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LOGLINE
Inspired by Robbie Robertson’s bestselling memoir Testimony, the film is a confessional tale of Robertson’s young life as an 
ambitious 16-year-old from Toronto who traveled to the Deep South on a musical mission and, together with his brothers in The 
Band, altered the musical landscape and created of one of the most enduring groups in the history of popular music.

100-WORD SYNOPSIS

Once Were Brothers: Robbie Robertson and The Band is a confessional, cautionary, and occasionally humorous tale of 
Robertson’s young life and the creation of one of the most enduring groups in the history of popular music, The Band. The 
film is a moving story of Robertson’s personal journey, overcoming adversity and finding camaraderie alongside the four 
other men who would become his brothers in music, together making their mark on music history. Once Were Brothers 
blends rare archival footage, photography, iconic songs and interviews with Robertson’s friends and collaborators includ-
ing Martin Scorsese, Bruce Springsteen, Eric Clapton, Van Morrison, and more.

300-WORD SYNOPSIS

Once Were Brothers: Robbie Robertson and The Band is a confessional, cautionary, and occasionally humorous tale 
of Robbie Robertson’s young life and the creation of one of the most enduring groups in the history of popular music, The 
Band. The film is a moving story of Robertson’s personal journey, overcoming adversity and finding camaraderie alongside 
the four other men who would become his brothers in music and who together made their mark on music history. Once 
Were Brothers blends rare archival footage, photography, iconic songs and interviews with many of Robertson’s friends 
and collaborators including Martin Scorsese, Bruce Springsteen, Eric Clapton, Van Morrison, Peter Gabriel Taj Mahal, 
Dominique Robertson, Ronnie Hawkins, and more. 

Building on a career spanning six decades, Robbie Robertson continues to create as a songwriter, producer, performer, 
actor, author and film composer. As a half-Mohawk, half-Jewish kid from Toronto, Robertson would travel from the dives 
of Yonge Street to the deep South as an ambitious 16-year-old on a musical mission. His raw talent would thrust him into 
the spotlight and put him at the centre of a cultural revolution, backing Bob Dylan on his notorious 1966 “electric” world 
tour and later, as a member of The Band, collaborating with Dylan on the ground-breaking Basement Tapes and inventing 
Americana with songs like “The Weight,” “Up on Cripple Creek” and “The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down.” After 17 
years, The Band called it quits with a lavish farewell concert on November 25th, 1976, at San Francisco’s Winterland Ball-
room, immortalized in the seminal concert film, The Last Waltz, directed by Martin Scorsese – considered by many as the 
greatest rock and roll film of all time.  

DIRECTOR’S STATEMENT

The first time I heard The Band was through my parents and I was instantly pulled toward their sound. Their incredible 
musicianship grabbed me, it seemed to come from a different place. The harmonies were rough and sweet. The music, 
timeless. 

I was hooked.   

The myth and legend behind the five men who made that music came into focus when I saw Martin Scorsese’s film, The 
Last Waltz, as a teenager. Rick, Richard, Levon, Robbie and Garth seemed like itinerant outlaws, dust bowl union men, 
medicine show hucksters who stepped out from one of their own songs. They transcended celebrity, because they weren’t 
rock stars—they were musicians.

When Robbie released his memoir, I devoured it. A wild musical journey built on a scattered upbringing in Toronto, on the 
Six Nations Reserve and in the living rooms of his underworld Yiddish relatives. I could see that this would make an ex-
traordinary documentary, and making this film became my obsession. I would beg, kill, cry or steal to get this job. I wasn’t 
the obvious choice, but I hoped that what I lacked in profile, I could make up for in my unbridled passion for Robbie’s 
awe-inspiring story.

Through sheer force of will, I wedged myself into the discussion. I told anyone that would listen that this was my dream 
project. My maxim: “I’ll die before this film isn’t great.” The producers at White Pine Pictures and Shed Creative Agency 
recognized my verve and zeal, and soon after I had the chance to meet with Robbie at his studio in LA. I pitched him my 
vision, and promised I would work 25 hours a day, 8 days a week to make a documentary befitting of his mythic life. Robbie 
changed my life when he said, “kid, let’s make trouble together”.



What followed was a whirlwind musical adventure of my own. I had the chance to sit with some of the most extraordinary 
musical artists of our time, delve deeper into Robbie’s life and get to work with, and learn from, some of the most talented 
and legendary people in the film business. 

Robbie’s story is about dreams coming true. It’s about a kid from Toronto who, against all odds, envisions a life for himself 
where he goes out into the world and achieves artistic success in the art form he was born to pursue. 

This is also my story. Robbie taught me that you must be willing to give everything to your art. You must be bold, uncom-
promising and thrust yourself into new opportunities with chutzpa and vigor.

