Celebrating Steve’s birthday at the Carnegie Deli

The Steve Cohn

a conversation with Angela Saxon and Royce Deans

In September of 2007 I spent nearly two weeks in Amsterdam with Steve
Cohn. I was invited participate in an exhibition of my paintings and to
work with Mo(ve)ment during the Fringe Festival. I asked him to come
along play with us as Mo(ve)ment Meets Musicians. I had worked with
Steve for several years on various projects but never had met him in
person, and when we ﬁnally met outside Central Station in Amsterdam,
somehow life was never quite the same for any of us.
In November I had to go to Brooklyn, NY to do an art installation so I
thought it would be a good time to hook back up with Mr. Cohn and
revisit the adventure we had in the Netherlands. I was accompanied on
this trip by Angela Saxon, a fellow painter from northern Michigan. She
helped me with the installation and joined Steve and I for breakfast at
one of his favorite diners. I should add that we also stayed at Steve’s
place in New Jersey, so one might expect we had been involved in several other topics of discussion prior to this interview, such as his recent
jam session in the subway with a street musician as well as visit Angela
and I made to MOMA. These are referenced in a few of our comments.
I might add that this conversation went on for some time and will be
published here over the course of a few months.
So now, join our conversation already in progress...
Steve: I remember I was in South America, in Chile. I was sitting in
a little coffee shop, oh man, I was just sitting there and they had this
Brazilian music on over, oh man, you know, like we have here in the
diners?
Royce: Muzak.
Steve: Yeah, Muzak. It was this wonderful Brazilian music, I just totally
like got into Brazilian music while I was sitting there. Oh that whole
thing, whatever, I don’t know, it was just the atmosphere.
I ended up actually playing, I walked into this restaurant and I saw a
piano, I am always searching for pianos. I saw this piano and I walked
up to and just started playing it. My policy is, I don’t ask. If you ask, you
could spend an hour and a half just ﬁnding out if it will be yes or no. So
you just go to the piano and you play. You either get arrested or thrown
out or they really like it.
Angela: Or maybe once you start playing they are like, ‘Oh, this guy can
play I guess it is OK if he touches my piano.’
Steve: That’s the truth. I never ask, hotels, anywhere I go, the minute I
see the piano I lift it up I sit down and I start to play. Yeah, so that’s my
policy.
Angela: You know there are a lot of lone pianos. I think people put pianos in places to make the decorating look ﬁnished.
Steve: Yeah.

Angela: They are just sitting there and no one ever plays them. It is
pretty sad.
Steve: So I sat down to play and the owner came up and said, “Who are
you, why are you playing my piano so interestingly? Why are you doing
this?” And then I explained myself to him, and I ended up playing there
that night with the jazz musicians from the college there and there were
some really good players. They brought in this wonderful bassist and
drummer and I think there was a horn player and we did sort of this jazz
and blues.
Angela: Where was this?
Steve: This was in, this was not Santiago, Chile, but it was a little town
Steve knows every diner in NJ and NY
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called, LaSerena. Yeah, right on
the coast.

Angela: Is that from the sirens,
like mermaids or something?

Steve: Yeah, serenity. So, how’s
your breakfast?

Angela: La Serena.

Steve: It is like, like... like peace or
silence or something like that.

Angela: It is kind of hard to mess
up eggs over easy, it’s a really safe
order.

Steve: La Serena.
Royce: Macarena.

Royce: Serene. Serenity.

Steve: I like asking the questions.

Royce: Well....
Steve: Well, what? (laughs)
Angela:How’s the Monte Cristo?
Royce: It’s OK.

Angela: They really should have given you
more.
Royce: More? Really?
Angela: Yeah.
Royce: Yeah, think?
Angela: It’s not really enough.
Steve: How is that?
Royce: It’s alright, the turkey is a little bit dry.
Waitress: I am going to leave your check. Alright?
Steve: Thank you very much.
Royce: So when as the last time you were
anywhere before you went to Amsterdam? You
hadn’t been anywhere for a while.
Steve: Oh, well, you’re right about that. A few
years ago, actually it was 2001 and 2002 I was
going to Europe a lot, I must have taken six
trips to Europe. It started off with no gigs. At
the end of the second trip I got booked in this
jazz club in Paris. So I came back and did that,
and then some other things happened at the
Paris National Conservatory, I did a workshop,
master class you know, sort of a thing. Most
of focus was in Paris. Amsterdam was very
divided between the very conservative straight
ahead, what we call, Neo-Nazi bebop players.
(laughs) Sorry... but that’s kinda like....
Angela: I am just trying to put Neo-Nazi and
bebop together.
Steve: But there is a reason for it, because they
are so strict and they are so controlling. They
are so discriminatory.
Angela: Which seems to go against nature of
bebop.
Steve: Yes.

