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L A W R E N C E  B R O S E
AANN IINNTTEERRVVIIEEWW BBYY CCHHRRIISSTTIINNEE SSEEVVIILLLLAA

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

CAGE: A FILMIC CIRCUS ON METAPHORS ON VISION

An interview with Film Artist Lawrence Brose by Christine Sevil-

la,  April 12, 2004.

In his film and video portrait of composer John Cage, film artist

Lawrence Brose and composer Douglas Cohen combine more

than seventy com-

positions and per-

formance works by

forty-five composers.

Originally presented

in 1993 as a perfor-

mance work in Los

Angeles at LACE and

LACMA, and in New

York City at Experi-

mental Intermedia

Loft, the USA pre-

miere of the gallery installation version (commissioned by the

Triskel Arts Centre in Cork, Ireland) was on view at the Visual

Studies Workshop Gallery in Rochester, New York until May 15.

The work was part of a two-person exhibition of media art that

included Brose’s new series of large-format, film-based Iris

prints from his film, De Profundis, and VSW Executive Director

Chris Burnett’s Messages to Extinct Places in the Present Tense.

CCAAGGEE

CChhrriissttiinnee SSeevviillllaa::  HHooww ddiidd yyoouurr iinntteerreesstt iinn JJoohhnn CCaaggee,, tthhee mmuussii--

ccaall rreevvoolluuttiioonniisstt // ccoommppoosseerr // aarrttiisstt // pphhiilloossoopphheerr,, bbeeggiinn??  WWhhaatt

wwaass yyoouurr ffiirrsstt ccoollllaabboorraattiioonn aanndd wwhhaatt  lleedd yyoouu ttoo hhoonnoorr hhiimm

wwiitthh tthhiiss ffiillmm ppoorrttrraaiitt??

LLaawwrreennccee BBrroossee:: I first worked with John Cage on a film that I

made to his score, Ryoanji. That was the beginning of my series

of films called Films for Music for Film. Before working with

Cage, and before developing this film series, I started out mak-

ing the film, Hyacinth Fire, a collaboration with the composer

Douglas Cohen, who also worked on the Cage project with me.

That led me to make six films for the North American New Music

Festival—it was an evening of live music and film in which one

of the films was Ryoanji. My lover at the time, Yvar Mikhashoff,

was founder of the North American New Music Festival, a virtu-

oso pianist, and artistic director of a number of new music fes-

tivals throughout the world.  He worked with Virgil Thomson

and John Cage.  At this time Cage had just completed the Eur-
operas; numbers five and six were created for Yvar.  Through

that association I began to know John, although I had met him

many times because he frequently came to Buffalo as part of the

Creative Associates who were bringing in composers in resi-

dence. Notable composers were here as full professors, such as

Morton Feldman. That was the time of Black Mountain College

II here, and the time

when Artpark was the

real thing, and Cage

often came here with

his partner, Merce Cun-

ningham, to premiere

his new works. Cage

had a strong influence

on the new music scene

in Buffalo at the time.

When I finished mak-

ing Ryoanji and showed

it in New York—it was a

rare thing for John to

come out to see a film—

he came to see it at the Maya Deren Theatre. That was a relief

to me.  I wanted to do a portrait piece of John, and I had just fin-

ished doing a portrait of Virgil Thomson set to his second piano

sonata written in 1920.

SSoo tthhee CCaaggee ppiieeccee iiss yyoouurr sseeccoonndd ffiillmm ppoorrttrraaiitt ooff aa mmuussiicciiaann??

Yes. Virgil had done hundreds of musical pieces that were por-

trait pieces. At first, he composed them at the piano, but he

began to sketch you in music sitting at his table while you were

present, initially. He would then send you away and bring you

back after working on it weeks later, look at the score and check

that he had captured your essence, your energy. So, I thought

why not return the favor?  He pointed to the second piano

sonata, that it was a portrait piece-- of someone, possibly a self-

portrait—and suggested I use that.  I shot images of him in the

Chelsea Hotel. I work on the optical printer, a machine that

slaves a camera and projector and synchs them to allow you to

re-photograph a film-strip frame by frame, or repeat frames—

any number of things. That was my first film for music where the

score truly came first, so I did a translation of the score into film

frames. All of the notation, all of the guiding principles within

the score were translated to a different kind of a score for film.