Robbie is uncompromising and tough. He demands greatness. If it’s not as good as it can be, why does it exist? It’s in this 
spirit that I made this film.

I hope you enjoy it.

- Daniel Roher

ROBBIE ROBERTSON BIO AND HISTORY WITH THE BAND

Robbie Robertson was born in Toronto, Ontario in 1943, with roots in both the Mohawk community at the Six Nations 
Reserve and the Jewish enclave of the city’s downtown. At age 10, he began playing guitar, and in 1960 at the age of 16, 
he joined drummer Levon Helm in The Hawks, the backing band for rockabilly star Ronnie Hawkins. He received his rock 
‘n’ roll education in The Hawks’ line-up, which along with Helm would eventually include future Bandmates Rick Danko, 
Richard Manuel, and Garth Hudson. Robertson’s unique guitar style on songs such as Who Do You Love ushered in an era 
of classic bluesy rock and influenced numerous musicians.  

The Hawks went on to play with Bob Dylan on his legendary Going Electric tours in 1965 and 1966. Moving to Woodstock 
in 1967, Robertson and his bandmates recorded the seminal “basement tapes” with Dylan before changing their name to 
The Band and releasing the groundbreaking Music from Big Pink album in 1968. The album marked a watershed in rock 
history, boasting the Robertson-penned classic “The Weight”.  

In 1969, The Band performed at the Woodstock Festival before releasing an eponymous album that included the Robertson-
composed “Up On Cripple Creek” and “The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down”. The Band became the first North American 
rock group to appear on the cover of Time magazine.

“Stage Fright (1970) with the title track and “The Shape I’m In”, “Cahoots” (1971) with “Life Is A Carnival”, and the double 
live set “Rock Of Ages” (1972) followed. In 1973, The Band performed before the largest rock concert audience in history 
(an estimated 650,000 people) at the Watkins Glen Festival in New York. 

1974 saw the release of the retro collection “Moondog Matinee” and, after backing Dylan on “Planet Waves”, The Band 
co-headlined and backed him on a much-heralded reunion tour which resulted in “Before The Flood”. The Band’s 1975 
album “Northern Lights - Southern Cross”, which included “Ophelia” and “It Makes No Difference”, followed.

In 1976, The Band bade farewell to live performing with the gala The Last Waltz concert on Thanksgiving night. Guests such 
as Dylan, Eric Clapton, Muddy Waters, Van Morrison, Neil Young and Joni Mitchell joined the group at San Francisco’s 
Winterland. The concert film, directed by Martin Scorsese, and a three-record box set, were released in 1978 and are 
considered landmarks in each medium. 

“Islands” (1977) was The Band’s seventh and final studio album with Robertson. He then produced Neil Diamond’s “Love 
At The Greek” live album (the previous year he helmed Diamond’s Beautiful Noise). 

Long fascinated with film, Robertson co-wrote, produced, appeared in and composed the source music for “Carny” (1979), 
starring Gary Busey and Jodie Foster. One of the first rock ‘n’ rollers to seriously engage movie music, he followed up by 
creating and producing music for Scorsese’s Raging Bull (1980), King Of Comedy (1983), and The Color Of Money (1986), 
which included “It’s In The Way That You Use It”, co-written with Eric Clapton. For Taylor Hackford’s film saluting Chuck 
Berry, Hail, Hail Rock & Roll, he was enlisted as creative consultant.

Robertson made his solo album debut in 1987 with his self-titled album, featuring guests Peter Gabriel and U2 and the 
track “Somewhere Down The Crazy River”. Certified gold and Grammy®-nominated, the album swept up several Juno 



Awards in his native Canada. When The Band was inducted into the Juno Hall Of Fame, he reunited with the group for an 
awards ceremony performance.

His second solo album, “Storyville” (1991), featured some of New Orleans’ most respected musicians and earned two 
more Grammy nominations. Meanwhile, his “Broken Arrow” became a major hit for Rod Stewart.

In 1994, The Band was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and performed live at the ceremony. On the film 
front, Robertson scored Barry Levinson’s Jimmy Hollywood and acted in The Crossing Guard, starring Jack Nicholson and 
directed by Sean Penn.  On record, “Music For The Native Americans” from Robbie Robertson & The Red Road Ensemble 
contained songs from the soundtrack to the highly regarded television miniseries.

Robertson continued his multimedia activities in 1995 by producing the soundtrack album for Scorsese’s Casino and being 
the subject of Going Home, a Disney Channel documentary highlighting his revisiting the moments, people and places of 
his musical past.  