Royce: Really, even discriminatory?
Steve: Yes. Because if you didn’t do it.... In fact
I went into this one club and they were having a
jam session. They didn’t know me, they didn’t
know what I was going to do, they weren’t
sure. So, I said, “Can I like play a tune?” They
had another piano player play the whole song
and when it came time for the solo, they called
me over and I was just sitting over on the side,
‘OK, you can just solo on this piece.’ Actually,
I played the shit out of it and sounded almost
like be-pop.
And then another place I went in Amsterdam.
Royce: This was in 2002?
Steve: No, this was in 2001. I was playing, and
the guy that was leading it got really annoyed.
Over my ear he said, ‘Man, could you please
just play the changes? You’re not playing the
changes Where are you going?’ And he was
like harassing me while I was in the middle of
my solo. Right? OK? (laughs) The problem was
was that the audience, and this happens to me
in the states all the time. The audience was
very divided in terms of those that really dug
what I was doing and those that were very upset about what I was doing, so they would then
start ﬁghting and I would just leave. They were
ﬁghting with each other and I would go.
Angela: What’s upsetting? What would be upsetting?
Royce: It sounds like Bob’s Country Bunker.
Steve: If you take a song... you take a song,
like a standard and you start messin’ with it?
You know? People don’t like that, that’s breakin’ the rules. You don’t stick the changes perfectly or you start creating all these different
kinds of sounds that you are superimposing
on it or you’re pulling the rhythm into other
places, or you are breaking the whole piece up
for a couple minutes to explore something, and
then, you know, ﬁnding the seeds of the theme,
coming back in and doin’ stuff again and then

going back into again solidly. You know, movin’
it around. You know? You know what I’m sayin’, they don’t, they don’t like that. Because
they are used to goin’ boump, boump, boump,
and let’s improvise over that. You know what I
mean?
Angela: Yeah.
Steve: Bottom line it’s just breaking the rules.
You know how people are about that.
Angela: ‘Don’t be messin’ with my stuff.’
Royce: So how is it now? Is it still just as divided?
Steve: Then I went to the Bim Haus where they
were doing the very out stuff.
Angela: This was then?
Steve: This was in 2001. Yeah, and I talked with
Huub van Riel, I had a conversation with them.
but I think that the avant garde section was
very elitist, they had their own little cliques.
And I didn’t really try that hard to be a part of it,
I really wasn’t that interested in even going to
the jam sessions. I don’t know what happened,
but I was in Paris and I heard this pianist that
I kinda liked and I went up there and they invited me on stage and I started playing. The
owner asked me to do a weekend there. So
Paris was where it worked. The gigs were comin’ in France, my trios at that time were kinda
doing standards and totally improvised. But the
standards we were doing, these kinds of standards that were really broken up and stretched
out, you know that sort of thing. And you know
blues, but the same sort of thing, breaking it up
and going in a lot of weird places. I was playing shakuhachi and my other instruments with
that. But then when I came home, I stayed in
the states for almost four years, I didn’t leave
the country. I travelled to like North Carolina,
Ohio, Vermont. I remember doing a concert in
Vermont where I played the music to a Charlie
Chaplin movie.

Royce: While the ﬁlm was playing?

Angela: You were playing piano?

Steve: Yeah.

Angela: Do you remember the ﬁlm?

Steve: I was playin’ piano, shakuhachi and
other percussion instruments and stuff.

Angela: And it really blended with what everyone else was doing. I mean, Tali is moving
around like crazy when she is painting.

Steve: Yeah, while it was playing. It was a famous one called The Machine or something.
Have you ever heard of that?
Angela: Nooo
Steve: And the thing was, that Charlie Chaplin
either wrote the music or something. It was a
wonderful musical score. But they turned it off,
so it was silent. So they were all there watching the movie cracking up and everything and
I was on stage playin’ the sound track. It was

Angela: Oh, I saw you in the DVD from Amsterdam, playing the piano without touching the
keys. Right?
Steve: Oh, I was playing in the strings.
Angela: Like a harp though? It was very cool.
Steve: Yeah, yeah, it’s a, it’s a little easier on
regular grand to get in there and do all that
stuff, but, is a challenge to do it... yeah. I like

Steve: I remember this part when she is going,
she’s kinda doing this, hehehehe.
Angela: Just the dance of her arms moving the
brushes. Right? Playing her brushes.
Royce: And the presence of the painter is so
bigger than life, it is like a billboard.
So Steve,...
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an interesting thing to do, it was a challenge. I
had to watch the movie ﬁrst upstairs earlier in
the day just to get a feel for it.
Angela: Right, the general ﬂow it? Where’s it
going to go? Where’s it going to end up?
Steve: Yeah and the general theme of it, I just
had to know what I was doing. I didn’t want
to... and the whole time I was watching the
movie while I was playing. hehehehe

that, I really like that section of the DVD, it is so
fun to watch my body movements, it was like
a dance the way I was trying to get into things,
and movin’ around and you know, it just shows
you the dance of the musician. The combination of the music and the way we have to move
around.
Royce: Well, it is such a non-traditional way of
approaching the piano too.

Steve: Yes.
Royce: ...fast-forwarding to Amsterdam and
the Veemvloer. Incorporating the art projected
on the big screen the size of a billboard; was
that sort of like the movie thing? Other than
the fact that it was happening right then in response to the music that was being created,
how did that differ from other improvisational
situations? Because you are having this improvisational visual going on.

