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The Juilliard-trained cellist Charlotte Moorman
sat nude behind a cello of carved ice, performed
while dangling from helium-filled balloons, and
deployed an array of instruments and sounds on
The Mike Douglas Show that included her cello, a
whistle, a cap gun, a gong, and a belch. She did
a striptease while playing Bach in Nam June Paik’s
Sonata for Adults Only. In the 1960s, Moorman
(1933—1991) became famous for her madcap (and
often unclothed) performance antics; less famous
but more significant is Moorman’s transformative
influence on contemporary performance practice—
and her dedication to the idea that avant-garde
art should reach the widest possible audience. In
Topless Cellist, the first book to explore Moorman'’s
life and work, Joan Rothfuss rediscovers, and recov-
ers, the legacy of an extraordinary American artist.
Moorman's arrest in 1967 for performing top-
less made her a water-cooler conversation starter,
but before her tabloid fame she was a star of the
avant-garde performance circuit, with a reper-
toire of pieces by, among others, Yoko Ono, Joseph
Beuys, John Cage, and Paik, her main artistic
partner. Moorman invented a new mode of perfor-
mance that combined classical rigor, jazz improvi-
sation, and avant-garde experiment—informed by
intuition, daring, and love of spectacle. Moorman’s
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for Paul and Leon

WRITERS OF FICTION GENERALLY MUST STICK TO PROBABILITIES, MORE OR
LESS, BUT IN REAL LIFE THERE ARE NO SUCH LIMITATIONS. THE IMPOSSIBLE
HAPPENS CONTINUALLY. —W.B. SEABROOK, THE MAGIC ISLAND
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Forewonrd

YOKO ONO

In 1961 Norman Seaman said he would produce my piece Of a Grapefruit in
the World of Park at Carnegie Recital Hall if I could get Charlotte to do the
dirty work. “She’s good,” he said. Of a Grapefruit in the World of Park had
already been presented that year at the Village Gate but not in an uptown
music hall like the Carnegie.

I went to Charlotte and asked if she would do it. She wasn't too eager.
She was cute. She said she didn’t mind doing a concert for a guy, but doing
it for a woman composer was not fun. I told her I would pay twenty-five
dollars a week. She added, “And a bottle of Scotch.” I said yes. So she ac-
cepted the deal. Twenty-five dollars, by the way, was a lot for me. In those
days, rent for a nice enough apartment was about twenty-five to thirty dol-
lars a month. In any case, that was all I could pay then. Her asking for a
bottle of Scotch was just style. It's like a rock musician now saying, “and
good drugs, please,” even if he or she was not taking any drugs.

I didn’t expect her to understand the avant-garde thing [ was doing,
she didn’t have to, and I didn’t explain. Both she and I worked like hell
late into the nights—doing the envelopes, getting the musicians together,
etc. The day of the concert she produced her cello, sat with it in my small
room, and said, “Now tell me exactly what I should do.” I didn’t think she
would be interested in performing because she was a classical cellist. [ was
surprised but thought, “Why not?” So I told her what I wanted her to do.
She got it.

In early 1962, I went back to Tokyo. When I returned to New York in
1964, | discovered that Charlotte had produced concerts of all the other
avant-garde composers while I was gone. Most of them were guys who were
rather mean and nasty to me. She knew that. So I was hurt. I felt like she
had betrayed me. So I said, “Charlotte, why did you do that?” She looked
at me, wide eyed, and said “Yoko, I was lonely.” I still remember how she



looked at me. I forgave her instantly. We all knew we did crazy things when
we were lonely.

Charlotte had become a very important person in the avant-garde by
starting a thing called the Avant-Garde Festival. Whenever I visited her,
there were always a few very good-looking men, sitting there, waiting for
the Queen to recognize them. They were all artists who wanted to be in
the avant-garde festival. Charlotte would offer me a seat next to her, and
we would chat. She didn’t care a hook about the guys who were waiting.
Charlotte always called me and said, “Yoko, you have to put something in
the festival.” She insisted. At the time, | must say I was in a bit of a difficult
situation. Being a mother can be a full-time thing, especially if you have
to earn a living as well. So when I did not respond to her requests, she
would call me and say, “I'm putting your work in anyway.” She was like that.
When I got busy with John & Yoko stutf, Charlotte still kept performing Cut
Piece everywhere she went with a vengeance. She even kept the pieces of
the dresses in plastic bags. It seemed that she was obsessed with Cut Piece.

When John went to L.A. in 1974, Charlotte called me and asked what
was happening. She thought I definitely had to date somebody. She in-
vited me to dinner at her place that night. I thought we were just going to
have girls’ chat. I didn’t think it would be like what I discovered it to be.
In no time, she had gotten three handsome guys to come to dinner. They
were all composers or something. When I went home, which I did rather
quickly, Charlotte called and asked if there was anybody I liked. I said, “No,
Charlotte. It was so embarrassing. You must have told them why they were
invited!” Charlotte swore blind that she hadn’t told them anything. But I
suppose it was not hard for them to guess. The guest list was three guys and
me! Well, I didn’t like it at all, but Charlotte was like that. But she always
meant well.

Toward the end of her life, Charlotte performed Cut Piece on the roof
somewhere. I didnt go, but everybody went, including my son, Sean. There
is a film of it, but I don’'t want to see it and I never will. It's too sad for me to
watch. I want to remember us as the beatnik girls who had great fun in the
"60s, before we became such Queens.

X FOREWORD
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Introduction

At twelve o'clock noon on November 12, 1969, a short, buxom woman in a
floor-length taffeta evening gown strode onto the set of the Mike Douglas
Show, a nationally syndicated talk show that was then taped in the base-
ment studio of KYW-TV in Philadelphia. She made her way to the center of
a cluttered stage setup that was anchored on one side by a World War 11—
era surplus practice bomb, and on the other by a coatrack hung with cans,
squeeze toys, a gong, sponges, and other noisemakers. Arranged on the
floor between them was a miscellany of everyday objects: a tape player, a
phonograph, a frying pan and bowl of eggs, a bottle of Pepsi-Cola, a cym-
bal, a garbage can lid, microphone stands, amplifiers. With an air of fo-
cused concentration, the woman sat down behind a music stand, to which
were tied a few inflated balloons, and opened a large, battered folder con-
taining her sheet music. Then she picked up a cello and forcefully sounded
two scratchy opening notes, thus beginning what was surely the oddest
musical number ever seen by Douglas’s studio audience.

During her five-minute performance she blew a razzer and a whistle,
rang a bell, fired a cap gun, struck the gong and garbage can lid with her
bow, and played a tape recording of a ship’s foghorn. She fried the eggs,
swigged the Pepsi, and belched while holding a microphone to her throat.
Occasionally, she bowed or plucked the strings of her cello. She moved
around her one-woman orchestra quickly and efficiently, tossing the cym-
bal to the floor with a crash, leaning toward the coatrack to squeeze the
sponges (no audible sound was produced), and stroking the bomb with a
bunch of plastic flowers as if it were her cello. For the finale she stood up
and vigorously swung a hammer at a pane of glass, shattering it. Douglas
and his other guests watched with exaggerated disbelief, jaws agape; the
studio audience tittered and guffawed.'



Douglas had introduced the woman as Charlotte Moorman, a classi-
cally trained musician who would be performing that afternoon as “a Hap-
pening cellist.” He opened their post-performance conversation with the
question that must have been in the minds of everyone in that basement
studio: “Charlotte, are you serious about your music?”

MOORMAN HAD BEEN invited to Douglas’s show because she was a curi-
osity: a rigorously trained cellist from Little Rock, Arkansas, who had at-
tended the renowned Juilliard School and then, somehow, morphed into a

New York-based avant-gardist who was known for extraordinary perfor-
mative antics. A onetime devotee of Brahms and Bach, she now performed

pieces by the likes of John Cage and Yoko Ono that fell far outside the limits

of what most people called music. During the 1960s she was the darling
of the avant-garde performance circuit, with an up-to-the-minute reper-
toire of works, many of them written for her, by Joseph Beuys, Earle Brown,
Giuseppe Chiari, Philip Corner, Takehisa Kosugi, Jim McWilliams, and La

Monte Young, as well as Cage, Ono, and others. Her main artistic partner,
the Korean composer and video artist Nam June Paik, had composed for
her a series of subversive “postmusical” works that were visual as well as

aural and prominently featured Moorman’s body, usually with an empha-
sis on her sexuality. In Paik’s Sonata for Adults Only, for example, she did a

striptease while playing Bach on her cello, and in his four-act Opera Sex-
tronique she played while partially nude. During a performance of the lat-
ter in 1967, she had been arrested by plainclothes policemen and charged

with lewd behavior. For a short time after that, she had been a nationwide

water-cooler joke known as the Topless Cellist.

For Douglas’s show Moorman played a short excerpt from a more dec-
orous composition by John Cage, 26'1.1499" for a String Player (1953-1955),
whose score includes a line for noninstrumental sounds of the performer’s
choice. She had been playing the piece since 1963 and over the years had
transformed it into a situation comedy of sounds and sights—hence the egg
frying, the pistol shot, the bomb, and the belches, as well as the purely
decorative balloons. She tended to approach a composer’s score as merely
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a starting point for her own intuitive, embroidered realization, which fluc-
tuated with the context, the audience, the weather, and her own physical

and emotional state. She did not set out purposely to thwart the composers’
instructions; she had been trained to follow a score as precisely as possi-
ble and she always claimed that she did. But Moorman was nearly helpless

before her own irrepressible onstage self, an avatar that was quickened by
her intuition, wit, daring, and love of spectacle, not to mention her deep

craving to be at the center of attention. In her performances, high spirits

trumped good intentions, and this nearly always produced disorder. For
these reasons, Moorman’s contemporaries had mixed opinions of her work.
Paik, Corner, and others applauded her unpredictable ebullience; for the

same reason, Cage and many in his circle detested her version of 26'1.1499"
for a String Player. These mixed critical responses should not be seen as

a failing on her part. As a performing artist, Moorman hewed to no es-
tablished mode of behavior. Instead she invented a new one that blended

classical rigor, jazz improvisation, and avant-garde experiment with her
own powerful image and aura. More than most instrumentalists do, Moor-
man became the works she performed, and thus every work she performed

belonged partly to her.

Moorman told Mike Douglas that she was, indeed, serious about her
work. This was an understatement. “Serious” does not begin to suggest
her fervent dedication to her self-assigned mission: to bring avant-garde
art to the broadest possible audience. Forget playing only to the cogno-
scenti; she wanted every living man, woman, and child to be exposed to
the art of his or her own time. To this end Moorman performed all over
the world in unorthodox venues from prisons to shopping malls. Although
the works she played were challenging, she never condescended to her au-
dience. Instead, she reminded them that the classics had once been new,
too. “I would give anything to have been the first to perform Brahms'’s
Double Concerto,” she asserted. “Since I couldn’t do that, I am satisfied
and thrilled to play the newest and most exciting music of our time. In fact,
it'’s what I live for.”* To further promote experimental art (and support its
creators), she produced fifteen Avant Garde Festivals between 1963 and
1980, most of them staged in such public spaces as Central Park and Shea



Stadium. “I get especially thrilled when children come,” she said of these
events. "I feel we've really accomplished something.”s Would any other
artist of her generation have made that statement?

Moorman had a vision that art should be open, available, free, and fun.
Since she understood the appeal of live, light entertainment, she made
certain that her festivals included at least one spectacular moment, usually
featuring herself in some feathered, flamboyant costume. She performed
atrapeze stunt at the Shea Stadium festival and submerged herself and her
cello in a tank of pungent East River water during a festival staged at New
York City’s South Street Seaport. Her madcap solo performances included
works in which she was coated in chocolate frosting, nude behind a cello
carved of ice, and dangling in the air while suspended from a bunch of
helium-filled balloons. The flamboyance of these works still draws mixed
reactions from her peers. One friend compared her to the ostentatious
entertainer Liberace; the artist Larry Miller, on the other hand, admir-
ingly gives her credit for introducing kitsch into avant-garde art.* Certainly
Moorman is a pivotal figure whose drive to popularize experimental art
during the 1960s and 1970s played a key role in the gradual, postwar death
of the avant-garde. Her specific influence can be seen in the continued in-
tersection of performance art and New Music. Indeed, there are many com-
positions—for example, Karlheinz Stockhausen’s Harlekin, written in 1975
for a dancing clarinetist—that might not exist without Moorman’s example.

During Moorman’s conversation with Mike Douglas on that November
afternoon in 1969, he asked her if the cello was an uncomfortable instru-
ment to play. “Itlooks so terrible for alady to play one of those,” he explained.
Moorman tipped her head slightly, gave Douglas her best naughty-girl smile,
and purred, “Feels good.” The only other female guest on the show, the
singer and actress Liza Minnelli, giggled conspiratorially.

Moorman’s work matured during the mid- to late 1960s, when second-
wave feminist ideology and artistic practices were just coming into being.
As an independent, inventive, ambitious, and very active female artist whose
work made defiant use of her sexuality, she might seem an obvious pro-
tofeminist figure. But Moorman never understood herself or her work as
feminist. Coquetry was second nature to her, and some of her feminist
peers feel that she allowed herself to be used by the male artists with whom
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she collaborated. Moorman saw no shame in this; on at least one occasion
she proudly stated that Paik considered her to be one of his artworks, and
that as far as she was concerned he could do what he pleased with her body
and herimage.5 Still, the fact remains that Moorman’s performances helped
to liberate the image of female sexuality from the realms of erotica and pa-
thology, the “exclusionary structures” that artist Carolee Schneemann, an
acknowledged pioneer of feminist art and a contemporary of Moorman’s,
has said helped to provoke her own work during the 1960s.°

All of these internal paradoxes make Moorman a fascinating character
and one who is difficult to pigeonhole. With a few exceptions, she does not
appear in histories of twentieth-century music. In the history of visual art,
she is at best a sidebar and more often a footnote in considerations of work
by Nam June Paik, John Cage, Yoko Ono, and the also-indefinable Fluxus
group. Feminist scholars have mostly ignored her, and histories of perfor-
mance art, a relatively new field of scholarship, seem to take her work for
granted without delving very deeply into its methods or meaning.’

As an art historian whose focus has been mixed-media art of the 1960s
and 1970s, I became aware of Moorman during the early 1990s while re-
searching an exhibition on Fluxus for the Walker Art Center in Minne-
apolis. Moorman’s bizarre vocation and the unusual trajectory of her life
intrigued me. But the idea to write her biography did not occur to me until
adecade later, in 2001, when I saw cellist and composer Joan Jeanrenaud’s
revival of Ice Music (1972), a standard work in Moorman’s repertoire. The
performance began with a strange vignette: Jeanrenaud, wearing a black
wetsuit, sat on a low platform with a cello-shaped block of ice between her
legs. Over the course of the next two hours she destroyed the ice cello by

“playing” it with a saw, file, and pickaxe. Her violent attacks on the instru-

ment were amplified, as was the dripping of water from the melting ice.
When the cello was reduced to a heap of ice chunks in a puddle, the piece
was finished. As I watched, I thought of Moorman’s own performances,
which I knew had been done in the nude, and marveled at the brio with
which she must have lived her life. I wished that someone had written her
biography so that I could read it. Impulsively, I decided to write it myself.

What follows is the story I found. It is as factually accurate as I could make
it, using raw material mined from archives, libraries, and the memories of



people who knew Moorman. (I never met her, or saw her perform.) And yet
it is also, like every biography, incomplete and speculative. Incomplete be-
cause I could never have discovered every document or interviewed every
person who had something to say about Moorman. Speculative because the
motives that propel any life are ultimately unknowable, and no amount of
study would have revealed the “real” Moorman.

In 2003, early on in my research, I interviewed the American com-
poser Benjamin Patterson, who was a friend of Moorman’s. Tucked in with
the anecdotes, insights, and opinions he shared was a warning. “It will be
difficult getting a fix on who she was.”® At the time I didn’t realize in how
many ways he was right. I never did get that fix, and so much the better.

This story, then, is both Moorman’s and mine. It is one among many

that could be told. Others, I hope, will follow.

6 INTRODUCTION















Good Music and
Small Towns

CHARLOTTE MOORMAN WAS BORN ON THE MILD EVENING OF NOVEM-
BER 18, 1933, AT BAPTIST STATE HOSPITAL IN LITTLE ROCK, ARKANSAS.
SHE WAS DARK-HAIRED, PLUMP, AND DIMPLED, THE CHERISHED ONLY
child of James Roy “Jerry” Moorman and Julia Vivian Kelly. They gave her a
lovely, lilting name, Madeline Charlotte, and nicknamed her Mattie. After
a few years everyone called her Charlotte.

Charlotte’s matrilineal line can be traced through documents—birth
certificates, obituaries, letters, and handwritten lists of names with birth
and death dates—that survive in her archive.' Through these papers we
know that Vivian, as Charlotte’s mother was called, was born in 1908 in
Hope, Arkansas, to Dr. John Luther Kelly, a Louisiana man whose med-
ical practice specialized in “diseases of women and children,” and Lillie
Edna Lowe, the daughter of a prosperous Civil War veteran who owned a



watermelon plantation in Magnolia, Arkansas. Young Charlotte was cap-
tivated by her grandmother’s recollections of plantation life, from de-
tails about the cultivation and storage of watermelons to evocative tales of
“male Negro servants” appearing on the family’s porch on sultry summer
evenings to serenade them with guitars, fiddles, and “plantation songs” in
hopes they might be rewarded with homemade cakes.? Charlotte’s South-
ern roots ran deep on her mother’s side. Perhaps the same was true of her
father’s kin. But no identifiable traces of the Moorman family exist among
Charlotte’s papers.

Jerry Moorman and Vivian Kelly married around 1930. Lillie Edna, by
then long widowed, came to Little Rock to live with the newlyweds. After
Charlotte’s birth the family occupied an apartment on the second floor of
a brick house at 3115 West Markham, a busy street in the Little Rock com-
mercial district known as Stifft Station. Vivian worked as an accountant
for the state welfare department; Jerry was a salesman—cars, real estate,
and insurance. Since both parents worked during the day, Charlotte’s up-
bringing was entrusted to Lillie Edna, whom she later called her favorite
parent.3 “I wanted so much to love my mother as much as I did my grand-
mother,” Charlotte later confessed, “but I just didn’t. [...] My grandmother
had raised me. She was everything.”* Vivian was Mother, but Lillie Edna
was Mommye.

In 1943 ten-year-old Charlotte attended a string quartet recital by a
group of her schoolmates. Years later she told a reporter that she had been
enchanted by the sweet sound of the violin and decided at that moment to
become a concert violinist.5 Her first teacher was Miss Katherine Lincoln,
head of the orchestra department at Pulaski Heights Junior High School
and proprietress of a studio for beginning string students, which she ran
out of her apartment near downtown Little Rock. Miss Lincoln always had
a surfeit of aspiring violinists, so Charlotte took up the cello instead. It was
an impractical choice: the instrument, her classmates remember, was al-
most as big as she was. Worse, playing it required her to spread her legs in
front of an audience. At the time, this was considered slightly risqué, and
some of her more ladylike friends began to think of her as bold.*

In October 1946, just before her thirteenth birthday, Charlotte audi-
tioned for the fledgling Arkansas State Symphony and won a seat in the
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FIGURE 1.1

Charlotte Moorman, ca. 1935. Photo by W. H. Duke Studio, Little Rock. Courtesy
Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of Special
Collections, Northwestern University Library.



cello section as a student apprentice. She succeeded not because she was
a prodigy—she always freely admitted that she was not—but because the
orchestra was young and needed cellists. The symphony’s schedule in-
cluded twice-weekly rehearsals and monthly forays into greater Arkansas.
“We traveled on chartered buses,” Charlotte wrote in a school essay, “ate
and slept in the best of hotels, and brought good music to small towns.”
At home they performed in a three-thousand-seat hall inside Robinson
Memorial Auditorium, an imposing Greek revival pile in downtown Little
Rock. Charlotte served for a time as the symphony’s librarian, managing
correspondence and keeping track of sheet music. When the Symphony
Guild staged a statewide membership drive in 1949, she was among those
who went door-to-door for donations of one dollar and up.®
Lucy Purvis Hughes, a childhood friend and a violinist who sometimes
practiced with Charlotte at the Moormans” home, remembers that playing
with the symphony seemed to galvanize her friend’s ambition. “She began
to put more time into her practice—voluntarily—and became more profi-
cient. She began to really develop her talent at around this time.” Was it a
coincidence that her parents disappeared from her emotional landscape
at just this moment? Jerry Moorman, whom young Charlotte idolized, was
a tubercular. He had been quarantined at least once during the 1930s at
Arkansas’s state sanatorium, which was situated in a remote area high in
the Ouachita Mountains.” On October 25, 1946, just after Charlotte had
won her seat in the symphony, Jerry died at the sanatorium. And after her
daddy died, her mother began to drink.
Charlotte felt the withdrawal of her mother’s attention as a violent loss.
“All these [medical] students of my grandfather’s tried to help my mother,
but they ended up really murdering her,” she later recalled. “They didn’t give
her tranquilizers. [...] They didn't want her to get hooked on pills. So they
told her to drink wine every night before she went to sleep. I saw my mother
become an alcoholic. It was an awful thing to see her die before my eyes.™
Charlotte did not actually see her mother die. She was not present when Viv-
ian passed away, in 1981, in a Little Rock nursing home. But the metaphor is
apt. A drunken mother can be nearly as unavailable as a dead mother.
It would be a decade before Vivian’s drinking reached a crisis point.
Meanwhile she continued to work at the welfare department, and Lillie Edna
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FIGURE 1.2

Charlotte Moorman as an apprentice musician with the Arkansas State
Symphony, 1947. Symphony member Eugene Rosheger leads the class.
Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of
Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.



FIGURE 1.3

Charlotte Moorman with Lillie Edna Kelly (center) and Vivian Moorman, early
1950s. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick
Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.



took over management of the household. The three women moved out of
the apartment on West Markham and set up house in a trim little bungalow
at 219 Rosetta Street. In autumn 1948 Charlotte entered high school.

The city’s white students attended Little Rock High, whose population
consistently numbered upward of two thousand during the late 194.0s and
early 1950s. Charlotte was an A student and a member of the honor society
but never a popular girl or a school leader. Male classmates tend to recall
her ample breasts, while the women remember that her lipstick was much
too dark for a girl her age.”* Julianne Morley Honey, who was alphabetically
compelled to sit behind Charlotte for much of their school career, recalls
that her classmate dressed unfashionably in skirts that were too long and
jackets of the wrong cut, and bundled her long dark hair into a crocheted
snood, an outmoded, matronly kind of hairnet."s

Charlotte’s classmates cannot remember her having close friends of
either sex. Instead, they recall her lugging her cello down the high school’s
marbled hallways, her five-foot-two-inch body dwarfed by the instrument
that already defined her. She was not invited to join the area’s exclusive
social fraternity, whose members were mostly children of well-to-do fam-
ilies from the right neighborhoods.'* Even her peers in the state symphony
remember her as a bit of a grind, a girl who preferred to go home after re-
hearsals rather than go out for a soda with the gang.’s If not for her subse-
quent career, most of Charlotte’s classmates might not remember her at all.

In addition to playing in the symphony, which she did throughout high
school, Charlotte took part in a few extracurricular activities. Most notable
is her membership in the Southernaires, a club conceived by school ad-
ministrators as a training ground for girls in the required social graces of
the era. The Southernaires were the official hostesses for all school func-
tions. They organized dances, fundraisers, picnics, and skits, served meals
at banquets, provided the musical diversion at elegant Silver Teas, and
welcomed new students with Coca-Cola parties. These activities were de-
signed to cultivate the qualities deemed essential for successful Southern
hostesses, such as charm, friendliness, and aplomb, all of which Charlotte
would wield strategically in her later work as a producer and performer.'®

After she graduated from high school Charlotte had a brief fling with
beauty pageants. In April 1952, at age nineteen, she was crowned Little Rock’s
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Miss City Beautiful. The contest was linked to the town’s annual beauti-
fication drive, and during her two-week reign Charlotte was a ubiquitous
symbol of civic cleanliness, appearing at functions throughout the city and
waving from an open convertible during the Cleanup, Paintup and Fixup
Parade. Immediately afterward she entered the Miss Little Rock contest,
part of the network of competitions that feed the national Miss America
pageant. Contenders for the title were introduced to the community in an-
other parade, this one led by a military color guard and accompanied by
marching bands. Charlotte was eventually named one of five finalists (in
the talent competition she played cello), but she advanced no further.?

Classical music concerts, tea parties, and beauty pageants all are, fun-
damentally, performances. Each involves costumes and codified rituals of
behavior, and each is enacted before a critical audience. The power of Moor-
man’s work as an artist lies in her fusion of these three old-fashioned modes
of performance, all of which are associated with genteel Southern woman-
hood. When she later married these with the novelty of experimental art, she
invented something new.

Performance, in general, can be understood as a gift—an embodied of-
fering of one’s talent, hospitality, and time. In return the performer hopes
for the audience’s love. Charlotte’s need for devoted attention was deep
and enduring, and it critically shaped the artist and woman she would be-
come. “In the area of love,” recalled her second husband, Frank Pileggi,

“Charlotte was very needy. She loved to be loved.”*

MOORMAN’S CAREER IN experimental music has cast a very long shadow
of doubt on the strength of her musical education. Many observers of her
work have been surprised to learn that her training was, in fact, rigorous.
From her first exposure to classical music, at age ten, until she lost interest
in it at age twenty-nine, she doggedly sought out or invented new ways to
improve her technical skills. At Little Rock Junior College (LR]JC), which she
attended for one year after her graduation from high school, she loaded her
schedule with classes in music theory, music literature, and choir. She en-
rolled concurrently at Arkansas State Teachers College in Conway, making
the fifty-mile round trip once a week to take individual cello lessons.
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FIGURE 1.4

Charlotte Moorman as Little Rock's Miss City Beautiful, 1952. Courtesy
Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of Special
Collections, Northwestern University Library.



After one year at LRJC she was ready for a more challenging curricu-
lum. In spring 1952, at the urging of a high school friend, she auditioned
for and won a scholarship from the Shreveport Symphony Society, one of
only two awards offered each year to “talented players of orchestral instru-
ments who are in need of financial assistance.”? The award paid her tui-
tion at Centenary College, an estimable liberal arts school in Shreveport,
Louisiana, with close ties to the Methodist Church. Music instruction had
been offered at Centenary almost since its founding in 1825, and by the
time Charlotte arrived in 1952 the department had grown into something
of a small, private conservatory, with two degree programs, instruction in
voice, piano, wind and stringed instruments, several choral and instru-
mental ensembles, and classes in music education.

Charlotte matriculated as a candidate for the Bachelor of Music, a pro-
fessional degree for students who aspired to performing careers. Her under-
graduate work included classes in harmony, counterpoint, music history,
orchestration, and sight singing; she also studied piano and played in
chamber music ensembles for all three years she attended Centenary. Her
instructors recall a “wonderfully talented” cellist who excelled in orches-
tra and was an exceptional sight-reader.* She and two friends fitted out
their own practice room in the boxy, white frame building that housed the
School of Music. “We have a desk, chairs, cabinets, music shelves, etc. and
itlooks real nice,” she wrote to her grandmother. “All the kids hang around
in it, but we demand strict silence while we study or practice.”* Indeed,
classmates remember Charlotte as unusually dedicated to her studies, very
conscious of what was expected of her as a scholarship student, and deter-
mined to excel.** At the same time, some of them say that she was “a bit of a
bohemian” who didn’t bother following campus rules and whose behavior
shocked many of the more conservative students and faculty.” Her portrait
in the 1953 Centenary yearbook suggests that she was at least an individu-
alist: while most of the other girls wear conservative sweaters with a strand
of pearls, Charlotte stands out as a sophisticate in a high-necked blouse,
dark lipstick, and a short, asymmetrical bob.

Charlotte’s scholarship required her to play with the Shreveport Sym-
phony, whose annual program included four evening concerts, a children’s
series, a Christmas revue, and the occasional Messiah, light opera, or pops
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FIGURE 1.5

Charlotte Moorman as a sophomore at Centenary College, 1953. Courtesy
Centenary College of Louisiana Archives and Special Collections.

FIGURE 1.6

Tommy Coleman in the 1950s. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive,
Charles Deering McCormick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern
University Library.



concert. She and her friends picked up freelance jobs with symphonic
groups and pit orchestras in northern Arkansas and eastern Texas, cram-
ming themselves and their instruments into someone’s car for the drive to
Monroe, Natchitoches, Marshall, or Tyler. Charlotte also found work in Lit-
tle Rock, enlisting her mother—who was by then on the executive committee
of the Arkansas Symphony Society—as an informal agent. The jobs ranged
from touring Broadway musicals to drawing-room recitals, and included
several appearances on The Pause That Refreshes, a Coca-Cola-sponsored
television program produced in Little Rock and hosted by the Australian
soprano Marjorie Lawrence. Charlotte’s hectic schedule was possible partly
because she had developed a network of loyal (mostly male) Centenary
classmates who were willing to step in when she needed them to lend her
money, give her a ride, type her term papers, or otherwise help manage
her life. One of them recalled, “Charlotte could be troublesome. She al-
ways had too many irons in the fire.”*

In autumn 1953 Charlotte fell in love. Thomas Coleman was a gifted
double bassist from Gladewater, Texas, who was also attending Centenary
on a scholarship from the Shreveport Symphony Society. He was every-
thing Charlotte was not: quiet, even-tempered, tidy, and conservative, the
product of a strict Southern Baptist upbringing in an intact nuclear family
of four. They seemed a perfect couple, with common interests and com-
plementary strengths, and in the summer of 1954 they became engaged.
Charlotte’s letters home began to brim with references to her coupled sta-
tus. She wrote about their rehearsals and performances, their dinner dates
and picnics, his apartment, the birthday gifts he gave her. (“Tommy’s tore-
ador pants are just darling on me!”%)

Not surprisingly, her letters do not mention her sex life, but on campus
she could be the opposite of discreet. John Shenaut, a professor of Char-
lotte’s who also conducted her in the Shreveport Symphony, remembered
her as a delightful but extraordinary girl. He told this story:

The dean of the music school had a studio directly under the stu-
dent practice room. One day, he came to my office and pounded
on the door. “You've got to do something—you've got to go up-
stairs! This screwing has got to stop!” Apparently someone

22 CHAPTER 1 : GOOD MUSIC AND SMALL TOWNS



upstairs was using the practice room for non-practice activity
and the dean was having trouble concentrating on hiswork. [...]
When I went and knocked on the door, I found Charlotte and
her boyfriend in there. I said, “I hate to bother you, but I have a
message for you from the dean. And I quote, "This screwing has
got to stop!”” Charlotte didn’t get embarrassed or apologetic or
anything—she simply said, “Oh.” And she did stop—they found
somewhere else for their rendezvous. I found [her attitude]

remarkable.?

A classmate remembers Charlotte’s “air of naughtiness” when she and
Tommy came out of their practice room in the music building. “She'd give
me a look that said, "You know what we've been doing in here.”*

Even during the straitlaced, Southern 1950s, sex in music school prac-
tice rooms was not out of the ordinary, and Charlotte was probably not the
first student to distract the Centenary dean. Still, by carrying on audibly
with her boyfriend in a classroom building, she was flirting with exhibi-
tionism, and in a venue—the campus of a small, sectarian college in the
Deep South—where she was certain to shock. It is tempting to think that
the lusty, immodest undergraduate somehow prefigures the artist who
raised eyebrows with her sexually titillating performances and then won-
dered, disingenuously, what all the fuss what was about.