I worked on the optical printer with all of the footage I had shot

of him, layering, doing multiple exposures and setting the

images to the music itself.

Douglas Cohen and I discussed how one could use Cage's pro-

cedures to compose a film. He first introduced me to Cage's Cir-
cus On and Roara-
torio.  We talked

about how the Cir-

cus On instructions

for sound might be

translated to

image, and thus

began our collabo-

ration on the pro-

ject John suggested

that the Roaratorio
would be good for

making a portrait of him because it sets out a series of instruc-

tions, as opposed to a written musical score. He created Roara-
torio as a radio piece and he wrote the steps he had taken to

make it. He called this resulting score Circus On. I took that and

followed all the instructions, working with Douglas Cohen who

was doing the music component of it.  It was always intended to

be a live performance piece.

WWhheenn wwaass tthhiiss ppoorrttrraaiitt ooff CCaaggee ffiirrsstt ppeerrffoorrmmeedd??

A short version was first performed in Buffalo in March on St.

Patrick’s Day of 1993 at the University of Buffalo music depart-

ment.  Guggenheim Soho and LACMA  were requesting City Cir-

cus event proposals to accompany the large John Cage exhibi-

tion called Rolyholyover, a Circus. That was mounted first in LA

in November of 1993. John never saw it performed; he passed

away just before that opening. It then went to the Guggenheim

Soho in April of 1994.  

IINNSSTTAALLLLAATTIIOONN

TToo ggiivvee rreeaaddeerrss aa ccoonntteexxtt----tthhee iinnssttaallllaattiioonn uusseess ffiivvee vviiddeeoo mmoonn--

iittoorrss,, eeaacchh wwiitthh aa oonnee--hhoouurr ttaappee,, aanndd tthhrreeee aauuddiioo rreeccoorrddiinnggss

ffrroomm tthhee ppeerrffoorrmmaannccee ooff IIMMUUSSIICCIIRRCCUUSS,, tthhee lliivvee ppeerrffoorrmmaannccee

vveerrssiioonn ooff tthhiiss wwoorrkk..  WWoouulldd yyoouu ddeessccrriibbee wwhhaatt ccoommpprriisseess tthhee

aauuddiioo ccoommppoonneenntt aanndd tteellll aabboouutt hhooww yyoouu ddeeffiinneedd tthhee ssttrruuccttuurree

ooff tthhee iinnssttaallllaattiioonn??

The audio includes recitations of John Cage’s Empty Words, of

mesostics created by "writing through" Empty Words (which

was itself a set of mesostics Cage created by writing through

Thoreau’s journals), the text Metaphors on Vision by Stan

Brakhage, and a number of other readings.  The audio also

includes over seventy musical compositions by forty-five com-

posers. 

When we originally performed it, we did so in the spirit of the

Cage Circuses. We wrapped the environment in projection

material and two of the videos were projected into the space

along with my film, Ryoanji. Three large monitors were on the

stage throughout the performance space. The Triskel Arts Cen-

tre in Ireland wanted me to reconceive it as a gallery installa-

tion. 

WWhhaatt lleedd ttoo tthhee ccoommmmiissssiioonn ooff tthhee wwoorrkk bbyy tthhee TTrriisskkeell AArrttss CCeenn--

ttrree iinn CCoorrkk,, IIrreellaanndd??

While screening my film De Profundis at the Cork International

Film Festival I met the Artistic Director of the Triskel Arts Cen-

tre who was interested in my work with composers.  I was invit-

ed  to participate in a festival of new music and was asked to

screen my Films for Music for Film and to reconfigure IMUSI-
CIRCUS into a gallery installation. This was one of the center-

pieces of the Rhizome Festival in Cork, through the Triskel Arts

Centre. We did the opening night with a live presentation, with

traditional Celtic musicians, with other Cage performers.  These

performers were kind of like rock stars, but they knew Cage and

had performed in Cage ensembles.  So there was an interesting

combination of musics.  The orginal Roaratorio  also used Celtic

musicians so I thought it was a nice homage to Cage.  However,

it was intended as a gallery installation with five monitors and

the sound from the major live performances. 