Steve: I think there was similarities when I was just focusing on the
visual and playing to the visual, there were similarities, but, there was a
lot of other things happening besides that. It was not what I would consider what was going on with that movie. Number one, I was interacting
with my own shadows, I was interacting with the dancer, I was interacting with musicians. The painter was interacting with us. So, probably
the keyword for this whole thing was interaction. Whereas the Charlie
Chaplin ﬁlm is what it is and is not interacting with you at all. Like I
always said, we were more like an ensemble. Even though we were not
all playing all instruments, we were in an ensemble of creativity. For lack
of a better way to say it.
Angela: Yeah, that makes sense. When you guys are working, do you
have to follow the musicians more, because of the nature of creating
music, that it could become atonal easier than, or like, more obvious as
opposed to when you are following a dancer or brush strokes? Or does
it all just kind of ﬂow?

Shakuhachi sounded great in the Veemvloer
Tali’s dancing brushes

Steve: I think there are a lot of different moments. And it is going to be
totally different conceptually or philosophically for each artist, how they
improvise, what their language is, how they approach improvisation. For
instance, for me, it’s if I feel like I am connected to something. It could
be just the music, I could not be looking at anybody and have my eyes
closed, but could hear the music, so sweet and working so beautifully.
I know that the people around me are going to enjoy doing something
while that is going on. And I don’t even have to see it. There are other
times when I am completely wrapped up in which way that line is going,
and I am hitting the dot in places where no one is even hitting it, because
I am adding something to the painting, even though you can’t see it.
Angela: So the lead would change? Like who’s driving?
Royce: And that is so interesting in an ensemble like we had in Amsterdam where every night we had a different cast of characters. If it was
the same people every show by the third or fourth night you would know
the others so well you could tell when they were going to do something
or is feeling something.
Steve: Let’s say for instance, I put a new band together. I don’t really like
to rehearse a lot, but I like to at least rehearse once. If they’re people I
have never played with I want to get a little bit of a sense of what their
personality is like, what some of their potentials might be. What kind of
direction they might possibly go. I don’t want to know too much though.
Just enough to make that immediate... It’s almost like warming up your
instrument, making sure that you are playing at a certain level before
you hit the stage. But then once you hit the stage you don’t know what
you’re gunna to do. In that sense it is more like just getting warmed up
to your ensemble.

it. It’s just the opposite and even furthermore,
worse.
Royce: It is like what we were talking about
with abstract painting. It’s exactly the same.
Angela: Oh it is the same.
Steve: And furthermore, worse by the nature of
it’s abstraction. In other words...
Angela: ...when it’s bad, it is really bad.
Steve: And to make it great is maybe even
more difﬁcult than other things, but of course
I would not want to judge something like that
you know, because art is, you know... you can’t
really judge that.
Angela: But you know when something is bad.
Royce and his Brooklyn installation

Royce: So that rehearsal session we had the
day before where everyone came through was
really a necessary part of it.
Steve: Yeah, I mean even just the stuff we did
with Tali, like when we were all just hangin out
and when we were all painting to see where
her head was at philosophically. I had a rehearsal one time with a drummer, I picked him
up in Manhattan, and we talked on the way
down to the gig, and that was the rehearsal. It
was great because I really felt this cat. He was
a heavy, Dennis Charles, passed away, already.
The conversation was all I needed. I could feel
him, I could feel his personality. We connected.
I think that is important. You kinda want to get
to know the people you are playing with before
you play with them, and not even necessarily...
I don’t even know how to describe it. It’s just...
It is connecting to people, a little bit. Now if you
get thrown in to the situation and you just have
to go for it, that happens too, all the time.
Royce: Like playing with a street musician in
the subway.

Steve: Exactly, or like that improv workshop
I went to in Amsterdam. I never really played
with those people at all. I heard some of them
I had no idea what was gunna to happen, we
just did it.
Angela: So, are there rules or are there no
rules?
Steve: For what?
Angela: When you improv and you come together does everyone know there are rules or
does everyone know there are no rules? It’s
just wide open and we will just sort of follow
each other?
Steve: Well, I think you are dealing with people
that have been doing this for a long time. So
they are people that have a lot of experience
doing this. It’s not something you are going to
hand to someone that’s never done it before.
You know a lot of times people feel like because music is improvised or more avant garde
or a little more abstract, that any one can do