Charlotte graduated from Centenary in May 1955. With Tommy as her
accompanist, she played a senior recital of short works by Beethoven, Bloch,
Fauré, Ravel, and Saint-Saéns, anchored by the more weighty Brahms
Cello Sonata in E Minor.** Her graduation was noted in the society pages
of the Arkansas Gazette, which ran a story based on a press release written
by Charlotte herself.*> Hometown opinion clearly mattered to her a great
deal—she kept in touch with the Little Rock press well into the 1970s—but
she also seems to have understood, from the beginning, the critical role of
publicity in any performer’s career.
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New York City

WITHIN TWO WEEKS OF GRADUATION FROM CENTENARY, CHARLOTTE
MOVED TO AUSTIN AND REGISTERED FOR SUMMER SCHOOL CLASSES
AT THE UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS. SHE HAD BEEN ACCEPTED INTO THE

master’s degree program and was to study with Horace Britt, an eminent
cellist whose playing had the kind of control and taste to which she aspired.
“She had waited and waited for the chance to study with someone like him,”
remembers Claude Kenneson, a fellow Britt student who knew Charlotte
well. “She was determined to do the very best she could. She was extremely
diligent when she first arrived. [Mr. Britt] was very proud of her for that.
[...] He was glad to have her.™
Horace Britt was a seventy-four-year-old Belgian whose concert ca-
reer had included stints with the Chicago Symphony and the Metropolitan

Opera. He impressed students as a formidable figure even though he had



essentially retired into the teaching position in Austin. He accepted only
a few students each year—perhaps no more than five the year Charlotte
entered*—while indulging a passion for his instrument with odd pursuits
such as the Britt Cello Ensemble, a group comprising just four celli that he
promoted as “not only novel, but artistic.”

Britt's pedagogical approach was somewhat laissez-faire (“He taught
by osmosis and inspiration,” recalls Kenneson), and he did not push Char-
lotte to correct her unorthodox habit of lifting her heels off the floor while
playing.* But he steered her toward a far more challenging repertoire than
she had studied at Centenary, and her musicianship improved tremen-
dously under his guidance. By the end of her two years in Austin, Charlotte
had developed into a very good orchestra player—she led the university
orchestra’s cello section for a time—and a respectable technician whose
playing had a lovely tone. For her master’s thesis recital she performed
a musically and technically challenging program of works by Boccherini,
Kabalevsky, and Brahms. She spent an entire year preparing the Brahms.5

Tommy had followed Charlotte to the University of Texas and planned
to finish his bachelor’s degree there. According to Kenneson, Tommy was
the leavening in the relationship. “He held her tight to her promise [to ex-
cel]. He was really behind her—he wasn't about to let [her] fail.”® Charlotte
certainly did not need Tommy to motivate her. But she did depend on him
to help her focus her energy. She was not always “orderly,” as Kenneson put
it, in the way she went about her business; Tommy steadied her.

Toward the end of her time in Austin, Charlotte became aware that, de-
spite her work with Britt, she did not yet have the skills necessary for the solo
career she craved. She was about to finish her master’s degree, and soon there
would be nothing further she could do in Texas. On March 16, 1957, Charlotte
saw the way forward. She had driven to San Antonio with Tommy and a group
of friends to hear the acclaimed cellist Leonard Rose play Dvorak’s B Minor
concerto, one of the warhorses of the Romantic repertoire for cello. The San
Antonio Light called the concert “a sparkling and brilliant performance” in
which the soloist “lent freshness to the familiar work.” Charlotte, captivated,
decided on the spot that she had to study with Rose.

This was both impulsive and audacious. Rose taught at the Curtis In-
stitute of Music in Philadelphia and the Juilliard School in New York City,
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FIGURE 2.1

Charlotte Moorman in “The Naughty Nineties Follies,” a student variety show
sponsored by the University of Texas Department of Music, 1956. Even as a
graduate student she had a flair for the melodramatic. Faculty member Paul
Pisk is at the piano. Photo by Jack’s Party Pictures, Austin. Courtesy Charlotte
Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of Special Collections,
Northwestern University Library.




two of the nation’s most elite conservatories. Admission to either would
be extremely competitive. And Rose was in great demand as a teacher. “At
that point in his career, everyone wanted to study with Leonard,” recalls
Claude Kenneson, who was with Charlotte that night. “He was at the peak
of his powers.” But Rose was not opposed to finding pupils “in an acci-
dental manner,” and Charlotte somehow wangled an audience with him
after the concert. (Wangling audiences with powerful men remained one
of her particular talents.) She came away with an invitation to study with
him at Meadowmount, a highly regarded summer music camp in upstate
New York. The eight-week term would be a kind of extended audition; if
she did well, she could follow him to either Curtis or Juilliard.

That spring Charlotte and her mother solicited donations from prom-
inent Little Rock citizens to send their native daughter to Meadowmount.
Tommy, who was studying at Tanglewood Music Camp in Massachusetts,
offered encouragement from afar. “Here’s hoping Charlotte’s doing won-
derfully on her ‘Destination Meadowmount’ fund,” he wrote Vivian. “If she
doesn’t raise that money, I'm going to be hopping mad at some Little Rock
millionaires. [ know that you are helping in every way possible to get Char-
lotte to the East. I think it is marvelous for a family to be so interested as
you are in Charlotte’s schooling. Believe me, this venture will pay off many
times the sum of money.”*®

The fundraising campaign was not quite complete at the end of June
when Charlotte boarded a train bound for Elizabethtown, New York. She
arrived on July 1, 1957, and a few days later reported to her mother, “I had my
first lesson with Rose yesterday afternoon. I was scared to death. He is cor-
recting every little defect I have. He is not letting one mistake go by. He as-
signed me bow studies & scales for this next week. He is such a great artist
and teacher. All of his pupils are wonderful players. [...] I can hardly be-
lieve that I'm taking lessons from him.”™ One of the “defects” Rose worked
on was one that Horace Britt had ignored: her playing posture. Charlotte
reported to Claude Kenneson that during that first lesson Rose had spent
a good deal of time on the floor holding her feet down. Kenneson found it

“charming” that “the great master would get on his knees for her during a
lesson.”* At the end of the summer Rose invited her to continue her stud-
ies with him. Charlotte chose Juilliard, and in September she traveled to
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FIGURE 2.2

Poster for the 1957 Leonard Rose concert in San Antonio attended by Charlotte
Moorman. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick
Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.



New York City to register in the school’s Special Study Program, a post-
graduate option for musicians who wanted a structured way in which to
continue their lessons. Then she went home to Little Rock until the start
of the 1957 fall semester."

One of Moorman’s fellow Meadowmount campers, also a student of
Rose’s, feels that Charlotte “was a little out of her league [at the camp]. 1
even wondered what she was doing there.”* Other friends from those years
agree that Moorman did not have the makings of a concert soloist, although
the kinder of them will point out that very few musicians do. Their assess-
ments seem to have been correct. During Charlotte’s one year at Juilliard,
during which she studied cello with Rose and chamber music with the vi-
olist Lillian Fuchs, she never earned a grade higher than “G” (for “good/
average”)." Since Charlotte was never content to be merely average, her
failure to distinguish herself at Juilliard can be seen as the beginning of
her remarkable metamorphosis.

DURING HER FIRST year in New York Charlotte lived at 771 West End Av-
enue, a stately old building with a doorman, a marbled foyer, and spacious,
high-ceilinged apartments. She had four roommates, all of them Juilliard
violin students she had met at Meadowmount. Knowing that Charlotte
was on her own and had limited funds, they had offered to rent her the
maid’s quarters in their apartment: a small bedroom and half-bath next
to the kitchen, with a view into the airshaft. Rent was about thirty dollars
a month. She lived with graduate student frugality, subsisting on “a jar of
peanut butter and a loaf of bread,” according to one roommate. “When she
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needed cash she would stuff envelopes.”® Since she was in New York for
only one reason—Leonard Rose—most of her time was spent practicing.
She worked hard, still “scared to death,” as she told her mother, that she
would not do well on her lessons. Sometimes she would play late into the
night, the music drifting up the airshaft and into the building’s courtyard,
and at least once a sleepless neighbor had to summon the police to quiet
her down."?

After leaving Texas, Charlotte had transferred her union membership
to New York’s Local 8o2 and informed the Juilliard placement bureau that
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she preferred teaching and performing jobs in the city so that her work
with Rose would not be interrupted. But in January 1958, during the mid-
dle of the academic year, she asked for a leave of absence from school to
go on an eight-week tour as principal cellist with the Manhattan Concert
Orchestra. (Her mother fretted, “Take your galoshes with you. [...] Pack
carefully each time, dear. [...] Do not accept any rides, Cokes, or anything
from strangers, please.”"‘) During the tour Charlotte bonded so tightly with
some of the (male) orchestra members that at its end she invited a group of
them to stay with her at West End Avenue. “They were kind of underfoot,
and there were a lot of us living in the apartment,” remembers a roommate,
“so we finally spoke to them. They said, “We've been wanting to leave, but
Charlotte wants us to stay.’ [...] She wanted to continue the camaraderie, I
think.”9 She was an only child, and far from home. If she wanted a family,
she would have to manufacture one.

Tommy had been on a tour of his own that spring, with the North Car-

olina Symphony. When it was over he came to New York—presumably af-
ter Charlotte’s friends had decamped—and presented his fiancée with
“the most beautiful pearl engagement ring in the world.” For the next
two months he stayed with Charlotte at 771 West End Avenue, immersing
himself in plans for their wedding. They reserved the neo-Gothic stone
chapel in historic Riverside Church for the ceremony and engaged an Aus-
tin classmate, Charles Hunter, as organist. Their friend John Rothschild,
whose son Joel was married to one of Charlotte’s roommates, offered his
Washington Heights apartment for the reception and his Long Island cot-
tage for the honeymoon. Tommy designed his bride’s modish gown of im-
ported organdy and taffeta (his mother did the sewing) and baked their
two-tiered wedding cake in the kitchen of Charlotte’s apartment.*

Meanwhile, she tended to their careers. They had dreamed of securing
jobs in the same orchestra, but they were particular. The Tulsa Symphony
offered them joint positions with a combined annual salary of $3,6oo, but
they turned it down because they didn't like the location.** Instead, Char-
lotte seized on an opportunity closer to New York City: an opening for a
double bassist with the Buffalo Philharmonic Orchestra. To the amazement
of her friends, she telephoned Josef Krips, the orchestra’s renowned Vien-
nese conductor, introduced herself, and convinced him to hire Tommy for
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FIGURE 2.3

Charlotte Moorman and Tommy Coleman, New York City, ca. 1958. Courtesy
Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of Special
Collections, Northwestern University Library.



the job without so much as an interview, let alone an audition.® In those
years competition for such posts was not as keen as it is today, but this was
still unusual enough to be remembered by their friends as an example of
Charlotte’s pluck and her almost magical powers of persuasion.

Tommy and Charlotte were married on June 24, 1958. In October
they moved into an apartment in Buffalo. Charlotte seems to have spent
very little time there. She was on tour for much of the 1958—1959 season,
spending six weeks as principal cello with the Manhattan Concert Or-
chestra and ten weeks as soloist with the National Artists’ Symphonette.
Between tours she stayed with friends in Manhattan. She explained to
Tommy that she wanted to be available for auditions and needed to be near
her gynecologist.

In April 1959 she did audition for a position with the Buffalo Philhar-
monic, but she did not win the seat. She told a friend that she wanted to live
with her husband but could not find work there because the Buffalo Phil-
harmonic did not hire women unless they were harpists.** No doubt there
were far fewer opportunities for her in Buffalo than in New York City, and it
is certainly true that discrimination against female musicians was a prob-
lem in the profession. In 1953, for example, there was not a single woman in
any of the major orchestras in New York City, and it was 1966 before the tra-
ditionally all-male New York Philharmonic hired its first permanent female
member.* But during the 1958-1959 season, as Charlotte must have known,
the Buffalo Philharmonic employed a female cellist as well as women play-
ers of violin, oboe, English horn, French horn, and harp.*® Moreover, the
position Charlotte had auditioned for went to a woman, Ruth Condell. In
Charlotte’s case, at least, sexism was not the issue.

During the summer of 1959 Tommy occasionally visited his wife in the
city; their outings to the theater, ballet, art museums, and concerts were
punctuated by tense conversations about the future of their marriage. Char-
lotte also made the trip to Buffalo a few times. In June she brought Tommy
a Paul Klee print as a first-anniversary present (she overspent on gifts all
her life) but cut short her stay after they had an argument.*

Charlotte claimed to love her husband, and no doubt she did. But even
she never denied that she was an absentee wife. Tommy’s letters to her
suggest that he was patient, even hopeful, well into 1960. But by the end
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of that year both of them had taken lovers, and a few months later Tommy
issued Charlotte a gentle ultimatum.

My thoughts about us have been quite numerous this time of
the year, with another anniversary having come and gone, and
your approaching visit. I don’t think either of us have been
very happy with this relationship nor do I think any further
separation from each other can do anything but harm. So I am
asking you to return to Buffalo for good rather than just for a
visit. [...] Our affection for each other has been glazed with so
many ugly incidents yet we must have deep feelings of love or
I don’t think we could have possibly remained together under
these circumstances these three years. At least, with the many
times I've mentioned divorce, | haven’t made one definite step
toward such a thing—something keeps me from it.

However, rather than spend the rest of our lives with in-
decision, we should make a definite decision to reconcile or
separate. Maybe [ should say I'm not willing to go another year
with the vacillating thoughts and life of the past three. I wish
more than anything we could be happy together. [...] Please
don't think mistakenly that these are only the thoughts of a
certain mood and I will think differently tomorrow. I have
brewed [sic] over these very things for months now and am
quite serious in everything above. Will you think about what I
have said very hard too?**

She did not answer immediately. Instead, she discussed the letter with her
analyst, who advised her “to think about what I want and need instead of
what others want and need.”

Tommy would have provided Charlotte with everything a woman was
supposed to want and need in 1961: a husband with prospects, anice home,
children, financial security, social status. But Charlotte sensed that such
a life was not for her, even though she could not say precisely why. Per-
haps she was suffering from the same inchoate dissatisfaction that plagued
many educated, married women of her generation, a condition Betty Friedan
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FIGURE 2.4

Charlotte Moorman and Tommy Coleman in their Buffalo apartment, ca. 1959.
Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of
Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.



would dub “the problem that has no name” in her groundbreaking 1963
bestseller, The Feminine Mystique. In any case, when Charlotte did write
back to Tommy, she was also gentle.

There are so many things I want to say to you, but [ don’t know
how to say them. [...] I want you to know that I love you. I
couldn’t live as you want me to and as others want me to and
therefore I am sure that you took this to mean that I don’t love
you. I do love you and I guess I always will. There has been some
inner compulsion and force that has been driving me on to the
point that it has been impossible for me to live as you would
have me live. I really haven't been able to make a decision
the past two years. | haven't wanted to hurt you and myself by
breaking up our marriage if we really love each other. In this I
have been honest.3°

Despite her ambivalence, Charlotte did not return to Buffalo. Before the
end of 1962, Tommy would file for an annulment.

Years later, when Charlotte returned to Buffalo to perform in the Inter-
media '68 festival, she was surprised to see Tommy in the audience. They
went out for a drink after the concert. “He’s still in the same apartment
and got to go to London, England, last summer and has a Volkswagen car,”
she wrote her mother. “He hasn’t changed much.”® She agreed to see him
again the next day, but stood him up for an interviewer from the Cana-
dian radio station CJRN. Where Tommy was concerned, she hadn’t changed
much, either.

FROM 1959 THROUGH 1962, as Charlotte struggled to define herself, prob-
lems cropped up in every area of her life. Work was occasional at best. Her
earned income fell from nearly $3,000 in 1958 to under $300 in 1960.3
She needed surgery for uterine fibroid tumors. Tommy paid her medical
bills, and though he sent a little extra each month for expenses, she often
begged cash from her friends, who then had to pester her to get their money
back. Her constant fiscal crises forced her to pawn one of her bows, and
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she came close to losing her cello, an eighteenth-century instrument she
had acquired in 1956, because she could not keep up with her payments.33

Charlotte’s family also was in a chronic state of emergency during those
years. Her grandmother was in her eighties and ailing, and her mother had
become a violent binge drinker. Every few months Charlotte was sum-
moned home in hopes that she would somehow take control of the situa-
tion, but all she could do was care for Mommye while fending off Vivian’s
drunken rages. In a long letter probably written to a lover, she gave a min-
ute-by-minute account of how she tended to Mommye, cooked her meals,
changed her bedding, tracked her bowel movements and sleep patterns,
talked with doctors, and administered medications, all the while arguing
with Vivian. “Mother came home [and] started drinking. [...] She called
me a SOB etc and dumped out all of her drawers on the bed throwing things.
[...] Mommye felt awful and couldn’t get breath and felt sick. Mother kept
coming in and saying cruel, loud things.”3* She ended the letter by asking
her lover to send her a few Miltowns next time he wrote. She needed the
tranquilizers to help her cope with both the drama of her mother’s drink-
ing and the boredom of extended visits that kept her away from her life in
New York City. Finally, in mid-1962, Vivian was committed to Arkansas
State Hospital for treatment of “paranoid personality with psychotic re-
action,” and her bank took over her affairs.35 The house at 219 Rosetta was
emptied. Mommye moved in with another daughter, Lola Burr.

That year, in effect, Charlotte lost both her family and her family
home. She had no permanent residence in New York City either. Essentially
homeless, she moved from one friend’s apartment to another, hauling
her cello and a large satchel of clothing around with her.3* She spent one
night with Joseph Byrd, a young composer from Kentucky who had arrived
in New York City in 1959. He recalls meeting her sometime during 1961 at
a string quartet concert.

[We] talked about the concert over coffee. [...] She told me that
the night before she hadn’t had any place to stay [and] asked
if she could stay in my apartment. I said, “Charlotte, you can,
but I only have one bed, a single bed, I don’t have a couch or
anything like that, and I sleep in the nude.” She said, “I sleep
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in the nude too, that’s fine.” So what I thought was going to be
a very interesting sexual encounter, I found out wasn’t. [...]
There was no sex [...] but I must say, [ didn’t get much sleep
that night. She turned over, spooned herself against me, took
one hand and put it over her right breast, and that was how we
slept. She slept well!3

By way of explaining this unusual denouement, Byrd added, “Charlotte had
a kind of sweetness that shone through everything.” She appeared both in-
nocent and utterly available, a quality that many men—including several of
the artists who created works for her—found bewitching. Women noticed
this, too. The artist and performer Letty Eisenhauer, who knew Charlotte
inthe early 1960s, recalls, “There was something both sensual and slovenly
about her. Her lipstick was always a little smeared, or her clothes weren't
on correctly. [... It was] as though she had just been kissed, or someone
had just buttoned up her shirt for her.”s*

After Byrd married, Charlotte often stayed with him and his wife at
their apartment near Columbia University. She also camped out with a
former West End Avenue roommate, Dottie Rothschild. It was through
Dottie’s father-in-law, John Rothschild, that Charlotte met Alice Neel, a
then-unknown painter who had been Rothschild’s longtime lover.? In
May 1959 Neel, who was intrigued by bohemian types, invited Charlotte to
her Morningside Heights apartment and drew her portrait while she prac-
ticed cello.*°

Charlotte still had no permanent address in November 1962, when
she received notice that Tommy had filed for annulment of their mar-
riage. Court documents state the complaint in stark language: in order to
“induce” Tommy to marry her, Charlotte had “fraudulently promised and
represented that she intended to give up a professional career and main-
tain, provide, and furnish a home as a wife for her husband [...] and have
children by the plaintiff.”# She devoted many hours to fighting Tommy’s
suit, not because she wanted to stay married but because she wanted a di-
vorce instead of an annulment. Only with a divorce could she demand ali-
mony.** Her archive contains dozens of drafts of letters to her lawyers. She
researched legal precedents, enlisted friends and doctors to testify on her
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FIGURE 2.5

Alice Neel, Woman Playing Cello, ca. 1959, pastel on paper, 29 7& x 22 % in.
© Estate of Alice Neel.



behalf, and produced a self-serving chronology of their relationship that
she titled “Marriage of Charlotte & Tommy Coleman.” When Tommy was
granted his annulment in late 1963, Charlotte immediately filed an appeal.
During the summer of 1965 she learned she had lost. Her marriage was
officially over.

Years later she was able to make light of the breakup. “In college ev-
eryone voted us the perfect couple. After we got married we found out we
weren't. In fact, we broke up over a snowman. We were in Buffalo. [...] We
were snowed in, and [ said, “Well let’s go make a snowman.” My husband
said, "You don’t make a snowman with your wife.” When he said that, I left.
Who do you make a snowman with?743

Claude Kenneson, who was close friends with both Charlotte and
Tommy during their time in Austin, agrees that they were mismatched. “His
ambitions and hers were quite different,” says Kenneson. “He intended to
be a first-class orchestral player. [...] He just wanted what he had, wanted
to make it better. He was sort of ordinary in that respect. She had more
imagination about what she could do, without actually being able to do it.”+t
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FIGURE 2.6

Charlotte Moorman'’s snowwoman, Buffalo, New York, winter 1961-1962.
Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of
Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.







Two Debuts

MOORMAN'S CAREER IN THE AVANT-GARDE DEVELOPED ORGANICALLY.
ITS SHAPE WAS DETERMINED NOT BY STRATEGIC PLANNING—THE
APPROACH SHE HAD USED TO FASHION HER CLASSICAL CAREER—BUT
through a series of chance meetings and lucky breaks. The first came in
late 1960. Kenji Kobayashi, a violinist from Juilliard with whom Moorman
occasionally played chamber music, mentioned that before he returned
to Japan he would like to have a recital at Town Hall, the most prestigious
venue at which to make one’s classical debut. Charlotte was always will-
ing to help her friends; indeed, she sometimes made it her business to
fix other people’s problems, whether they had asked for her help or not.
Arranging for a concert at Town Hall, which was regarded as a sort of junior
Carnegie Hall, seemed a nearly impossible task. But she kept the idea in
the back of her mind. After she met Norman Seaman a few months later,
she began to see how it might be accomplished.



FIGURE 3.1

Norman Seaman, ca. 1960. Photo by D'Errico of New York. Courtesy
Musical America.

Seaman was a native New Yorker who had a surplus of both energy
and optimism. One of the most active impresarios in New York City, he
had singlehandedly staged 115 events during the 1960-1961 season—a
staggering number for a single season and far more than any other pro-
ducer in the city.' He booked music halls, churches, coffeehouses, theaters,
and libraries with classical, folk, jazz, and pop music, dramas, musicals,
chorales, and opera. He devised clever ways to fill the seats and somehow
managed to get most of his events reviewed. (Even in an era when news-
papers thrived and every paper had a music critic, this was remark-
able.) Seaman himself was unable to explain his success. “I don’t know
where I got the energy to do all this,” he recalled. “I was on the phone
all day, writing releases, fielding calls from all the people who wanted to
do concerts.”™
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Seaman had gotten his start in 1950 by organizing a recital for his
brother Eugene, a gifted pianist who had a bad case of stage fright. Since
then he had specialized in helping artists make their New York debuts. He
had convinced several of the major concert halls to rent to him on a per-
centage basis, so he was able to waive his management fee, asking only that
his artists buy a block of tickets to sell. The young musicians of New York
flocked to his cluttered, one-room office on West 57th Street. He felt he
was providing a service. “Of the hundreds of concerts I've presented by
now,” he told New York Times reporter Allen Hughes, “only a few would have
been given otherwise, and that would have been a shame.”

Moorman met Seaman in January 1961, when she was called in to help
settle a union dispute for the New York Orchestral Society, a cooperative
chamber ensemble she had joined the previous year.* Seaman, as producer
of the concert under dispute, was at the meeting, and he watched as Moor-
man alternately charmed and shamed her colleagues into reaching a com-
promise. He was impressed by her negotiating skills and liked her lively,

“salty” spirit, so when she approached him a few weeks later for help with
Kobayashi's recital he said yes. Seaman set only one condition: she had to
raise the $900 they would need to stage the event.

For advice on how to do this, Moorman paid a visit to Beate Gordon, the
adventurous director of performing arts at the Japan Society. She left their
meeting with a list of prominent Japanese artists and culturati who might
be solicited for donations. In March 1961 she called on sculptor Isamu
Noguchi. “I sat all day in the lobby of his hotel, which was then the Great
Northern,” Moorman later told an interviewer. “It was snowing outside. [...]
I had left notes for him saying | was waiting to meet him. This gentleman
came up to me and said, ‘Are you waiting to see me?’ I said, ‘If you're Nogu-
chi, I am.”s After a brief conversation Noguchi promised to contribute one
hundred dollars to Kobayashi’s cause if she could find eight others to do
the same, and he suggested some prospects. She convinced painter Kenzo
Okada to sign on as well as the Honorable Masahite Kamayama, Japan’s
consul general. The Japan Society contributed $250 and the Oasis Club one
hundred.® After a little more than a month of work, she met the goal. The
concert took place at Town Hall on April 24, receiving a rave review in
the New York Times the next day. Its success was surely buoying and must
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have given Moorman a glimpse of her own potential as an impresario. In
this sense, Kobayashi’s debut was also Moorman’s debut.

That spring Moorman became Seaman’s informal apprentice. She could
hardly have found a better mentor. He introduced her to concert hall man-
agers and music critics all over town and taught her simple but ingenious
strategies for keeping expenses down. At first she simply followed him
around, learning by osmosis; later they developed a straightforward divi-
sion of labor: he advanced the money, and she did the legwork. No one
got paid, not even the artists, but everyone shared when there were profits
(although this was rare). Seaman claimed that he made no money at his
business. He did it, he said, because he liked helping artists.” In this, he
and Moorman were perfectly attuned.

Among the works Kobayashi performed at Town Hall was Stanzas for
Kenji Kobayashi, a new composition by his friend Toshi Ichiyanagi, who had
studied at Juilliard with Vincent Persichetti and also had worked with John
Cage. Ichiyanagi was Kobayashi’s accompanist on the new piece; the latter’s

“scratchy, sliding fiddle sounds™ were complemented by the composer’s en-
ergetic interactions with the piano’s guts, which included showering the
strings with thousands of tiny plastic beads® This produced a lovely, shim-
mering sound but left a mess inside the piano. After the concert Moorman
and Seaman worked all night to remove the beads, a few at a time, using
moistened Q-tips attached to long drinking straws.?

Ichiyanagi’s piece would have fallen under the rubric of New Music, a
catchall term that, at the time, was most easily defined by what it was not.
According to a 1961 edition of the Harvard Brief Dictionary of Music, New
Music comprised “the various radical and experimental trends in twenti-
eth-century music [...] represented by such composers as Schoenberg and
Stravinsky, in distinction from others more inclined to continue along the
traditional lines of Romanticism, Impressionism, Nationalism, etc.”® By
the mid-twentieth century many composers had followed Schoenberg and
Stravinsky into this new territory, reevaluating and revamping the most
basic elements of music, including melody, harmony, tonality, form, instru-
mentation, staging, and notation. In some cases these aspects were left un-
determined or even abandoned; in others they brought into question the
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FIGURE 3.2

Charlotte Moorman and Kenji Kobayashi, New York City, 1961. Courtesy
Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of Special
Collections, Northwestern University Library.



very process of composition, the role of the composer, and the definition
of what is and is not music.

During the 1960s Moorman would work with many of the decade’s most
important composers of New Music, including the German visionary Karl-
heinz Stockhausen, known for his groundbreaking work with electronic
music and serial composition; Earle Brown, an American whose open-form,

“mobile” compositions of the 1950s were inspired by the moving sculp-
tures of Alexander Calder; and John Cage, a radical whose music drew on
a vast range of sonic sources and often was composed using chance pro-
cedures. Cage would play the most important role in Moorman’s extended
career, but it was Kenji Kobayashi who introduced her to New Music. In
the months leading up to his Town Hall recital, Moorman sometimes trav-
eled downtown to listen to him play in Greenwich Village lofts and cof-
feehouses. On April 3, 1961, she went to the Village Gate, a nightclub at
the corner of Bleecker and Thompson Streets that presented live music
of all kinds. The program that night featured Kobayashi, Ichiyanagi and
his wife, composer Yoko Ono, and pianist David Tudor, along with com-
poser La Monte Young (on saxophone), violist Jacob Glick, violinist Lamar
Alsop, and dancer Simone (Forti) Morris. Moorman watched—in wonder?
confusion?—as Morris “read inaudible poetry as she hung upside [down]
by her knees from a bar” and Ono performed a “dramatic poem” that fea-
tured the amplified sound of a flushing toilet." Three weeks later, Moor-
man saw Kobayashi play a recent work by Cage at a Museum of Modern
Art Composers’ Showcase recital. During the piece, 26'1.1499" for a String
Player (1953—1955), Kobayashi “stroked with his bow a second violin, tied
like a sacrificial victim to a kitchen stool, and kicked a battered, pathetic-
looking metal wastebasket standing at his feet.”"* Later Moorman told
Kobayashi, “As far as the cello is concerned, you've gotten me into a real
contemporary music kick.”

Through Kobayashi, Ichiyanagi, and Ono, Moorman got a brief educa-
tion in the avant-garde and an entrée into a vibrant and diverse community
of artists and composers. For their part, some of Moorman’s new downtown
friends saw that she had engineered a successful recital for Kobayashi at a
prestigious midtown concert hall and hoped she might do the same for them.
And indeed she did: during the next eighteen months the team of Seaman
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and Moorman produced solo concerts of music by Joseph Byrd, Richard
Maxfield, and La Monte Young, as well as Ichiyanagi and Ono.'*

Seaman remembers the day Ono appeared at his West 57th Street of-
fice. “She said Charlotte had told her to call. She showed me some of her
work, which was very, very far out. I wasn’t familiar with that kind of con-
ceptual art at the time. [...]In speaking with her, I realized that she had a
background, and she had studied with Meyer Kupferman, who taught com-
position at Sarah Lawrence College. [...] I spoke to him about her and he
[said he had been] very impressed—she was very imaginative and a woman
with a great deal of integrity.”'s

Works by Yoko Ono, the concert Seaman produced for her, took place
on November 24, 1961, at Carnegie Recital Hall (a smaller concert stage
within the Carnegie Hall buﬂding). It was Ono’s first major solo concert,
and with it she established herself as one of the most inventive composers
on the New Music scene.’® Each of the three works she presented was an
expressive collage of sound, language, and movement performed by a cast
that included composers Joseph Byrd, Philip Corner, Terry Jennings, and
La Monte Young, poet Jackson Mac Low, visual artist George Brecht, film-
maker Jonas Mekas, and dancer Yvonne Rainer. Ono contributed her own
extraordinary vocal work, which Jill Johnston described in the Village Voice
as a virtuosic barrage of “amplified sighs, breathing, gasping, retching,
screaming—many tones of pain and pleasure.”” Most of the concert took
place in near darkness. “[The concert] was a big moment for me,” Ono told
an interviewer years later. “I thought if everything was set up in a lighted
room and suddenly the light was turned off, you might start to see things
beyond the shapes. Or hear the sounds that you hear in silence. [...] There
are unknown areas of sound and experience that people can’t really men-
tion in words. Like the stuttering in your mind.”"®

Moorman served as production assistant for the event. Ono recalls
paying her a salary of twenty-five dollars a week for the help; some copies
of the program even list Moorman as “personal mgr. for Miss Ono.” Her
duties included mailing invitations and running rehearsals. Philip Corner
remembers that she was specifically charged with making sure an offstage
toilet flush was perfectly executed.” Moorman also helped recruit per-
formers. The cast list includes one of her former Centenary classmates,
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FIGURE 3.3

George Maciunas, poster for Works by Yoko Ono, with Yoko Ono, Carnegie
Recital Hall, New York City, 1961, gelatin silver print, 9 %6 x 7 *%s in. The
Museum of Modern Art, New York. The Gilbert and Lila Silverman Fluxus
Collection Gift.



the pianist Edward Boagni, as well as her lover, the jazz double bassist Tom
Golden. (Ono would later remember that the latter’s amplified asthmatic
breathing added an unusual timbre to one of the compositions.*)

On the day of the concert Moorman decided that she wanted to per-
form, too. So Ono created a part for her in the program’s opening num-
ber, Of a Grapefruit in the World of Park. Ono’s method had been to give each
performer personal instructions, which might conflict with the instruc-
tions given to another performer. “So quite often,” Ono has said, “two per-
formers struggled with each other to follow the instructions he/she had
received.” She has declined to reveal what she told Moorman to do, ex-
plaining, “They were personal instructions and it will remain that way.”'
But Moorman often described the experience to others, including Calvin
Tomkins of the New Yorker. “Seated on a toilet bowl on the stage at Carn-
egie Recital Hall that evening,” he wrote, “with her back to the audience,
and making ‘non-cello sounds on her cello,” as the score indicated, Miss
Moorman again had cause to wonder whether her long musical education
was being properly applied.”*

During the course of their work on the concert, the two women be-
came friends. Moorman even seems to have camped out at Ono’s Upper
West Side apartment occasionally. (This is probably the basis for Moor-
man’s often-repeated claim—which Ono denies—that the two of them had
once been roommates.*) Over the next three decades their lives and work
took wildly different paths, but Moorman nearly always cited Works by Yoko
Ono as the crucial turning point in her career. “[Ono] really took time
and explained to me the philosophy of the avant-garde [...] the attitudes
[...] of dedication, seriousness, and dignity, somehow—a devotedness to
it,” Moorman told a friend in 1971. “[But] more than her words, I learned
an awful lot by watching her perform.”** Shortly before her death, Moor-
man told a reporter from the fanzine Yoko Only that she believed Ono to be
one of the most important artists of the twentieth century. “She knows the
rules, and breaks them. But the most important thing is that she makes
new rules.”*
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A Vast New
Sound World

IN MARCH 1962 MOORMAN FINALLY SETTLED INTO A PLACE OF HER
OWN AT THE HOTEL PARIS, A SLIGHTLY SEEDY, HIGH-RISE RESIDENTIAL
HOTEL AT 97TH STREET AND WEST END AVENUE IN MANHATTAN. HER
room, which rented for $23.75 per week, served as both office and bed-
room, and was immediately crowded with her growing archive of posters,
flyers, program mock-ups, photographs, reviews, and clippings—a paper
history of her own career as well as those of her friends. There was so lit-
tle space in her room that she sometimes retreated to the roof to practice
her cello.

