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In April of 2016 one of New York City's most beloved 
artists, experimental filmmaker and minimalist composer 
Tony Conrad, passed away at the age of 76, leaving 
behind a personal history rich with art, music and stories.  
Perfect Wave had a chance to sit down with Tony on January 
22, 2009 at the Sunview Luncheonette on McGolrick Park in 
Greenpoint where his studio was located at the time. Over 
orders of pierogis we discussed his early years as an artist 
in the city in the 1960s when he was living on the Lower 
East Side with some of experimental music and film's most 
obscure or usual suspects, Angus MacLise and Jack Smith. 
Here is part of that conversation.
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OK. Hi Tony. Tell us how you ended up at
the infamous loft on Ludlow. 

When I was in college I used to actually 
drop by and visit my friend La Monte 
[Young] in New York between Maryland, 
where my family lived, and Boston where 
I was going to school. So I would stop 
by and visit La Monte who I had met 
in summer of ‘59 when he was a grad 
student at Berkeley. And in some weird 
way my friend La Monte had actually 
taken up an interest in drugs! It was hard 
to believe and understand, but he shared 
it with me and I found it interesting...
and he had other people hanging out 
who had also seemed to be interested 
in this peculiarity avenue. And always 
with exotic music playing very loud on 
his hi-fi over on Bank Street. Then when 
I got there finally in the summer of ‘62 
with my girlfriend, it turned out he had 
a girlfriend! Well, actually they had been 
playing together. Marian [Zazeela] had 
been doing this wobbly drone music.

But I found that very important that he 
was trying to do some kind of New York-
based Indian kind of construct music 
because I was very interested in tambers, 
sustained pitches, like a thing my violin 
teacher had led me to. Anyway, I said, 
“Hey is there any place we can crash?” 
Marian surprisingly answered, “Hey, 
you can stay at my loft.” She had left 
with a month’s rent. She says, “Someone 
is staying there, Jack Smith, but he’s 
harmless and you can stay there.” So 
later when I ran into him and he was 
still drifting around I said, “Well, you can 
stay at my place if you want,” because 
I’d stayed at his place. It was obviously a 
mutually invasive relationship, but OK, 
what’s going on with this guy? So Jack, 
always being one to snap up a charity as 

it were; he moved in. So we began to 
have a little art colony up there. Then 
another apartment opened up on the 
same floor on the other side of PRL. 
Apartment probably 14. 

So Angus [MacLise] managed to get 
this apartment. Of course Angus 
never had any money. So somehow 
Angus convinced this ruinously 
aggressive landlord that he would 
do a makeover on the apartment and 
that he would get the first month 
free for that or something like that. 
Under Angus’ apartment was a 
completely besotted older woman 
who was an alcoholic and a diabetic. 
She was always hovering at the door 
yelling at people who came up the 
stairs. The apartment smelled in a 
characteristic way a mile off. She 
died actually during the first couple 
of months I was there and I got her 
stove. It turned out she had been 
shitting in her sink. So lord knows 
how any water was— I don’t know. 

There was a Chinese guy downstairs. 
No, it didn’t have any heat, the 
bathrooms were in the hall. The 
landlord had a pistol when he 
collected the rent.

OK, so Angus managed to get this 
deal, but of course Angus’ idea of 
how to refurbish the apartment 
was to actually make a nice 
contemporary look with a plain brick 
wall. What he did was he started by 
chipping all of the plaster off the 
wall and made a big pile of plaster 
in the middle of the room. Somehow 
I knew from the beginning that 
this was an ill fated approach. On 
the other hand, I kind of liked it.



I heard it would get so cold in that 
building that you'd have to burn 
something  from  outside  for  heat? 

Well, luckily the old lady had died 
and I got her chuck stove. Up until 
then it was just a fireplace. So, then 
it was a fireplace and the wood 
burning stove. The landlord had a 
hardware store downstairs where he 
imported hardware items in wooden 
crates, so there was all this crate 
wood right in front of the building. 
I got to be very good at this kind 
of karate-like thing where I would 
break a box in five seconds. I could 
take a box apart really quick because 
the wood was bad. As fast as I could 
take it apart, it would burn up in 
the stove [makes breaking noise]. The 
wood would only last a few minutes.

How long did you live at the apartment?

