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Film on Ray Johnson
Looks beyond Bunny

By Tom Isler

here seems to be very

little doubt in Frances

Beatty’s mind that the

artist Ray Johnson

killed himself in e
Sag Harbor in 1995 as his
final work of performance
art.

An art critic and art his-
torian who hounded Mr.
Johnson for 15 years for
the chance to curate an
exhibition of his work,
Dr. Beatty received a
call from Mr. Johnson
one week before he
jumped off the Sag
Harbor bridge on
January 13, 1995.

“Ray told me, 'T'm
going to do something
and you're going to
be able to have your :
show,”” Dr. Beatty said |
in a talk at the Quogue
Library recently, setting
up last week’s screen-
ing of the documentary
film about Mr. Johnson,
“How To Draw a Bunny”
at the Westhampton Beach
Performing Arts Center. Palm
Pictures will release the film,
which won a special jury prize at
the Sundance Film Festival in 2002,
on DVD on September 21. The
movie was also shown rwo weeks
ago at the Parrish \rt Museum in
Southampton.

Dr. Beattv, a resident of Quogue
and New York 1nd currently
the direcror of the estate of Ray
johnson at Richard L. Feigen and

allowed inside Mr. Johnson'’s house
after his death. She found it haunt-
ingly organized. All of Mr. Johnson's
work was placed in neatly stacked
boxes all over his house. There
wasn't any untidiness anywhere,

- no work in progress on the table

he used to create his proto-pop art
collages and letters that he would
mail to famous personalities in the
art world. All of the framed artwork
i the house was turned to face
the wall-except for one piece,
upstairs, at the far
end of a small
room: a photo
portrait of Mr.
Johnson, defi-
antly facing the
room.

“The entire
house was
arranged like a
work of art,” Dr.
Beatty said. "We
werent going (o
be able to pre-
serve the house:
Ray left no will
and the proceeds
from the sale of

A purtia. wlpa Tl iy estate was

P N T e i

1§ parsrof it Lo ; o be divided
Foip R’ among  seven

cousins. The only
way to preserve this construction
was to tilm it.”

Dr. Beatty merticulously video-
taped the house as she encountered
it. beginning what she described as
a "quasi-vbsession” to create a film
about Mr. Johnson and his art.

Born in Dertroit in 1927, Mr

Co. was nne of the first people

See JOHNSON, Page B12
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JQHNSON; Film Looks Beyond ‘Bunny’
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johnson was more than an enig-
matic figure, as documentary film-
makers Andrew Maoore and john
Walter discovered when they went
o interview people who knew
him best, On camera, many of Mr.
johnson's acquaintances admitied
that they hardly knew the man who
created such unique art.

Mr. Johnson's decoupage and
collage work, with an emphasis on
celebrity, presaged the type of pop
art that was to receive its purest
articulation by Andy Warhol. The
work is humorous, often devious:
a photo of James Dean augmented
with two “mouse ears” fushioned
from the red Lucky Strike cigaretie
logo. Mr. Johnsort's flair for the
ironic and esoteric performance
art (beating a cardboard box with
a belt while hopping on one foot)
confirmed that he was a clown as
well as an aesthete.

Mr. Johnson was also known for
his bunny drawings, which ranged
from cute, smiley faces to freakish
depictions of bunnies with notice-
abﬁr phallic ears and noses. He
liked to label the bunny drawings
as if they were portraits of famous
artists: Warhol or Christo and
jeanne-Claude.

Perhaps Mr. Johnsons great-
st contribution to the art world
was founding the New York
Correspondence School-which
wasn’t a school but, rather, a web

P Foehers® by Ry Jobi on

of connections that My, Johnson
created by muailing colluges and
letters o artists and encouraging
them to send them on to someone
else or return them to Mr, Johnson,
Lither option would earn the mailer
admission to the correspondence
school.

“How To Draw a Bunny” is struc-
tured as a collage of interviews, still
photographs, images of artwork,
animation and close-up shots
of Max Roach, who scored the
film, playing the drums. And, like
the portraits Mr. Johnson would
make of his friends, the film ulti-
mately presents just a profile of Mr.
Johnson instead of an authoritative
biography. After all, that's what Mr.
johnson left behind: his work, fan-
ciful anecdotes in the memories of
his friends, and little ¢lse.