Royce: You know when something is bad. You
do.
Steve: Yeah, but some people that listen to abstract forms of art whatever, they don’t know.
It could be great and they think it’s bad or it
could be great and they think it’s good. Usually
it takes people that have some sense of something. Their senses are open more to be able
to understand it. A lot of people don’t know
whether it is good or bad.
Angela: We were talking about the DeKooning, really late abstractions. It is almost like you
have to know what came in front of it to understand the abstraction. Like I wonder if you
have to have some sense of music not being
abstracted in order to appreciate when it is.
Steve: We were talking about people that are
more elevated, and people that are the masses
more. In it’s own paradoxical way, the best
people for listening to or appreciating any kind
of art forms are the ones that go back to being
little kids. They either like it or they don’t like
it. It doesn’t matter, just straight up, they either
want to run around and dance and feel somethin’ or they don’t, they don’t want to deal with

it. They want to go in the other room and play with their toys. And that’s
the way to listen to the music that is the way to experience things, especially stuff you are not familiar with. What happens with people mostly is
that they get educated. (laughs)
Angela: Hmmmm, the problem as an artist, I have always wanted to
paint like I was three. When we were over at Clarissa and Christian’s,
their little daughter Lillian and I were sitting there drawing circles, looking at Royce’s paintings on the walls. Just the way she holds the crayon,
because she doesn’t have total muscle control she kind of ends up making line that do that... and when you just pretend to draw that way, it is
just horrid. Like she has that total kid brain because she is a kid. Like it
is really hard to keep a kid brain as an adult. It’s really hard.
Steve: Especially as a painter, like my sister, you saw how nice her paintings are. I like her work and it has gotten much better too, but I always
wanted her to be freer, like, ‘let go man. Go for it.’ I think my mother had
that. She was more of a traditionalist, well, you saw that abstract.

Angela learning to draw circles from Lillian
Steve with his toys in Amsterdam

Angela: That is where you go your sense of running to the edges a little
bit more with creativity.
Steve: Oh yeah, well my mother’s father, that’s where all that came from.
He was a complete eccentric, he was like this sort of failed businessman. He was an inventor, he wasn’t an artist, but he invented all these
bizarre types of food products.
Royce: Any products we would know of?
Steve: No, because he was a terrible businessman. All of his ideas were
stolen.
Angela: Like you wish he had invented Jiffy-Pop.
Steve: Yeah, but he was a bizarre cat, and what I loved about him was,
you know, all my family didn’t support me because I was so bizarre and
weird. But he thought I was a genius. He loved me. He said, ‘You go for it
man, you go to Japan.’ Because he was a philosopher and an eccentric.
So the eccentric part of me came from my mother’s side. But my father
was very conservative and a great businessman and very ambitious. So,
in a way I am lucky to have his side to help me try to do something with
what it is that I have.
TO BE CONTINUED...

Steve and his front door.
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Interview and Photos by Royce Deans and Angela Saxon

Please join us in a interview already in progress that is a continuation of a conversation between Steve Cohn, Royce Deans and Angela Saxon in a
small New Jersey diner in November of 2007. The ﬁrst installment can be read in Copper Press Supplemental #4. To get you up to speed here, we
were just talking about family traits and how Steve’s creative side came from his mother and her father and his version of shrewd business sense
came from his conservative father.

Late night jam session with Chuck Fertal.

Steve: In a way I am kind of lucky to have both the eccentric side from
my mother’s side and the business side from my conservative father, so
I have his side so that when I try to do something with what it is I have
that is a kinda crazy.
Angela: And like you say, you have to learn how to play music really
well, improv is not as easy as it sounds. You have to have that structure
behind, you have to have that discipline as a musician right?
Steve: Yeah, and like we were talking earlier about the fact that the musicians and the artists and the dancers have done this a lot, they have a
lot of experience. It was part of the point I was making earlier, the best
way I can describe it, is that these improvisors, all of us as improvisors,
we’re not going into the music completely blind, with no experience
and no knowledge, and no theory. Of course we have all of that stuff
underneath us, but what we do do, is that we turn our music in to a
kind of a language. Like a composer as a sort of a language, but we do
it spontaneously. So our music, our approach is a bunch of words. And
then we just start talking with them.
Angela: That’s a really good way to describe that.
Steve: We have a grammar, and I don’t mean we have a grammar that
is universal, we have a personal grammar, a language that is only our
language.
Royce: Right, exactly.
Angela: That you ﬁgure out on the spot?
Steve: No, no. That we develop. But, here’s the other key. There is a
universal connection.
Royce: That was my next question.
Steve: For some reason it is very magical, that we don’t have the answers to, but some how one way or another all of our languages are able
to speak to each other.
Royce: That was my question in terms of improvisation, I wanted to
know if there was some sort of a common thread or if there was a convention all this was woven around so that it can make sense, so that you
can bring people together from Amsterdam and New Jersey and from
where ever that have never met before...

Steve and Angela outside the Carnegie Deli.

Angela: Not mention that they might also be
musicians and dancers as well.

Angela: Because it sounds like magic if you
don’t know it.

Royce: ...bring all them together and have
it work and not just be some cacophonous
sound. Because what happened in Amsterdam
on some level was surprising to know that it
was not pre-composed. That spontaneous
composition as you call it, really...

Royce: Yeah.
Steve: Yeah.
Royce: Its like wow, these guys...
Angela: Like how can you do that?

Royce: Its being written on the spot.
Angela: Its like being able to paint, its like it
just comes out of your brush.
Royce: Right, when that happens and your in the
ﬂow, because I think, those shows in particular that I am speaking of. Because I was there,
that’s how it was, those things were like when
you paint and are in the ﬂow, but everyone was

in the same ﬂow, and in that rhythm.
Angela: And that is powerful.

certain places that it might not have gone. Better or worse, I don’t know. But I am sure that
in some cases when you have a great audience
and they are very receptive, and putting energy

Steve: Yeah.
Angela: That just makes you want to be a musician.

