looked at the 

cover art — five faces superimposed onto a glass of red wine — 

and realized that, no, I wasn't going to see this band. Only one 

guy on this cover — drummer Ian Paice — would be onstage in 

Holmdel. Three more were long gone. Another was long dead. 
 
 

I purchased the album — for a buck and a quarter! — to give to 

my brother, a fellow Purple freak, for Christmas. Little did I know 

that buying this record, and soon after, by coincidence, reviewing 

the DVD "Deep Purple: Phoenix Rising," would trigger a Bolin-era 

renaissance for me. I would spend the coming weeks in 



obsession, listening to the shortlived, underappreciated Tommy 

Bolin lineup of Deep Purple — if not in my car or online, then in 

my head. Memories came flooding back. 

 

I never saw Elvis, the Beatles or Led Zeppelin, but I did see the 

Tommy Bolin lineup of Deep Purple. 

 

The date was Jan. 18, 1976 — a freezing cold Sunday night — 

and the place was the Philadelphia Spectrum. (Like the band, the 

venue is no longer standing.) 

 

Who knew that Purple had less than two months left before 

calling it quits? 

 

Who knew that Tommy Bolin had 319 days left to live? 

A whole gang of us attended that night — me and five or six of 

my ner'-do-well, concertgoing high-school buddies. A few of us, 

myself included, were working as dishwashers that night at a 

restaurant in the Echelon Mall in Voorhees, Camden County. The 

rest of the guys pitched in to help us close the restaurant, 

without making so much as a dime, so's we could all make it to 

the Spectrum on time. (I can still see my buddy Jazz, who is my 

drummer to this day, pushing trays of water glasses through the 

dishwashing machine ... he had never worked at a restaurant a 

day in his life.) Such were the bonds of friendship in the 1970s. 

Like I said, it was brutally cold, even inside the venue, so 

audience members were all stuffed into thick winter coats and 

packed like sheep onto the Spectrum floor. This was what they 

used to call a "dance concert" — in other words, no assigned 

seats. The floor of the Spectrum became the Wild West — lots of 

shoving, jostling, even fights. The word "dance" was quite the 

misnomer. We staked our territory near the front of the stage. 



A few things about the show stick out in my memory. 
 

I remember that David Coverdale often left the stage when he 

wasn't singing. 

 

I remember Bolin had terrific stage presence, and he was really 

into guitar FX. Bolin pulled a little trick that none of us had ever 

witnessed before. During his solo, he played a riff over and over, 

and then he clapped his hands above his head in time, while his 

guitar kept playing the riff on its own! Passe for 2011, mind-

blowing for 1976. Then he played a solo on top of the repeating 

riff. 

 

I remember that during "Smoke on the Water," the stage lighting 

was blue for the lyric "Smoke on the water ..." and red for the 

lyric "... the fire in the sky." 

 

And I do remember having the sinking feeling that I was seeing 

this band at its nadir. 

 

I reviewed the show for East Side, the student newspaper of 

Cherry Hill High School East, from which I will quote, not because 

I think I was so brilliant — actually, I sound like a little twerp 

who's been reading too much Creem and Circus — but for the 

archeology of it: "Perhaps it was because Purple had not yet 

broken in Bolin, or they were queasy stepping out for the first 

time without Ritchie (Blackmore), but they were definitely not in 

top form while in concert at the Spectrum. It seemed that no one 

could hold them together." 

 

Actually, looking back, that's what went wrong with the band, I 

think. Purple no longer had a leader. It was as if long-timers 



Paice and Jon Lord were playing backup to newbies David 

Coverdale, Glenn Hughes and Bolin. Meanwhile, Hughes and 

Bolin were partying their asses off. So the thing just died. And 

then, nine months later, so did Bolin. He was 25, poor kid. 

Also from my review (which was accompanied by a caricature I 

drew of Bolin): "Still, you could not deny a strength, an aura that 

was especially evident while they were performing the classics 

('Burn,' 'Smoke on the Water,' 'Highway Star.')" 

 

Those three songs and "Stormbringer" were the only classics 

performed that evening. (That's another thing I've come to 

respect about this lineup. They didn't do a "greatest hits" show. 

They played their new album, and they played the hell out of it.) 

I found the setlist online for that very performance. READ THE 

SETLIST HERE. I also found a radio interview with Bolin 

previewing the Philly show. LISTEN TO THE INTERVIEW 

HERE.  

 

During the interview, an advertisement for the show is heard 

touting tickets at $6 in advance, $7 day of show. Wow. The radio 

spot mentions that Nazareth was to open for Purple. (Hmmm. 

Nazareth is not in my memory banks which, I'll admit, were 

compromised.)  

 

The radio spot name-checks Bolin, but the music heard in the 

background is the "Machine Head" lineup. 
I haven't come down from my current Bolin buzz just yet. My 
brother is putting together some stuff Bolin did with Zephyr and 
the James Gang, plus some Purple rehearsals. But between you 
and me, I'm no longer certain my brother is getting "Come Taste 
the Band" for Christmas. 