Although 1961 was Moorman’s breakthrough year in the avant-garde,
classical music was still her mainstay. It produced only a trickle of income,
but it was all she had. So she watched the mail eagerly for postcards from
Local 802 with the welcome news, “Dear Member: You have been selected



to playa CONCERT on___." In1962 she performed Bach, Hindemith, Handel,
and Tchaikovsky in churches, parks, high school auditoriums, and wom-
en’s clubs. She and two colleagues formed the Leonia Trio and made them-
selves available for dinners, teas, conventions, and weddings. Although

interpersonal conflicts soon arose, she stuck with the trio for some time

because, as she put it, “sometimes it brings in a little money!™ She got work
as a pickup musician in the Balalaika Symphonic Orchestra and was hired

as a ringer for a concert by the Doctors’” Orchestral Society, an amateur en-
semble made up mostly of physicians. She even devised a scheme to play
for the renowned cellist Pablo Casals at his home in Puerto Rico, hoping
she could gain, and somehow leverage, his favor. (The trip seems to have

fallen through.)* On the side, she and Norman Seaman produced concerts:
violist Jacob Glick’s solo debut, recitals by Glick’s Silvermine Quartet, and

an evening of Ree Dragonette’s poetry with music by the Eric Dolphy Quin-
tet. The latter sold well, and there might even have been some profits to

split had not the receipts, which Moorman carried out of Town Hall in a

paper bag, been stolen at the postconcert party.?

In late 1962 she got a break. The celebrated conductor Leopold Sto-
kowski hired her to play for his Symphony of the Air, whose concerts were
broadcast live over the radio. Her first concert was January 18, 1963. After-
ward, she was hopeful. “I was so proud to be the only female (other than
the harpists) hired,” she wrote her family. “Most of the players were very
nice to me. [...] The principal cellist, Roberto [sic] La Marchina (a fantastic
cellist who was principal of the Los Angeles Philharmonic and the Chicago
Symphony) liked me and took me out to coffee after the concert. [...] I think
things are looking up.”* The pay was decent: after taxes and union dues were
deducted, she earned $65.02 for the evening’s work.5 But her first concert
with the symphony was also her last: the orchestra dishanded in 1963.

Classical music provided her meager sustenance, but by the end of
1962 the avant-garde had become a craving she called “my habit.” To be
sure, performing under Stokowski was an honor and sitting in the cello
section with La Marchina a privilege. But for Moorman these experiences
could not compare to the frisson of playing alongside La Monte Young
when he famously burned his violin during a performance of Richard
Maxfield’s “Concert Suite” from Dromenon, or the thrill of playing Earle
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FIGURE 4.1

Leonia Trio, ca. 1962. With Charlotte Moorman are Fred Margolies, violin,
and Eduardo Fornasiero, piano. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive,
Charles Deering McCormick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern
University Library.



Brown’s December 1952, a landmark in the history of graphically notated mu-
sic, under the direction of Brown himself.® Perhaps most exhilarating was
her part in a solo concert of music by Joseph Byrd, the young composer
with whom she had not quite had sex. At the recital, held March 9, 1962,
she premiered Byrd’s Loops and Sequences, an indeterminate succession of
“tiny nuggets” of sound within two patterns of movement. It was the first
piece of music ever composed for her and the recital was her debut as a so-
loist in an avant-garde composition.” Not long afterward, Moorman used the
ecstatic language of an addict to describe her attraction to the avant-garde.
“I find in this music a sensuous, emotional, aesthetic, and almost mystical
power which can be overwhelming.”®

Moorman was a chronic storyteller with an entertaining collection
of tales about her life, many of them repeated so many times that they
were rubbed as smooth as lucky stones. Two of her favorite stories are
set in 1962 and reveal the extent to which her musical tastes shifted during
this year of transition. The first describes an epiphany she experienced
somewhere in New Jersey, sometime that year; the details are vague but the
emotional shock is sharply drawn. “I was playing the Kabalevsky cello con-
certo [op. 49, in G Minor] for the thirty-fifth time—it was Newark, or some
New Jersey symphony. [...] I was sitting there doing the solo and [I started
to wonder] if I'd turned off the gas in my apartment. I thought, ‘Holy shit—
if my mind can wander like this, so can the audience’s.””?

If she could not stomach the idea of performing the Kabalevsky for a
thirty-sixth time, then the standard cello repertoire would not sustain her.
She, and her public, would be bored, when what she wanted was for herself
and her audience both to be thrilled. It must have been a sobering realiza-
tion, but she told it as comedy: her work had become so rote and her con-
certs so unmemorable that her mind wandered, and she lost track of where
she was. If it's Kabalevsky, this must be Newark ... oris it Jersey City?

The second story concerns La Monte Young, who invited Moorman to
perform in a solo recital of his work at Judson Hall (now called CAMI Hall)
in October 1962. One of the two pieces on the program, Composition 1960
No. 7, is an early example of Young’s minimalist music whose score con-
tains only one instruction: each instrumentalist is to play a perfect fifth, B
and F sharp, and hold the fifth “for a long time.” Moorman quickly realized
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that the piece required virtuoso technique. “The bow changes had to be

inaudible, it had to sound for one hour like a single sound. Needless to

say, a sound never stays the same for one hour. ... [It was difficult] to hold

down that B-F sharp, and the bow changes had to be exact and beautiful.”*

Knowing that her own cello could not produce the rich tones the composi-
tion deserved, she borrowed a rare Guarnerius for the occasion from the vi-
olinmaker George Schlieps, who attended the recital. “Poor man, he never
respected me after that. He thought I was a complete mental case.”™ The

New York Times, too, found Young’s music “witless.” But for Moorman it was

arevelation. “We held that fifth for sixty minutes. It was incredible, all the

changes to hear.”"* Playing music like Young’s, she felt liberated. “These

composers have opened up a vast new sound world for the performer,” she

wrote a few months later. “It is so vast that one hardly dares to enter it.”'3

IN JANUARY 1963 Moorman began planning a debut recital for herself.

Actually, she was planning two: a conventional Town Hall affair designed to

establish her credentials in the classical world, and a concert of the experi-
mental works she had begun to collect. She seemed to think she could pre-
pare both programs for the spring—one in February and the other in April.
For a woman who had needed a year to learn a single Brahms sonata, this

was madness. But it was in her nature to overreach, so January 14, found

her in her cramped room at the Hotel Paris drafting letters of request to

prominent composers, most of whom she had never met. Karlheinz Stock-
hausen was sent this query: “I want to know if you've written anything for
cello or if you would possibly consider writing something for [solo] cello,
cello with another instrument, or, preferably, cello with electronic tape.
I am criticized by some of my colleagues for playing kooky,” ‘far out,” or
‘weird’ music, and since I will be the first cellist to play experimental music

in a New York City Town Hall debut, I might as well be criticized for play-
ing the best avant-garde music possible.”* A similar letter to the Greek
avant-garde composer lannis Xenakis included this bit of flattery: “I want
to meet artists that I admire, just as [ would like to have known Brahms.™
She received nothing from either man. Inevitably, she ran out of time and
was forced to cancel the February date, leaving her with only one recital
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to plan. Faced with a choice, she abandoned the traditional program alto-
gether and cast her lot with the avant-garde.

On April 15, 1963, Moorman made her solo debut not in a midtown
concert hall but in a Lower East Side loft with a program of experimen-
tal music. To assist her she gathered a group of New Music stalwarts that
included her friends Joseph Byrd and Jacob Glick as well as the pianist
David Tudor and the wunderkind percussionist Max Neuhaus, who had
met Moorman somewhere on the freelance classical music circuit during
1961 or 1962.'® Philip Corner lent his loft at 2 Pitt Street for the occasion;
Joseph Byrd wrote her program notes. Considering the whole—venue, pro-
gram, players—it is clear that Moorman had not only dared to enter that vast
new world of sound, she had leapt in head first—a choice that Neuhaus later
characterized as professional suicide."

She began her program with Anton Webern’s atonal miniatures for cello
and piano, Drei kleine Stiicke (op. 11), written in 1914.. The rest of her recital
was devoted to contemporary work. She premiered Barney Childs’s Interbal-
ances 111 (1962). Tudor accompanied her in Earle Brown'’s Music for Cello
and Piano (1955), and Corner assisted on his own Complements I, a piece
for piano and cello whose minimal notation and complex instructions led
Moorman to scrawl on the sheet music, “One long note with alot of things
happening to it!™® She played Byrd’'s Loops and Sequences; debuted her
interpretation of John Cage’s 26'1.1499" for a String Player (1953-1955);
and performed Morton Feldman’s hushed Projection I for solo cello (1950).
She ended with La Monte Young’s Composition 1960 No. 13 to Richard Huelsen -
beck, in which Young effectively appropriates the entire history of music
by directing the performer to “prepare any composition and then perform
it as well as he can.” Moorman chose Giovanni Battista Sammartini’s So-
nata in G Major, which became, in this context, a contemporary work in
Baroque clothing."

The only composition on the program to remain in her repertoire
beyond 1963 was the Cage, an enormously difficult piece of music that
would become her signature work. She had met Cage in April 1962 af-
ter a performance of his Music Walk at the 92nd Street YMHA; she had
asked him then if he had written anything for cello, or if he would.** He
answered by proposing she take a look at 26'1.1499", but it was not until
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nearly a year later, when she began planning her debut recital, that she took
his suggestion.*

In 1963 John Cage was the acknowledged guru to the New York artis-
tic avant-garde. At fifty-one years old, he was known as a peerless mu-
sical inventor who had conceived a succession of radical ideas. His first
musical experiments, in the late 1930s, were compositions for percussion
that made use of unorthodox instruments such as boards, tin cans, bot-
tles, and toy instruments. In 1940 he made his first prepared piano by
inserting objects—pennies, screws, bits of rubber and weather stripping—
between the strings of the piano, which dramatically altered the timbre
of the notes. Cage called it “a percussion ensemble under the control of a
single player.”** In 1950, after noticing that he could hear his own circula-
tory and nervous systems at work even when inside an anechoic chamber
(a theoretically silent room), he concluded that there is no such thing as
silence.*® He subsequently composed his most famous work, 4'33", the so-
called “silent piece,” in which a pianist sits in front of his instrument for
four minutes and thirty-three seconds without striking one key; ambient
sounds are the only “music.” Through the 1950s, in an effort to excise per-
sonal taste and habit from his working process, Cage began using chance
procedures to compose his music. At the end of the decade, in a lecture
on experimental music, he indicated that his next move would be toward
what might be called visual music. “Where do we go from here? Towards
theater. [...] We have eyes as well as ears, and it is our business while we
are alive to use them.”*

Through his performances, public lectures, writings, and teaching, Cage
had attracted a following of dancers, poets, composers, and visual artists
in search of new aesthetic paradigms. Many of them took his course in Ex-
perimental Composition at the New School for Social Research in 1958, a
class that helped spawn performance-based art forms such as Happenings
and Fluxus. George Brecht, one of Cage’s students and an early participant
in Fluxus, spoke for many when he called Cage “the great liberator.”*

Cage’s 26'1.1499" for a String Player was unlike anything Moorman had
ever played. It is one of a series of independent works for various instru-
ments that Cage wrote between 1953 and 1956 and informally titled The Ten
Thousand Things.*® The individual pieces—there are about a dozen—share
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FIGURE 4.2

John Cage preparing a piano, ca. 1960. Photo by Ross Welser. Courtesy
The John Cage Trust.



a common structure, which Cage devised through the use of chance pro-
cedures. Each of the pieces can be performed whole or in part, separately
or simultaneously. Cage thought of The Ten Thousand Things as unfixed and
never-ending; its title is a phrase used in Taoist and Buddhist writings to
connote the infinite material diversity of the universe.*” Accordingly, any
kind of sound was permissible and each performance unique.

The title 26'1.1499" for a String Player immediately signals the unorth-
odoxy of Cage’s approach. It begins with a number that is both ambiguous
and absurdly precise: it could refer to either time (minutes and seconds)
or space (feet and inches), but in either case would be near impossible
to measure.® The title indicates, pointedly, that the piece is scored for
string player, not stringed instrument. This is a reminder of the agency
Cage’s music gives to musicians, who must make various choices in order to
perform his work. In this case Cage contributed the rhythmic structure—a
length of time marked off in seconds—along with directions for tempo, dy-
namics, and bowing. His score indicates where to play single notes, double
ortriple stops, pizzicati, glissandi, and harmonics. It directs the performer
occasionally to change tension on the strings, moving them in and out of
tune (although the very notion of tuning is hardly relevant in a piece not
based on traditional harmony). The score also includes a line for “sounds
other than those produced on the strings™ and offers a few suggestions
for sources, including percussion instruments, whistles, and radios, but
leaves the final choices up to the instrumentalist.* The score does all of
this, but nowhere does it specify pitch. It is the performer’s job to deter-
mine which sounds to make, following the composer’s directions for when
and how to make them. Cage’s music requires enormous effort from per-
formers, who must learn to interpret his idiosyncratic notation and, in the
process, discard much of their traditional training, especially the notion
that musical compositions are finished works of art that they must play as
precisely as possible.

When Moorman began work on 26'1.1499" she asked Cage for guidance.
On January 14, 1963, she wrote him, “I wonder if you might have any time
to discuss this composition with me and/or if there is a tape available of a
previous performance. This would help me to understand, prepare, and
perform it better.” She also asked to borrow a copy of the score since she
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did not have twenty-five dollars to buy one of her own.3° She seems to have
had second thoughts about approaching Cage in this way, for she marked
the draft “didn’t send,” and her later correspondence about the work is with
David Tudor, the brilliant pianist who was Cage’s most trusted interpreter.
“I'have the Cage piece,” she wrote Tudor in early 1963. “It is extremely
difficult and I will need as much time as I possibly can get [to rehearse it].”s"
In early April, not long before the recital, she reported: “After living with
the Cage ‘Piece for String Player’ intensely for the past two weeks, I'm con-
vinced that Cage is a genius. ['ve gone without a lot of sleep (without pills)
and I get more and more excited about this piece instead of tiring of it as I
would expect. I have checked and rewritten passages in every conceivable
way (traditional notations etc.) to find in the end that his way is better. If
I can just transmit my enthusiasm, awe and love for this piece to the au-
dience.”3* She asked Tudor for suggestions on how she might produce the
noncello sounds, but also proposed some of her own. “I've gotten some
more ideas for the other instruments. I'll paste rough sandpaper on the
bottom of my shoe and rub it against another object covered with sandpa-
per. I'll stretch a long, long rubber band from the tailpiece of my cello to the
shoulder of my cello; I may blow up some balloons to be popped in the per-
formance. I haven’t forgotten about the possibility of using a chain around
my ankle. Do you have any idea where I might borrow an antique cymbal?”
For her recital Moorman decided to play a shortened version of the
piece. She chose the first three segments, which represent nearly eleven
minutes of music, because, as she told Tudor, she found these segments
more “exciting” and “difficult” than the rest of the piece. Cage allowed for
this kind of abridgment in the score, indicating where the cuts could be
made and directing that the title be changed accordingly. In the end, how-
ever, Moorman had time to prepare only about three minutes of the work;
thus her realization islisted in the program as 162.06" for a String Player. Her
interpretation survives on a recording she made in June 1963 to promote
her work. It is a crisp, nuanced performance that gives a strong sense of
the physicality of her playing and exploits all the sonic possibilities of the
instrument. She begins the performance with two sharp knocks of differ-
ent timbres and ends it with a faint squeak; in between, the cello squeals,
roars, and chirps as her bow swoops and bounces; she blows a whistle,

64 CHAPTER 4 : A VAST NEW SOUND WORLD



FIGURE 4.3

Charlotte Moorman and David Tudor perform Earle Brown’s Music for Cello and
Piano at Moorman's debut recital, New York City, 1963. Jacob Glick is at left.
Photographer unknown. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering
McCormick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.



presses a buzzer, shuffles her sandpapered shoe, and tosses a cymbal onto
the floor. She finishes in just over the specified 162.06 seconds.?

Moorman owned a copy of the first annotated catalog of Cage’s music,
published in 1962, which includes an interview with Cage conducted by
the composer Roger Reynolds.** She underlined certain of Cage’s statements
that perhaps articulate what she was feeling at this time in her life: “I am
able to hear differently than I ever heard,” for example, and “You see that
there is something other than what you thought there was.” And, tellingly
for Moorman: “The things that it is necessary to do are not the things that
have been done, but the ones that have not yet been done.”
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6 Concerts °63

IN EARLY 1963 MOORMAN TOOK PART IN THE YAM FESTIVAL, A MONTH-
LONG SERIES OF CONCERTS, PERFORMANCES, EXHIBITIONS, AND
HAPPENINGS HELD THROUGHOUT THE CITY DURING MAY (SPELLED

backward, “yam”). The festival, as conceived by artists George Brecht and
Robert Watts, had as its central event an all-night concert held at the Hard -
ware Poet’s Playhouse, a so-called poet’s theater located above a hardware
store in midtown Manhattan. Brecht and Watts asked Moorman, whose
connections in both the New Music and experimental art scenes were al-
ready extensive, to organize the event. She chose nineteen works by thir-
teen composers, ranging from established figures such as Edgard Varese,
John Cage, and Karlheinz Stockhausen to younger artists such as Joseph
Byrd, Philip Corner, and Malcolm Goldstein.' With some difficulty, she
also recruited a small ensemble of musicians willing to learn the pieces



on short notice. The concert began at noon on May 11 with Cage’s 433" and
ended sometime the next morning with the percussive racket of Stockhau-
sen’s Zyklus.

The YAM concert escaped the notice of New York’s music critics, but for
Moorman it turned out to be essential practice for her next production,
6 Concerts '63. The genesis of that event—the first of her fifteen avant-garde
festivals—became one of her most often told tales. As she recounted itin 1970,

It started just because a friend, composer Earle Brown, arrived
in New York from Rome, called me and said that a friend of his,
Frederic Rzewski, had also arrived from Europe, and would I
please help him to get a concert here in New York. Well, I was
new in New York myself, but I said that all I could do would
be to introduce Rzewski to a manager, Norman Seaman, that
I knew. So off we went to talk to Mr. Seaman and he thought
it was a great idea. He asked me why I didn’t do an evening
myself with David Tudor. [...] We talked some more and won-
dered why John Cage couldn’t have an evening himself, and
what about Edgard Varese, and so within twenty minutes, we
had a whole festival.*

Exactly when this conversation took place is not known. But by June
1963 Moorman was working out a program, drafting and redrafting it by
hand, then typing and pasting up alternate versions using scissors and
rubber cement. She eventually settled on a series of six concerts: the solo
recital by Rzewski and one by herself; an evening of piano music performed
by Cage and Tudor; an evening of electronic music; and two programs of
works for piano, ensemble, and percussion. She and Seaman rented petite
Judson Hall at 165 West 57th Street, which had been the site of several pre-
vious Moorman—Seaman productions. They scheduled their concerts on
the most affordable dates available: Tuesdays and Wednesdays at the tail
end of the summer, the doldrums of New York’s musical season, when or-
chestras were on break and critics were looking for something to do. Sea-
man guaranteed the hall rental fee of $130 and advanced cash for printing
and mailing the programs. Moorman secured most everything else for free.
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“Composers wrote new works and performed them,” she later recalled.
“Their publishers donated music and tapes; the finest players in NYC gave
their rehearsal and concert time; schools and individuals loaned equip-
ment; and highly skilled engineers worked gratis on each program. We
worked without pay in order to establish the Festival as an annual event.”™
She also had an idea to expand this first festival's scope to include visual
art. On August 3, shortly before the series opened, she wrote David Tudor:
“How would the great painters Bob Rauschenberg, Jasper Johns, and Bill
de Kooning like to exhibit a show of their paintings at these concerts—not
for sale, just to add prestige to the festival. If they would like to and their
galleries didn’t object, I think it would be so wonderful for the concert au-
diences to get to see their work in addition to hearing the music of Cage,
Brown, Feldman, etc.”* It didn’t happen. But Moorman’s festivals would
soon become known for their riotous diversity of media. It was apparently
her idea from the beginning to surprise and educate her audiences with a
commingling of artistic disciplines.

While she worked out the programs, Moorman puzzled over what to call
the series. She and her friend Jacob Glick covered a half sheet of Hotel Paris
stationery with scribbled ideas, some of them probably conceived after a
few glasses of wine. “Musica Moderna,” “Conceptual and Non-Conceptual

Miscarriage of Tone Clusters,” “The After-
birth of Music,” and “A Festival of New Sounds” were rejected. “Six Con-

” o«

Music,” “Today’s Music—Now,

certs of the Avant Garde” made it into type on draft versions of the program.
(A poor speller, Moorman never hyphenated the term avant-garde). But
since she and her friends wanted to avoid labels of any kind, they dropped
avant-garde and decided on the terse and rather elegant 6 Concerts '63.5 Its
vagueness promised nothing in particular, allowing Moorman to include
works that stretched the boundaries of musical form in several directions.
But avant-garde refused to go away. Newspaper editors, critics, and
even the management of Judson Hall used it to describe the festival. Moor-
man said she had always disliked the term because it was nonsensical. “The
works I perform are of this time. They're performed in the present tense.
How can they be ahead of their time?”® And yet, after the first year avant-
garde became a standard part of her festival titles. When she was asked to
explain this, she said she’d been ordered to reinstate the term by the courts
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after the festival was sued by an audience member whose hearing had been

damaged by the extreme volume of the music. The case had been “thrown

out of court,” Moorman said, on the condition she use avant-garde in fu-
ture festival titles. Nothing in Moorman’s archive supports this story, but

it was an appealingly dramatic way to explain how she had made her peace

with a term she disliked. As she often said, “You've got to warn people that

it’s not Mozart or Brahms they're coming to hear.””

6 Concerts 63 opened on the warm, humid evening of August 20, 1963.
About seventy-five people turned up to hear Frederic Rzewski perform four
works for piano, none of which had yet been heard on a New York stage.
The first two—one by Sylvano Bussotti and one by Rzewski himself—were
pronounced “enormously dry and uninteresting” by Harold Schonberg,
the bored New York Times critic who had recorded the number of audience
members present that night.® The third was the turbulent Klavierstuck X
(1961) by Karlheinz Stockhausen, after which six people “walked noisily
out of the hall” as others giggled, applauded, and swore loudly.? Rzewski’s
final piece of the evening, Giuseppe Chiari’'s Dadaesque Teatrino (1963),
was dubbed “a solo insurrection” by Newsweek’s Jack Kroll. The New
York Herald Tribune acknowledged the recital’s theatricality with a sneer:
“Avant-garde piano music is decidedly something to watch—it might even
get worse.”"®

Judson Hall was packed the following evening for a concert by John
Cage and David Tudor, during which Cage caused a sensation with his own
Variations IIT (1962-1963). With contact microphones pinned to his body,
he calmly went about mundane personal business such as putting on his
eyeglasses, smoking a cigarette, writing a letter, and drinking a glass of
water. The amplified sounds of his actions were broadcast over speakers
that hung around the perimeter of the auditorium; his swallowing, which
blasted full volume from the rear of the hall, was especially harsh. “Almost
unbearable in its intensity,” wrote Ross Parmenter of the New York Times.
“Every gulp a Niagara roar,” complained Newsweek. Many people, including
the woman who later sued the festival, fled the hall, their eardrums throb-
bing. Those who remained gave the composer six curtain calls.”

According to its score, Variations III is to be realized by “one or any
number of people performing any actions.” Nowhere do the instructions
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FIGURE 5.1

Judson Hall placard for 6 Concerts '63. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive,
Charles Deering McCormick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern
University Library.



mention sound; they simply require the performer to act, and to count the

acts as he or she does them, using a randomly generated system provided by

the score. Cage meant to point out that, in his words, “we move through our

activity without any space between one action and the next, and with many

overlapping actions,” and that “all of this activity is productive of music.”™*

By performing these actions on a concert stage, Cage suggested that they be

understood and received within conventional musical parameters even as

he declined to draw any distinction between art and life. One member of
the audience, a stockbroker, claimed to have been enlightened: “Now when

I go to a cocktail party, I don’t just hear noise; [ hear music.”s But the critics

were caustic, prompting Philip Corner to write a rebuttal in which he de-
clared that Variations III “is not a joke. Unless it is (which it is) the sublime

joke which includes all that is serious and sees their no-difference.”*

On Tuesday evening, September 3, Moorman showcased her own solo
work in a recital of six compositions. She had played most of them at her
Pitt Street recital the previous April. But the program also included two
world premieres, and in hindsight it was the stark contrast between those
two works that began to suggest the kind of performer Moorman would be-
come. The first, City Minds and Country Hearts, was written by the maverick
jazz artist Ornette Coleman and dedicated to Moorman, although it almost
certainly was not written with her in mind; the “jazz feelin” called for in
the score does not come across in a recording of Moorman’s performance.'s

The second new work, Philip Corner’s Solo with ..., was written for
her, and it was written to her strengths. As Corner well knew, Moorman
was often late to her performances and sometimes finished her personal
and musical preparations on stage. Corner’s score simply formalized this
extramusical disorder. In his words, it “was a structure that [made] what
happened anyway meaningful.”® The score directs Moorman to tune and
polish her instrument, shuffle through her sheet music, walk on and off
stage, adjust her clothing, rummage in her handbag, clear her throat,
scribble on her score, fuss with her bow, etc. She played one note: a forte
pizzicato, plucked halfway through the piece. Then she returned to her
stage business. Occasionally she was interrupted by short blasts of taped
music that issued from an onstage loudspeaker. The score instructs her to
give this mechanical heckler “dirty looks.”
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Moorman sometimes referred to Solo with ... as “Corner’s Happening,”
perhaps because it was less a piece of music than a visual work with sound
accompaniment.'? Like Cage’s Variations I1I, Corner’s composition was the-
ater-as-music that downplayed the distinction between art and life. It was
also a prescient acknowledgment that Moorman’s ability—her virtuosity,
even—lay outside traditional musicianship, and that the sight of her was
fundamental to her work. At least one person in the audience that night
understood what Corner had achieved. Morton Feldman, passing him in the
aisle during intermission, told him, “You're the only composer who knows
how to write for Charlotte.”*

The centerpiece of Moorman’s September 3 program was Cage’s
26'1.1499" for a String Player. She had performed a three-minute section of
the work at her Pitt Street recital, but for the festival she planned to play it
in its entirety. In June 1963 she had asked David Tudor for help in working
up the sections that were new to her. On his recommendation, she also
played a portion of the piece for Cage. “[Mr. Cagel] helped me so much,”
she reported to Tudor. “I was nervous playing for the creator of the music,
but also very grateful to have the opportunity.” She went on to offer a novel
idea of her own. “I want to try making part (& possibly all) of the other
instruments on tape and control its playing with my foot.”

This would have been an inventive way to cope with the extraordinary
demands of the piece, which requires precise choreography of hands and
feet to make all of the sounds at the exact moment and for the exact length of
time indicated on the score. (Tudor himself often used a stopwatch when
performing Cage’s work.) But Moorman does not seem to have pursued the
tape idea, perhaps because Cage made a counterproposal. “Mr. Cage men-
tioned that the piece could be played with you,” her letter to Tudor contin-
ues. “I'm more eager than ever to play it with you.”

She was referring to the possibility, detailed in Cage’s instructions
for the piece, that one or more parts of The Ten Thousand Things might be
played simultaneously. This is in fact what Moorman and Tudor decided
to do: he would perform 3446.776" for @ Pianist (1954.) while she played
26'1.1499" for a String Player. Cage’s idea is both subversive and noninten-
tional. Subversive because the pieces, when played together, overturn the
traditional notion of a duet: the sections have no deliberate contiguity,
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either musically or performatively; nonintentional because Cage doesn't in-
sist on this subversion. Rather, he allows the performers to decide whether
or not to construct such an “antiduet.”

Moorman’s appointment diary for 1963 is not among her papers, so it
is not clear how many rehearsals she had, or intended to have, with Tudor
before September 3. (Perhaps they had none; in theory, an anti-duet would
not require any.) She performed it solo, however, on at least one occasion.
On August 21 Movietone News sent a crew to Judson Hall to gather footage
for its featurette Avant-Garde Music—A New Composition; they filmed Moor-
man playing the Cage, with the composer as acting as her assistant. She is
the picture of a studious female student whose male mentor watches sup-
portively over her shoulder, leaning forward occasionally to put a whistle
to her lips, pass her a hammer, or turn the pages of the score.** But one
photograph found in her archive, a still from the film, suggests a different
narrative and hints at the liberties Moorman would later take with Cage’s
work. She projects confidence and power as she tosses a cymbal to the floor,
while Cage melts into the background, literally in her shadow. Quite simply,
she commands the stage.

There was only one review of Moorman’s September 3 concert. Win-
throp Sargeant, writing for the New Yorker, was polite, if dismissive. He
confessed, “with some shame,” that he was unable to tell one piece from
another. “They all seemed to be made up of various hoots and swoops on
the cello, with disconnected thumpings on the piano when it was pres-
ent, and they all sounded like the work of the same creative mind.” Of
the Moorman—Tudor duet, he wrote:

Technologically, like most Cage works, this one was a lulu. Mr.
Tudor, reading from a score that resembled a checkbook, was
equipped with fifteen or twenty varieties of drumstick, and
his piano with rocks—or objects that looked like rocks. Every
once in a while, he would rise and peer into its interior, like
a truck driver looking for a defective sparkplug. Both he and
Miss Moorman blew whistles from time to time, and several
children’s balloons were burst with loud pops. At one point,
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FIGURE 5.2

Charlotte Moorman performs John Cage's 26'1.1499” for a String Player,

with Cage as her assistant. Still from the Movietone News film Avant-Garde Music
(1963). Film © ITN Source. Photo courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles
Deering McCormick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.