IINNTTEENNTTIIOONN

MMuucchh ooff CCaaggee’’ss wwoorrkk eexxpplloorreess nnoonn--iinntteennttiioonn,, ffoorr eexxaammppllee

eemmppllooyyiinngg tthhee II CChhiinngg iinn tthhee cchhaannccee sseelleeccttiioonn ooff ssoouunnddss..  YYoouurr

wwoorrkk bbeeggiinnss wwiitthh iinntteennttiioonn ooff ccrreeaattiinngg aa ppoorrttrraaiitt ooff CCaaggee aanndd hhiiss

iiddeeaass..  HHooww ddiidd yyoouu ddeeffiinnee cchhaannccee pprroocceedduurreess oorr ccrriitteerriiaa tthhaatt

ddeetteerrmmiinneedd tthhee aappppeeaarraanncceess aanndd ddiissaappppeeaarraanncceess ooff ddiiffffeerreenntt

iimmaaggeess??  HHooww rraannddoomm wweerree tthheeyy mmeeaanntt ttoo bbee??  IIff tthheeyy wweerree

mmeeaanntt ttoo bbee eesssseennttiiaallllyy rraannddoomm,, wwhhaatt cchhaannccee pprroocceedduurreess ddiidd

yyoouu ddeeffiinnee ffoorr tthheeiirr aappppeeaarraannccee aanndd ddiissaappppeeaarraannccee??  WWeerree tthhee

ffiivvee oonnee--hhoouurr vviiddeeooss ddiissttiinnccttllyy ddiiffffeerreenntt ffrroomm oonnee aannootthheerr——

bbaasseedd oonn ddiiffffeerreenntt tteexxttss oorr iiddeeaass??

In his work, John often looked for numbers so he could enact

chance procedures.  For example there is Imaginary Landscape
No. 4 for 12 radios and 24 players There were two players on

each radio, one adjusting the dial and one adjusting the volume;

they were all on stopwatches. Interestingly, that piece is still

performed and of course, where it is performed and the era of

the performance creates a completely different landscape.

That is the brilliance of Cage; even though it’s chance, things

seemed to work out in a pretty remarkable way.  He was not

using truly random procedures, but a set of methods or ways to

put things into action or to create sound. He was less interest-

ed in tonality or harmony, emanating from his frustration with

not "getting" the idea of being a composer and working with

harmony.  

When Cage did a film he gave instructions for the camera—

aperture settings and so on.  For example, in his film Chesspiece

in which he was playing chess with Teeny Duchamp with a cam-

era mounted above them, ninety-five percent of the film is over

or underexposed, in pure white or pure black.  Film has a nar-

row latitude –a couple of stops– in which you can see an image.

I thought he wouldn’t do that in music.  He would start with a

good recording and then enact chance procedures on its pres-

ence; the music might be present only ten percent or one hun-

dred percent, but there would always be a quality sound. So, I

thought it important to start with an image first, and deal with

percentages of presence.  In the videos images get masked and

revealed and there are lots of things running beneath all the

time that you are not seeing.  What gets masked over is analo-

gous to Cage’s idea that what is not heard is just as important as

what is heard. So I used chance procedures on images that had

the ability to be present or not

In Cirus On Metaphors on Vision choices of images were based

upon the mesostics—places named in the text.  I had been trav-

eling all over the world and always carried my camera with me

and it turned out I had shot film in every place Stan Brakhage

spoke of in his text.  So I created a library of images of those

places and also of the types of images or concepts spoken of in

Metaphors on Vision. I took this inventory of images to the

Experimental Television Center and worked on transferring

them to video, slowing the images down using variable speed

projectors, using rear screen projections, and created a live

camera feed off the rear screen into a matrix used to mix and

layer video.  There are a lot of electronic and hand made early

video devices, many created by Nam June Paik at the Experi-

mental Television Center.  During a residency there I learned to

use the tools available, such as luminous keyers, frame buffers

and so on.  This was my first foray into video so this was exper-

imental machinery that was used to alter the look of the video

and to layer it.  Finally, I found tools in video that mirrored my

“The project is about trying to create and

explore what an equal and parallel space

could be between music and image; music is

not in a supporting role here, as it is in a typ-

ical narrative or experimental movie.”