Royce: To have everyone in the
room like that, the artists and the
musicians.

Royce: It does.
Steve: HAHAHAHAHA

Angela: And the audience too.
Royce: Let’s go back to the
traveling thing again. Typically you’re traveling for the
adventure, the culture and
the connections, and music
just happens. When you came
to Amsterdam, music was a
big reason that you came, but
when you look at the whole
trip there were all those other
things there as well in a very
big way. When you think about
where you stayed, and riding
bicycles, and eating wafﬂes
with chow mein on them.

Royce: Well they were.
Angela: If they are connected, its
just like more energy.
Royce: They were, and to see them
when the lights came on, their jaws
were dropped and had that look of,
“what just happened.” It was a really beautiful thing, and we knew
that they had connected with it.
But how does the audience play
into it, you know, almost like the
other member of the band?

Steve: (laughs) yeah yeah
yeah.

Steve: The audience?
Royce: Yeah, do you think the audience plays into it or are they more
invisible?
Steve: No, I think that the audience
deﬁnitely effects a lot of things.
Obviously we are professionals,
we have to do a good job for ourselves. It has nothing to do with
what is happening in the world, in
the stars, in the audience, even with the other
members. We have a responsibility, that’s the
key. Then we go into it and we see what’s goin’
on, and we take it all and use it all, good, bad,
we make the energy ﬂow. Now if the audience
happens to be a really good audience and the
are really putting energy into it, it could go into

Royce: How did that particular trip work out for you? How
was it different for you than
some other travels? Because,
for me it was an unusual couple of weeks.
Steve: I had decided during
that four year period when
I stayed in the states and
didn’t do a lot of traveling outside the country,
that when I started traveling again I wanted to
have a major agenda of music. I wanted it to
be more work. As opposed to having a lot of
space, exploring and ﬁguring it out, I wanted
to really be in it. And that particular tour was
nice because I had two weeks where I was just

Subway session.

into it as well, it does, it lifts, I think it can lift.
On the other hand if you have a dark audience,
the music go dark to dark places. That can be
very interesting as well.
Angela: Wow.

All: (Laughs)

playing almost every night. I had a break here and I did the workshops,
and I was in Paris that other thing in Anger, and so that was kind of different in a way for my career. I mean, a lot of musicians are constantly
on the road and playing all the time. I remember when I was in Estonia,
near Russia there?

Royce: I can remember that one thing.

Royce: Yeah.

Royce: Yeah the pea soup.

Steve: The Balkans yeah, and I was invited to a festival, I played solo,
there were a lot of great musicians from New York there, and all kinds of
people there right. I was
walkin’ around the town,
Steve making his point to Royce.
out on the beaches, it
was like the sun was out
twenty-four hours a day.
It was in June because
we were way up there
on top, and late at night
we would be hangin’
out in these little bars
drinkin’ vodka. While
there were other musicians, they play their
set then they go back to
their room and practice
and prepare for the next
thing they would do. So,
for me to go to a country and not get into it, I
don’t care what you are
doing, it would be absolutely absurd. That’s me
though, not everybody is
like that. Some people
just go to work and then
go home. HAHAHA

Steve: The pea soup with the black bread, well, you wouldn’t like the
ham.

Angela: Because your work is your play, is your life.
Steve: Yeah, I mean...
R: And it just played out. in Amsterdam, it was like well, where’s Steve?
He took off on his bicycle and that was the last we saw of him. No one
knew, and then two hours later, here comes Steve with some tale of, I
found this great place!

Steve: The pea soup.

Angela: Well, when in
Rome right?
Steve: Yeah, it was
sort of like a bacon
that wasn’t cooked.
I said are you going
to cook this? It looks
a little fatty. The guy
said, “No, dats da vey
ve do it!” HAHAHA
Angela: Just eat it.
Steve: Going back to
that thing about the
language and having
your own way of improvising, its a very
interesting topic and
I have been recently
working on one of my
books. They are like
500 page books, you
know, who knows how long they are. I found a couple of piece, and you
know a lot of it is not just the words that you have, but it is the spirituality
that you have, the philosophy, or the faith that you put into your concepts.
For instance, when we start a piece, in my mind, it is like the beginning
of a seed growing, it is a full genesis. You know the word right?
Royce: Yes.
Steve: It is a complete genesis, all the way through its decomposition,
the total cycle of it...

Angela: Really?