Miss Moorman hurled a cymbal into the middle of the stage
floor, where it landed with an imposing crash.*

Moorman probably was not disheartened by this review. But she felt
that she had played the Cage poorly because she had not finished within
the specified time. Although she relished the relative freedom experi-
mental music gave her, at this early stage of her career she still wanted her
performances, above all, to reflect the composer’s wishes.* Soon after the
concert, she drafted an apology to Tudor:

You played so beautifully Tuesday evening. I am sorry that I
played so badly. John Cage’s piece is one of my favorite com-
positions in the entire literature—it really hurts that I ruined
it. I never thought I would recover from my bad performance,
but fortunately I've gotten some rest and I am playing like I
wanted to that night. My mind is functioning and connected
to my body once again. I am between 3 & 4 minutes overtime.
Once [ was only 1 minute over—using the indicated parts of my
bow and following the dynamics. I only hope I will have an-
other chance someday to play this beautiful piece with you.*

She concluded, with something like self-confidence, “I have learned a
lot being associated with you and John Cage in this festival. I've learned that
art is strictly a question of individuality. I found myself forgetting all about
punishments and all about rewards and all about self-styled obligations and
duties and responsibilities and remembered one thing—that it is me—no
one else—who determines my destiny and decides my fate.” Perhaps because
of her work with Cage and Tudor, she increasingly began to trust her own in-
stincts as a performer; ironically, this led her further from Cage’s intentions.
This was certainly not the outcome Tudor had hoped for when he agreed to
work with Moorman in 6 Concerts '63. And though she repeatedly invited
Tudor to take part in her later festivals, he never worked with her again.*

As Moorman quickly turned 26'1.1499" for a String Player into a full-
blown visual and sonic spectacle, Cage and some of those in his immediate
circle began to dismiss her interpretation—and her work in general—as
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overly concerned with self-presentation. In September 1964, before at-
tending one of her festivals, Jasper Johns told Cage bluntly, “C. Moorman
should be kept off the stage. But I guess I'll go again tonight.” Years later
Johns said that he had disliked her work for as long as he could remem-
ber because he felt that her presence overshadowed the music she was
performing. Merce Cunningham said, more gently, that he had seen her
perform many times but couldn’t remember anything about the concerts
except “the sight of her.”*

Cage himself came to abhor the way she performed his piece but, ac-
cording to Johns, was nevertheless fascinated by her devotion to it, which
remained robust into the early 1980s. Her copy of the score serves as a
colorfully layered record of her twenty-year-long relationship with the
composition. Its covers are battered, and each of its eighty-five pages is
annotated with a hash of scrawled notes, carefully drawn staves and tab-
latures, dynamic markings, collaged printed material, notes to herself,
questions, and performance prompts of various kinds, many of them pen-
ciled in according to a color-coded system of her own design. It is like
a love letter that has been labored over for hours. Moorman unwittingly
predicted her long affair with the piece when she told Winthrop Sargeant,
on the September evening in 1963 when she first performed it, “I'm not
entirely in sympathy with the aesthetics of all this stuff, but I think the
Cage work is going to live.”

6 CONCERTS '63 closed on Wednesday, September 4, with a grand group
effort. John Cage, Earle Brown, and Alvin Lucier took turns conducting
an ensemble that included Max Neuhaus, James Tenney, Frederic Rze-
wski, Moorman, and several others (including the festival’s only other fe-
male participant, Florence Wightman—a harpist!). The program included
Brown’s December 1952 (1952), Christian Wolft’s For 5 or 10 People (1962),
and the world premiere of Morton Feldman’s De Kooning (1963). A few
days later, William Bender of the New York Herald Tribune observed that
6 Concerts '63 had “whipped up suddenly and almost without warning, like
a summer storm,”*® a simile that suggests the clamor and unpredictable
energy of the whole thing. Earle Brown told Bender, “I don’t think all of
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FIGURE 5.3

Two pages of Charlotte Moorman'’s annotated copy of the score for John
Cage's 26'1.1499” for a String Player. © 1960 by Henmar Press, Inc. All rights
reserved. Used by permission of C.F. Peters Corporation. Photos courtesy
Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of Special
Collections, Northwestern University Library.



the works performed were great, or that all of the performances were great.
But a festival should present what is going on, and in this sense it was a
success. We were offering a gallery concept, not a museum concept.”

The festival’s reverberations continued for several months after its con-
clusion. In October Moorman got word that WBAI, New York’s commercial -
free, listener-supported radio station, wanted to air recordings of two of
the concerts—the evening of electronic music and her own solo evening;
she was also asked to write and tape introductory remarks for each pro-
gram.® In January 1964 the glossy arts magazine Show ran a piece about
the festival written by the young journalist Gloria Steinem and illustrated
with glamorous portraits of Moorman, Cage, Brown, and others taken by
the star fashion photographer Hiro.* The Movietone short was screened
in Manhattan theaters and broadcast on television across the country.
Moorman told Steinem that after the film aired in Little Rock, her mother
telephoned to ask if this was really why she had slaved to send her daughter
to Juilliard.

Throughout her career in the avant-garde, Moorman habitually exag-
gerated her family’s disapproval of the work she did. Doing so highlighted
the distance she had traveled from her roots, and suggested how much she
had sacrificed in order to pursue her mission. But her characterization of
Vivian Moorman to Show was unfair. By 1963 Vivian stopped drinking and
had resumed her correspondence with Charlotte; in September, after see-
ing the Movietone film on television, she wrote her daughter a letter that is
the equivalent of a mother’s comforting embrace. “I believe I told you that
your Sept. 3rd concert would go OK. I do not believe you have had a flop,
honey—and I'm not prejudiced—just know what you can do.” She added,
“Loved your hair long and you looked well on T.V. again. I was proud of you,
you still talk a little like a Southerner, honey.”3°

80 CHAPTER 5 : 6 CONCERTS '63



A Beautiful Persuasion

WHAT FOLLOWS IS A STORY MOORMAN LOVED TO TELL. PERHAPS IT
HAPPENED JUST THIS WAY.

IN JUNE 1964 SHE CALLED ON KARLHEINZ STOCKHAUSEN, WHO
was on an extended visit to the United States with his lover, the painter Mary
Bauermeister.! Moorman told them that she wanted to mount a new pro-
duction of Stockhausen’s Originale (Originals) as the centerpiece of her
second festival. He said yes, on one condition: she had to cast Nam June
Paik. “What’s a Paik?” she asked.? Stockhausen told her that Nam June Paik
was the Korean composer who had performed in the Cologne premiere of
Originals. He suggested she contact him in Europe.

Moorman went back to the Hotel Paris to compose a letter to Paik. Just
as she was stepping into her room, the telephone rang. “Paik here,” said the
caller. “Where?” Moorman asked, momentarily confused. The caller replied



that he was in New York City and had heard that she was looking for him.
Magically, Paik had appeared at precisely the moment she needed him.3

They met on June 12 at the Madison Food Shop, a luncheonette at the
corner of 53rd Street and First Avenue, near the telephone answering
service where Moorman sometimes worked. Moorman related that Paik
agreed right away to take part in Originals and also proposed that they
become partners. She wondered, “Why do I need him for a partner?
[...] He was telling me [about] all these pieces he’d always wanted to do.
He'd always wanted a beautiful girl to striptease, and he wanted me to
play cello and take my clothes off. I just [couldn’t] believe I was sitting
there talking to this Oriental man about these things. [...] But there was
something about him. He was so strong, so serious, that I listened. We
became partners. And now everything in the world has happened to us
as aresult.”

LIKE MOORMAN, PAIK was a classical music renegade. Born in Seoul in
1932, he developed an early interest in art and music that led him first to
Tokyo, where he earned a degree in aesthetics, and later to Munich and
Freiburg, where he did graduate work in composition and music history.
In the mid-1950s he began writing music that used recorded sounds and
electronics—an advanced practice to be sure, but one that would shortly be
embraced by academe. He seemed headed for a respectable life teaching in
a university somewhere. This would have pleased his family.

Butin 1958 Paik encountered John Cage at the Darmstadt International
Summer Course for New Music. As Darmstadt’s guest artist that summer,
Cage gave several performances during his week in residence and deliv-
ered lectures on his compositional use of chance operations, nonmusical
sound, and indeterminacy.* Paik recalled that he had approached Cage’s
music “with a very cynical mind. [...] In the middle of the concert slowly,
slowly I got turned on. At the end of the concert I was a completely dif-
ferent man.”s He had found Cage’s music completely unpredictable, even
boring, and as such a cleansing antidote to the highly determined music
of the German composers with whom he had been studying. He was both
disoriented and energized.
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Immediately he set about revising his working method. Within a year
he had finished Homage to John Cage: Music for Audiotapes and Piano (1959).
Like his earlier works, this ten-minute piece featured snippets of taped
and broadcast sounds, including news reports, a crying baby, jazz music,
and Rimbaud’s poetry. In this new piece he combined sounds with his own
often violent actions, such as tipping over a piano, breaking glass, firing a
pistol, bellowing in Korean, and driving a motor scooter onstage. During
one performance of Homage to John Cage, he ran out, leaving the scooter
running onstage. As the auditorium filled with carbon monoxide, the au-
dience sat stunned, uncertain what to do. A few minutes later he returned,
saying he'd been in a bar and forgotten about the scooter.® His most infa-
mous early work is Etude for Pianoforte (1960), which he ended by leaping
into the audience and cutting off Cage’s necktie and part of his shirt with
a pair of long-bladed scissors. In 1962 he provoked a Diisseldorf audience
by smashing a violin, throwing raw eggs at them, and stripping to his un-
derwear while playing Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata. Earle Brown called
Paik an “Oriental Kammerkrieg,” a conflation of the German words Kam-
mermusik (chamber music) and blitzkrieg (a surprise attack).” Cage later
said that he would think twice about attending another of Paik’s concerts
because “he generates a real sense of danger and sometimes goes further
than what we are ready to accept.”

Homage to John Cage was Paik’s first try at what he came to call “action
music”: an open musical framework (basically, a length of time) filled with
a collage of sounds and provocative theatrics. The strategies he used—"con-
stant surprise, disappointment, and extreme tedium”—owe something
to Cage and Zen as well as to Antonin Artaud’s Theater of Cruelty, Rich-
ard Wagner’s concept of Gesamtkunstwerk, or “total artwork,” and Dadaist
collage. (Paik once described Homage to John Cage as “audible Schwitters,”
referring to the German Dadaist Kurt Schwitters, known for his abstract
collages.”®) He referred to these works as music because he intended the
sounds, rather than the actions, to be primary. Since he disliked repeating
himself, no two performances of any piece were the same. He performed
many of his action music pieces at the Cologne atelier of Mary Bauermeis-
ter, who later recalled the shock they produced. “[Paik] could play the pi-
ano fantastically. For example, he played Chopin—and at the moment when
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we were all happily listening to Chopin, he suddenly banged his head on
the keys and dashed all our expectations of ultimate ‘salvation through the
classical and harmonious.” And this destruction was ‘worse’ than Stock-
hausen’s radical world of sound.™

Stockhausen himself found Paik’s wildness so fascinating that he wrote
a part for him in Originals. The composer’s first experiment with what he
called “musikalisches Theater,” his term for works in which dramatic ac-
tions are conceived in musical terms, Originals was an exuberant mix of
rich sound and bustling theatrics."* The show opened at Cologne’s Theater
am Dom in October 1961 with a cast of twenty-one “originals”—the city’s
most prominent avant-garde artists from all disciplines. Stockhausen’s
biographer Michael Kurtz describes one of Paik’s performances: “Moving
like lightning, he threw peas up at the roof over the audience, or straight
at them. [...] He smeared himself all over with shaving cream, emptied a
bowl of flour or rice over his head and jumped into a bathtub full of water.
He submerged, then ran to the piano, began playing a sentimental salon
piece, tripped over and banged his head several times on the keys. Paik’s
absurd actions changed every day and made immediate use of any special
situation.” His antics nearly caused the sponsoring Kulturverein to close
down the show.'t

In early 1963, after four years of writing action music, Paik announced
that he would no longer compose or perform. Instead he would “expose”
music in the form of objects. In March 1963, at his first solo exhibition, Ex-
position of Music—Electronic Television, he showed four prepared pianos that
pushed the idea beyond Cage and into absurdity, along with pull toys made
from tin cans (Instruments for Zen Exercise); a wind chime made of kitchen
utensils (Zen for Wind); and interactive installations of audiotape and LPs.
He encouraged audience participation, explaining, “I am no longer a cook
(composer) but a feinkosthandler (delicatessen owner).”s In a private per-
formance for the photographer Manfred Montwé, he demonstrated a new
way to experience music: fellate a phonograph tone arm as it rides the
grooves of a spinning vinyl LP.*

The show also included about a dozen “electronic televisions” that were
scattered around the building’s garden. Paik had converted their broadcast
images into abstractions through various alterations to their electronics.

84 CHAPTER 6 : A BEAUTIFUL PERSUASION



FIGURE 6.1

Nam June Paik demonstrates Listening to Music through the Mouth at
Exposition of Music—Electronic Television, Wuppertal, West Germany, 1963.
Photo © Manfred Montwé.



In Zen for TV, for example, he disabled one of the set’s deflection circuits,
creating a single white line running across the middle of the screen. He
then turned the set on its side. Some of the other TVs were connected to
devices—a foot pedal, a radio, a microphone—that allowed visitors to ma-
nipulate the images. Paik understood these works not as sculpture but as
“physical music”—a time-based art form, like music, but one with a visual
or material manifestation."

After the exhibition closed, Paik left Europe. He spent a year in Japan
working with engineer Shuya Abe on another piece of physical music, Robot
K-456. This was a human-sized, remote-controlled robot that walked, talked
(via a recorded tape), moved its arms, spun its conical breasts, and, per-
haps echoing Paik’s pea-throwing in Originals, excreted dried beans."
Robot K-456 was also a proxy through which Paik continued to perform
action music. “I thought of [the Robot] as a happening tool,” he said. “I
thought it should meet people in the street and give one second of surprise.
Like a quick shower. I wanted it to kick you and then go on. It was a street
music piece.”" The designation “K-456" is a reference to the Kéchel num-
bering system used to catalog Mozart’s works. Paik’s teasing suggestion is
that the robot is not just music but classical music that should be taken no
less seriously than a work by Mozart.*

In mid-1964 Paik decided to move to the United States, which seemed
to him the best place to pursue his new interest in electronic art. He
brought Robot K-456 along, hoping to secure a performance for it at a mu-
seum or gallery in New York.*' In the mid-1960s the entry of Asian citizens
into the United States was still regulated by a quota system; worried that
he might not get a visa, Paik asked for help from two artist acquaintances.
The Lithuanian filmmaker Jonas Mekas, who had been living in New York
since 1949, signed a notarized affidavit in December 1963 guaranteeing
that, if necessary, he would take financial responsibility for Paik after his
arrival in the States. John Cage produced an all-purpose letter of support.

“Mr. Nam June Paik is a distinguished composer of new music whom [
have had the good fortune to know since 1958, he wrote. “I will be glad
to assume any responsibility, including financial responsibility, for him
during his stay. His visit to the United States will be of great importance
for new music.”*
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FIGURE 6.2

Nam June Paik, Klavier Integral (1958-1963), manipulated piano with various
items, 53 %2 x 55 x 25 %2 in. Collection Museum Moderner Kunst Stiftung
Ludwig, Vienna. Photographed in the exhibition Exposition of Music—Electronic
Television, Wuppertal, West Germany, 1963. Photo © Manfred Montwé.



Despite what Cage implied, Paik did not plan to continue making mu-
sic; he had come to New York to continue his sculptural work. He changed
his mind only after meeting Moorman, because he saw that she could help
him achieve an unrealized goal. For four years he had been looking for
a way to introduce sex into classical music. He claimed its absence was
a lamentable “historical blunder,” and he proposed to correct it by adding
sex to his own action music.® This claim was an odd one, given that sex had
been a not-uncommon theme in classical music and ballet for at least a
century. He undoubtedly knew, for example, Richard Strauss’s 1905 opera
Salome, with its scandalously erotic finale, and perhaps also Franz Schre-
ker’s Die Gezeichneten (The Branded), a 1911 opera whose theme is sexual
violence. But the sexuality offered up in these works is pure artifice. Per-
haps this, for Paik, constituted the blunder, for what he sought to do was
incorporate the performer’s naked body into the musical performance. In
this way, he no longer simply alluded to the erotic but presented the real
thing: the nude body as sensual musique concrete.

He had first tried to find a woman willing to perform a striptease as
part of his composition Etude for Pianoforte, but he could find no one, not
even prostitutes, who would agree. In 1962 he tried to engage a female pia-
nist to play Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata in the nude.** Again he could find
no one, so instead he did it himself. He called the piece Sonata quasi una
fantasia, Beethoven’s own marking for the piece; by adding a striptease to
the work, Paik turned the original title into a humorous double entendre
that eroticizes the musical form fantasia, or fantasy.

Later in 1962 Paik was briefly hopeful that he had found his partner in
Alison Knowles, an artist who was associated with Fluxus. This loosely knit
group of international artists, writers, performers, and composers came
together in the late 1950s out of a shared desire to erode the boundaries
separating artistic disciplines and encourage attentive appreciation of the
events of everyday life. Paik had met Knowles during the early 1960s, when
both took part in several Fluxus concerts staged in northern Europe. At
that time Knowles was the only female member of Fluxus; Paik wrote Ser-
enade for Alison for her. He said it was “an intellectual striptease.” The
score reads:
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Take off a pair of yellow panties, and put them on the wall.

Take off a pair of white-lace panties, and look at the audience
through them.

Take off a pair of red panties, and put them in the vest pocket
of a gentleman.

Take off a pair of light-blue panties, and wipe the sweat off
the forehead of an old gentleman.

Take off a pair of violet panties, and pull them over the head of
asnob.

Take off a pair of nylon panties, and stuff them in the mouth
of a music critic.

Take off a pair of black-lace panties, and stuff them in the
mouth of the second music critic.

Take off a pair of blood-stained panties, and stuff them in the
mouth of the worst music critic.

Take off a pair of green panties, and make an omelette-
surprise with them.

(continue)

If possible, show them that you have no more panties on.

Knowles performed it twice, with her own modifications, before decid-
ing it was not for her. “[The piece] made me isolate an aspect of myself and
present it as if it was especially important. Meaning, the femaleness of my
body. [...] [Emphasizing] the objectness of woman was not my way.”** She
soon stopped performing the piece, and Paik gave up his search for a will-
ing female partner.

Then he met Moorman. “Charlotte reawakened my interest in the per-
forming arts, which I thought I terminated in 1962,” he said after her death.

“I cannot thank her enough for this beautiful persuasion.”
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The Feast of
Astonishments

FESTIVAL OF THE AVANT-GARDE '64, MOORMAN’S SECOND CONCERT
SERIES, OPENED ON AUGUST 30, 1964, AND RAN THROUGH SEPTEM-
BER 13. IT BEGAN WITH FIVE CONCERTS OF EXPERIMENTAL MUSIC
and concluded with five performances of Stockhausen’s Originals (1961).
This time, Moorman scheduled her own solo concert for opening night, a
declaration, perhaps, that the festival was now her event. Norman Seaman
was still her financial backer, but her name now topped the program. From
1964, through 1980, when the festivals ended, her energy and vision alone
were its driving forces.

Someone, presumably Moorman, made the decision to include two
pieces in each of the festival’s first five concerts. One of them was George
Brecht's Entrance Music/Exit Music, as realized on magnetic tape by composer
James Tenney.' Entrance Music begins with a barely audible white noise that



gradually changes, over the course of three minutes, into a simple sine
tone. As the sound gets louder and louder, the stage lights dim, signaling
the entrance of the first performer. The reverse happens at the end of the
concert; this is Exit Music. The piece is a six-minute sonic journey from
chaos to clarity and back again that places all the listener’s attention, as
Philip Corner has observed, on the process of change.*

Each night Entrance Music was followed by Paik’s Robot Opera (1964), a
brief, bawdy comic opera that served as a preamble to the evening’s more
serious fare. With Paik manning the controls from the wings, Robot K-456
took a turn around the stage, flailing its limbs and twirling its breasts. Once
it had shambled off, the concert could continue. Beginning each evening of
the festival with the same two works was an inspired bit of programming.
It gave the series a leitmotif—better, a theme song—that linked the sections
of its desultory narrative and suggested the hand of an auteur who wanted
the whole to have continuity and shape.

On opening night, August 30, after Robot Opera had concluded, Moorman
took the stage. She began her program with Earle Brown’s Synergy (1952),
an open-form composition that she played as a “trio” for live cello and two
prerecorded realizations of the same piece. Next was Cage’s 26'1.1499" for
a String Player. A recording of her performance, made for WBAI and pre-
served in her archive, reveals that her playing was both livelier and less
crisp than in her previous versions. She incorporated many recognizable
noises—cowbells, a fire engine siren, and the crash of shattering glass—that
humanize the abstract, instrumental scratches, plunks, and plinks made on
the cello. For some viewers, the sight of her performance on August 30 was
as captivating as its sound. Raymond Ericson of the New York Times wrote,

“Miss Moorman looked quite fetching ensconced behind a transparent
gauze curtain and surrounded by colored balloons, her cello, gongs and as-
sorted noisemakers. Her ability to draw unlikely sounds from her instru-
ment was remarkable. No two glissandos were alike as the cello seemed to
be sighing, whining or moaning. From time to time Miss Moorman struck
some of the nearby bric-a-brac, broke a balloon, shot off a pistol or gave
herself a Bronx cheer on a razzer.”s

Ericson’s only complaint was that the piece was “inordinately slow”—
more than forty-one minutes long instead of twenty-six. William Bender
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of the New York Herald Tribune agreed. “Program dragging terribly, hour
late, must be off,” his review concludes.* One of them went so far as to
shout his objections from the back row, only to be admonished by com-
poser Malcolm Goldstein. “Each sound has a life of its own,” he yelled out.
“Let it live it.”s Both Fricson and Bender left at intermission.

Because they left early, they missed what might have been Moorman'’s
best performance of the evening: Giuseppe Chiari’s Per Arco (For the Bow)
(1963), written for cello and magnetic tape. The piece begins with five
minutes of recorded “noises of war’—machine gun ratatat, whistling ar-
tillery shells, and thudding explosions, which Chiari had taped during a
World War IT skirmish between German and Italian forces. Next comes
precisely one minute forty seconds of silence, after which the cellist is to
“react to the noises.” Chiari’s language-based score directs the musician
as a script might direct an actor. It begins with a backstory that explains
the instrumentalist’s motivation. This reads, in part: “[The cellist] must
enter a state of inertia, but not one of resignation or indifference. Hid-
den in him there is a nervous force. He no longer believes in sound. He
does not remember the taut positions of an instrumentalist. He is a man
who, after a destruction, finds himself with two objects. Cello & bow—sur-
vivors like him—& touches them almost unconsciously.” In the precisely
choreographed “reactions” that follow, the cellist is directed to strike,
clench, jerk, knock, drag, and crush the cello, bow, and strings with fin-
gers, elbows, palms, and arms. These violent outbursts are separated by
exhausted pauses. The expression is one of profound despair.

When the piece premiered in 1963, in Palermo, one audience mem-
ber had the impression he was listening to “plants growing up out of the
ravaged earth.”” But Moorman’s performance impressed two (male) critics
as less an antiwar statement than a highly sexualized encounter with her
cello. “She did all kinds of naughty things to her cello,” wrote Leighton
Kerner in the Village Voice. “A contact microphone attached to the cello
amplified every caress and stroke and rub that she gave the instrument.
In fact, Miss Moorman seemed to be in such a passionate state that one
wondered if Mr. Chiari’s work might better have been named "Lady Chat-
terley’s Cello.”” Faubion Bowers, writing for the Nation, was more pointed.
“After the bombing, soldiers and sex.”
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Moorman had approached Chiari at Stockhausen’s suggestion, writing
on July 31, 1964, to ask for music she could play in the festival. On August
6 he had airmailed three scores. She chose Per Arco, and in less than one
month was able to prepare a fully realized and highly idiosyncratic inter-
pretation.? In a way that playing Brahms and Kabalevsky had not, perform-
ing Chiari’s emotive composition came naturally to her.

THE NEXT EVENING'S concert, a program of electronic music, sold out,
and each night thereafter dozens of people had to be turned away at the door.
The daily comedy of Robot Opera continued, now relocated to the sidewalk
along West 57th Street, in front of Judson Hall. Inside, what Faubion Bow-
ers called a “feast of astonishments” continued. The concert on September1
featured new works by members of ONCE, an Ann Arbor—based group that
had begun its own festival of New Music in 1961. At Moorman’s invita-
tion, ONCE founders Gordon Mumma and Robert Ashley had programmed
an evening that featured, among other works, the New York premiere of
George Cacioppo’s Casseopiea (1962) and world premieres of Mumma'’s
Hornpieces and Ashley’s now-legendary The Wolfman, twenty minutes of
screaming and howling into a microphone at lacerating volume, accom-
panied by electronic feedback and a tape recording of a boiler factory in
operation.’ The next night's program, conducted by James Tenney, was
devoted to the music of Edgard Varese; the packed house of “young intel-
lectuals” gave the composer a roaring ovation when he took the stage to
introduce his works.” On September 3 there was a smorgasbord of exper-
imental music and Fluxus fancies, with works by Christian Wolff, Stefan
Wolpe, and Morton Feldman sharing the bill with Joe Jones’s Mechanical
Quartet (clacking children’s pull toys) and George Brecht's Exhibit 27, an
audience free-for-all involving nylon rope and Styrofoam balls.

The New York Times’s music critic Howard Klein wrote an enthusias-
tic review of the September 3 concert that ended with this: “The festival
seems to be a part of the city’s musical life, for there are already plans for
one next year. [...] No matter how forced some of the attempts may seem,
or how senseless some of the antics, the festival is a good thing. If nothing
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else, it transplants Village cabaret happenings to an uptown concert hall.
And the uptowners should know what’s happening to music.”*

HISTORY HAS LINKED Moorman and Paik to Fluxus, and properly so;
even though they often strayed far from Fluxus aesthetic and performative
strategies, they were still closer to Fluxus than not. But George Maciunas,
the self-appointed chairman of Fluxus, was not inclined to inclusivity.
During the early and mid-1960s, as he worked to define for himself pre-
cisely what Fluxus was, he issued a steady stream of directives, manifestoes,
and policy letters listing the rules for membership and excommunicating
those who did not comply. Moorman was almost immediately cast out and
became, at least in Maciunas’s mind, his number-one art world rival.
Their feud began over Robot K-456. Sometime during 1964, Paik had
promised Maciunas that the robot could make its debut under the Fluxus
banner. But after Moorman entered his life Paik began to change his mind,
for she seemed more interested in helping him than in staking a claim on
his work. When Moorman learned that he wanted the robot to perform
at a museum, for example, she assembled a promotional scrapbook and
sent letters of introduction to curators she knew (and those she didn’t).
When no invitations materialized, she offered to present it in Festival of
the Avant Garde "64. Since Moorman’s event provided much higher visi-
bility than anything Maciunas had to offer, Paik made a strategic decision.
“Charlotte Moorman wanted it as the opening piece of her festival ... or for
a possible concert at MOMA ... and I cancelled robot participation to Maci-
unas and diverted to Moorman ... I still feel sorry to George that I gave
away premiere [...] At that time my family allowance was dwindling ... and
I had an eminent need to finance my Video, which I saw as the chance of a
century ... Therefore I feel I was justified to make a tactical compromise.”
Maciunas blamed Moorman for this breach. In his mind, she had not
only stolen Robot K-456 but was also poaching “his™ Fluxus artists—Dick
Higgins, Jackson Mac Low, Ay-0O, and George Brecht, as well as Paik—and
thus undermining his efforts to build an international Fluxus collective. Be-
fore Festival of the Avant Garde "64 opened, Maciunas informed Moorman
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that several artists would not be taking part in it because they were Fluxus
and she was not. Then he told the artists in question that they would be
kicked out of Fluxus if they defied him."* Higgins was outraged. Paik an-
nounced his resignation from Fluxus.'s Then they, and most of the others,
went ahead and performed with Moorman anyway.

Moorman was not without ego, and she, too, could be territorial. She was
furious at composer Charles Morrow, for example, when he tried to start his
own avant-garde music festival in 1965 and recruited John Cage and Edgard
Varese for his advisory board.”® But her deepest pleasure was being of ser-
vice to art and artists. “Charlotte didn’t say, "What are you doing? Does it fit
in with my program?’” recalls artist Larry Miller. “Instead, she would say,

“What do you need? ™ Says Philip Corner, “She was doing [the festivals] for
us. She was very sincere about it. That touches me very much.”®

For his part, Maciunas continued to grumble about Moorman’s activ-
ities well into the 1960s. His dislike of her was so deep and so firm that,
after his death in 1978, their many mutual friends debated whether or not
they should invite Moorman to perform at his funeral. They did, and she
did, even though some wondered whether their old friend’s “ashes might
tremble” in his grave.*

MOORMAN SAVED ORIGINALS for the final five concerts of Festival of
the Avant Garde "64.. Often called “Stockhausen’s Happening,” Originals is
a full-on visual and aural cacophony, with eighteen scenes and a cast
of twenty-one whose actions are loosely specified but precisely timed.
“POET enters and reads work for one minute” is a typical stage direc-
tion. The actions happen simultaneously in various zones of the space
while Stockhausen’s own composition Kontakte (Contacts) (1958—1960),
scored for piano, percussion, and electronic tones, provides an under-
current of crashing sound. Originals is an enormously complex work, and

FIGURE 7.1

Some of the cast in Charlotte Moorman’s production of Karlheinz Stockhausen’s
Originals, Festival of the Avant Garde '64, New York City, 1964. Clockwise from
top center: Moorman, Allan Kaprow, Allen Ginsberg, Max Neuhaus, Robert
Breer, Jackson Mac Low, David Behrman, Olga Adorno Kliver, Nam June Paik,
Gloria Graves, Robert Delford Brown. Photo © Dan McCoy/Rainbow.






Moorman’s production was its American premiere. In retrospect, it is
astonishing that she chose to take it on. But as a producer she was still
young, with a beginner’s optimism. The production’s success must have
only reinforced her sense that, with enough effort and devotion, there
was nothing she could not do.

The Cologne production of Originals had been underwritten by the The-
ater am Dom through a commission initiated by producer Arthur C. Caspari.
Moorman had no financial backing. She had only Norman Seaman, who
once again guaranteed the hall rental and hoped to make his money back
on ticket sales. She tried to raise funds but in the end had to rely on gifts—
of time, permissions, space, printing, props, sheet music, and even postage.
During this period Seaman came to have “mystical faith” in her ability to
scrounge favors. “[People] would say, ‘This can’t be done,” and [ would say,
‘Charlotte will do it.”** There was really no mystery to her technique; it was
a mix of charm, tenacity, and very good manners (she sent mountains of
thank you notes) bolstered by a passionate belief in the value of her cause.
This simple magic was apparently hard to resist.

At the invitation of Mary Bauermeister, Allan Kaprow took charge of
the artistic aspects of Originals and agreed to play the part of Director.*
Moorman functioned as producer and took the role of String Player. “We
are working hard on preparations for Originale,” she wrote Stockhausen
on July 8, 1964. “Last Thursday, David Behrman finished translating [the
score into English]; Tuesday, Mary [Bauermeister] finished correcting and
checking his translation plus translating the footnotes & introductory re-
marks; and today, Mapleson reproduced it. James Tenney is very eager to
learn the piano part to Kontakte. Mary said I should write you and ask you
to please send me the music for it so Tenney can learn it. Also you men-
tioned you'd send a tape required in the performance.” On August 13 she
wrote to thank him for the score and tape, and gave him an update:

Kaprow is still using your copy of “Texte I1” with Mary’s [pho-
tographs] of your Cologne production to show to prospective
backers. Our feelings are that we’ll have an excellent produc-
tion without money, but we're still trying to get some. [...]
Judson Hall is being very cooperative with all our unusual
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demands. Carroll Musical Instruments have loaned all the

percussion instruments needed. [...] I've enclosed some bro-
chures for you. I hope you like them. Next we'll have 1,000 big

posters to place all over town. I've mailed out 3,000 brochures

this week. Paik folded, Behrman stuffed, and I addressed. After

no sleep for 52 hours, Mary, like an angel from heaven, left me

hundreds of gummed, addressed labels that | had only to stick
on envelopes—she’s fantastic.

Allan Kaprow assembled most of the cast, a mix of poets, musicians, com-
posers, and visual artists who more or less played themselves. Among them
were James Tenney as Pianist, Max Neuhaus as Percussionist, and Alvin
Lucier as Conductor. Allen Ginsberg played the Poet. Composer David
Behrman was Sound Engineer; the three Actors were Dick Higgins, Jack-
son Mac Low, Gloria Graves, and (for one night only) Jill Johnston. Robert
Delford Brown, and later Ay-O, played the Painter. Olga Adorno Kluver
and Letty Eisenhauer were Models, and Paik reprised the part written for
him (Composer-Actions). Norman Seaman volunteered his grandson to
play the Child. The score also called for a “Caretaker (from Zoo) with Ape,”
a casting challenge that Kaprow delegated to Moorman. Not only did she
find one—a chimpanzee named Priscilla, owned by Robert Deitch’s Kiddie
Zoo in Fair Lawn, New Jersey—she even convinced Deitch to bring Priscilla
into the city for all five shows, and to do it at no charge.