                                                                                                              



film esthetic.  It’s different now with use of a computer, but these

tools were unavailable to video previously.

It was exciting to set things in motion in this way, always using

John Cage’s image as a filter or a mask.  That, to me, was parallel

to writing through a text.  When I distilled the entire Metaphors
on Vision, I used John Cage’s name.  Writing a mesostic employs

some strict rules: using John Cage’s name, you go to the first word

in the text containing a j that does not begin or end with the let-

ter. But there is an arbitrary aspect where you can choose words

on either side of the word, allowing you some input.  It’s not just

a simple distillation method, but you can have your own presence

and your own involvement. The poetic aspect of your endeavor is

then allowed to speak a bit. Cage’s distillation of Finnegan’s
Wake, using the mesostic, is considered one of the best, captur-

ing the spirit more than any other distillation.

SSoo tthheenn oonnee ggooeess bbaacckk ttoo tthhee qquueessttiioonn,, wwhhaatt iiss cchhaannccee?? WWee aarree ssoo

aattttuunneedd ttoo tthhee iiddeeaa tthhaatt eevveerryytthhiinngg mmuusstt bbee oorriiggiinnaall iinn ccrreeaattiioonn,,

bbuutt hheerree tthhee aarrttiisstt’’ss hhaanndd iiss ccrreeaattiinngg aa ddiiffffeerreenntt sseett ooff ssttrruuccttuurreess..

So once I set up everything, worked with all the layers, deter-

mined what made sense, using John’s image and the other

footage, I ended up making seventeen different 40-minute tapes.

Each one has a different tonality, different presence.  Then, using

the I Ching, we did the editing.  For example, to create the first of

the five videotapes used in the piece, the I Ching told me to use 0

minutes: 0 seconds to 1 minute: 32 seconds of tape 14 beginning at

30 minutes: 10 seconds, so that becomes the first cut.  So the

whole compilation edit of the five tapes used comes from all the

17 tapes.  

TThhaatt mmeetthhoodd ssoouunnddss rraannddoomm,, bbuutt tthhee rreessuullttiinngg ttaappeess ddoo nnoott llooookk

rraannddoomm..

No, it’s seamless.  In Cork, a reviewer came to me and said he

had come with great skepticism.  He said, "After a few minutes

I thought, OK, I’ve seen it.  I get it. it’s all these bright colors.

And then I got transfixed. At the end I was crying.  Somehow

you managed to capture the essence of Cage and his ideas, and

presented a kind of life to us."  That was quite a beautiful thing

for him to say… to be moved in that way.  I’m all for moving

people. Cage was not necessarily about that, but it was my

portrait of him.  I’m interested in developing a real collabora-

tion with the subject matter and the methods.  I try to be very

faithful to the musical scores, to the composer, to the musical

form.  The project is about trying to create and explore what

an equal and parallel space could be between music and

image; music is not in a supporting role here, as it is in a typi-

cal narrative or experimental movie.  That’s been my struggle

and my intention for all of the Film for Music for Film series.

And the IMUSICIRCUS tapes are part of that series. With the

film Ryoanji I use a different approach—the score is for an

ensemble of soloists and the film is another soloist.

TTRRAANNSSLLAATTIIOONN

YYoouu uussee tthhee wwoorrdd ""ttrraannssllaattiioonn"" ttoo ddeessccrriibbee tthhee wwoorrkk,, tthhee ttrraannssllaa--

ttiioonn ooff aa ssccoorree ffoorr mmuussiicc ttoo aa ffiillmmiicc ssccoorree aanndd ooff CCaaggee’’ss iiddeeaass aanndd

aaeesstthheettiiccss iinn ssoouunndd ttoo tthhee vviissuuaall rreeaallmm..  TTeellll mmoorree aabboouutt yyoouurr

iinntteerreesstt iinn tthhiiss ttrraannssllaattiioonn,, iinn ccoonnttrraasstt wwiitthh tthhee uussuuaall rroollee ooff

mmuussiicc iinn ffiillmm..

t’s always about translation, but the initial impetus for doing Film
for Music for Film was that I constantly saw composers’ works get

chopped up and used in support of some other narrative device.