I don’t know. A couple years. Maybe 
two and a half years, something like 
that. Then what happened was Jack 
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approached me. Meanwhile, another 
apartment had opened up downstairs. 
So on the floor immediately below, 
next to where the old lady used to 
live, Mario Montez moved in. He 
repainted and turned it into some 
kind of bizarre Puerto Rican bliss. 
It was like some bizarre tropical 
fantasy apartment and had to be 
the model for Jack’s later apartment 
on First Avenue because it was so 
extraordinary. Mario was just so 
dedicated to him. It was all painted in 
turquoise. The place looked fantastic 
down there. Mario was great. 

You and Angus were later both in Jack 
Smith's film "Normal Love'?

After Jack got done with Flaming 
Creatures and all that, he found his 
way to what looked like a good 
relationship with Angus. Then he 
started shooting Normal Love. All 
of us where drawn into this whole 
thing of course. Angus played the 
mummy in Normal Love, with 
Beverly [Grant]. Then also Angus 
was sometimes missing so once or 
twice, I think only once maybe, I 
played the mummy instead of Angus. 
There might have been another 
person playing the mummy at times, 
the green mummy. I played the 
mummy in the cake sequence.

Angus also had another connection 
with that scene through Ron Rice’s 
film, Chumlum, which is where Beverly 
Grant had appeared in Jack’s orbit.  
When he told me that Howard 
Everngam, a good hearted guy 

with a kind of classical bent, was going to put some kind of 
contemporary music on [Chumlum] I said, “I don’t know.” I felt 
it might require something a little more atmospheric, ambient, 
or Jack Smith-ian, or something. I had recently acquired this 
cimbalom at a completely derelict music store over on 2nd Street 
form an old Jewish guy. It was a Romanian instrument apparently. 
It was kind of broken down, but I loved it anyway for its  
sonic character. I thought about it, and I thought— the problem for 
me was I couldn’t really play it very well. I had this idea when Ron 
told me about this movie he had been doing, I had this idea that 
maybe my cimbalom, if I put Angus on it, would be cool. It was 
late at night, but we were all pot high and stoked. So I said, “Just 
wait. I’m going to go, and I’ll get you your soundtrack right now. 

I went off and went to my apartment, got Angus, and got the 
cimbalom. I didn’t tell Angus exactly what was up, but dragged 
Angus and the cimbalom back to Ron’s place on Lispenard Street. I 
knocked on the door. He was asleep with his girlfriend. He comes 
to the door and opens the door, “Grrr.” He was always surly anyway, 
at best. I step right inside the door and put the cimbalom down 
on the ground. I hand the sticks to Angus and say, “Play.” Angus 
crouches in front of the cimbalom and just starts to play. Then 
Ron, who had gone back to bed, vaulted out of bed, and joined us. 
By the next day he had made four recordings with Howard. 
Howard’s plan of the abstract dodecaphonic music was gone, and 
Ron called the film Chumlum. Because he didn’t know what it was. 
He thought it was a "Chumlum."



Angus could play anything you put in front of him?

I had an experience with Angus that was very interesting 
where we had been working up at Mom’s place and 
we smoked a lot of pot over there and hung  out a lot. 
So we’re hanging out and at one point Angus said maybe 
he could try out the violin. And I thought, “Sure!” Like 
OK. It’s like a joke that says, “Do you play the violin?” 
And somebody says, “I don’t know I never tried.” So 
it’s sort of like supposed to be a notoriously horrible 
instrument and I had found it to be such. I always 
thought it sounded horrible until I started playing 
one note. I thought it was really horrible, you know? 
I couldn’t believe how monstrously awful it was to try 
to be infected by Hyphets, Stern, and all these artificial 
human beings who had catapulted themselves into a 
mystery region where the instrument sounded good 
because it obviously didn’t. I smirked and said, “Oh yeah, 
well OK,” and gave the violin to Angus. He picked the 
violin up and kind of snuggled it somewhere under his 
chin and started bowing on it. He played something 
quite awesome just like screeching and whacking away 
at it, and it was awesome!  I was really quite stunned. 
I realized that with the chops of a percussionist, you 
could really play anything. Well, later I realized that 
any musician can play any instrument, like it’s just that 
way. But it impressed me at the time very much. u 
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