Originals opened on Tuesday, September 8, 1964,. As audience mem-
bers arrived on that pleasant late-summer evening, they found a small band
of picketers blocking the entrance to Judson Hall. The protesters carried
signs with slogans such as “Fight Musical Racism!” and passed out flyers
that blared, “Picket Stockhausen Concert! The first cultural task is publicly
to expose and FIGHT the domination of white, European-U.S. Ruling-Class
Art! [...] Stockhausen—Patrician Theorist of White Supremacy: Go to Hell!”
The protest was staged by Action Against Gultural Imperialism, a group led
by the artist Henry Flynt. On the picket line with him was, among others,
George Maciunas, who shared Flynt’s Marxist politics and his scorn for
“ruling-class Art.”** He also, no doubt, relished the chance to disrupt one
of Moorman'’s events.
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When Norman Seaman arrived at Judson Hall that evening, he was
alarmed to see Allen Ginsberg on the picket line. Seaman recalled, “I went
over to him and said, ‘Allen, what the hell’s going on? Why didn’t you tell
me you're not going to be [performing]?’ He told me, ‘I'm coming in. I'll
be in before 8:00." I said, “What are you doing picketing?” He said, “This
is all part of the Happening. George [Maciunas] is a friend of mine. I'm
not going to walk by and ignore him. So I'm marching, but when it comes
time for me to go inside I'll be there.”* Ginsberg had thought the pro-
test was somehow part of the event, and so did others. Oliver Daniel, who
represented Stockhausen at BMI, assumed it was a clever publicity stunt
and winked at Seaman as he walked into the hall.** Even Harold Schonberg,
the New York Times music critic, was confused. He reported that some by-
standers told him the picketers were part of the show, while “others said
no, including the picketers, but nobody believed them.”? Dick Higgins
later wrote: “Some of the Fluxus performers (myself, for instance) had to
pass through a picket line of other Fluxus artists, who were denouncing the
performance as cultural imperialism. This was grossly embarrassing, and
it discouraged much of the camaraderie of the earlier times of Fluxus for-
ever.” For her part, Moorman brushed off the attempted boycott. “We're
more concerned with our own artistic production than with answering their
manifestoes,” she told a reporter.®

Inside Judson Hall, the show went on as planned. The space had been
transformed into what the Voice called “a beautiful shambles.”s* A tall scaf-
fold draped with streamers of aluminum foil occupied one wall; from this
perch the director watched the action and called out instructions. Fold-
ing chairs for the viewers were arranged on the stage and around the hall
in clusters, facing in different directions. Scattered among the islands
of chairs were myriad props and musical instruments, including a piano,
drums, gongs, racks of clothes, a movie screen, a washtub, cameras, a box
of toys, light stands, a ladder, an oil drum, and tape recorders. A pair of
white hens clucked in a cage. A very large clock hung at the center of the
space, placed there to help the performers keep time.

With the audience sitting and standing in groups all over the hall, no
two individuals would have seen the same ninety-four-minute show. In
a review for the National Herald, Harry Kiamopoulos neatly evoked both
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his experience of Originals and the difficulty of describing its succession of
unrelated, overlapping scenes.

It’s really quite impossible to create literary order out of it all.
How, forinstance, can I tell you about the girl who in the course

of changing costumes kept stripping down to black panties

and half-bra and connect this bit to a toga-clad actor reading
Greek drama thru an electric megaphone? How can I connect

actors tossing rotten apples at the audience with the jazz sax-
ophonist in the balcony playing a long-range duet with a cel-
list in the orchestra? How can I sensibly tell you about beatnik
poet Allen Ginsberg reciting while another man at some dis-
tance squirted shaving lather over himself and proceeded to

take a bath with his suit on?

Do you think it’s easy to connect a drummer who changes
from his tuxedo to red leotards—while playing—with a chimpan-
zee banging oriental gongs? How does one reconcile the weird,

“outer space” sonic effects reverberating dynamically and rising
to tremendous crashing crescendos, with a Bach excerpt played
by a cellist dangling from the balcony? Where do I bring in the
actors shouting newspaper items, laughing hysterically in cho-
rus, lying on the floor en masse, taking flash pictures of the
audience and voicing such interpolations as “Johnson’s a fake,
but he’s better than Goldwater,” and “Let’s legalize pot”? Do
you think it’s easy to describe the colorful and fluid lighting
effects, the surrealistic motion picture beamed on a corner
screen, and the lithe, scantily clad girl performing her pre-
carious acrobatics while barely clinging to the steel scaffold
high over the audience??

The dangling cellist—Moorman—is mentioned in nearly every review of
Originals. She must have been an extraordinary sight: a buxom, begowned
woman playing Bach from on high, her dark hair falling over pale, plump
shoulders. “Like a Della Robbia cherub,” marveled Alan Rich in the
New York Herald Tribune.®* On at least one night Moorman contrived to be
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raised and lowered from the balcony on a backless plank-and-rope swing
manned by two assistants, a dangerous stunt not required by the score. It
turned out to be only the first of many times that Moorman set aside her
fear of heights for the sake of a performance.

Artist Carolee Schneemann, who had an unscripted part in the show and
also made some of the costumes and props, recalls how she helped Moor-
man create a second unforgettable image during Originals.

She hated her dress. It was catching on the cello, she didn’t
like the shape of it, she didn’t know what to wear. We were
backstage. [...] I think it was a rehearsal. I said, “Why don’t
you just take your dress off? Leave it here till you come back
down. I'm going to wrap you in a sheet and you'll look like a
flying angel.” She said, “But it’s going to fly open!” I said, “It’ll
be fine, you'll be really beautiful, you'll look like a Rubens.”
She said, “No, I'm too fat, I don’t want to be naked up there.” I
said, “All right, it'll flutter, and some of your body will show.”
But I draped it so that it unraveled and fell off as she went up
the rope with the cello. [...] It was astonishingly beautiful,
naked Charlotte with the white sheet fluttering down as she’s
playing the cello. [...] When she came down, she said, “That
felt wonderful!”s3

Moorman did not use this bit during any of the five performances. Instead
she devised a variation on Schneemann’s idea: on opening night, after one
of her offstage costume changes, she reappeared in a tightly wrapped gauze
dress, underneath which she was “startlingly nude.”3* This was a signif-
icant moment. Originals was the first performance in which Moorman
acknowledged that her body and her instrument were not just tools for
making music but powerful visual elements, whether she was hanging
from a balcony or nude under gauze. She had moved very far indeed from
the classical music convention in which the performer’s body disappears
in a cloak of black clothing.

Oddly, Moorman did not give Schneemann credit for the idea. Instead,
during an interview conducted in 1973, she said that Allan Kaprow had
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FIGURE 7.2

Charlotte Moorman in Karlheinz Stockhausen’s Originals, Festival of the Avant
Garde '64, New York City, September 1964. Photo by Fred W. McDarrah/

Getty Images.



FIGURE 7.3

Charlotte Moorman and the chimp named Priscilla in Karlheinz Stockhausen’s
Originals, Festival of the Avant Garde '64, New York City, 1964. Photo © Estate
of Fred W. McDarrah.



insisted she perform seminude.3 There is no record that Kaprow ever con-
firmed or denied this. But nudity had never been one of his artistic concerns.
Schneemann, on the other hand, had been exploring sexuality and the body
in her work for several years. In Eye Body (1963) she had integrated her
nude, paint-smeared self into an environment of her own wall construc-
tions and paintings, and in 1964 she had debuted Meat Joy, an erotic rite
that involved near-naked performers and assorted raw meats. Her story
about Moorman’s nude debut is much more plausible than Moorman’s
own. But Kaprow, not Schneemann, was the director of Originals. He was
also a man. This made for a convenient dodge. If her male superior told
her to do it, how could she refuse?

This was the first of many times during her career that Moorman
sidestepped responsibility for her behavior by claiming that she had only
been following a man’s instructions. Because she was otherwise so pow-
erful and independent a personality, her deference is both unexpected
and disappointing, especially given the courageous work of peers such
as Schneemann and, later, Hannah Wilke. Perhaps Moorman found it
thrilling to publicly expose her naked body but was also ashamed to be
thrilled. “He made me do it” provided both permission and absolution
for her behavior.

ORIGINALS WAS A MAJOR event in New York City’s 1964 musical season.
It was the American premiere of a large-scale work by a respected, if contro-
versial, European composer. Every show sold out. The New York Times and
New York Herald Tribune each ran two stories, and several smaller papers
sent critics. The Village Voice published three articles plus a photo spread
by Fred McDarrah. Moorman somehow persuaded critics from leading na-
tional magazines Time, Newsweek, and the Nation to attend. (According to
Max Neuhaus, she simply showed up at publishers’ offices and told them
they had to review the show, so they did.3*) A couple of weeks after Orig-
inals closed, Johnny Carson invited her to appear on The Tonight Show,
where she performed about three minutes of her Cage solo.3? She had not
been able to achieve more than average competence as a classical musician,
but on the New Music scene Moorman was beginning to look like a star.
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IN OCTOBER 1964, Earle Brown wrote to Moorman from Paris. Alluding
to the grand spectacle of Originals, he asked, “So what else is new, now
that you're the Cecil B. de Moorman of the music world?”3* Brown’s affec-
tionate jibe referred to Cecil B. De Mille, the famed director of Hollywood
filmic extravaganzas. Brown likely meant the comment as a compliment,
perhaps impressed that Moorman had pulled off an event of such com-
plex and spectacular proportions, and done it mostly on her own. Perhaps
Brown understood, even before Moorman herself did, that it would be-
come her mission to bring experimental art to an audience as broad as any
that Hollywood could command.

We do not know what Moorman thought of Brown’s remark. We do know
that when, during the course of preparations for Festival of the Avant Garde
"64, Edgard Varéese dubbed her the “Jeanne d’Arc of New Music,” she was de-
lighted. She explained to her grandmother, “He calls me [that] because I
pioneer so much new music.”? But Varese’s likening implied much more
than bravery. Joan of Arc was a national heroine of France, a saint of the
Roman Catholic Church, a girl whose idealized portrait circulated on coins
and stamps and whose biography was taught to schoolchildren through-
out the Western world. Hers was a life of heroism in service of a righteous
cause. Moorman seized the nickname and never let go.

In her meditation on the life of Joan, novelist Mary Gordon reflected
on her position in the popular imagination. “We do not call her up as a type
of victim. We call her up as one who held back nothing. [...] She came from
nowhere and gave everything. She pitted herself against those who were
far better endowed than she.”#* Moorman, too, held back nothing, but she
sometimes is called up as a type of victim. Like Joan, she was arrested in the
course of doing her work and convicted after an absurd trial. Some find an
even bleaker alignment between them: premature death due to the fanatical
pursuit of a self-assigned mission.

But in 1964, Moorman was still innocent of this connection. In 1964,
the romance of being Joan had nothing to do with suffering and every-
thing to do with the power of faith. Vita Sackville-West wrote of Joan,

“[Her] all-pervading forcefulness sprang from the intensity of her inner
persuasions. It was her single-mindedness which enabled her to inspire
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FIGURE 7.4

Charlotte Moorman with Edgard Varése at his Greenwich Village home, New
York City, September 1963. With them are (left to right): unidentified, Morton
Feldman, Frederic Rzewski. Photo by William Lovelace © Daily Express.
Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of
Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.



disheartened men and to bend reluctant princes to her will. [...] She was
able to carry them along by the almost physical force of her inner convic-
tions.”* So, too, Moorman’s spirited campaign to advance the cause of New
Music attracted a band of followers, and even a prince or two. Her enthu-
siasm was infectious and her commitment beyond question. Says one who
knew her well: “She had no doubts.”**

Neither Joan of Arc nor Charlotte Moorman deigned to do what was
expected of them—housewifery, childrearing, and other ordinary avoca-
tions of women. (Said Joan, “There are plenty of other women to perform
them.”#) Instead, both felt called to do otherwise, and each had the nerve
to heed her call. As Edgard Varése must have sensed, this was their essen-
tial similarity.
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Salt and Pepper

DURING THE WINTER OF 1964-1965 MOORMAN PLAYED HER FIRST,
AND ONLY, FULL SEASON WITH THE AMERICAN SYMPHONY ORCHESTRA.
FOUNDED IN 1962 BY LEOPOLD STOKOWSKI, WHO WAS ALSO ITS
conductor, the ASO was often called a “youth symphony” because fully a
third of its players were students between eighteen and twenty-five years
old." But the programs were ambitious, and Stokowski’s renown made it a
prestigious appointment. It was not a full-time position—musicians were
paid by the concert—so throughout that winter Moorman supplemented
her income by playing the occasional chamber music job and answering
telephones at Billie’s Registry, a booking agency for performers.

During that same winter Paik, who had stayed on in New York City, be-
gan writing new works for her. The first, Pop Sonata, might have debuted as
early as October 16, 1964, at the Philadelphia College of Art. Moorman and



Paik were invited to take part in Snow with an Ending, the closing events
for the Swiss conceptual artist Dieter Roth’s first solo exhibition in the
United States. Information about this event is scant, but Jim McWilliams,
a graphic design instructor at the college and later a close friend of Moor-
man’s, recalls that her performance included a striptease that was stopped
in progress by a nervous security guard.*

Moorman did perform Pop Sonata on January 8, 1965, at the New
School for Social Research in New York City, as part of a one-night concert/
exhibition of Paik’s work that was meant to introduce his ideas to his new
American public.? Its main components were a group of three robots, in-
cluding Robot K-456; live performances by poet Carol Berge and artist Mieko
Shiomi; and “an orchestra of television sets” whose pictures, tuned to the
regular Friday night broadcast shows, were variously distorted through
electronic and other means. Audience members were encouraged to in-
teract with the televisions by using the large magnets Paik had provided:
when placed on and around the sets, they caused shifting, abstract pat-
terns to bloom on the screens. One fellow bested Paik at his own game: he
fiddled with the knobs on one of the sets until he successfully tuned in a
basketball game.*

For the reviewers, at least, Moorman stole the show with her perfor-
mance of Pop Sonata. The piece has two parts: Play a few measures of J. S.
Bach’s Suite no. 3 in C Major for solo cello. Remove an item of clothing.
Repeat. Moorman shed jewelry, shoes, stockings, skirt, blouse, and at least
four pairs of panties before she lay down on the floor to finish the piece,
her cello atop her like a lover. The composition is a transposition of Paik’s
Sonata quasi una fantasia in which the male stripper has been replaced by a
female and the Beethoven piano sonata by a similarly hoary work for cello.

Paik titled the composition Pop Sonata in honor of his new partner,
whom he thought of as “a typical American girl.”s It was also, of course,
a reference to the cultural moment. In 1965 Pop was the going thing in
America. Pop Art was the perfect metacommodity for a culture that en-
couraged the furious consumption of goods. There was pop music and pop
psychology; there was even what might be called pop sex. Helen Gurley
Brown’s Sex and the Single Girl was an instant bestseller upon its publica-
tion in 1962; early James Bond films featured women with names such
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FIGURE 8.1 AND FIGURE 8.2

Charlotte Moorman performs Nam June Paik’s Pop Sonata at Nam June Paik:
Cybernetics Art and Music, New York City, 1965. Photos by Larry Mulvehill.
Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of
Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.



as Pussy Galore and Honey Ryder; and in 1964 designer Rudi Gernreich
introduced the monokini, or Topless Bathing Suit, which inspired Carol
Doda’s infamous topless dance act at San Francisco’s Condor Club.® In Pop
Sonata, Paik used sex to turn Bach into a parodic live sex show for the cul-
tivated consumer classes. (Shortly after the New School event Paik made
a revision to the piece: he had Moorman perform behind a gauze curtain,
backlit by a spotlight. This transformed her into a silhouette and made the
viewing experience one of clandestine voyeurism. He retitled this soft-core
version Sonata for Adults Only.)

Backstage at the New School, before she even had a chance to get dressed
after the performance, Moorman was approached by Newsday columnist
Mike McGrady. He wanted to know why: Why had Paik written music to
undress by? And why had she “gone along with the gag?” Moorman side-
stepped the first question effortlessly with this: “Paik knows he can’t im-
prove on Bach’s music. It would be wrong to change perfection. But what he
can change is the presentation.” As for the second query, she both asserted
the seriousness of the work and refused responsibility for it. “I'm a serious
musician. I had nothing to say about the routine at all. That was the work
of the arranger, Nam June Paik. As an interpreter of serious music, I have
to carry out what he writes down. It may seem like a joke to you, but it’s
actually quite difficult. It's hard enough to play serious music properly. It’s
even harder when you have to undress to it.” Someone yelled out another
question. “Hey kid, does your mother know what you're doing?” “Oh, no,
she answered. “Back home in Little Rock I'd be burnt at the stake for doing
this.”” Moorman was never fazed by skeptics. In fact, she felt that when her

»

work shocked an audience, “then there’s a valid reason for performing it,
more so than just my enjoyment or the quality of the work. [The audience]
really needs that piece.”® Working with Paik allowed Moorman to deliver
what the public needed.

Moorman didn’t emphasize her contributions to Paik’s compositions
until much later in her life. But even this first work of theirs bears her
imprint. Pop Sonata’s essential final image—a woman and her lover/cello
consummating their ecstatic union on the floor, in classic missionary po-
sition—was based on an improvisation Moorman had made a few months
earlier during a performance of Originals. Stockhausen’s score directs the
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performers to sit in the audience when they are not onstage. But one eve-
ning Moorman couldn't find an empty seat, so she lay down on the floor
with her cello and performed while flat on her back. Adapting this motif
for Pop Sonata might have been her idea, or it might have been Paik’s. Re-
gardless, a pattern for their symbiotic working relationship had emerged:
Moorman’s onstage audacity fueled Paik’s imagination, and his ideas
pushed her to take greater and greater risks.

Shortly after the New School concert, in February 1965, Jim McWilliams
invited Moorman and Paik to be part of an experimental music series he
had started at the Philadelphia College of Art. Actually, he invited Paik, but
when Moorman found out she wrote to ask if she could have a solo evening,
too. McWilliams said yes, offered her fifty dollars plus travel expenses and
dinner, and asked her to choose her own program. “As far as I am con-
cerned,” he told her, “the wilder the better.”” Moorman decided to repeat
the solo evening she had prepared for Festival of the Avant Garde 64,
with the addition of two new pieces. Earle Brown, whose Synergy was on
the program, wrote an encouraging note from Paris. “Play well you clown!
(that's, CLOWN —in the appreciative sense).”™

The first of the premieres was Human Cello, a short action conceived
by Paik and inserted into Moorman’s realization of Cage’s 26'1.1499" for a
String Player. At a given point in the piece Moorman put her cello aside, and
Paik, who had stripped to the waist, knelt between her thighs and stretched
a single cello string taut along the length of his back. He pressed his face
into her bosom as she slapped, plucked, and bowed the string, thumping
him soundly on the back once or twice as if he were her instrument.

As an image, Human Cello is an inversion of Le violon d'Ingres (Ingres’s
Violin) (1924.), Man Ray’s iconic collage in which a sensuous photograph of
awoman’s nude back is transformed by the artist’s addition of two f-holes.
Man Ray’s work fuses beauty, sex, voyeurism, and music; Human Cello does
all of this, and adds mild sadomasochism to the mix. John Cage made a
point to disown this addition to his composition. “Paik’s involvement
with sex, introducing it into music does not conduce towards sounds be-
ing sounds,” he declared. “I am sure that his performance with Charlotte
Moorman of my 26'1.1499" for a String Player is not faithful to the notation,
that the liberties taken are in favor of actions rather than sound events in
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time.”" Leaving aside Cage’s puzzling characterization of Human Cello as
“his” performance, the observation is correct. Privileging bodily actions
over sounds was exactly the point of Human Cello, as it was in all of the
works Paik wrote for Moorman. As for the thumps she made on his back,
Paik quipped, “Imperialist American should hit yellow man.”* Consider-
ing that Paik conceived Human Cello in 1965, the year that the U.S. finally
revised immigration policies that had largely exluded Asians, his comment
seems in retrospect both droll and caustic. Moorman later recharacterized
Human Cello as straightforward political commentary when she told a re-
porter, “By playing on Paik I demonstrate how we Americans are oppress-
ing the Vietnamese.”'3

In Philadelphia that February, Moorman and Paik premiered a second
new work, Variations on a Theme by Saint-Saéns. Composed by Paik for his
new partner, its sequence was simple: after playing the first several mea-
sures of Camille Saint-Saéns’s “The Swan,” Moorman put down her cello
and walked across the stage to a large oil drum that was, unbeknownst to
the audience, filled with water. Then she carefully climbed a stepladder
to the rim of the drum, where she perched briefly before lowering her-
self feet first into the water until she was completely submerged. Dripping
wet, she returned to her seat to finish “The Swan.” (She always protected the
back of her cello with plastic; in later performances of this and other un-
conventional works, she substituted a student cello for her own instrument.)
“The Swan” is the penultimate, and best-known, movement of Saint-
Saéns’s Carnival of the Animals (1886). Written for solo cello with two-
piano accompaniment, its sweet, flowing melody is meant to evoke the
graceful movement of the bird as it glides on the water. In 1905 the legend -
ary Russian prima ballerina Anna Pavlova used the piece in her signature
solo dance, “The Dying Swan,” a romantic meditation on the mystery of
life and death. In 1936 Pavlova’'s dance was itself famously reinterpreted
by the eighteen-year-old figure skater Sonja Henie. “The Swan” was even
mastered by Clara Rockmore, the Lithuanian virtuoso of the theremin. It is
still a standard in student cello recitals; Moorman herself had been play-
ing it since at least 1953 when, as a college sophomore, she performed it
in a hotel ballroom in Shreveport, Louisiana, for a concert to benefit the
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FIGURE 8.3

Charlotte Moorman and Nam June Paik perform Human Cello as part of
John Cage’s 26'1.1499" for a String Player, Disseldorf, West Germany, 1966.
Photo by Reiner Ruthenbeck © Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG
Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



Ouachita Chapter of the Navy Mothers Club. By the 1960s “The Swan” had

become, through no fault of its own, classical music kitsch, akin to Mo-
zart’s Eine kleine Nachtmusik or Brahms's Lullaby. That, of course, is ex-
actly why Paik chose it. He later said that he followed a standard procedure

when composing for Moorman: “I take very clichéd classical music and put

some salt and pepper in.”"*

That night in Philadelphia, Variations on a Theme by Saint-Saéns was
saved for last, and its particulars were kept secret from the audience; it was
the only piece for which no program notes were given. It was obviously
meant to be a surprise, and it was—to Moorman and Paik as well. The local
papers reported: “During her performance, Miss Moorman astonished her
audience by [...] jumping into a water-filled tank. Emerging from the tank,
the dripping artist hit her head on a [ceiling] pipe, opening a cut over her
eye, but, undaunted, she completed the concert. [...] As she rose to take a
bow, blood streamed down her forehead and spilled onto her cello. Bra-
vos were shouted by the milling audience while Miss Moorman was given
first-aid by a nurse.” It was a dramatic finish that might have put some
viewers in mind of Pavlova's “Dying Swan,” except that the blood was real
and Moorman was not blessed with a ballerina’s grace. Paik was delighted
by the misadventure. “Beautiful, beautiful!” he cried.'®

In calling the piece a “variation,” Paik pointed to a musical form in which
a given melody is re-presented with modifications such as ornament, addi-
tional melodies, or altered harmonies. He began with Saint-Saéns’s original,
which tries to evoke, musically, a swan gliding on water. Paik’s variation
parodied Saint-Saéns’s imitation of a sound by incorporating an actual
watery sound: the splash produced when Moorman took a dip.'? Variations
on a Theme by Saint-Saéns has become emblematic of Paik and Moorman’s
performative collaborations, perhaps because she brilliantly deployed two
of his action-music strategies: surprise (the dunking and its aftermath)
and disappointment (her fractured treatment of “The Swan”).

Moorman performed the piece at least fifty times, more than any
other work in her repertoire. Shortly before she died, Paik acknowledged
her dedication to the composition with a gift: a porcelain figurine of a
lovely female cellist dressed in a long, yellow gown with frilly décolletage,
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a wide-brimmed hat, and tiny silver slippers. When a switch is flipped

she draws her bow across the strings, and a tinny rendition of “The Swan”
issues from the music box concealed beneath her cushioned bench. Paik

turned the figurine into a found-object sculpture by signing it with his name

and the title Portrait of Charlotte Moorman.”® Given to Moorman in 1991, when

her body was nearly overwhelmed by cancer and she had long since stopped

performing, this sentimental object depicts her as eternally young, eternally

pretty, and forever playing “The Swan.”
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A Typical
American Girl

BY AUTUMN 1964, JUST A FEW MONTHS AFTER MEETING MOORMAN,
PAIK COULD ALREADY ENVISION A TOUR WITH HIS NEW PARTNER. HE
BEGAN MAKING INQUIRIES OF HIS FRIENDS IN EUROPE, DESCRIBING
his ideas and asking for help arranging concerts. To the French critic
Pierre Restany he wrote, “Now | am planning a [...] tour with a Robot
which talks, walks, bows, shits, faeks, etc. and with a real girl, a progressive,
aggressive, talented, famous cellist who can do every ‘comédie humaine’ with
Cello. It will be great pleasure if we can ‘DO’ it at Galerie ].” He told the
Swedish composer Karl-Erik Welin, “We have many brilliant new ideas,
perhaps Stockholm high brow will talk about our journey until 1970.” Com-
poser Gyorgy Ligeti received this assurance: “[Moorman’s] playing is not
merely a transposition of [David] Tudor technique to the cello. It has more
presence of character.” By this Paik meant to acknowledge the very aspect



FIGURE 9.1

Charlotte Moorman and Nam June Paik on tour, mid-1960s. Photographer
unknown. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick
Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.



of her playing—the power of her onstage personality—that made it impos-
sible for her to perform Cage as precisely as Tudor did. So that Ligeti would
not misinterpret his enthusiasm, he added, “P.S. Charlotte is not my so-
called girlfriend.™

By spring 1965 Paik had pieced together a string of eight engagements
over two months, beginning in Iceland. On May 14 Moorman wrote her
mother a note from Reykjavik explaining where she had gone: “My invi-
tation to Europe came through so late that I didn’t have time to write you.
I just was able to get my passport, the small pox shot, and pack in a big
rush! As it was [ nearly missed my plane! Pianist-composer Nam June Paik
wrote to radio stations and art galleries how well I play modern music and
they in turn arranged a tour that pays our transportation and food and rent
and when possible a small fee! "* Moorman had not traveled farther abroad
than Canada, which she had visited while on tour with the Manhattan Con-
cert Orchestra in 1958. She had never before needed a passport.

Their appearance in Iceland had been arranged through artist Dieter Roth,
who was then living in Reykjavik. He had recommended Paik and Moor-
man to Musica Nova, an association of composers and musicians formed
in 1959 to introduce modern music to Icelanders.3 Prior to the concert the
city’s principal newspaper, Morgunbladid, ran a preview article that empha-
sized Moorman’s classical credentials, accompanied by a photograph that
showed her posed demurely with her cello and Paik seated at a grand piano
in the background. The article allowed that “new and curious™ music would
be played, but there was no mention of striptease or water barrels or shav-
ing cream or pistols. The citizens of Reykjavik were therefore not prepared
for what they saw and heard on Monday evening, May 17, at a modest hall
known as the Lindarbzr.

“Clownish Antics in Lindarbeer,” reported the Morgunbladid the next
day. “The woman played the cello and then climbed up into a barrel and
disappeared into it. A while later she came out of the barrel, soaking wet,
and started playing the piano [sic] again. The Korean dropped his pants
on stage, sat down on a chair, and turned slowly in circles while music was
played from a tape.” The reporter’s deadpan conclusion: “Entrance to this
unusual show cost fifty kronur.” As talk of the concert spread, Musica Nova
was denounced, and its members watched with dismay as the progress they
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had made familiarizing Icelanders with contemporary music was undone
in just a few days. Eventually the group felt compelled to take an extraordi-
nary step: it published an open apology calling the concert “an unforesee-
able accident” and begging the public to believe that Paik and Moorman’s
work did not reflect the mission of Musica Nova.

Moorman would have known nothing of this. The day after the concert
she wrote a friend blithely, “Our concert shocked everyone—they've never
seen anything so modern!”* And by the time the Reykjavik affair was at full
boil, she and Paik had long since left for Paris.

IN 1965 THE American Center in Paris occupied a grand, colonnaded
building on Boulevard Raspail in Montparnasse. Founded in 1931, the
center promoted the arts through concerts, lectures, readings, and perfor-
mances; it also provided a gathering place for the thousands of American
expatriate writers and artists who had crowded into Montparnasse since
the 1920s. Moorman and Paik were to appear there on May 21 as part of
the 2nd Festival of Free Expression, an eight-day event organized by the
artist Jean-Jacques Lebel. They had intended to perform Robot Opera on
the street in front of the center. But Robot K-456, still in its packing crate,
had disappeared “in the international air labyrinth” on the way from Ice-
land to France.5 So they moved their act indoors and did a program similar
to the one they had done in Reykjavik.

In Paris, and throughout the tour, Variations on a Theme by Saint-Saéns
was their grand finale. On the one hand, this was a purely practical deci-
sion. Had it been in the middle of the program, Moorman would have had
to finish the concert with her hair and gown soaking wet. But in Paris they
made an adjustment to the piece that redoubled its visual impact. Paik told
the story in a eulogy written in 1992 for Moorman’s memorial service:

[The] American Center was on the left bank and our hotel was
near Pigalle on the right bank. When we finished the rehearsal
it was 6:30 and our show was to start at 7:00 pm. Charlotte sud-
denly said, “Oh, I have to go back to the hotel. I have to fetch
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my black formal.” I was at a loss. It takes two hours to cross the
Seine and come back at the rush hour, and how can you get
a taxi during rush hour to start with? But Charlotte, a very
demanding woman, kept insisting. ... I could foresee our
debut concert in Paris would be a disaster. It would begin at
9 pm, two hours after the announced time. The impatient and
spoiled crowd of Paris intelligenti will go home. Then my eyes
caught something at the corner of the greenroom. There was a
huge roll of clear plastic drop cloth which [artist] Ben Vautier
brought here as a prop for the next evening.

[ pointed it out. “How about that?” “What?” She could not
guess what I said. I repeated: “This is your formal.” “Oh, no,”
she screamed, quite perplexed. I noticed a very quick change
of her expression—in a split second I sensed something was
clicking in her mind—feminine mystique. Shyness, shame,
success, succes de scandale, again her southern upbringing.
Her mother at Arkansas, again da capo, opening and closing. ...
Her vacillation went up and down in waves in a very short time.
Many years later, I analyzed Greta Garbo’s facial complexion
and found that she can become a virgin, then a whore, then
a saint, and back to a virgin many times in a split second. I
sensed that that kind of tension was passing through [Char-
lotte’s] mind in this fateful second—after all it was 1965. Even
toplessness was forbidden everywhere in the world including
the Paris strip joints, much less full nudity. It was not easy
but she crossed the Rubicon. In order to hide her shyness
she drank straight scotch. When she stepped out there was a
roar of applause, so she drank more, played some more, drank
more, got more applause. She fell backward on the makeshift
stage. On that day she got enlightened. She had been a rather
stiff performer, self-conscious with a great amount of stage
fright. But this baptism of nudity, uproar, and straight scotch
opened a new nerve center, which made her a sensitive and
inspiring performer.®



Although Paik implied that the Paris performance of Variations on a Theme
by Saint-Sdens was Moorman’s first seminude performance, it was not,
and he knew it: he had seen her swathed in gauze in Originals and watched
her strip at the New School. But he still took credit for pushing her across
some personal Rubicon of modesty, shame, and Southern decorum—in
other words, for getting her mostly naked in public—and thus for trans-
forming her from a “stiff” performer into a “sensitive and inspiring” one.
His story is both a Pygmalion myth and a garden-variety fantasy about a
virgin who turns sluttish after an encounter with a virile partner. To be
sure, many women were still trapped in these tired narratives in 1965, and
in this regard male artists certainly behaved no better than other men.
And Paik had a stake in his position as the architect of their work. “Char-
lotte becomes better and better in every concert,” he wrote to John Cage.
“Many people preferred Charlotte’s performance of your 26'1.1499" to my
performance of my own piece. In Paris, even difficult connoisseurs like
Heinz-Klaus Metzger or Earle Brown liked her performance extremely. I
was very happy because I had the responsibility of having recommended
her ... some people blamed me for nepotism but now everything is 0.K.™

Despite Paik’s story, there is no evidence that Moorman was ever em-
barrassed by her transparent gown. The evidence suggests, on the contrary,
that she liked it. A letter written in June, at the end of their tour, describes
only the satisfaction she felt when the crowd, which had greeted her with
a “'let’s see what she can do” attitude,” erupted in bravos after her perfor-
mance.® After Paris, cellophane was her garb of choice whenever she per-
formed Variations on a Theme by Saint-Saéns. She said later that it “felt like
asnowsuit. [...] I felt totally clothed. The fact that you could see completely
through it didn’t bother me.”