I’ve even seen experimental filmmakers use music in a supportive

role.  This goes back to Eisenstein, who thought about it and did-

n’t know if it could really be done.  Some of the

films in the series succeed more than others.

Some scores don’t leave much room for me and

the making of it was a struggle, as it was in De
Profundis.  Trying to fit to that very dynamic

piece, very present piece by Frederic Rzewski,

and create the translation was the challenge of

Part II. (a 32-minute scored piece for vocalizing

pianist, which is  a setting of excerpts from

Oscar Wilde’s prison letter.)

The entirety of it is sensory overload, more

than one can absorb in any one viewing. Say a

few words about the use of the word ‘circus’—

on the surface, analogous to circus rings, where

the viewer places his or her attention or allows

it to drift or to become transfixed, as that

reviewer had— and the sensory experience.  In this piece, what

were the issues, contradictions or overlaps in the media?

The gallery installation becomes yet another translation.  The

original presentation included live music, in fact, a whole arena

filled with musicians and performers, we even built a pool on the

stage for Pool Piece, there was a naked opera singer, along with

live saxophone and banjo …There was a lot vying for the audi-

ence member’s attention. So, I wanted a pull towards the visual

that had an equal presence with the performer.  So now we’re

translating into this austere space—where you are not distracted

by performers moving around, and by other actions happening—

putting together all of the sound from the various performances.

It’s a kind of winnowing down, a kind of distillation.  You might

say it’s now so concentrated it needs to be diluted, but I don’t

think so –just a different focus.  I think it works, but I wanted to

present this to the world as a simplistic presentation where peo-

ple could experience the sound and the images. People have com-

mented very positively, saying that it really honors Cage and his

ideas.  Ten years later it still feels incredibly faithful to his ideas.

AAss iinn,, ffoorr eexxaammppllee,, tthhee sseettttiinngg ooff tthhee vviiddeeooss aanndd aauuddiioottaappeess ttoo

bbeeggiinn aanndd eenndd aatt aannyy ttiimmee,, iinn nnoo ppaarrttiiccuullaarr ssyynncchhrroonniizzaattiioonn wwiitthh

oonnee aannootthheerr??

Yes, that’s another random element. That’s why the audio is not

on the video track, so they can have a freedom all their own.

AAUUDDIIEENNCCEE

DDoo yyoouu hhaavvee aa ppaarrttiiccuullaarr aauuddiieennccee iinn mmiinndd tthhaatt yyoouu wwaanntt ttoo

rreeaacchh?? 

It straddles two audiences—people very interested in Cage’s

music (he had a strong presence here in Buffalo) and the visual

arts where Cage also had a strong influence.  I also wanted to

bring the Avantgarde film image into the New Music world.. The

new music world includes the Club Foot Orchestra and the Alloy 

Orchestra thatperform music to films.  Some make sense, like Bal-
let Mécanique, but if you just do Metropolis over and over. it

reduces film to one of its original elements, that of entertain-

ment.  Coming from a serious engagement with film as its own art

practice distinct from movies, I wanted to go into the new music

world with these visual ideas, and be a player in that world. 

WWhhaatt rreessppoonnsseess ddoo yyoouu eexxppeecctt ffrroomm yyoouurr aauuddiieennccee?? 

First of all, I’ve learned that you can’t expect anything.  With De
Profundis, at the Eastman House, there were 500 people in the

audience and I had just finished it the week before. It was double

billed with a short, lesbian comedy.  Half the people were there

for the maker of the short film, Chris Russo, and clearly they were

not there for my film.  Within twenty minutes of the beginning of

my film I had completely cleared the house.  They fled in droves.

So I thought this is either a complete work of genius, or I’m total-

ly screwed. I had literally worked on this thing for four years and

had come out of the darkroom finally with this magnum opus, and

they all left.  Maybe 80 people were left at the end.  But it led to

a new way of dealing with audiences; I figured the best thing at a

moment like that is to do some stand-up comedy.  Some people

were really into it, and others stayed out of sheer angst and hos-

tility.  Some were screaming at me.