Steve: No, especially if it something you believe in that is really true for
you.

positive thing part of the world, you know generally speaking, it works. I
have done a lot of tarot cards, you know, so I have dealt in the world of
magic a lot. I was reading for a number of years and giving workshops
and all kinds of things on meta-physics. I have another one of my writings
which is all about meta-physics. So, I think that when you go in there,
not only are you dealing
with words as a language,
you are also dealing with a
belief, the conﬁdence you
put behind yourself when
you talk to somebody, that
is a part of it too. That is
your belief. And I think in
the case of being a spontaneous composer, for me,
the philosophy I’ve used is
this idea of the seed. You
are planting something.
The best way I can describe
it, is when I sat down with
my daughter when she was
a little girl and put her to
bed. I asked, do you want
me to tell you a story? And I
would just start a story, and
sometimes when I would
ﬁnish it I would want to
write it down. But I had to
tell the story, and it had to
have something that grew
and developed and had
something happen in it
that was exciting, whatever
and, however, like drama
or something, and then
a ﬁnish it had to ﬁnish.
The man, his coffee and his artwork.
And I did it spontaneously,
I didn’t read it from a book,
I just made it up. So that is pretty much another element of... I don’t
even know if I would call that a language, it is more of an approach or a
concept towards improvising. Its also believing in the ensemble, not just
your own playing, but believing the ensemble.

Angela: That is what I mean.
Steve: Yeah, and if it happens to really true, and is a good thing and a

Royce: You have to have conﬁdence in everyone else that they know
what they are doing, right?.

Steve: Yeah, the piece. The whole concert.
Angela: So, that makes sense then.
Steve: When I go in there I
am like this little magic seed
that’s being planted at the
beginning of this concert.
And of course, I am open to
the muse, if I’m not, I won’t
be able to do anything. I am
completely dependent on the
muse. And so the muse is the
infusion of energy of life that
makes the seed grow.
Angela: Or that spirituality on
top of the vocabulary.
Steve: And the faith, the belief, which is magic. You know
how they have this concept
in magic where it works because you believe it. It works.
Its like voodoo, this little doll
is this person, I am going to
put a pin to it...
Angela: Right.
Steve: ...and that is going to
fuck him up. HAHA
Angela: Its the same thing as
we were talking about tarot,
it works because you believe
in it. Belief is not something to be taken lightly.

Steve: And you also have to make choices of
who you are going to work with. You got to say,
‘Well I want to work with this guy not because
they are great, but because I feel something.’

Steve: OOOOOOH YESSS! Many times.
Angela: That would be bad.
Steve: Live on stage, being paid for it.

Royce: Have you ever had the situation where
you don’t ﬁnd out until you were playing that
this is bad.

Angela: Does it become a battle?

Steve: Aww shit, I’ve had all kinds of shit happen. I did a tour in Japan, I mean a major tour in
Japan. I had a lot of gigs, and I worked with this
saxophonist for three days, and he said, ‘No, I
never want to play with you again.” HAHAHA
Angela: Did you know that while it was going
on?

Its harder than it looks man.

Steve: And then he insulted my shakuhachi playing, it was funny.
Royce: But on stage was that apparent? Is that why you even asked him
because you ﬁgured he hated it?
Steve: Well, you can sense that things are maybe not going as smoothly
as something else.

Steve: They don’t know how to compose something, you know, let the
pulse be breathing and free and feel this whole thing, they don’t know
how. So that really screwed it up, and it really screwed up for me because I couldn’t... If I had been solo I would have done better, but when
you have something in your way like that and you can’t stop, you gotta
deal with it.
Angela: It is like dancing with someone with two left feet.

Angela: You can tell when someone doesn’t really like you right? You
just do.
Steve: And I didn’t really like him either. He was acting more like a comedian than a musician he really wasn’t in the music. We weren’t connecting. There were times that we did, yeah, there were times that we
did. But that was thrown together, our ﬁrst night’s performance was it,
there was no rehearsal. Yeah, once we started doing it, we did three
concerts with two or three sets per....
Angela: Isn’t it unusual for you not to rehearse ﬁrst?
Steve: Well, he was in Japan, I was here, I knew of him, he was also
mutual friends with some people I knew, and he was pretty famous over
there. And I thought it might work, it helped get gigs over there because
he was known.
Royce: But it didn’t work.
Steve: For the most part... I did kind of enjoy, we did play a jazz club...
was it two nights? I don’t remember what it was, but that was great,
the jazz club was fun because it was ﬁlled, it was really nice, a nice jazz
group. I thought the music was O.K., you know, I didn’t feel like any of
the concerts I did in Japan were... The best piece I did there, they set me
up with this bass and drummer, and I was in Kyushu for this gig. It was
sort of a private thing and we two sets. The ﬁrst set we did standards
and sort of stretched them, like I was talkin’ about. They did great with
that, that was real fun, I kinda kept inside a bit. Then we did an improv
set that was absolutely horrible because they didn’t know how to do it.
A lot of times when people don’t know how to do that kind of music they
will just play a groove for an hour. ‘dink ding dink, tick, dink dink.’ And
they think that’s it, that’s all they’re goin’ to do.
Angela: (laughs)

Amsterdam was a funny place.

a conversation with Angela Saxon and Royce Deans
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Rabbi Cohn practicing the Shofar for Yom Kippor.