Directly across the street from the American Center was Montparnasse
Cemetery, resting place for many of the district’s artists and intellectuals.
Baudelaire and Brancusi are buried there; so is Camille Saint-Saéns. Had
he seen Moorman perform his “Swan,” he might have shuddered. But an-
other of the cemetery’s denizens is Kiki de Montparnasse, artist’s model,
cabaret singer, and, during the 1920s, the best-known bohémienne in
Paris. She would have applauded.
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FIGURE 9.2

Charlotte Moorman performs Nam June Paik’s Variations on a Theme by
Saint-Saéns at 24 Hours, Wuppertal, West Germany, 1965. Photo © Ute Klophaus.
Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of
Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.



FOLLOWING THEIR CONCERT in Paris, Moorman and Paik performed in
Cologne, Frankfurt, and Aachen before arriving in Wuppertal on June 5 to
take part in the now-legendary performance festival 24 Stunden (24 Hours).
Its organizer, the gallerist Rolf Jihrling, had converted his home into a per-
formance space and invited six artists—Joseph Beuys, Bazon Brock, Eckhart
Rahn, Tomas Schmit, Wolf Vostell, and Paik/Moorman (who counted as
one)— to perform in separate rooms for a full twenty-four hours. A seventh
artist, Ute Klophaus, documented the event in photographs. Paik described
24 Hours as a “buffet concert” in which the audience moved from room to
room, sampling performances as they pleased.” He and Moorman were as-
signed a large reception hall; to fill the twenty-four hours they planned to
play an expanded version of their touring program—eleven compositions in
all, including their standards by Cage, Chiari, and Paik himself.

Jahrling had timed 24 Hours to end at midnight on June 6, the twenty-
first anniversary of D-day, but only two artists, Vostell and Moorman, di-
rectly acknowledged the date in their performances." In Die Folgen der
Notstandsgesetze (Consequences of the Emergency Laws), Wolf Vostell com-
mented on the post—World War IT provisos imposed on Germany by the Al-
lies. He lay on the floor sticking straight pins into slabs of raw meat while
other performers—gagged, bound, and wearing gas masks—regarded the
audience impassively from inside glass vitrines. For her part, Moorman
gave an impassioned performance of Per Arco. In an essay written for the 24
Hours catalog, she described the experience. “I have played Chiari’s Per Arco
in many countries, but this time I have quite a strange feeling because [ am
in the German country that is bombing Italy in the tape. Do you recognize
your sound? Vietnam, Dominican Republic, Mississippi!!! I cannot keep
from crying.”* She later told Chiari, “Per Arco went the best I've ever played
it. I've always tried to hold back the tears as I hear the tapes, but this time
I didn’t hold back.™

The image of a woman weeping in reaction to war is a powerful motif in
twentieth-century art; think of Picasso’s Guernica or Bertolt Brecht’s Mother
Courage. But even in West Germany, on the anniversary of one the most fa-
mous battles of World War II, Moorman’s tears could not offset the erotics
of her performance. “[Miss Moorman] stroked the wood of the cello she

126 CHAPTER 9 : A TYPICAL AMERICAN GIRL



FIGURE 9.3

Charlotte Moorman performs Giuseppe Chiari's Per Arco, Asolo, Italy, ca. 1975.
Photo by Mario Parolin. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering
McCormick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.




gripped between her knees as if it were the skin of a lover, sensually, as if in
atrance,” wrote one critic. “Then suddenly she convulsed and collapsed on
the instrument.”* Both sex and violence have been intrinsic to war for mil-
lennia; this might be why she kept Per Arco in her repertoire for the rest of
her career. As she sometimes noted sadly, the piece never lost its topicality.
As their tour continued, Moorman’s rendition of the Cage piece became
more and more sexually suggestive. By the time she performed it at 24 Hours
it included, in addition to the Human Cello segment, the popping of in-
flated condoms, live screams, and the taped sounds of cats in estrus and
her own orgasmic moans." Variations on a Theme by Saint-Saéns also had
a new, darkly funny erotic motif. Instead of sitting on a chair to play “The
Swan,” Moorman perched on the back of an assistant who had gotten down
on his hands and knees to receive her cellophaned backside. A second as-
sistant lay at her feet holding the cello’s endpin in his mouth. The tableau
was an absurd sadomasochistic ménage a trois that cast the cellist as dom-
inatrix, the weight of her body supported by one submissive and her end-
pin-cum-spiked heel thrust into the mouth of the other.
Paik was probably the author of this idea. Earlier that spring, while
setting up their tour engagements, he had written to a friend about his
“new action music with Charlotte—with sex and sadism.”® In the year
since he had met her, in fact, Paik had made enormous progress on his
project to correct what he called the “historical blunder” that had kept
sex out of classical music. Striptease, voyeurism, nudity, and sadomas-
ochism had all found their way into the compositions he wrote for her.
During their European tour he also had revived a piece he’d written for
himself, Etude platonique (1961-1965), in which he alternately banged
a piano keyboard violently with his head or forearms and sat silently on
a stool, posed like Rodin’s The Thinker but with his pants pulled down and
his bare ass facing the audience. All of these works feature one or more of
his action music strategies—surprise, disappointment, tedium—but they
also depend heavily on humor. Humor kept Paik’s sex-in-music from be-
ing merely salacious and allowed him to be serious but not pretentious. He
explained his embrace of low comedy with characteristic self-deprecation:
“I come from very poor country, and I am poor. I have to entertain people
every second.”?
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FIGURE 9.4

Charlotte Moorman performs Nam June Paik’s Variations on a Theme by
Saint-Saéns, Copenhagen, Denmark, 1966. Photo by Lars Hansen © Polfoto,

Copenhagen.



Paik and Moorman’s performative style reinforced the burlesque hu-
mor of his some of his compositions. Onstage they bickered and fussed.
He was often at wits” end because she was often late or disorganized; when
he wandered offstage in the middle of a concert, she would screech at him to
come back. Their partnership has been called “an artistic marriage made in
heaven: infectious good humor, high spirits, anarchistic comic confusion.”®

Indeed, accounts of their concerts sometimes make them sound like the Lucy
and Ricky Ricardo of the avant-garde. When Paik and Moorman’s audiences
weren't booing or yawning, they were often laughing with delight.

In mid-June they ended their tour in West Berlin with two concerts
at the Galerie René Block and two outdoor performances of Robot Opera.
Then Paik returned to the United States alone, and Moorman continued
on to Florence. Giuseppe Chiari had arranged for her to perform at the
third festival of the artists’ collective Gruppo 7o. Afterward, she wrote to
John Cage: “I missed Paik, but [the Italians] did a great job. [Composer
Sylvano] Bussotti turned pages in your piece for me & took his shirt off
and let me hit him—he did a perfect job. Chiari was excellent in Toshi’s
[Ichiyangil Duet II. The Galleria owner closed the concert when she saw
me in my cellophane formal. [...] By the time I explained that I could wear
clothes, she'd sent the audience home!™

Paik and Moorman’s tour was not a financial or critical success. But it
was their first substantive work together, and the Furopean avant-garde
was smitten. Most of them knew Paik from his work in Cologne and al-
ready appreciated his eccentric brilliance. Moorman, with her wide-eyed
but utterly serious approach to her work, was a very pleasant surprise to
many. Shortly after their tour ended, Wolf Vostell wrote to her in New York:

“I'm remembering very much your presence and performances here with
N.J.P. It was wonderful and you have both to come back soon. [I've sent
you] some newer texts of my last Berlin Happening and the Wuppertal

FIGURE 9.5

Charlotte Moorman performs John Cage’s 26'1.1499” for a String Player,
Florence, Italy, 1965. A shirtless Sylvano Bussotti looks on. Photo by Carlo
Alberto Schiavi. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering
McCormick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.






[performance]. Maybe perhaps you could publish something or read it
or perform it. I have confidence in your way to interpret and how[ever]
you do it, it is alright!"*> Bazon Brock wrote her, too, implicitly including
her when he referred to the work “we all are doing” and calling himself her
“centraleuropean malelove.” Valdis Abolins, a Latvian artist whose back
had served as Moorman’s seat during their Aachen performance of “The
Swan,” wrote a review of the evening that concluded with a wish: “If all the
children are good and eat their porridge, [Paik and Moorman] will return
to Germany in autumn.”*
For Moorman, the tour was a turning point. She confided to Jacob Glick:
“So much has happened. My tour is nearly over and I am more convinced
about my philosophies, hopes, and dreams than ever.”* She wasn’t specific
about what those were, but the evidence of her life makes it clear what she

meant. Her commitment to the avant-garde was now absolute.
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Festival of the
Avant Garde °65

BARELY A MONTH AFTER SHE RETURNED FROM EUROPE, MOORMAN
OPENED HER THIRD FESTIVAL. IT WAS BY FAR THE MOST AMBITIOUS
EVENT SHE HAD YET CONCEIVED: THIRTEEN CONCERTS, SPREAD OVER
three weeks in August and September, that amounted to an omnibus sam-
pler of the latest in poetry, dance, film, New Music, jazz, electronic mu-
sic, and Happenings. For the first time the festival was not restricted to
music but embraced multiple performative mediums. This would become
its standard format. Not coincidentally, 1965 was the last year Moorman
staged the festival in a concert hall.

During the previous two festivals, to ensure that they always had a full
house, Moorman and Seaman had given away more tickets than they sold.
As aresult, Seaman had lost money on the first two festivals, so he declined
to advance any cash for the third.' Without his financial backing, Moorman



was forced to raise the money herself. She estimated the budget at nearly
$9,000, including about $2,500 in artists’ fees.?

In May 1965, just before she left on her European tour, she had written
to the Edgar M. Leventritt Foundation, a small family fund that supported
classical music projects and ran a respected annual competition for violin-
ists and pianists. This was her first grant application. It read, in part:

My concern is to bring before the public the newest and best
of experimental works, both American and International. This
policy has been followed with enormous success by the Mu-
seum of Modern Art’s traveling American pop art show, Merce
Cunningham’s world tour, the Living Theatre, and the Whitney
Museum’s 1965 sculpture show. Such programs, when pre-
sented here and abroad, have awakened widespread interest
in the avant-garde. [...]

There are many twentieth-century series which suppos-
edly encompass all trends, from the conservative to the most
radical. In reality, they weigh toward the already established,
conservative artists, with very little new, experimental work.
It is historically important that the avant-garde get as fair a
hearing as is possible in our culture. Only after the public has
been exposed to it can it accept it or reject it.3

The Leventritt Foundation turned her down. So did the Martha Baird
Rockefeller Fund for Music, the Fromm Music Foundation, and the John
Hay Whitney Foundation. Eventually, Moorman produced the festival on
a patchwork budget of small cash gifts, loans, and donations of time, ser-
vices, and materials. She had no money herself, but after 1965 she never-
theless took personal responsibility for festival expenses. She never did
recover her fiscal footing. But atop the printed program for the third fes-
tival is the phrase “C. Moorman Presents.” For her, that alone might have
been worth giving up financial stability for the rest of her life.

Moorman’s applicationto the Leventritt Foundationnot only affirmed
her commitment to new art; it also explained her curatorial method. The
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only requirement for participation in the festivals, she wrote, was “the
quality of the work, not the reputation of the artist; thus young, unknowns
are given an equal chance for performance.” In areas where she felt unable
to judge the quality of the work, she found guest curators. For the third
festival, for example, after deciding to include a jazz evening, she turned
to Don Heckman, an alto sax player and jazz composer who had performed
with the Happenings artists Al Hansen and Allan Kaprow and was friendly
with Karlheinz Stockhausen. Moorman and Heckman had worked together
during Originals, improvising cello-saxophone duets from opposite ends
of Judson Hall. “There was nothing in her playing that indicated any fa-
miliarity with jazz,” Heckman recalls, and he had the impression she knew
very little about current developments in the genre.* Yet she wanted the
festival to cover all aspects of experimental art, so she asked Heckman to
choose a program. He brought in a group of musicians then working on
the cutting edge of the jazz idiom: vocalist Sheila Jordan, the Jimmy Gi-
uffre trio, and the Charles Lloyd quartet, as well as his own ensemble, the
Don Heckman-Ed Summerlin Improvisational Jazz Workshop. Heckman
continued to curate festival jazz programs for several years; similarly, be-
ginning in 1966 Moorman turned over the film and video programming to
filmmakers, including Robert Breer and Jud Yalkut.s

Upward of eighty artists from all corners of the experimental art scene
took part in Festival of the Avant Garde '65. The six evenings devoted to a
single artistic genre would by themselves have offered a comprehensive
look at current aesthetic trends. The film evening included short works by
Stan Brakhage, Robert Breer, Bruce Conner, Jack Smith, and Stan Vander-
beek, while the poetry evening featured the Dadaist Richard Huelsenbeck,
along with Robert Filliou and Jackson Mac Low, reading their own and
others’ works. An evening of electronic music presented works by James
Tenney, Gordon Mumma, and Richard Maxfield, as well as Steve Reich’s
Livelihood (1964), a collage of sounds collected while the young composer
was on the job as a taxi driver. (When the tape was not returned to him
afterward, he vowed to think more carefully about participating in Moor-
man’s festivals again.®) On another evening, Judson Dance Theater cho-
reographers Judith Dunn, Beverly Schmidt, Lucinda Childs, and James
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FIGURE 10.1

Some of the artists who took part in Festival of the Avant Garde '65. Front,
left to right: Nam June Paik, Charlotte Moorman, Philip Corner, James Tenney.
Back, left to right: Takehisa Kosugi, Gary Harris, Dick Higgins, Judith
Kuemmerle, Kenneth King, Meredith Monk, Al Kurchin, Phoebe Neville. Photo
© Steve Schapiro.




Waring performed their own works and Carolee Schneemann premiered
Noise Bodies, a duet in which she and Tenney “played” the metal objects
hanging on one another’s costumes.

Besides these media-specific programs, two concerts were devoted to
individual composers of note. Opening night, August 25, featured Nam
June Paik’s action music, including Moorman’s cellophane-clad version
of “The Swan” (critics found it trite rather than shocking) and Etude pla-
tonique. (It was stopped by house management before Paik could bare his
backside.)? The other monographic program presented works by Erik Sa-
tie, the French composer whose music John Cage had championed since
the late 194.0s. This concert earned the best reviews of the festival, which
is not surprising considering that all the reviewers who covered the fes-
tival that year were music critics. (This would soon change.) Perhaps for
the same reason, Paik’s concert was brutally panned. Afterward he sent
John Cage a letter. Pasted in its margins were tiny squares of newspaper
cut from the reviews, with the most caustic bits underlined (“lacked any
spark of originality, sensitivity, or talent”; “never has any festival begun
on such a low note”). He invited Cage, “Please, enjoy very bad N.Y. Times
review of my concert.”

Repeating the pattern she had begun with Originals, Moorman closed
the festival with five performances of a theatrical work by a major com-
poser. This year she chose John Cage’s Theater Piece (1960), which was
paired each night with an experimental intermedia work by Philip Cor-
ner, Al Hansen, Dick Higgins, Allan Kaprow, Takehisa Kosugi, or Jackson
Mac Low. (Kosugi made his American debut at this festival, a coup that in-
censed George Maciunas, who had planned to feature him in a Fluxus con-
cert later in the month.%) To further emphasize the broad embrace of her
event, Moorman set up a small exhibition at the back of Judson Hall that
included a selection of international avant-garde publications, a musical
sculpture by Joe Jones, and three of Paik’s altered televisions.

Of all the boisterous events that unfolded at Judson Hall that week,
those of September 7 had the most effect on the future of Moorman’s fes-
tival. On that evening, Cage’s Theater Piece was followed by Allan Kaprow’s
Push and Pull (1963), an audience-participation event first presented at
New York’s Museum of Modern Art during Hans Hofmann and His Students, a
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1963 exhibition celebrating the painter’s legacy as a teacher. (Kaprow, one
of Hofmann’s pupils, titled his piece for Hofmann’s well-known theory of
visual dynamism on a two-dimensional surface.) At MoMA, Kaprow filled a
two-room space with furniture, crates, and other items, which viewers were
invited to rearrange. “People had fun,” art historian Jeff Kelley has written.
“They enjoyed the deliciously indecorous permission to make a mess.”
Since the Happening took place inside a major museum and involved only
materials provided by the artist, the mess was a relatively polite one.
Kaprow asked Carolee Schneemann to devise and direct her own re-
alization of Push and Pull for Moorman’s September 7 concert. That night,
the performance became frighteningly indecorous."” Schneemann recalls:

[ requested the audience to use a forty-minute [intermission]

by going out to 57th Street to bring back soft materials with
which to construct an environment of two rooms. The artists
at the festival erected two three-sided rooms with windows cut
in them while the audience was away. The next thing [ knew
someone was running up the back stairs yelling, “There’s

three paddy wagons out front and forty police coming up

through the box-office.” The audience had gone on a rampage,
pulling hubcaps off cars, tearing at neon signs. To give peo-
ple permission to do something we considered inventive and

constructive was for them the freedom to attack the ordinary
fixtures of their culture. They streamed back past the police—
with whom we were negotiating a truce—with all this crud, and

there weren’t ten out of eighty able to cooperate on building
anything at all. Or, if two people started to put materials to-
gether in some shape, five others would kick, slam, chop, tear
it apart. There was one rather old woman in a yellow linen suit

balanced on broken two-by-fours, just banging away with pots

and pans and bits of debris. The artists were in terror."

When the audience began to smash the mirrored-glass panels inside
Judson Hall, Schneemann understood that she had to clear the house. She

138 CHAPTER 10 : FESTIVAL OF THE AVANT GARDE '65



turned out all the lights and announced over a microphone that everyone
had to leave.” The house manager, who had been rousted from his bed
during the fracas, shut down the festival until a meeting could be held the
next morning. On September 8, Schneemann wrote in her journal, “First
call from Paik—CONCERTS ARE CANCELLED! Shock & confusion, anger
moves to a sort of relief—we’ll be free of the mad, relentless work. But feel
I have to act, am directly responsible. Alison [Knowles] calls: do nothing;
possibility of a suit for damage to hall. [Dick] Higgins speaks to me, says
‘keep your name out of it. Charlotte calls—says, ‘don’t go to loft, stay in
Jim’s [Tenney] apartment, let him answer the phone”; she is with lawyers
and managers of Judson Hall.”**

Moorman convinced the lawyers and managers to let the show go on,
but she had to sign a document promising not to “perform any act or the-
atre piece that will provoke a disturbance in the audience leading to an un-
disciplined or uncontrollable condition.” The managers also required that
future festival programs include “no further audience participation activ-
ities” and made Moorman promise that “the hall will be used in a manner
that will not lead to further damage.™s

Kaprow was disappointed when he heard about the melee. It seemed
to confirm his feeling that the public was not “ready” for Happenings be-
cause they could not be relied upon to interact in a constructive, creative
way.'® Schneemann remembers it as a frightening and destructive situa-
tion in which she confronted uncontrollable human aggression. Moor-
man’s recorded accounts, on the other hand, do not mention broken glass
or anarchy; in her telling, the audience had been well behaved. “Everyone
was so good—they took the piece [of trash] they had brought and took it
back out of the hall again. So [the police] couldn't arrest us—they wanted to,
but they couldn’t.”? Schneemann says this kind of revisionism was typical
of Moorman. “You would have an immense disaster of some kind and she
would tuck it under her skirts and move on.”®

One of Moorman’s most often repeated claims was that after Push and
Pull her festival was banned from returning to Judson Hall. There is no
evidence that this is true; the agreement she signed on September § does
not address future events. Moorman did move the next year’s festival to
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Central Park, probably because it better suited the mixed-media events
she had begun to present and because the park was rent free, which re-
duced her expenses and eliminated the bother of tickets. But it made a far
better story to say that her outlaw festival had been kicked out of polite
concert hall society. Artist Eiko Otake, part of the dance duo Eiko & Koma
and a close friend of Moorman’s during the 1980s, characterizes Moor-
man’s outlook this way: “Artist as catastrophe, artist as vagabond, artist as
self-destructive. [...] She was very proud that art is dangerous, that art is
non-profit to the end.”?
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Johnny Carson and
Coca-Cola

DURING THE 1960S THETONIGHT SHOW WAS TAPED AT 30 ROCKEFELLER
CENTER, THE SLEEK ART DECO BUILDING ON WEST 49TH STREET
THAT HOUSED NBC STUDIOS. FIVE NIGHTS A WEEK JOHNNY CARSON,
the show’s affable host, invited viewers to listen in on his late-night con-
versations with all manner of fascinating people: movie stars, theatrical and
literary personalities, politicians, musicians, and artists. Carson, it has been
said, “nudged the big city’s permissiveness onto network television,” con-
veying New York’s sophisticated glamour even as he jokingly lamented its
crowds and garbage and crime.’

Because he fully understood the entertainment value of the outré, Car-
son often invited avant-garde artists to appear on The Tonight Show. Moorman
had appeared for the first time in late 1964, after Originals nudged her into
the New York cultural spotlight. On January 20, 1966, she made her second



appearance on the program, along with four other performers of the mo-
ment: Jan Peerce, a lyric tenor with the Metropolitan Opera; Salome Jens,
who had recently starred in The Fool Killer with Anthony Perkins; Judi Ro-
lan, whose credits included the Dean Martin Show and NBC’s musical vari-
ety show Hullabaloo; and the comedian Dick Cavett.

After Carson delivered his monologue and introduced a Budweiser
beer commercial, the house band launched into a crashing, dissonant
send-up of avant-garde music and Moorman made her entrance. During
her six-minute téte-a-téte with Carson, he asked about her European tour,
the Parisian performance in cellophane, and her confrontation with the
police during Push and Pull. Then he asked, “Does it bother you if people
become amused when you're performing, or if they laugh?” Moorman gave
what would become her standard answer to this question. “I would like it
better if they understood what I'm doing and if they got real enjoyment
from what I'm doing. But if they laugh out of embarrassment or lack of
exposure, that’s really not my problem. I'm not going to go home and kill
myself.”* In her answer there is a nod to John Cage, who had performed
his Water Walk (1959) on the game show I've Got a Secret in 1960 and, when
warned that the audience might laugh, had responded, “I consider laugh-
ter preferable to tears.”® But Moorman’s answer frames the question in
terms of life and death. Her engagement with art was passionate, and one
she would not permit the public to arbitrate.

After her chat with Carson, Moorman stepped to the stage to perform.
For occasions like this she had developed a very short version of the Cage
piece, which she called 4'1.1499" for a String Player. This was a highly theat-
rical and technically incorrect abridgment consisting of the most visually
dramatic portions of the piece. Moorman fired a cap gun, threw a cymbal
to the floor, banged on various metal objects, and played a record of the
Beatles’ 1965 hit “Rock and Roll Music.” As she was playing, she explained
what she was doing: “John Cage likes all sounds, the ugly and the beauti-
ful. So in this piece he has one line for a non-musical sound.” The sheet
music rested on a stand in front of her, and functioned, like her floor-
length gown and even her cello, to designate her performance as serious
music. But these props also served to increase the apparent absurdity of
what she was doing. Carson served as her assistant; each time he turned
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FIGURE 11.1

Nam June Paik, video still from Variations on Johnny Carson vs. Charlotte
Moorman, 1966. Courtesy Electronic Arts Intermix (EAI), New York.

to the camera to raise a dubious eyebrow, laughter flared. For her finale he
handed her a hammer, which she used to shatter a large pane of glass with
one forceful blow.

Moorman appeared on many talk shows during her career, and they all
proceeded in more or less the same way. Some of her friends criticized her
for letting herself be mocked. After she played the Cage on the Mery Griffin
Show in 1967, the composer Kenneth Werner wrote her: “I hate to see you
get stepped on, Charlotte, and that's what goes on every time you do that
piece. [...] I really feel sick when audiences like those for [Merv Griffin]
and Johnny Carson conceal their fear and unfamiliarity with new music by
laughing at you. But you do the piece, get laughed at, most of those people
think it’s a put-on, and you come back for more. How can you take it?"
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Werner missed the point. Talk shows are a codified discourse. Guests un-
derstand that, in exchange for a few minutes to plug their latest project on
national television, they must submit to some teasing by their host. Carson
was bound to make a laughingstock of Moorman, and she knew this was part
of the game.

The avant-garde has always been defined by its distance from popular
taste; the greater the distance, so the logic goes, the greater the innovation.
Moorman was out to change that formula by bringing the audience and the
art closer together, and she continued to perform on television because
doing so served that mission. A decade and a dozen talk shows after her
first appearance on The Tonight Show she told a reporter: “Television has
its limitations but it’s worth putting up with the limitations because you
know you are reaching so many people. [The viewers] don’t know who I
am, or what I'm doing. So you put up with that misunderstanding and that
block between you and try to perform extremely well for the millions of
people who recognize what you are doing, see the sincerity, and get some-
thing from it.”s

Carolee Schneemann also was invited to perform on The Tonight Show
during the mid-1960s—"Be sure to work Johnny into the happening,” she
was told®—so she has firsthand understanding of the talk-show genre’s
need “to entertain by making something contemptuous so that everybody
else feels smart.” She acknowledges that Moorman found the fame gar-
nered by an appearance on national television “intoxicating.” Neverthe-
less, she believes that Moorman was “the victor” over Carson and others
like him because “[her] work is sublime and significant, and exceeds the
foolishness and contempt of TV entertainers.”

IN FALL 1965 Paik, hoping to arrange a tour of Scandinavia with Moor-
man, wrote to the Danish composer Henning Christiansen. “Charlotte is
‘FIRED’ by Stokowski’s American Symphony because she played my piece
‘nude.” Therefore money-problem is vital.”® Paik must have heard of the
firing from Moorman herself; it was a story she often told to emphasize
how much she had sacrificed for her avant-garde work. But it wasn't true.
Moorman’s papers reveal that she played several dates with the American
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Symphony Orchestra during the 1965-1966 season, including two Christ-
mas concerts and a series of six “Teenage Concerts” in February and March.
Moreover, according to a close friend of Stokowski’s, the conductor didn’t
give a damn what his musicians did offstage, and probably would not have
dismissed Moorman even if he’d been pressured to do so by his board.? If
Moorman had less work from the ASO than she would have liked, it was
probably because of her chronic lateness. Her contract for the Teenage
Concerts bears this handwritten warning from David Katz, the orchestra’s
associate conductor and personnel manager: “Charlotte—This contract is
offered to you with the clear understanding that if you are late at all you will
be dismissed.”° We all define ourselves by our behavior. Moorman desper-
ately needed the work, but she was less and less interested in doing it.

Moorman’s “money problem,” however, was indeed vital. Her classical
work still paid very little, in the range of fifteen to forty dollars per concert.
It was difficult to get enough jobs to cover her living expenses, never mind
the cost of organizing an annual festival. To address her ongoing financial
crisis, Moorman wrote pleading letters to Maestro Stokowski asking for
more engagements. She sought an agent to promote her avant-garde work,
and almost signed with General Artists Corporation after it got her an ap-
pearance on NBC’s Today Show. She also began bartering. In exchange
for her appearance in a concert sponsored by the Philadelphia College of
Art, Jim McWilliams agreed to design and print the posters for her fourth
avant-garde festival.”

Paik had his own financial challenges. In late 1966, after he and Moor-
man had performed at the Rhode Island School of Design, he wrote the
organizer asking to be reimbursed for ninety-seven dollars in expenses.
(They had received no payment for the concert itself.) “As you see, the life
of ‘performing artists’ is very very ‘unrewarding,” and we are in constant
danger of starvation,” he wrote. “Without 200000% of idealism and zeal,
no one can be a performing artist, and someone has to do this job. It is
almost KAFKAian situation.”* Even when they did earn some money, Paik
often gave the entire amount to Moorman. Knowing how they struggled to
make a living in those days, it is easier to understand Moorman’s willingness
to be mocked by the likes of Johnny Carson: guests on The Tonight Show
were paid $320.
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In the spring of 1966 Moorman devised an inspired moneymaking
scheme: she decided to create a television commercial for Coca-Cola,
starring herself performing 26'1.1499" for a String Player. This is not as far-
fetched as it might sound. By 1966 references to Happenings, hippies, Be-
Ins, and youth culture in general had begun to appear in advertisements
for all kinds of products. Moorman had some notoriety as an avant-garde
musician and several appearances on national television to her credit. Her
realization of the Cage piece now included the amplified sounds of her
swallows as she drank from a bottle of Coke. Since she considered her in-
terpretation of 26'1.1499" for a String Player “very American—a kind of pop
music,” she would have found perfect synchronicity in the marriage of
Cage and Coke, that most American of drinks.'s To produce her commer-
cial, she enlisted two filmmakers—one of them Jud Yalkut, whom she had
met through Paik—to shoot footage of her performance and edit it into a
sixty-second spot, with the tagline “When Things Are Happening, Things
Go Better with Coke.”* Judging from the number of fragments and vari-
ant edits that exist in Moorman’s archive, she and Yalkut must have spent
many hours on the project. However, it was still unfinished when she left
for Europe in June 1966, and after her arrest in 1967 the project was aban-
doned. Her bills, for the most part, remained unpaid.
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Is Not a Threat

ON JUNE 14,1966, MOORMAN, PAIK, AND ONE HUNDRED NINETY-SIX
POUNDS OF LUGGAGE TOOK OFF FROM J.F.K. AIRPORT BOUND FOR
VENICE, THE FIRST STOP ON THEIR SECOND EUROPEAN TOUR. THEIR
promotional materials promised everything, and nothing. “What’s hap-
pening? NAM JUNE PAIK, CHARLOTTE MOORMAN, you, birth, death, love
poems, television shows, murder, spring, flowers, war, and income tax are
happening and you will get as much as you are tuned up to get.” They planned
to open their tour on June 18, opening night of the 33rd Venice Biennale, with
what Paik called a “commando-style Happening.” Jud Yalkut joked, “The
89-kilo caravan is probably a happening all by itself.”

The Biennale is a kind of Olympic games for the arts—a storied and
prestigious venue at which invited nations (there were thirty in 1966)
present work by their most prominent artists. Plans for the 1966 American



Pavilion had been embroiled in controversy for months. No one could

agree on how best to represent the American art scene. Publisher Harry
Abrams spoke for many when he declared that “only the most avant-garde

work” should be sent to Venice; he was echoed by a gallerist who told the

New York Times, “Europe doesn’t want our stale news.” Bureaucrats wran-
gled, curators resigned, and the art world worked itself into an uproar
until, eventually, four commercially established painters were chosen to

carry the flag: Helen Frankenthaler, Ellsworth Kelly, Roy Lichtenstein, and

Jules Olitski. In this context, Paik’s plan to interrupt the Biennale’s opening
festivities has a whiff of his salt-and-pepper strategy: injecting a surprise

into the otherwise ho-hum.