In 1997, executive soundtrack producer Robertson heard a demo of Change The World and sent it to Clapton as a 
suggestion for Phenomenon, starring John Travolta. He enlisted Babyface to produce and “Change The World” won 
Grammys for Song of the Year and Record of the Year. Robertson also received a prestigious Lifetime Achievement Award 
from the National Academy of Songwriters.

Released in 1998, his fourth solo album, the Grammy-nominated “Contact From The Underworld Of Redboy”, inspired 
the one-hour PBS documentary Robbie Robertson: Making A Noise. The documentary took viewers along on his journey 
back to the Six Nations Reservation, where his mother was born and raised and where Robertson spent his summers first 
learning to play guitar. 

Robertson has since scored, consulted for, produced or supervised music for numerous films, including American Beauty 
(1999), Any Given Sunday (1999) Gangs Of New York (2002), The Departed (2006), Shutter Island (2009), The Wolf of Wall 
Street (2013), and Silence (2016). 

In 2008, The Band was honored with the Recording Academy’s Lifetime Achievement Grammy Award. In Canada, 
Robertson has won several Juno Awards, been honored twice by Canada’s Walk of Fame, been inducted into the Canadian 
Songwriters’ Hall of Fame, made an Officer of the Order of Canada, and received the Governor General’s Performing Arts 
Award.

For his fifth solo album, 2011’s “How To Become Clairvoyant”, Robertson again collaborated extensively with Eric Clapton, 
as well as keyboards great Steve Winwood and a new generation of guitar heroes, from Tom Morello (Rage Against The 
Machine, Audioslave) and Robert Randolph to Nine Inch Nails innovator Trent Reznor. Robertson also enlisted an array 
of unique vocalists to accompany him, including Clapton, Angela McCluskey, Dana Glover, Rocco DeLuca, and Taylor 
Goldsmith.

In 2016, Robertson penned the New York Times bestselling memoir, Testimony. A new documentary feature film based on 
the book and titled Once Were Brothers: Robbie Robertson And The Band,  will premiere at 2019’s Toronto International 
Film Festival.  The film blends rare archival footage, animation, and the participation of many of Robertson’s friends and 
collaborators, including Martin Scorsese, Bruce Springsteen, Eric Clapton, Van Morrison, Taj Mahal, Peter Gabriel, Jimmy 
Vivino, David Geffen, and Ronnie Hawkins, among others.

In 2019, Robertson will release his sixth solo studio album “Sinematic”. His work with Scorsese continues with his original 
score for The Irishman, coming soon.



SELECT SUBJECTS FROM THE FILM

MARTIN SCORSESE 
Martin Scorsese is filmmaker whose career spans more than 50 years. Robbie Robertson is known for his collaborations 
with Martin Scorsese, which began with The Last Waltz (1978), and continued through a number of dramatic films, includ-
ing Raging Bull (1980), Casino (1995), The Departed (2006) and the upcoming The Irishman (2019). 

BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN
Bruce Springsteen is an award-winning American singer-songwriter who is a solo artist and is the leader of the E Street 
Band. Springsteen received critical acclaim for his early 1970s albums and attained worldwide fame upon the release of 
“Born to Run” in 1975. His career has spanned five decades.

ERIC CLAPTON
Eric Clapton is an English rock and blues guitarist, singer, and songwriter. He is the only three-time inductee to the Rock 
and Roll Hall of Fame: once as a solo artist and separately as a member of the Yardbirds and of Cream. Clapton ranked 
second in Rolling Stone magazine’s list of the “100 Greatest Guitarists of All Time” and fourth in Gibson’s “Top 50 Guitarists 
of All Time”. He was also named number five in Time magazine’s list of “The 10 Best Electric Guitar Players” in 2009.  The 
two have collaborated on Robertson’s fifth solo album, 2011’s “How To Become Clairvoyant”.

RONNIE HAWKINS
Ronnie Hawkins is an American rockabilly musician whose career has spanned more than half a century. His career began 
in Arkansas, where he was born and raised. Ronnie Hawkins hired Robbie Robertson to join The Hawks and it was in On-
tario that he found success and has lived there for most of his life. He is considered highly influential in the establishment 
and evolution of rock music in Canada.

DOMINIQUE ROBERTSON
Dominique Robertson is an addiction counselor in Souther California. Dominique and Robbie met in Paris while he was 
touring with Dylan in the spring of 1966 and she was a freelance journalist. They have three children together.

VAN MORRISON
Van Morrison is singer-songwriter, instrumentalist and record producer. His professional career began as a teenager in 
the late 1950s playing a variety of instruments. Van Morrison provides vocals on the track I Hear You Paint Houses which 
is featured on Robertson’s upcoming album, “Sinematic” and the feature film The Irishman, directed by Martin Scorsese.