This is the last in a three part installment of a conversation between three artists;
painter Angela Saxon, painter, Royce Deans and painter/pianist, the one and only
Steve Cohn. So order up another cup of coffee, sit up and evesdrop like you were
sitting in the booth next to us.

is pretty much what I was doing there. I had these paintings that I was
taking from Tali and having to deal with this thing of having to create
something there, I mean if I didn’t, why was I even there. Right?

R: Well...

S: And on top of that you were putting something on top of a painting
that she had done that you didn’t want to fuck up.

S: Maybe I should ask you a question.

R: Exactly!

R: Ask me a question, I mean, I was there.

S: HAHAHAHAHA!

S: Yes you were. Now, how
do you feel that your view
as an artist, and things that
you would like to do in the
future have changed since
having this experience?
Ideas that you have of
what you might like to see
happen with yourself as
an artist with your own
participation.

R: That added some pressure
for sure, and there were
some pieces that she gave
me, that I wouldn’t touch,
and luckily they were almost
always the last one, like
when the show was over. I
would say, ‘Man, am I glad I
don’t have to draw on that!’
But for the most part I had
to make myself not pay
attention to what was there,
so that it was like I was
working on a blank sheet of
paper.

R: I will tell you, that
moment, those couple of
days completely changed
my approach, and I am
still dealing with how it
is going to finally shake
down. The immediacy of
the whole thing, seeing
something happen, taking
it in, responding to it, and
making it happen as I
was doing those drawings
during those shows was
something that I want to
hold on to and keep doing
more and more of. Just
like I have been doing
since I have been back,
working with the figure,
just seeing it and doing it
and taking it though in like
ten minutes. Because that

S: So, what you are saying
that when you added to her
painting, you weren’t really
looking at the colors that
were there?
A: It was circumstantial right?
It was too dark.
R: The situation I was in was
that I was at the back of the
theater it was really dark,
there was almost no color
anyway. That is why I was
using that big fat charcoal or
black ink.
Untitled - Ink on paper

Steve Playing Shakuhachi - Mixed Media, created during Mo(ve)ment Meets Musicians by Tali Farchi and Royce Deans in Amsterdam - 2007

A: You also talked about vocabulary, but since
you have been talking about this, you talked
about all your years of figure drawings and
all those paintings give you that same kind of
a musical vocabulary that now allows you to
stretch it and take it places.
R: Just what we were saying earlier about
music and having the structure and the
understanding of progression in order to
abstract it. I have been feeling that exact
thing, that all the things I have done with
the figure or with painting, all the different
techniques that I may have used are all
focusing down to this point and I can take
from all of these different things and say
something that is me. Finally I have enough
vocabulary.
A: It will be exciting to see what it is.
R: Yes it will be and I am just as excited. There
are some little things that I have done recently
that are like sketches or warm ups.
A: They are really alive.
S: I think it is interesting, what you were
saying, and another sort of piece that is added
to the creative process in that show in that
you didn’t really see the paintings that well,
and that you approached them in this very
intuitive fashion. You had experienced them
probably visually as they were being done. On
some level...
R: Sure.
S: ...maybe not even knowing what ones you
were getting.
R: No, not necessarily, and a lot of the time I
would be working while they’re happening,
and by the time I got them it was the first time
I had seen them.
The hands on the keys.

A: And some of them were wet too.
R: And that is the other thing, often they were
very wet and what I was doing wouldn’t work
that well on them.
A: And you would have to change?
R: Right, I would have to move to ink or
something because the charcoal wouldn’t
work on it.
S: And you were also doing it in the mist of the
performance, you didn’t know what you were
going to get, you didn’t know when you were
going to be able to do what. You had to be
spontaneous, almost on a survival level.
A: You’re right it is like a survival thing.
S: One of the things I love about what I do and
about being a creative person, and something
that I also talk about in some of my writings,
is the whole concept of survival, and how
close survival is to feeling alive and staying
alive, and that the whole process is about
trying to feel good about life, feel happy in a
sense.
A: Does safety get in the way of it a little?
S: What’s that?
A: Does safety get in the way a little? Stability,
you know?

Steve and the latest addition to his collection.

S: This is the kind of a thing that is probably
not as fundamental in the world of survival.
In other words we are not going without food,
we are not going without shelter, we are not
necessarily really sick that could apply in
those situations. I mean, there are a lot of rich
people that are unhappy, there are a lot of
poor people that are unhappy, you know, and
it is not because they don’t have anything to
eat. It’s depression, it is whatever it is.

The Beggar and the Robot in Diamonds - Oil pastel on paper

Artist and art.

Untitled - Ink on paper

A: You can be too safe, you can be
too far from having to think about
survival.
S: Yeah, but the interesting thing
about this element of being a
creative person and creativity
itself which we feel so much in
this spontaneous arena which is
why I was so intrigued by what
Royce was saying about the fact
that he really didn’t know what he
was putting his paints on. It was in
the dark, it was coming at him, the
time at which it came to him, and
not knowing which painting was

R: It makes you feel alive.

S: Yeah that is fun, like...

A: Right.

S: It makes you feel alive. Yeah,
exactly.