Near midnight on June 18, as hundreds watched from the Ponte di Rialto,
he and Moorman came floating up the Grand Canal in a gondola, paus-
ing in the spotlights mounted on the bridge’s balustrade to perform Cage’s
26'1.1499" for a String Player while Ay-O showered them with rose petals.
Then they played Paik’s Variations on a Theme by Saint-Saéns. In an inspired
nod to their locale, they substituted the Grand Canal for the usual oil drum
of water. (“My idea,” recalled Paik, “but I was shocked when she went in.”+)
Apparently Moorman’s jump did not appear purposeful. The Gazzetino di
Venezia reported, “Eventually Charlotte fell into the water (everybody was
sort of expecting it). There were a few challenges to bring her back into the
boat but in the end the cellist managed—quite inelegantly—to climb back
aboard.” (Since she did not swim well, she had been secured to the gon-
dola by a rope.) Then Paik jumped in, too, and Gondola Happening was over.
Accompanied by wild applause and cheers from the crowd, which included
Peggy Guggenheim, Roy Lichtenstein, and Leo Castelli, their boat glided
away from the Rialto toward the Biennale’s opening party. Afterward, un-
able to find a vacancy in any hotel, Moorman and Paik slept on the cold
marble steps of the Galleria dell’Accademia, surrounded by their suitcases
and crates of equipment and both still damp from their dip in the canal.
The Oggia di Venezia called the event “an exceptional coupling of the an-
tique (the gondola) and the ultramodern (the music).”® Moorman called
it a great success artistically and a loss financially, and immediately added
the story to her repertoire of tales about her artistic derring-do.?
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FIGURE 12.1

Charlotte Moorman and Nam June Paik in Gondola Happening, Venice, Italy
1966. Photographer unknown. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles
Deering McCormick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.




On the recommendation of Giuseppe Chiari, Moorman and Paik had
been booked at the Feltrinelli bookstore in Rome. Its proprietress, Agnese
De Donato, had warned Moorman beforehand that all references to the fe-
male body must be suppressed during the concert. So she dropped Sonata
for Adults Only from the program, performed “The Swan” in black velvet
rather than cellophane, and omitted from the Cage her usual reading from
a Tampax instruction flyer. Although she was always more than willing to
conform to local standards, she told a reporter she was puzzled: “The Ital-
ians are so natural when it comes to everyday life, but when it comes to
the concert hall they put more restrictions than anyone else. I'm totally
confused about their morals.”® Often Moorman was like a precocious child
who is able to pinpoint the hypocrisy of adults with an annoying lack of
empathy for the nuances that guide their choices.

Moorman told the same reporter that she hoped to do one more concert
before she left Rome: a performance for Pope Paul VI. “I understand this is
a hip Pope. We'd like to do the Cage for him.” Paik had suggested the idea
after learning that his friend Jed Curtis, one of the gadabout Fluxus crowd,
was living in Rome and had developed a friendship with a Vatican librarian.
“Paik thought of the whole thing as kind of a joke,” recalls Curtis. “I don’t
think Paik would have been able to talk his way in, but I thought Charlotte
could probably do it.”? He remembers taking Moorman to the Vatican, but
since he could not accompany her into the pope’s chamber, she had to tell
him about the meeting afterward, over a glass of wine. Her story, as Curtis
remembers it: “There were some Swiss Guards and three or four cardinals
hanging around. She was the only performer. [...] Of course His Holiness
was sitting on his throne. She came in with her cello, then she immedi-
ately took her top off. [...] She didnt get very far, maybe one and a half
buttons, and the Swiss Guards were on her, and His Holiness disappeared.
The guards were livid. [...] They had her physically ushered out.”°

Could Moorman really have believed she would be allowed to strip in
front of the pope? Curtis says yes. “It was the "60s, the age of limitless possi-
bilities. [...] All kinds of things were inconceivable, and yet we were doing
them.”™ Apocryphal or not, the story positions Moorman once again as a
crusader, one who would not hesitate to confront the (celibate) male spir-
itual leader of the Catholic Church with a naked female body if it advanced
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her cause. Like everyone else, the pope would get only as much as he was
tuned up to get.

ON JULY 11 Moorman and Paik left Italy to begin the second leg of their
tour, a two-week circuit of five cities in northern and central West Germany.
They had worked up an ambitious mixed-media program that included ac-
tion music, film, electronic music, and minimal Fluxus-style events. Paik
titled the program As Boring as Possible. A typical evening lasted five hours.

What exactly comprised As Boring as Possible? The list of works changed
in each city, but a summary of the concert Moorman and Paik gave in West
Berlin on July 15, 1966, gives a sense of what audiences experienced. The
program opened with George Brecht’s Symphony no. 4 (1964 or 1965), in
which a performer plays an LP recording of country and western star Roy
Acuff singing “Fireball Mail.”* This was followed by Electronic Moon (1966),
a film by Jud Yalkut of one of Paik’s altered television sets. The film’s image
was so subtle, says Yalkut, that “when you tried to print it, it disappeared.”
After the recorded music and the nearly invisible film, Moorman per-
formed a couple of numbers, including Instrumental Music, which Takehisa
Kosugi had written for her in 1965. In this thirty-minute duet, she played
a bit on her cello, then froze in place while Paik traced the outline of her
shadow on paper or fabric hanging on the back wall and then cut out the
silhouette. Moorman played the cello, and Paik played the scissors; both
made the music.

The program continued with more live performance. In a reworking of
Sonata for Adults Only that became their new standard for the piece, Moor-
man stripped behind a sheer curtain that also served as a projection screen
for Robert Breer’s short experimental film Fist Fight (1964). In Dick Hig-
gins’s Cello Sonata (1966), a duet for Moorman and Paik, a large box was
brought onstage; a sign tacked to the box read, “Do you believe Charlotte
Moorman is inside this box?” Paik rolled around onstage inside a barrel
for a time, as violently as possible, then removed the box from the stage
without revealing that Moorman and her cello were, indeed, inside. The
program ended with two short films: the Paik—Yalkut collaboration Cin-
ema Metaphysique I (1966), which was mostly silent and mostly blank; and



Yalkut’s P+ A—I = K (1966), which documented Paik’s performance, sculp-
ture, and altered televisions. Throughout the evening, Brecht's Symphony
no. 4 was inserted between compositions so that Roy Acuff’s twangy vocals
served as a kind of sonic palate cleanser.

Five hours of lassitude punctuated by desultory bursts of absurdist
frenzy and plotless films. Five hours without harmony, melody, resolution,
or any semblance of a narrative arc. There were delays because of technical
failures. It was difficult to tell when one piece ended and the next began, or
even to discern the line between preparation and performance. Not sur-
prisingly, critics loathed the program. A reviewer in Frankfurt likened it
to an ambulatory con game perpetrated by a pair of professional hucksters.
In Diuisseldorf one writer declared it dead, repetitious, and meaningless.
Another ended his review by quoting a departing audience member who
called out, “What you have done here is shit!™**

People do not usually come to a concert expecting to be bored. Dedicat-
ing one’s performance to tedium, then, seems an almost insulting inver-
sion of the unwritten contract between a performer and his audience. But
As Boring as Possible was the fulfillment of Paik’s most basic musical, and
even spiritual, ideas. In 1959 he had defined his action-music strategies
as “constant surprise, disappointment, and extreme tedium.” In the same
letter he explained what he meant by tedium: “Like Proust, Palestrina, Zen,
Gregorian Chant, mass, Paris café, life, sex, and dog who looks into the
distance.” (In Cologne, Paik changed the title of the program to In Search
of Lost Metaphysics, a joking reference to the supposed tedium of reading
Proust.) Later Paik expanded his list of boring things to include Noh the-
ater, Gertrude Stein’s prose, Andy Warhol’s films, Cage’s music, baseball,
and life insurance, thus recasting boredom as a pleasurable suspension of

16 (“Life insurance” is

time spent reading, sitting, watching, or listening.
the one joke in his list.) Boredom is also a sort of spiritual freedom. “Ac-
quisitiveness in time means loving only exciting stuff, a desire to be en-
tertained every second,” Paik told an interviewer in 1974. “If you give up
acquisitiveness in time, you should be bored and enjoy boredom.™”

On the evening following their West Berlin presentation of As Bor-

ing as Possible they explored tedium from a different angle, with a staging
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of Erik Satie’s Vexations. This eccentric work consists of a short musical
theme, about one minute long, which is to be repeated eight hundred forty
times. A full performance takes over fourteen hours. Satie probably com-
posed Vexations around 1900, but it was not performed until 1963, when
John Cage organized a relay team of ten pianists to play it at the Pocket
Theater in New York’s East Village. A succession of critics from the New
York Times had covered the concert in two-hour shifts. One of them wrote,
“Time meant nothing, and the listener floated in a suspended animation
as seconds flowed into minutes with the idiot repetition of beat after beat.”
Another noted “the paradox of being irritated and hypnotized by the music
at the same time.”®

With the assistance of René Block, their West Berlin host, Paik located
four pianists willing to join him and Moorman in performing Satie’s piece.
At around twelve-thirty a.m., at the Forum Theater on the Kurfiirsten-
damm, the German concert pianist Lissa Bauer led off the marathon. Some
time and several pianists later, Moorman entered to take her turn. She was
topless. Paul Moor of the Berlin daily Die Zeit described the moment. “Miss
Moorman took her place during the second shift—accompanied by a loud
gasp from those who were still awake—in a long formal skirt, shoes, long
brown hair, and not much else.” The sight of her must have been a jarring
visual irruption for an audience lulled to near-stupefaction by the repeti-
tion of Satie’s brief theme and dreamy harmonies. When Moor questioned
Moorman later about her decision, she told him: “Satie liked nudity. When
they put on his ballet Reldche in 1925 in Paris, Marcel Duchamp had to un-
dress completely. Paik believes that performing Vevations [this way] is in
the spirit of Satie. When I left New York John Cage bet me that [ wouldn't
do it. Now he owes me a hundred dollars.”?

This stunt was almost certainly conceived by Paik. It advanced his
program of adding sex to music and is a fine example of his practice of
inserting a rude surprise into a historical piece of music. But if interrupt-
ing Bach with a striptease was a poke at the bourgeoisie, sending a topless
pianist out to play part of Vexations was an impertinence aimed squarely
at the avant-garde. More precisely, it was aimed at John Cage. It was not
the first time Cage had been the target of Paik’s humorous attacks. But this
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FIGURE 12.2

Charlotte Moorman reenacts her performance of Erik Satie's Vexations, Cologne,
West Germany, 1966. The magazine Der Spiegel commissioned the photograph
after Moorman performed the piece in Berlin. Photo © Ute Klophaus. Courtesy
Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of Special
Collections, Northwestern University Library.



multipurpose prank not only took a swipe at Satie’s most ardent champion,
it also deflated the importance of the evening, which had been announced
as a “European Premiere.” “Topless Satie” was Paik’s own clever vexation.

[t was also the kernel of an idea that Paik would soon turn into his most
infamous collaboration with Moorman, Opera Sextronique. After her arrest
in 1967, he wrote a tongue-in-cheek chronicle that describes her journey
into toplessness. He composed the piece in Moorman’s voice:

1966 Summer, West Berlin, Café Frolence, overlooking K-damm,
where the dream of fabulous ‘twenties’ are still wandering
through the tawdry post-cold-war prosperity. I and Nam June

were masterminding the Music Marathon, the European Pre-
miere of Erik Satie’s proph[etic] work “Vexations.” [...] I was

deadly worried about the performance by six pianists from five

countries (West Germany, Austria, England, U.S.A., and Ko-
rea). | had not touched piano [since] I graduated Juilliard with

C- with the mercy of my poor teacher. [Can] I match the other
runners, especially attractive blonde from Berlin?

Paik looked at me: “Your brunette is nice, but so is Ilse’s
blonde. Your lips are voluptuous, but some feel Ilse’s thinner
lips are more sexy. Ilse’s style is not so grand, but so is your
figure a la Rubens. [Placing] your piano technique contra pro-
fessional concert pianist Ilse is like saying [ am boxing against
Muhammad Ali. But—But—your bosom is granite, like the
heavyweight champion’s. Play topless!!!!1™#

For Paik, playing topless was Moorman’s secret weapon, her knockout punch.
His narrative goes on to describe the moment he was inspired to deploy that
weapon in a new piece. “Passing through East Germany’s grey buildings
and quiet ‘car-less’ streets, Paik pondered, ‘If there is progress in society
and progression in mathematics, then why not the progressive progression
in music????" Thus the ‘Opera Sextronique’ was born. Lightless—topless—
bottomless—sideless—backless—all-less—no-less (with fur coat).”

A preliminary sketch of that fateful work, with the crudely suggestive
title Cello Sonata Opus 69, was debuted in Aachen two days after the Satie
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performance.* Topless and with her head wrapped in gauze, Moorman
played the popular German Christmas carol “Stille Nacht, heilige Nacht”
(“Silent Night”). As she played, she donned a series of cheap masks and
sunglasses over the gauze. Perhaps Paik was not satisfied with the piece,
for they did not perform it again until the following February, in New York
City, in a revised, expanded version he called Opera Sextronique.

The German leg of their 1966 tour is notable for one other addition to
Moorman’s repertoire, Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece (1964,). In this work, the per-
former—usually, but not necessarily, a woman—sits or kneels before the
audience, dressed in her best clothing. A large pair of dressmaker’s shears
lies next to her on the stage. To begin the piece, she or an assistant invites
the audience to come onstage and snip off a piece of her clothing. She re-
mains motionless throughout. She may end the performance at any time.*

Ono understood Cut Piece as a reversal of the usual exchange between
performer and spectator. “Instead of giving the audience what the artist
chooses to give,” she has written, “the artist gives what the audience chooses
to take.” Although conceived well in advance of second-wave feminism,
the piece forecasts that movement’s concern with the politics of power,
passivity, and violence. Art historian Kristine Stiles has observed that Cut
Piece exposes “the reciprocity between exhibitionism and scopic desires,
victim and assailant, sadist and masochist [and] the voluntary and incisive
potential of the gaze to puncture and wound.”* In performance, Cut Piece
becomes a fraught exchange that unexpectedly reveals more far about the
audience than the artist.

Moorman had seen Ono perform Cut Piece in its New York debut in
March 1965 and had been impressed by “the elegance, the drama, the seri-
ousness of the whole thing.”* Undoubtedly, it was Moorman’s idea to add
it to their tour program, although she quickly discovered the work’s emo-
tional hazards. In a photograph taken during her second performance of
Cut Piece, in Aachen on July 25,1966, Moorman’s face is stony and her neck
tense as two men snip at her dress while Paik, who had issued the invita-
tion to cut, stands nearby watching. In Frankfurt the following night, the
audience stripped her nearly naked before Paik stopped the piece.*

Moorman understood the violence implicit in Cut Piece, even though
her claim that she “could be raped onstage” was melodramatic.*? But, as her

156 CHAPTER 12 : THE UNEXPECTED IS NOT A THREAT



FIGURE 12.3

Charlotte Moorman performs Yoko Ono’s Cut Piece as Nam June Paik looks
on, Aachen, West Germany, 1966. Photo by Kenneth Werner. Courtesy Charlotte

Moorman Archive, Charles Deering McCormick Library of Special Collections,
Northwestern University Library.



promotional materials noted, “To Miss Moorman and Mr. Paik, the unex-
pected is not a threat ... it is welcome.”*® So she did not dwell on the occa-
sional aggressions she endured during Cut Piece, but instead recalled the
kindnesses. “Sometimes people cut little cuts, sometimes big cuts. Some-
times they make a valentine, a flower ... It's endless the lovely things that
people do,” she told a reporter in 1989. “They often give me a little kiss after
they cut.” She went to say that she had saved “all the remnants from all the
gowns I have worn during Cut Piece and one day I will give them to Yoko.”*?
Moorman did save them, but she never gave them to Ono. Instead, she kept
the many bags of fabric scraps in a closet in her loft, where they were found
after she died.

THE FINAL CONCERT of Moorman and Paik’s 1966 tour was hosted by the
Diisseldorf Art Academy, the most progressive art school in West Germany.
Among its faculty members was Joseph Beuys, the charismatic sculptor
and performer who had, by 1966, emerged as Germany’s leading artistic
light. Paik had known Beuys since 1961 and had introduced him to Moor-
man in 1965, when all three had participated in 24 Hours. Now Beuys invited
them to present a concert of their work at the Art Academy. One of Beuys's
students, Jorg Immendorff, handled the organizational details on behalf
of the Cultural Division of the General Student Committee, the concert’s
official sponsor.

On July 28, 1966, more than five hundred people crowded into the
school’s auditorium, a large room with moveable seats and no stage. The
program was an expanded version of As Boring as Possible that included
performances by Beuys and Jean-Pierre Wilhelm, at whose Galerie 22 Paik
had cut off John Cage’s tie in 1959. Wilhelm began the evening with a prolix,
nonsensical parody of standard introductory remarks. It was indeed te-
dious, but as Wilhelm warned the audience, boredom was “the evening’s
title, its watchword.”3* Next, Moorman and Paik presented selections from
their repertoire that ranged from the full, twenty-six-minute version of
the Cage to a short work by La Monte Young in which Moorman simply
opened a canning jar and released several butterflies in the auditorium
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(Composition 1960 No. 5). True to form, the evening stretched into the
wee hours; they finally finished at one-thirty a.m.

Johannes Stiittgen, another of Beuys's students, was newly enrolled in
the academy and remembers the concert as his introduction to “an entirely
new form.” In his recollection, Moorman was the star performer, while
Paik and Beuys played secondary roles as accompanist and assistant.®
Nonetheless, the concert has entered the art historical canon not because
of Moorman’s work but because of Beuys's. On that night he performed for
the first time a now-iconic piece, Infiltration Homogen for Grand Piano—The
Greatest Contemporary Composer Is the Thalidomide Child. The action was sim-
ple: Beuys and a group of students pushed into the center of the room a grand
piano that had been tightly encased in heavy, gray felt. The room fell quiet
as Beuys pinned a red fabric cross to the felt. He then donned wax earplugs,
placed a quacking tin duck near the foot of the piano, and let its works
wind down while he drew diagrams on the nearby blackboard.3* Typically
for Beuys, the iconography is complex. The piece alludes to a culture in cri-
sis—the red cross signifies emergency—as well as the relationship between
creativity and suffering and the silencing of disabled people. Thalidomide,
prescribed during the late 1950s to relieve pregnant women'’s serious morn-
ing sickness, caused birth defects in thousands of children and still is con-
sidered one of the major pharmaceutical disasters of the twentieth century.
The importance of this sober work in Beuys's career has overshadowed the
manner in which it was debuted: as a kind of intermezzo in Moorman and
Paik’s lighthearted celebration of birth, death, love poems, television shows,
murder, spring, flowers, war, income tax, and boredom.3

After the concert Moorman and Paik stayed on in Diisseldorf for a time
as guests of Joseph and Eva Beuys, who had ahome and studio at Drakeplatz
4 in the city’s Oberkassel district. In between parties, shopping, and sight-
seeing, Moorman and Paik took part in an event known as Frisches (Fresh
Things) at the home of Jérg Immendorff and his then wife, Chris Reinecke.
There, Moorman and Paik did their only documented performance of Yoko
Ono’s Bag Piece (1964.), a work that calls for two performers to get in a large
bag together and carry out various activities, including (perhaps) taking
off and putting on their clothing. Moorman recalled:
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FIGURE 12.4

Nam June Paik and Charlotte Moorman (under cloth) perform Takehisa
Kosugi’s Instrumental Music, Dusseldorf, West Germany, 1966. Joseph Beuys
stands at left, manning the spotlight. Photo by Reiner Ruthenbeck © Artists
Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.



We got in this bag, and Paik got the giggles. We're supposed

to undress and supposedly start making love. Well, he got the

giggles so bad he couldn’t get erect. It was so funny. Nobody
in that elite, snobbish, cream-of-the-crop art world in Eu-
rope—no one knows that we're in the bag laughing our heads

off [...] I guess it must be difficult, you know, with all those

sounds and people making their noises and tittering [like]

they do, to carry out intercourse. But I get so wrapped up in a

performance that I'm going to play that performance [...] no

matter what. Except I have to admit that when Nam June Paik
starts giggling it is a deterrent! [ must admit that I laughed my
head off—we were shaking, but they couldn’t hear us, we were

holding our mouths and giggling and stuffing our hands in our
mouths so people wouldn't know. They saw us shaking around

and they saw all these sensual movements and they had no idea

what we were doing in that bag. After a while we gave up and

put our clothes back on and came out of the bag.3*

Her story raises an often-asked question: Was there a love affair? Many as-
sumed so. Joseph and Eva Beuys had thought as much, giving up their own
bedroom to Moorman and Paik during their stay. An essay in the journal Der
Spiegel, written after her topless Satie performance, referred to Moorman
as Paik’s Freundin, or girlfriend.35 At Frisches, their suggestive tumbling in
Bag Piece only strengthened the impression that they were a couple. Im-
mendorff, for example, recalled that they had performed in the bedroom
under a white sheet,3* a memory that might reflect his erroneous assump-
tion (or fantasy) about what they were doing. Unless, of course, Moorman’s
own recollection is the incorrect one.
Moorman and Paik both were coy on the topic of their sexual relation-
ship. When Paik was asked the question by a reporterin 2002, he answered,
“One night in Germany. In a car. Parked.”s When Moorman was queried in
1982, she responded, “We do not have a physical, sexual, sensual relation-
ship. We have a sensual relationship in our performances, but we've never
had sex.” Then she quickly backtracked. “Maybe you should cut that out—
that would be bad press. [...] Let’s leave it a mystery—let people wonder.”
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Then she reversed herself again, implying that they might have had sex,
had the conditions been right. “We've slept together many times, because
the places we've performed had no money and they would give us the one
bed or the one hotel room. But Paik sleeps in his shoes and this thing [a
shawl] around his stomach. And I have a few idiosyncrasies myself: I sleep
in my socks. There are a few things that are a real turnoff!”s"

When all the evidence of both their lives is taken into account, it seems
unlikely that they were ever lovers. But in the end, one has to say about
Moorman and Paik’s sexual relationship what Jorg Immendorff said of Bag
Piece: “No one knows what they did.”s

THEIR TOUR OVER, Paik decided to stay in Europe to prepare for an ex-
hibition in Stockholm, where he would debut his first video sculpture, TV
Cross. Moorman would have stayed, too, but she had to return to New York
to organize the annual avant-garde festival. So on August 6 she left Europe

alone, hauling nine pieces of luggage that bulged with souvenirs—includ-
ing a pair of Lederhosen she'd acquired in Duisseldorf—and great quanti-
ties of newspapers with reviews of their concerts. Joseph Beuys had to sit

on her suitcases so that she could latch them.*

FIGURE 12.5

Charlotte Moorman in front of the poster for her concert in Disseldorf, 1966.
Photographer unknown. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering
McCormick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.






Avant-Garde in
Central Park

IN AUGUST 1966, THREE WEEKS AFTER SHE RETURNED FROM EUROPE,
MOORMAN APPLIED FOR AND RECEIVED A PERMIT TO STAGE A “CONCERT-
HAPPENING-FESTIVAL” AT CENTRAL PARK'S CONSERVATORY POND. THE
event’s purpose, she explained on the application form, was to present “the
newest artworks—music, jazz, films, happenings—in the most beautiful park
in the world.” Its audience, she wrote, would be nothing less than the entire
city of New York.'

Moorman had been working to establish a broad, general audience for
experimental art and music since 1963, when she conceived her first fes-
tival. She certainly was not the only artist of the time who wanted her work
to have an impact outside the art world, but she had set herself a unique
challenge: she wanted to make cutting-edge art accessible to the public
while still creating a useful platform for her community of artists. Sensing



that a solution would not be found in old structures, either historical or
architectural, she moved the festival out of Judson Hall and into the open.
From 1966 on, the city’s public spaces were her concert halls. Everyone
was welcome, and no tickets were required.

Moorman later said she had wanted to stage her event in Central Park
as early as 1964, but had been refused permission by Newbold Morris, the
city’s parks commissioner. When the liberal Republican John Lindsay
was elected mayor, she was able to revisit her idea. Like many New York-
ers, she was excited by the idea that Lindsay might be able to revitalize
the ailing city. “He is fresh and everyone else is tired,” wrote columnist
Murray Kempton.

As his new parks commissioner Lindsay appointed thirty-four-year-
old Thomas P. F. Hoving, then curator of the Metropolitan Museum of Art’s
medieval collections at the Cloisters. Hoving was an energetic, brilliant,
opinionated man who had a doctorate in art history and got around town
on a Czech-made Jawa motorcycle. During his single year as commissioner,
his office buzzed with plans to expand, restore, and beautify the city’s parks,
transforming them from derelict, dangerous places into exciting destina-
tions for families and tourists. Hoving had a vision of the city parks as open,
accessible stages for all kinds of free entertainment, including experimental
art. “I feel very strongly in favor of entertainment, spot things—the things
we have been doing, you know—from the ‘happenings,” painting happenings,
all the way up to music festivals,” he told the New York Times.3 So Moorman
got her permit from Hoving’s office, although she had to promise to close her
festival down at midnight (she had wanted a twenty-four-hour event) and
ban any art that included nudity or “heavy politics.”™

If Central Park was the city’s communal backyard, diminutive Conser-
vatory Pond was its playground. With its model sailboat house and statues
of Alice in Wonderland, the Mad Hatter, and Hans Christian Andersen, the
pond offered itself as a place for fantasy, games, and magic. The locale per-
fectly suited Moorman, who had herself only tentatively embraced adult-
hood. Indeed, as festival maven she was not so much Joan of Arc as Peter
Pan, leading her band of avant-garde Lost Boys and Girls on a new adven-
ture each year. Jazz musician Don Heckman participated in the festival year
after year for a simple reason: “It was fun!”s
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The 4th Annual New York Avant Garde Festival took place on Friday,
September 9, 1966. The program offered essentially the same mix of mu-
sic, poetry, jazz, film, dance, and Happenings as it had in 1965. But in an
outdoor setting, all of these things could happen at once. The change trans-
formed the festival from a sequential, one-work-at-a-time experience into
an immersive environment through which each visitor could move at his or
her own pace. The program began at six a.m. with Yoko Ono’s Sunrise Event—
according to Moorman, “it consisted of watching the sun come up”*—and
slid into evening with a two-hour presentation of films by Robert Breer,
screened inside a collapsible vinyl hemisphere constructed near the
pond by Charles Frazier. In between, many other things happened. Alison
Knowles shaved Dick Higgins’s head (Higgins's Danger Music no. 2). Take-
hisa Kosugi floated a balsa wood-and-paper grand piano across the pond
in his Manodharma Concert. A skywriting plane banked and looped over-
head in a performance of Cage’s Variations I11.” Don Heckman performed a
version of Cut Piece in which he stood inside a large black bag and placed
a pair of scissors on the ground nearby—a tacit invitation to passershy
to cut. (They did, eventually freeing him from the bag.?) Joe Jones ped-
aled around the pond on his homemade Music Bike. Kids tossed balloons
inside Frazier'’s dome and rolled tires down a hillside in Allan Kaprow’s
happening, Towers. Dancers and musicians performed among the crowd.

Most of this went off without trouble, although two pieces briefly
aroused police attention. In American Picnic, Jim McWilliams and one of
his students, Robert Burridge, consumed hot dogs, watermelon, and soda
until they vomited. Disgusted spectators complained to the cops, who asked
Moorman to stop the performance, and she almost did. Later she explained
why she had let it go on. “He wasn’t doing anything wrong! We agreed to no
politics, we agreed to no nudity, this was a good piece—a strong piece, but a
good piece—and Jim is a very fine artist, and I was not going to stop it.”? So
Moorman pretended to be nauseated by the smell of the vomit and unable to
approach the scene. Since the cops were feeling queasy too, they let McWil -
liams’s picnic—a covertly political piece about American over-consumption—
run its course. Later that evening, Geoffrey Hendricks was almost cited for
littering after he waded into Conservatory Pond and dumped a garbage pail
full of flowers into the water (the piece was titled Dumping). Noticing the
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commotion, Moorman grabbed a microphone and summoned him imme-
diately to the other side of the pond to perform in Kurt Schwitters’s Class

Struggle Opera. The police let him go.* In both cases it was only Moorman’s

quick wit that kept the artists from being issued citations. But perhaps the

officers would not have pressed matters anyway. The Times reported that

one of them shrugged off the misbehaviors, saying, “You gotta understand

these people, gotta be enlightened.”

Class Struggle Opera, written by the German Dadaist Schwitters in 1924,
was given its world premiere during the Central Park festival.”* Its simple
plot divided the cast into two factions who alternately shouted “Up!” and

“Down!™ at each other for one hour; clever staging had one group perched
on stepladders as they yelled. Schwitters’s opera was one of several works
Moorman programmed that year to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the
founding of Cabaret Voltaire, the Dadaist club in Zurich. Dadaism’s playful,
subversive “antiart” stance, its focus on performance, and its emphasis on
mixed media all were consonant with Moorman’s own work. Linking her
festival to Dada surely offered many viewers a way to understand the often-
absurd spectacle taking place in Central Park. In addition to the Schwit-
ters opera, the festival included two classic films by Hans Richter (chosen
by Robert Breer'®) and a reading by Richard Huelsenbeck, the renowned
German Dadaist, who was then a psychoanalyst practicing in New York and
had also taken part in Moorman’s 1965 festival. Huelsenbeck explained to
a reporter his elation about the event: “You are taken out of the planned,
ideological world in which you live and put into a world of improvisation
and spontaneity, where many things happen at once. [...] The New Dada-
ism may seem idiotic but it is really a very healthy response to our collec-
tivized, technological times.”'*

FIGURE 13.1

Karl-Erik Welin’s Manzit, performed by George Jeffers, trombone; Charlotte
Moorman; James Tenney, piano; and (behind piano lid) Don Heckman, clarinet,
4th Annual New York Avant Garde Festival, Central Park, New York City, 1966.
Photographer unknown. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering
McCormick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.

FIGURE 13.2
Jim McWilliams performs his American Picnic, 4th Annual New York Avant
Garde Festival, Central Park, New York City, 1966. Photo © Robert Burridge.



When Moorman wasn’t showing Thomas Hoving around or mediating
problems between the artists, the public, and police, she performed four so-
los at the festival. In Paik’s Zen Smiles she handed out five thousand pennies
to audience members, each of them delivered with a smile. She performed
an excerpt from Wolf Vostell's Morning Glory (1963), in which the New York
Times is to be sprinkled with French perfume and pepper and whirled
in a blender; the resulting purée is then buried in a flower garden while
sneeze powder is tossed in the air.’> Moorman, who knew how to engage a
crowd, only did the blender bit, which she later added to her increasingly
anarchic version of 26'1.1499" for a String Player. In Giuseppe Chiari’s Fuori
(Outdoors) she sat alone on a temporary stage floating in the pond, bowed
her head, and listened with great concentration to the sounds around her.
She mimicked some of them. There were long periods of silence between
her utterances. The piece was so quiet that it almost went unnoticed. “I
don't believe anybody realized I was performing,” she told a reporter.*
This apparently did not suit her, as she never performed Fuori again.

Most significant of Moorman’s performances was the premiere of a work
written for her the previous summer by Joseph Beuys. Infiltration Homogen
for Cello was a transposition of the piano piece Beuys had premiered in
Dusseldorf during her and Paik’s 1966 concert there. Paik later recalled
that during their stay, Moorman had asked Beuys for a new piece, and he
had given her this one.” This was extraordinary, since Beuys had never be-
fore written a piece for a performer other than himself, and he never did
again.'® Moorman debuted the piece on the pond’s floating stage, assisted by
Takehisa Kosugi. He sat cross-legged holding the cello, which was encased
in aloose-fitting flannel bag Moorman had had sewn for the occasion. She
approached the cello slowly, knelt before it, and pinned two strips of red
fabric on the flannel to form a cross.” This brief, solemn work remained
in her repertoire for two decades.