I don’t know. Once a piece of art is put out into the world, it has a

life of its own.  No matter what your intentions as a filmmaker, there

is a certain degree where audience response isn’t relevant any more,

you just have to let people have their own experience with it. Work-

ing in the visual medium with Cage, and his distrust of that, I wanted

to come through with something that was, on the first level, faithful.

Secondly, I wanted to create an esthetic work that felt like my own.

So I wasn’t even thinking audience.  I know with Cage the audience

can go either way.  People walked out on his stuff all the time, even

today when he is part of the canon.  But if I intended to please any-

one, it would have been John or myself.  Even when we did it in New

York, we had such trouble in the beginning because even the musi-

cians who were expert musicians, very familiar with Cage’s work,

came to the piece with great skepticism.  During rehearsal it was

pandemonium.  Douglas Cohen had to convince them that we had

our own expertise and were not just coming out of nowhere.  It

helped the musicians’ mood that there was a full house for the per-

formance, it got a good review, and the audience was totally with it.

That’s the great thing about New York—there’s a knowledgeable

audience.  So, they got it; they loved it!  The musicians turned

around and said, "This may be the best Cage event we’ve ever done."

HHooww lloonngg ddoo yyoouu wwiisshh ppeeooppllee wwoouulldd eexxppeerriieennccee tthhee wwoorrkk??  

It was always intended in live performance to be a 70-minute

piece. The videos in live performance were staggered.

WWOORRKK

HHooww ddooeess tthhiiss ppiieeccee ffiitt wwiitthh yyoouurr pprreevviioouuss wwoorrkk,, aanndd hhooww ddooeess

iitt sshhaappee yyoouurr ccuurrrreenntt aanndd ffuuttuurree wwoorrkk??  

It gave me permission on one level, and on another level it

taught me to trust my instincts and to trust the images.  The

images all have something to reveal.  There are so many varia-

tions on how to put something together, and we anguish over is

this the right connection or not.  There are different approach-

es.  Music composition is like film editing for me, where you are

developing a crescendo or a movement, connecting one shot to

the next, deciding whether to cut on a dominant or recessive

theme, color or image.  I think very musically, since that is my

training. (I used to play the piano and once was a master crafts-

man of piano restoration.)  That’s how I approach film.

That led me to other areas, in which I worked with Cage on spe-

cial preparations for the piano to perform Ryoanji live, in which

I would be the percussionist, using one end of a piano with sole-

noids stuck into the strings.  So, I’ve been around composers.  I

used to read scores, just to read them, especially the beautiful

scores of George Crumb.  Those are very visual pieces. 

WWhheerree mmiigghhtt tthhiiss iinnssttaallllaattiioonn ppiieeccee ttrraavveell??

Now that the Cage piece has been transferred from tape and dig-

itized, it can travel in the form of DVDs.  It may become part of the

repertoire through the Cage Foundation.  

WWhhaatt iiss ccoommiinngg uupp ffoorr yyoouu??

Well, I’m the Executive Director of CEPA Gallery in Buffalo, so I’m

working on grants, Development issues and we

have a major exhibit opening this week that will be

part of an auction next month and then a big Queer

art show. The work for this event can be seen at

www.cepagallery.com.  So that keeps me quite busy.

But I am working on another film titled Crossing

with Douglas Cohen that explores the erotic politics

of Sailor hazing rituals, which will be very interest-

ing  Also, I have an exhibition of prints from the

series De Profundis coming up at  St. Lawrence Uni-

versity in Canton, NY (dates are August 19 - Septem-

ber 30, 2004).

WWhheerree ccaann ppeeooppllee lleeaarrnn mmoorree aabboouutt yyoouurr wwoorrkk??

www.lawrencebrose.com or a Google search are

two ways to read about my work.  The latest Millen-
nium Film Journal is dedicated to Brakhage and Les-

bian and Gay Experimental Cinema. Scott McDonald has written

his interviews, called Critical Cinemas, of experimental filmmak-

ers, and the next issue will have an interview with me.  NYFA has

just published a cover story about my work in the April issue of

their quarterly FYI that can be seen on the NYFA web site. 

__________________________________________________________

CHRISTINE SEVILLA is an author, photographer, teacher, informa-

tion designer and is a regular contributor to Afterimage.
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