TAJ MAHAL
Taj Mahal is an American blues musician, a singer-songwriter and film composer. He often incorporates elements of world 
music into his works and has done much to reshape the definition and scope of blues music over the course of his more 
than 50-year career.

THE FILM MAKING TEAM

Daniel Roher - Director
Through his company, Loud Roar Productions, Daniel Roher strives to create socially significant content that entertains audi-
ences around the world. Ghosts of Our Forest, chronicles the struggle of a displaced indigenous tribe in Uganda, premiered at 
the 2017 Hot Docs Film Festival. The film followed the acclaimed premiere of his previous documentaries including Survivors 
Rowe, (Hot Docs 2015), which was nominated for a Canadian Screen Award, screened on Parliament Hill in Ottawa and had its 
broadcast debut on TVO. Daniel has a keen eye for story, complex visuals, and the unique potential animation poses in com-
plementing and supporting challenging documentary memoir and stories.



About Imagine Documentaries
Imagine Documentaries was formed in 2018 by Imagine Entertainment Chairmen Brian Grazer and Ron Howard with a focus 
on developing and producing premium feature documentaries and non-scripted television. Based out of New York, Imagine 
Docs is run by Academy Award-nominated and multiple Emmy and Peabody Award-winning producers Justin Wilkes and Sara 
Bernstein. The division expands on Imagine’s rich history in the documentary space which includes the hit National Geographic 
hybrid documentary series Mars, and Breakthrough as well as The Beatles: Eight Days a Week – The Touring Years which won 
the 2017 Grammy for Best Music Film, Jay Z’s Made in America, Prophet’s Prey, Katy Perry: Part of Me, Inside Deep Throat, 
and Beyond The Mat in the film space. Imagine Documentaries is currently producing the Ron Howard-directed film Rebuilding 
Paradise, which follows the Paradise, CA wildfires that most recently ravaged a community; Sound & Vision, the anthology do-
cuseries with Rolling Stone Magazine; the docuseries She The People with Tony Award-winner Sarah Jones; the documentary 
DADS, with Bryce Dallas Howard directing; the Dwyane Wade documentary, This Is Brighton, a feature documentary about 14 
year old Brighton Zeuner, the youngest-ever X Games gold medalist, and her journey to the 2020 Olympics; and Once Were 
Brothers: Robbie Robertson and The Band, a film executive produced by Martin Scorsese chronicling musician Robbie Rob-
ertson’s meteoric rise and the story behind The Band. Imagine also produced the Ron Howard directed Pavarotti about opera 
great Luciano Pavarotti, and Peanuts in Space: Secrets of Apollo 10 directed by Morgan Neville, available on Apple TV. www.
imagine-entertainment.com

About White Pine Pictures
Founded 40 years ago by Emmy-Award filmmaker, Peter Raymont, White Pine Pictures is a Toronto-based film and television 
production company. Its documentary feature films include the Emmy and Sundance award-winning Shake Hands with the 
Devil and the Oscar short-listed Genius Within: Glenn Gould and A Promise to the Dead. White Pine Pictures is currently pro-
ducing a major documentary feature on Margaret Atwood & Graeme Gibson, a series on contemporary artists and several other 
productions. The Corporate Coup d’État, co-produced with Superchannel and ZDF-ARTE premiered at the International Doc-
umentary Film Festival in Amsterdam. White Pine also produced the widely broadcast TV drama series The Border & Cracked.

About Bell Media
Bell Media is Canada’s leading content creation company with premier assets in television, radio, out-of-home advertising, 
digital media, and more. Bell Media owns 30 local television stations led by CTV, Canada’s highest-rated television network; 30 
specialty channels, and four pay TV services. Bell Media is Canada’s largest radio broadcaster, with 215 music channels in 58 
markets across the country, all part of the iHeartRadio brand. Bell Media also operates more than 200 websites; video streaming 
services including Crave, TSN Direct, and RDS Direct; and multi-channel network Much Studios. The company produces live 
theatrical shows via its partnership with Iconic Entertainment Studios; owns a majority stake in Pinewood Toronto Studios; is a 
partner in Just for Laughs, the live comedy event; and owns Dome Productions Inc., one of North America’s leading production 
facilities. Bell Media is part of BCE Inc. (TSX, NYSE: BCE), Canada’s largest communications company. 
  
About Shed Creative
As part of Universal Music Group, Shed Creative has led recent film and television development for the company out of Canada, 
including the Tragically Hip feature documentary Long Time Running (TIFF 2017). Built around a team whose previous work 
includes Peabody, CSA and Emmy-winning films and series for Netflix, MTV, VH1, and CBC, Shed is focused on bringing emo-
tionally dynamic stories with a unique POV to global audiences alongside exciting homegrown talent.