As a public, multimedia, outdoor art event attended by thousands,
Moorman’s Central Park festival was virtually unprecedented. The Euro-
pean festivals in which she had taken part—Rolf Jarhling’s 24 Hours, Jean-
Jacques Lebel’s Festival of Free Expression, Giuseppe Chiari’s Gruppo 7o
Festival—had given her ideas about what was possible, but they had been
staged in galleries, theaters, or cultural centers and advertised mostly to

170 CHAPTER 13 : AVANT-GARDE IN CENTRAL PARK



FIGURE 13.3

Charlotte Moorman performs Wolf Vostell's Morning Glory, 4th Annual New
York Avant Garde Festival, Central Park, New York City, 1966. Photo © Estate of

Fred W. McDarrah.



the art world. Fluxus events and Happenings were important precedents

for her festivals and often were staged outdoors, but they were not aggres-
sively marketed to the general public (or to anyone, for that matter). The

collaborative group USCO had been making immersive sound-and-light en-
vironments since 1964 in its communal studio in upstate New York, where

their audience was by necessity very limited. The events most compara-
ble to Moorman’s, and that preceded hers by two years, were produced

by ONCE, the Ann Arbor—based group led by Robert Ashley and Gordon

Mumma. ONCE had begun an annual festival of avant-garde music in 1961
that started as a concert hall series but soon expanded to include dance and

multimedia Happenings. Like Moorman, the members of ONCE sought a

broad, general audience for their work; but, like USCO, attendance at their
events was limited by the smaller size of their community.*> Moorman’s

festival was the culmination of all these precedents, and her events in turn

laid the foundation for dozens of similar arts and music festivals that exist

today, from all-night mixed-media spectacles such as Nuit Blanche to New
York City’s monthlong annual showcase of live art, Performa.

The Central Park festival marked a dramatic shift in both the production
strategy and audience reception of Moorman’s festivals. Likewise her creative
ethos, which once had been circumscribed by traditional classical music and
now embraced Dada, Neo-Dada, New Music, electronic music, Fluxus, Hap-
penings, conceptual art, musique concréte, spoken word, jazz, film, modern
dance, architecture, and their many hybrids and mutations. Her path from
Bach to Schwitters to Cage to Schneemann was rapid, but she absorbed ev-
erything she encountered, and then, through the medium of her body and
the filter of her exceptional somatic intelligence, she helped give birth to
other new forms.

ON SEPTEMBER 8, 1966, the eve of the Central Park festival, Moorman
found herself once again completely broke. She needed carfare to get across
town to the park the next day, so she went downstairs to the Hotel Paris
lobby with a roll of five-cent stamps and asked the night clerk if he would
buy them for cash. He gave her five dollars for the roll. When she returned
from the festival she found the stamps in her mailbox along with a note
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from the clerk, whose name was Frank Pileggi, saying he couldn’t possibly
accept the stamps but that she should keep the five dollars. “That’s when
I knew he was special,” Moorman recalled.* Some time later she wrote
Frank’s name in her appointment diary for September 8. She used red ink
to emphasize the pivotal importance of their meeting.

In 1963, while Moorman’s marriage to Tommy Coleman was being dis-
solved, her psychotherapist wrote an affidavit in which he asserted that she
had clung to her husband for longer than she should have because “their
being married acts as a protection against her fear of being alone.” The
evidence of her life—there are few gaps in her romantic history—suggests
the prescience of this statement. During the early 1960s Moorman had had
several lovers, but they were all, in one way or another, unavailable: one
was a drug addict, others were married. She saw that Frank was different.
Not only was he available, but he also would take care of her, and on her
terms. Frank later told a friend that after he and Moorman met, “I didn’t
have any choice. She picked me. She told me so. She just took me.”2

He was twenty-six years old to her thirty-three. He had long sideburns
and a sultry sensuality that made people think of Elvis Presley. They be-
came lovers—voraciously so, according to Moorman—and he soon began
showing up at her performances. He was a surprise to her friends. “When
Frank came on the scene it was a semi-shock to everybody,” says artist
Letty Fisenhauer. “He was young, and he was cute, and here is this woman
who's a tiny bit zaftig, and who's always looking as though she needs to have
her lipstick put on straight and her clothes adjusted, and she’s with this
guy who's very sexy-looking.”*

Frank came from a close-knit, working-class [talian-American family.
His father, Vincent Pileggi, was born in Calabria and worked in New York
City’s garment trade as a steam presser; his mother, Rose, raised Frank and
his sister, Connie, in her parents’ Brooklyn home. After he dropped out of
high school Frank served briefly in the Merchant Marine, then hopscotched
around the globe with a buddy. (In those days a restless young man could
still catch a freighter to Tangiers.) He returned to New York in late 1965 or
early 1966 and took a job as the night desk clerk at the Hotel Paris.

Frank seems to have been adored by everyone who knew him. “Frank
was the god of the [Pileggi] family,” says his friend Kate Shore. “He was a
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caregiver to a lot of people. Not just Charlotte, but his sister and his
nieces—everybody went to Frank. Frank had the answers, Frank could fix
it.”*> He was a good cartoonist, an enthusiastic teller of jokes, and a skilled
raconteur with perfect comic timing. (Facility with language ran in his
family: he was first cousin to the screenwriter Nicholas Pileggi and second
cousin to the journalist Gay Talese.) A complete extrovert, Frank seemed
to be everyone’s friend and thought nothing of striking up a conversation
with strangers. He and Charlotte “were dynamic together,” recalls Carolee
Schneemann. “His kind of romantic Brooklyn energy, her Southern,
swirling, over-the-top chatter. They both made a lot of agitation wher-
ever they went.”*® In Frank’s clipped Brooklynese, Charlotte’s name be-
came “Shahlit”; in later years, when he was nursing her through cancer,
she called his name in one elongated syllable that had all the vocal color of
a drawling, plaintive prayer.
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Topless Cellist

ON FEBRUARY 7, 1967, A FURIOUS MIDWINTER BLIZZARD BURIED
NEW YORK CITY UNDER A FOOT OF SNOW, LEAVING MOUNTAINOUS
DRIFTS IN THE STREETS AND DRAGGING BITTER COLD ALONG IN ITS
wake. Most of the city’s seven million inhabitants huddled indoors for a day
or two, leaving the streets silent but for the clinking of tire chains and the
rasp of plows on pavement. Though she loved winter weather, Moorman
probably spent much of February 7 in her room at the Hotel Paris. She was
scheduled to perform on February 9 and was only midway through the la-
borious task of addressing invitations to some three hundred of her friends
and press contacts. The centerpiece of the program was Paik’s Opera Sextro-
nique, a revised, expanded version of Cello Sonata Opus 69, which they had
premiered in Aachen the previous summer. The new version required her
to perform topless, then bottomless, and finally completely nude.
Moorman was aware that public nudity was a contentious issue in
Manhattan during the winter of 1966—-1967. In November the enterprising



manager of a midtown nightclub, the Crystal Room, had put two waitresses

to work wearing nothing above the waist except a pair of pasties. After an

outcry, Mayor John Lindsay had promised to ban topless waitresses (even

though he admitted that his own feelings about the matter were “just like

those of any other man™), and within the week the women and their male

manager had been arrested for indecent exposure and creating a public

nuisance. On January 13, after a two-day trial, a trio of judges had to con-
cede that although they found the situation “sordid” and “vulgar,” the Crys-
tal Room had not violated any existing laws.* The club’s owner immediately

put the bare-breasted waitresses back to work, along with six topless go-go

girls. Lindsay vowed that the city would not rest until the scourge was elim-
inated, complaining to the Times: “There is nothing of artistic or cultural

value in this sort of thing. It isn’t even bad burlesque.”™

On November 16, 1966, just as the city was in an uproar over topless
waitresses, Les Ballets Africains arrived in town. The troupe of traditional
Guinean dancers was preparing for its engagement at the Barrymore
Theater when a minor city official stopped the show, citing a seven-year-
old order banning the company from performing in New York because its
dancers had once appeared on stage topless. Mayor Lindsay was again asked
to intercede, but this time he came down in favor of toplessness. He revoked
the old ruling the next day, opining that nakedness was permissible in this
case because it was part of a cultural tradition and therefore had artistic
merit. Nevertheless, on opening night the dancers of the Ballets Africains
played it safe and performed with their upper bodies covered.*

The city’s response to these two cases had thoroughly muddied the wa-
ters around the issue of public nudity. Defining when an act had “artistic
merit” was difficult, to say the least; the class and racial double standards
of the era were also clearly at play in Lindsay’s decisions. New York City
was not alone in its confusion. In early 1967 the sexual revolution was well
underway in America. The naked female body was on public view not just
in nightclubs and theaters but also in Playboy Clubs, fashion shows, gir-
lie magazines, burlesque houses, avant-garde art events, and Love-Ins all
over the country. No one was quite sure how to regulate all of this exposure,
or even whether it should be regulated at all.
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In February 1967, as Moorman prepared for her own topless appear-
ance, the Crystal Room case was still unresolved. She had thought it pru-
dent to consult her lawyer, Jerald Ordover, for advice. Ordover was the
art-world attorney who had been recommended to her by Allan Kaprow to
sort out the post—Push and Pull dispute with Judson Hall. He was familiar
with the Crystal Room and Ballets Africains decisions, and he kept up with
the avant-garde, so he knew that several nude and seminude performances
had proceeded without incident in New York City during the recent past,
notably Yvonne Rainer and Robert Morris's naked chest-to-chest shuffle
in Waterman Switch (1965). Ordover, like many others in the art world, as-
sumed that the city was uninterested in policing nudity when it occurred in
obscure avant-garde events. Still, during his meeting with Moorman and
Paik he advised them to protect themselves by making the concert a free,

“by invitation only” event. Before they left his office he also gave Moorman
his home phone number, just in case there was any trouble.’

Opera Sextronique was to be presented in a small theater space in the
basement of the now-demolished Wurlitzer Building at 125 West 4.1st Street,
one block from Times Square. Since late 1965 the two-hundred-seat the-
ater had been operated by the artist-run Film-Makers’” Cooperative, which
was anxious to expand the audience for experimental film and had leased
the space in part because of its location in midtown Manhattan near the the-
ater district.® The program at the Film-Makers’ Cinematheque, as they called
the space, was wide-ranging, featuring the current stars of the underground
filmmaking scene, such as Kenneth Anger, Stan Brakhage, and Gregory
Markopoulos, as well as classic films by Fritz Lang, D. W. Griffith, and others.
Andy Warhol's The Chelsea Girls had premiered there in September 1966 and
played to sold-out houses for two weeks before moving further uptown for
an extended run. The space was normally programmed seven nights a week.
But for this one evening Jonas Mekas, one of the founders of the Film-Mak-
ers’ Cooperative and a friend of Moorman and Paik’s, had offered them the
Cinematheque (also known as the 4ast Street Theater) rent-free.

The streets were still slick with packed snow on the afternoon of Febru-
ary 9, when Moorman lugged her cello outside and caught a taxi to the theater.
She and Paik had one more rehearsal before the show that evening, and they
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still needed to work out some of the lighting and staging details with Take-
hisa Kosugi, who would be assisting them. The event was a mixed-media
program similar to the one they had toured in Europe. Opera Sextronique was
to be the opening number; they also planned to present the Paik-Yalkut film
Cinema Metaphysique; Kosugi’s Organic Music (the performer breathes, pur-
posefully); and James Tenney’s electronic composition Phases (for Edgard
Varése). As it had been in the past, the grand finale would be Paik’s Varia-
tions on a Theme by Saint-Saéns.

At some point during the bustle of the afternoon, the day began to veer
terribly off course. There are many versions of what happened that evening
and in what order, and Moorman’s accounts are consistently the most dra-
matic. In “An Artist in the Courtroom,” an essay she cowrote with Paik and
Frank Pileggi during the months after her arrest and trial, she claimed that

“an army of uninvited policemen”” had arrived at around six-thirty, while
they were rehearsing, and demanded entry, telling her that she had better
not go ahead with the performance or they would take her off in a paddy
wagon.” “I told them this was a private, invitation only performance, to
which one replied, "This badge lets me into any licensed theatre.” At that
time, I did not know that it was within my rights to demand a search war-
rant. [ tried to explain that this audience was invited, an audience of artists
and intellectuals, where no one could buy a ticket, Paik and [ were not be-
ing paid, we were doing this to show our new work to our friends. [...] The
police continued by disrupting our organization and taking our guest-list
attendants back stage to ask them questions about concert preparations.”

Officer Michael Mandillo told a more benign version. He testified in
court that he and four other plainclothesmen had entered the building at
around nine o'clock, spoken briefly to a young woman at the theater door,
and then sat down in the auditorium to wait for the show to begin.’”> What-
ever the details, Moorman was deeply rattled by the presence of the police:

We called our lawyer, Jerry Ordover, and said, “Is there any
problem doing this piece legally? Because we're here rehearsing
at the Filmmaker’s Cinematheque and there are police here.”
He said, “No, as long as you don’t plan to fornicate on stage,
youre OK.” [...] But I was curious why they were there, because
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[ wasn't used to having them around when we rehearsed [...]

and just seeing the police scared me. So I called a few import-
ant people and they told us not to worry, that the Ballets Afric-
ains had performed in Manhattan a few weeks before and they
had been able to perform topless. [...] So whichever way you

looked at it, we were OK."

None of this drama was visible to the audience. Eyewitnesses reported that
the mood in the theater was jovial, as Moorman’s invited guests stood in the
aisles putfing on cigarettes while they waited for the show to start, and old
friends waved to one another across the room. A few people giggled at the
“square-looking, heavyset men” they immediately pegged as cops." But since
the theater was full—all two hundred seats in the house were occupied, and
more people stood in the aisles—Moorman and Paik decided to go ahead. At
around nine-thirty all of the house and stage lights were extinguished, and
the first aria of Opera Sextronique commenced in the smoky darkness.

The packed house waited expectantly for something to happen. After
three long minutes, the silence was finally broken by a recording of a Bud-
dhist gong chime.’s Immediately, Moorman entered from the wings. All
the audience could see in the darkened theater was her twinkling “electric
bikini,” which was actually not a bikini at all but three just-big-enough
triangles of fabric taped over her breasts and crotch, each fitted with fif-
teen tiny, six-volt light bulbs. The whole arrangement was wired so that
the bikini could be switched on and off by remote control. Paik flashed the
lights “intermittently and rhythmically” with the gong music as she moved
toward her chair at an almost imperceptible pace, taking five minutes to
walk the eight-foot distance.™

The gong music ceased as she sat down and, still in darkness, began to
play an excerpt from Jules Massenet’s romantic Elegy (1872). At this point
Paik, dressed in a business suit, moved to the piano to accompany her
while Kosugi took over the light controls for the bikini, which winked and
flashed at the audience through the end of Elegy. When they finished, Paik
approached the edge of the stage and called into the darkness, “Is it all right,
Mr. Policeman, may we go on?” The audience answered with cheers and
cries of, “Yes, beautiful, go on,” so they did.
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“Come out topless,” instructs the score for the second aria. At around
ten o'clock the stage lights came up and Moorman made her entrance clad
only in a floor-length black skirt and black flats. This aria, too, began with
a three-minute prologue: a tape of the computer-generated International
Lullaby (1966) by Max Mathews, a Bell Labs engineer and pioneer of syn-
thesized sound whom Paik had met through James Tenney. Mathews’s piece,
which collages a traditional Japanese lullaby with Franz Schubert’s “Cradle
Song,” was followed by Moorman and Paik’s fractured version of Brahms'’s
familiar “Lullaby.” After playing two bars of the piece, they stopped so that
Moorman could reach into the battered suitcase next to her for a new dis-
guise—a gas mask, perhaps, or sunglasses, a cloth cap, or cheap carnival
mask. The suitcase also held a violin and a bunch of fresh flowers, which
she used as “prepared bows.”s After repeating this sequence several times,
Paik taped a battery-powered toy propeller to each of Moorman’s nipples.
An audience member later recalled that these whirling pasties made a
pleasant clattering sound when she leaned close to her cello.’ She con-
cluded Aria 2 by tossing her flowers into the audience."

The third aria was to have been performed “bottomless in a football
jersey and helmet” to a Beatles song.”® But before she could exit to shed
her skirt, the police decided they had seen enough. Moorman recalled the
chaotic scene:

The plainclothesmen walked up on stage as I was acknowl-
edging the applause of the audience, saying, “It’s a raid, you're

under arrest.” [...] The audience began yelling, “Dirty cops!”
Paik turned to the audience and asked, “Can anyone help us?”
Everyone wanted to help, but no one knew what to do. I begged

the policemen to let me dress and pack my cello and electronic

equipment before taking me away, but they refused. In their

haste to protect my invited audience from the sight of a bare

bosom, they damaged my 175-year-old cello and caused me to

lose hundreds of dollars worth of equipment. A friend of mine

was able to put my jacket over my shoulders, but it wasn’t until

the police had dragged me and my instrument 125 feet through

the crowd that they allowed me to put my cello in its case."
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FIGURE 14.1

With Nam June Paik manning the controls of her “electric bikini,” Charlotte
Moorman prepares to make her entrance in Aria 1 of Opera Sextronique,
New York City, 1967. Photo by Hy Rothman/NY Daily News via Getty Images.



FIGURE 14.2

Charlotte Moorman performs Aria 2 of Opera Sextronique, New York City, 1967.
Photo by Hy Rothman/NY Daily News via Getty Images.



FIGURE 14.3

Nam June Paik attaches battery-powered propellers to Charlotte Moorman’s
breasts in Aria 2 of Opera Sextronique, New York City, 1967. Photo by Hy
Rothman/NY Daily News via Getty Images.



The writer David Bourdon, an editor at Life magazine and the friend who
draped the jacket over Moorman’s shoulders, remembered the evening with
a story that evokes the deep mistrust that separated the police and much of
the artistic community during the mid-1960s: “The audience began to boo
the police, who thought it prudent to close the curtain. [...] I wanted the au-
dience to see what was going on, so, with a helper, I opened the curtain. This
encouraged audience members, who refused to leave the theater, to noisily
express their disapproval. For a while, the curtain repeatedly opened and
closed, as opposing factions gained control of it. [...] By now, the stage was
jammed with reporters and photographers. The audience was booing and
heckling, which prompted the cops to call for backup. Eight more carloads
of police—in riot helmets—sped to the scene to maintain order.”*

Moorman and Paik were hustled outside through the snow and taken,
in separate cars, to the Midtown South precinct station on West 35th Street.
One prominent audience member, Milton Fox, who was then editor in chief
at the Harry N. Abrams publishing house and had attended the concert
with his wife and daughter, later wrote a letter of protest to Mayor Lindsay
in which he described the “degrading procession through the snow” and
concluded, “I don’t remember when I've felt so ashamed.”™

OPERA SEXTRONIQUE 1S related to SonatafOrAdults Only and other works
Paik wrote for Moorman in which a sexualized intervention disrupts a fa-
miliar piece of classical music. Paik later explained that he had composed
the piece according to his usual methods. “The ground principle of my
work is a ‘collage technique,’ that is, the superposition of various, some-
times conventionally heterogeneous elements,” he wrote, and pointed out
that Aria 1, for example, merged “Massenet’s Elegy [...] and the mysterious
light [from the bikini] with equally mysterious eternal womanhood.”*?
Though it conformed to Paik’s basic principles, Opera Sextronique was
far more complex than anything he had previously written for Moorman.
As the designation “opera” suggests, it was a mix of music (although with-
out vocals), light, scenery, costumes, props, and movement. At forty-five
minutes, it was also relatively long. Its risqué faux-French title cleverly
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conflates electronics, high art, and erotics, a trio of themes enunciated by
computer music, Brahms, Massenet, and nudity. The printed invitation
for the concert is an avant-garde pinup that features a cheesecake shot of
Moorman mid-striptease, holding her cello as she steps out of her skirt,
her voluptuous body overflowing black bra and panties. The image is over-
printed with a text in which Paik explains his concept:

After three emancipations in 20th century music, (serial-in-
deterministic, actional) ... I have found that there is still one

more chain to lose ... that is ... PRE-FREUDIAN HYPOCRISY.
Why is sex a predominant theme in art and literature prohib-
ited ONLY in music? How long can New Music afford to be sixty
years behind the times and still claim to be serious art? The

purge of sex under the excuse of being “serious” exactly under-
mines the so-called “seriousness” of music as a classical art,
ranking with literature and painting. Music history needs its

D. H. Lawrence its Sigmund Freud.*

As much as Paik was joking here, he was also serious. He understood
his work as part of a historical continuum that included isolated esoteric
experiments meant to expand music’s embrace to include other sensory data.
In one of the many drafts that exist for the essay “An Artist in the Courtroom,”
Paik linked Opera Sextronique to two works by the early-twentieth-century
Russian composer Alexander Scriabin: Prometheus (1910), a symphonic syn-
thesis of sound, light, and theater, and the unfinished Mysterium, which
was, in Paik’s words, “a total theatrical spectacle including music, dance,
speech, smell, and light with a cast of 2000.” He also cited as precedent
a treatise on an “ocular harpsichord” imagined (but never built) by Louis
Bertrand Castel, an eighteenth-century Jesuit monk. Castel’s plan described
a keyboard linked to panes of colored glass that were illuminated by candle-
light when a key was struck.** Paik quipped that his innovation in Opera
Sextronique “was to make a color organ with nude lady’s organ itself!! Can
you imagine [a] more consequent combination? And how many colors and
keys have our woman’s eternal organ!!!”%
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FOR A WHILE, Moorman professed to be baffled by the events of February
9. “How or why these plainclothesmen came I'll never know,” she wrote.*
Later in her life she developed the theory that her arrest was due, essen-
tially, to nothing more than bad luck. She claimed that the police had been
in the habit of randomly checking in on the proceedings at the 41st Street
Theater because it had been the site of an infamous run-in between the
avant-garde and the law: the seizure in March 1964 of Jack Smith’s con-
troversial film Flaming Creatures, which was later banned as obscene in the
state of New York. According to Moorman, February g was simply one of
the nights the cops decided to drop in to see what was going on. “I have it
on good authority!” she insisted.*

Although this hypothesis includes one of Moorman’s dramatizing con-
flations of fact—Smith’s film had in fact been confiscated at the New Bowery
Theater on the Lower East Side—it is not completely implausible. During
the mid-1960s the NYPD was actively monitoring avant-garde film ven-
ues for obscenity and had shut down several screenings and arrested the
projectionists. However, the evidence strongly suggests that the police had
come to the 41st Street Theater on February g expressly to attend Opera
Sewtronique. Officer Mandillo testified that he and his cohort had been sent
there because the department had been “informed that a performance
was being held [at that location], the topless [...] and bottomless perfor-
mance.”** Moorman herself was probably responsible for the leak. She had
hardly been secretive about their plans. At least one of her friends, the
Village Voice photographer Fred McDarrah, remembers getting a phone call
from her before the concert. “Freddie, come on over,” she told him, “I'm
going to be naked.” The titillating event poster had been mailed out to
dozens of press contacts, and additional copies were distributed on the day
of the event with this teaser on the back: “Miss Moorman will play topless,
bottomless, etc.”3° It isn’t hard to imagine an enterprising journalist re-
ceiving this communiqué and alerting the police in hopes of stirring up
another risqué story about topless female performers.

No matter how the news of their concert made its way to members of
the New York Police Department, it remains unclear why Moorman was
singled out for arrest and prosecuted by the courts for public toplessness, a
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FIGURE 14.4

Charlotte Moorman being taken to a squad car after her arrest, New York City,
1967. Photo by Hy Rothman/NY Daily News via Getty Images.



“

crime” that had been formally invalidated by city authorities twice during
the previous three months. As Moorman formulated the question, “How
can New York City condemn in my work what it condones and applauds in
others?”?" Four decades later even Ernst Rosenberger, Moorman’s defense
attorney, is at a loss for an explanation. His best guess is that her arrest “was,
as are so many things, a product of the time.”* It was 1967. Americans—even
sophisticated New Yorkers—were conflicted about sex. As the tabloid Daily
News quipped, Opera Sextronique was too much even for Fun City.3

At the Midtown South precinct station, Moorman was fingerprinted
and had her mug shot taken. Not long after she arrived she was outraged
to see that Paik, looking bedraggled and frightened, had also been brought
in. (“That’s like bringing Beethoven in there! You just don’t do that!” she
fumed.3*) A claque of audience members had trudged through the snow
after them and now crowded into the station, collecting $200 for legal ex-
penses and signing a hastily drawn-up petition: “We, the audience of the
Cinematheque, February 9, 1967, for the Paik-Moorman concert, petition
the responsible authorities to release Miss Moorman from their custody
and allow her to continue her activities.”5 The police responded to this
feeble demand by booking both perpetrators on misdemeanor charges
under Section 1140 of the Penal Law of the State of New York, which pro-
hibited “willfully and lewdly exposing [one’s] person, or the private parts
thereof, in any public place.” The pair was then transferred to the Manhat-
tan Detention Complex, a massive jail on Centre Street in lower Manhattan
known as the Tombs.

After the passage of time had softened its hard edges, Moorman’s night
in jail became one of her favorite stories. She repeated it dozens of times,
often playing it for laughs and working in as much scatological and titillat-
ing detail as she could. She had been humiliated when a policewoman or-
dered her to squat, naked, over a toilet and then searched her body cavities
with gloved fingers; she had been indignant when her bulging handbag, a
kind of portable office, was ransacked and purged of cold medicine, Kotex,

FIGURE 14.5
Nam June Paik, one page from the score for Opera Sextronique (1967).
© Nam June Paik Estate. Courtesy Charlotte Moorman Archive, Charles Deering
McCormick Library of Special Collections, Northwestern University Library.
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and loose scraps of paper (the latter, she said, were not garbage, but “valu-
able names and addresses for my mailing list.”3°); and she had been terri-
fied when taken to a cell, where she joined four other female inmates for
the night. Moorman must have quizzed them about their crimes, for she
related that her companions had included a prostitute, an addict who had
been caught stealing a fix from a pharmacy, a thief who had been picked up
for shoplifting at Macy’s, and a woman who had stabbed her husband during
a fight. The latter, Moorman reported, “kept banging her head against the
bars and saying, ‘I hope he’s dead, the son of a bitch, [ hope he’s dead.™”

Then the women asked Moorman why she was there. “I was so con-
fused, I said, “Well, I played the cello partially nude.” Then the one that
had [stabbed] her husband started [pulling] my hair and said, "What's a
cello?” [...] I was scared to death. [...] They didn't know what a cello was.
[understood what Macy’s was, and the husband and the drug store and all
that, but they didn’t understand what I had done.”*

She meant the story to make this point: there was no equating her
crime with theirs. She was an artist. Being locked in the Tombs with petty
thieves, junkies, hookers, and would-be murderesses was deeply depress-
ing and unsuitably déclassé. “I cannot find the words,” she wrote later, “to
express my sadness that [all my] years of work and devotion to my art have
been soiled by this ugly experience.”39

After a guard happened by and broke up the fight, Moorman sat mis-
erably “with the other women criminals™ until five-thirty the next morn-
ing, when she and Paik were taken to Night Court for arraignment.*> About
twenty-five of their friends were there, having waited all night to offer moral
support. One of them had recruited Rosenberger, a noted civil liberties at-
torney, to defend the pair. After hearing the evidence, the judge dismissed
all charges against Paik and he was released. Moorman was formally
charged with indecent exposure and released on her own recognizance
until her hearing, set for February 15.4 The stakes were real: if convicted,
she could be sentenced to a year in prison.

More wet snow was falling on Manhattan when Moorman finally walked
out of the Tombs at 6:30 a.m. on February 10. Riding home in a taxicab, she
heard the story of her arrest on the radio. By the end of the day, she would
be known throughout the city as “the topless cellist.”+*
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The People v. Moorman

MOORMAN'S INITIAL REACTION TO HER ARREST WAS DISBELIEF. SHE
COMPARED IT TO THE SHOCK OF LEARNING, AS A TWELVE-YEAR-OLD,
THAT HER DADDY HAD DIED.' SHOCK SOON TURNED TO PANIC AND
shame, and during the days immediately following her arrest she drafted
a note to Frank Pileggi. They had been lovers for a few weeks, and Opera
Sewtronique was the first of her concerts he had attended. “I am trying to
understand how you must feel hearing those accusations and not really be-
lieving in the avant-garde and if my work is really of any value,” she wrote.
“I'am grateful for all you've done but need you now more than ever. So if you
don’t believe in what 'm doing let me know and I will give it up. I obviously
haven't achieved too much if the police can do this to me.™
As usual, her crisis of confidence was temporary. Within the week she
had regained her balance, and on February 14, a few days before her hearing



(which had been rescheduled for the 17th), she bought a bottle of champagne.
It was Valentine’s Day, she was in love, and she probably was confident that
charges against her would be dropped. Why not celebrate? Paik was less san-
guine. On the morning of the hearing, as they chatted quietly in a corridor
of the criminal court building, he confessed to Moorman that he was fright-
ened. “I prayed last night for the first time in my life,” he told her.?

Both now looked to Ernst Rosenberger for salvation. Moorman had
not met him until her appearance in Night Court on February 10, but she
could not have asked for a more suitable and sympathetic lawyer.t A tall,
mustachioed thirty-five-year-old who dressed in professorial tweeds,
Rosenberger was well known among the New York avant-garde as an activ-
ist and advocate for the disenfranchised. His clients included Ed Sanders,
leader of the activist rock band the Fugs, who had been charged in 1966
with propagating obscenity through his journal, Fuck You: A Magazine of the
Arts, and several of the Mississippi Freedom Riders, to whom Rosenberger
had donated his services during the early 1960s. His progressive politics
were tempered by a studious and moderate approach to the law (he would
go on to become a justice on the New York State Supreme Court), and his
presence added sobriety and weight to her case.

As it turned out, even Moorman’s distinguished lawyer could not keep
the hearing from degenerating into a comic prelude to what was later de-
scribed as “the oddest and certainly one of the most ludicrous trials ever
held in Manhattan.”s Proceedings were called to order at 9:30 a.m. on Fri-
day, February 17, in the same Centre Street complex of which the Tombs
was a part. The presiding judge, Milton Shalleck, heard testimony from
only one witness, arresting officer Michael Mandillo; the rest of the morn-
ing was taken up by an extended discussion between Rosenberger and the
prosecutor, Assistant District Attorney Gino Gallina, about the interpreta-
tion of Section 114.0. They disagreed over whether or not a woman'’s breasts
could legally be considered “private parts” and discussed precisely how
much of Moorman’s had been exposed. The judge wanted to determine the
size of her cello (and thus how wide she had had to spread her legs) and
touted his extralegal expertise in matters of toplessness. “I spent the bet-
ter part of a year down in the South Pacific,” he informed the court. “You
don’t have to tell me what exposure is.”® Gallina called Opera Sextronique “a
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sick publicity stunt” and insinuated that the invited audience could well
have included “nudists, dressed in clothes, in a controlled nudist situa-
tion.”? According to the New York Post, the proceedings were “punctuated
by audience gasps, giggles, and guffaws.”® After four hours, Judge Shalleck
reserved his decision on the motion to dismiss charges, and ordered both
attorneys to file briefs by March 10.

During the hearing, Rosenberger asked the judge for a speedy resolu-
tion to the case because “until this matter is disposed of, [my client] is out
of work.” With her usual dramatic flair, Moorman had added piteously, “No
one will hire me!” Well, not exactly. Paying jobs were scarce, but Moorman
stayed very busy throughout that unsettled spring; if she wasn't ubiquitous,
she certainly was not invisible. Within a few days of the hearing, on February
22, she was back onstage with Paik at the East Village church St. Mark’s-in-
the-Bowery for a concert of “music and happenings” by Scandinavian avant-
garde artists. She gave dozens of interviews to the press, which had begun
to pursue her vigorously as soon as she was released from jail. Invitations
rolled in from television talk shows. She did the Bruce Morrow Show, a TV va-
riety hour hosted by the voluble New York disc jockey known to legions of
teenagers as Cousin Brucie. She appeared on the Boston-based Al Capp Show,
and on the late-night Alan Burke Show, where she discussed the dangers of
censorship with the director Otto Preminger.** On March 14, she and Paik
traveled to Philadelphia to present an evening of Kosugi’s compositions,
and on March 19 they showed up on an NBC television special devoted to
Marshall McLuhan. Those idle enough to have turned on their sets at four
o'clock on a Sunday afternoon might have seen an astounding seventy-five-
second segment in which Moorman played Variations on a Theme by Saint-
Saéns, her nipples and buttocks clearly visible through her transparent
cellophane wrap. “First time complete nudity on network TV,” she noted
proudly in her records, and it might well have been."

Her biggest prize that spring was the Mery Griffin Show. On the after-
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