‘The film dues nothing if not
encourage @ mythic appreciation
of Mr. johnsen's trailblazing work
and his bohemian life. What makes
the film so charming is its depic-
tion of the way that Mr. Johnson
found to make his art and live his
life on his own terms, the quintes-
sential bohemian. The artist Billy
Name articulates that spirit best in
the film, noting his own first apart-
ment in lower Manhattan cost $28 a
month, with utilities included. The
artists would make a few dollars
at menial jobs to pay the rent and
spend the rest of their lives being
artists.

As for drug use, Mr. Nume said

o

Mr. Johnson never found any need
for it. "People would try to get high
on things to get where Ray was,” he
said. “He was there all the time.”

After the fihnmakers and Dr.
Beatty, the film's co-producer who
raised the initial $80.000 for the
documentary, completed the proj-
ect, the film found its way into the
hands of John Malkovich and his
partners at Mr. Mudd, a produc-
tion company that Mr. Malkovich
helped to found. He became the
film's executive producer and
helped the fllm navigate the differ-
ent channels into Sundance, which
put the documentary on the map.

The DVD due out in September
includes extra material, footage of
Mr. Johnson's memorial uxhibition
that was held in New York, us well as
a still image gallery of Mr. Johnson's
art and picces of interviews that
never made it into the final cut.

“l think its a wonderful way of
experiencing an artist's work,” Dr.
Beatty said. “Particularly with art-
ists who do performance art. ADVD
is the only way of experiencing that
work.”

Dr. Beatty said she’s often asked
why Mr, johnson killed himself.
“I always say he was not clinically
depressed,” she said. "He actually
had $400,000 in the bank—aston-
ishing to everyone if you see the
way he lived. There was no par-
ticular catalyst. The mystery to me
is how he lasted as long as he did.
What was going on in his inind was
s0 excessive.”

At times, he was also prescient,
or seemed that way. One of the
most startling moments in the fin
comes just before the end, when Dr.
Beatty realizes on camera that the
last. piece of art Mr. johnson sent
her was a collage cut into a jigsaw
puzzle—inside a film canister. "Isn’t
that an intercsting coincidence?”
Dr. Beatty asked in a recent inter-
view, “Was there a message there?
Did he also know that in addition
to doing a show thut I'd do u llm?”

“That’s the kind of thing that hap-
pens to you when you're involved
with Hay, dead or alive,” Dr. Beatty
says in the film.

Mr. Johnson had hived 4 videogru-
pher to take footage of himsclf not
long before his suicide. He had also
had some of his performnance wit
taped.

But whether Mr, Johnson was col-
lesting material for 1 fuure film
and as yet undisclosed filinmakers
is ulmost beside the point. What
Mr Johnson did through his work
and his social interactivns was
tap something so resonuit that he
could make lte appear as ort

“What Ray did was Beghten vour
awareness of eserythig around
vou,” Dr Beatty saido She ondy
hopes—as perhaps Mro Johnson
did—that the film of he Bfe will
fuise awareness of Me jubhnsons
crentive geniues,

The Capltol Steps take audlences around the
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ning to stop in at the PAC on Friday
needn't worry, Ms. Newport said:
Martha Stewart songs still have legs.

Ms. Newport, Mr Strauss and Mark
Caton are the three main writers for
the group, though everyone offers his
or her input at one time or another.
And, although they generally don't
travel far from the group’s headquar-
ters in Alexandria, Virgimia, the writ-
ers frequently perforn as well,

Some political events are so out-
landish that the parodies write
themselves; with apologivs to “Mary
Poppins” composer  Richard M.
Sherman, Ms, Newport said she was
particularly proud of her tongue-
twister,  “Super-California-Recall-
Freakshow-Was-Atracious.”  Other
covers are so clegantly selected that
the witing seems etfortess; coner-
ing Aretha brankling the Steps siug
about Tans Hax wind his weapens
imsprctons: - LNSS-Po O T Show
me where the warbesds be”

M Baton said the sonpes they write
the squickest fomd to e berter than
the ones they “tair cver for o coune
cf weeks, And sume songs that the
Steps tiink are gedder wilt lop who
exposed 1o the air soside a theae
with u live au e Mot
chuthappeiisal T o

we busicudy Bave o s o ot
une” Mso Newport addhad, Sarire and
puredy work only when sudienee
Know the warguets ¢l HENG

hough the Steps hodd very Litde
sacred, ~ome subjects are wtl-lin
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