S: He was involved in that whole
performance, the whole story that
was goin’ on there. So, all I am
saying is that there is an exciting
element to survival. And that same
exciting element is what makes
being creative so fascinating and
so much fun. Because you are
really trying to survive. You know
what I am sayin’? You are in that
same mode.

A: As I think about music Steve,
and how you create it and to have
the fluidity in your hands and in
your breath, it is wonderful. It is
like being able to launch another
language verbally, like it would be
so great to be fluent in spanish
and be able to trip over into that
and let ‘er rip because you wanted
to, or danish or whatever, or
hebrew.

A: But, music is like that, it is
a whole other language. You sit
down at the piano, it is the same
kind of a thing.

coming at which time, he was a
part of that ensemble.

S: Yeah, or if you are an actor or a
poet using words like that.
A: Painting is that way too. But it’s
the auditory thing that’s missing.
R: It is not auditory. The concept
we are talking about is a parallel
between reality and abstraction

Angela learning to draw circles from Lillian

Self-portrait - Mixed media on paper

but it is that auditory thing as painters, we
don’t have.
A: We also have physical too, which is so nice.
We are doing something.
S: Yeah but I think...
R: There is physical on both sides of it.
S: I think that when I started to paint, I got this
feeling like, wow, I am being creative like I am
with music, but its not music. Its paint, and it
is lines and it is shapes.
A: Do you think about music when you paint?
R: This is really good too...
S: Yeah.
R: ...because when I hear music, almost any
kind of music I have some visual or color
or texture that I see, but I am not sure that,
umm.. what is the opposite of that?
A: When you paint you hear music.
R: Yeah, I like to listen to music when I paint
sometimes but I don’t know that I hear music
as a result of my paintings while I am working
on them.
A: I don’t think I do either.
R: At times I will see a painting that creates a
mood that could be translated into music. But
I am not so sure it goes the other way.
A: It is interesting that it doesn’t so much.
S: I think, if you are into it, its fun if you are
into it to try and paint while listening to a
piece of music.
French Lady - Ink on paper

R: Oh absolutely.

The hands have it.

A: That is what Royce was saying, but in the opposite way, that when
you are painting you are not generating a melody.
R: And I don’t hear one in my head when I am painting I don’t hear
one. Whereas with music, even if I am playing something really stupid
on the piano, like really stupid that makes no sense at all, because I
don’t play. I can even see a visual, the sound creates a visual or a color
there.
A: It maybe because you are trained that way too. It might come back
to training a little bit.
S: Well I think that what I was going to say that when I was painting,
that was OK. I didn’t want to be a musician, I wanted to be a painter
and that was doing something to my whole sensibility of being an artist

Space Ship - Mixed media on paper

that was completely different. It was almost like there was a new limb
that was growing out of my body that hadn’t ever been there before. It
wasn’t about music or anything specific, even about painting for that
matter, it was just like another limb that was growing out of me. But
it was coming from a center, it was the same center where the music
came from. You know, and where all my artistic life had come from and
it was bringing me on this whole other branch and yet it was in that
universal language, that universal connection that we all have.
Which I was also going to say, when you bring a lot of people into
a room and they don’t know each others language, you know, they
communicate so well without knowing each other’s language. There
is all this common area people have. People are always talking about
world peace, and that the world should come together. That is spiritual.
That is the spiritual connection.

Mainstays.

A: Little kids do it better than grown-ups.
S: Oh, yeah! They don’t even do it, they don’t
even know what they’re doing, they just, they
just do it. A big part of our challenge is that we
get educated, and education is a wonderful
thing. I guess we were meant to be educated,
you know, when we were set up. Its that
whole thing...

we are like woop woop woop... I don’t mean
that, I mean in our spirits, to bring ourselves
into the mode of being a child.
A: It is just open brained.

R: Sure, sure.
A: To get that pure pure creativity that has
no preconceived notions, you aren’t worried
about what someone thinks, or what you think
even, there is no self judgement.

S: Yeah.
R: Right.
A: Not full of all that stuff.
A: Of any kind.

R: A little bit of knowledge is a dangerous
thing. Right?

S: But, all that education. It just makes the
experience more richer and wider.

S: Well it is the whole challenge of being able
to transcend. You know what I am saying? To
transcend, to go back to being a child...
A: Right, that’s it.

R: The closest we can come is when we say,
‘Man, I wish I could go back to high school
knowing what I know now.’ I mean it is the
only way that we can possibly come close to
that.

S: ...and I don’t mean that when we get old

A: You got to rewind to kindergarten. Really.

R: It is the judgement thing too. I would think
about that when you are playing I am sure,
you have to remove that judgement. You have
to trust, again the faith, you have to have that
faith and that trust in what you are doing so
that you are not asking, ‘Oh, is this good?’
S: And that is why I say, this is how I feel,
that artists are amongst the greatest warriors

on the planet. The greatest fighters, the most
courageous when they are great. When they are
great, because they are not all great.
R: Weren’t we just talking about this last night, that
for every one great artist there are for or five bad
ones.
A: Or maybe four thousand.
All: (Laugh...)
S: There are a lot of artists that do very good
work but they don’t reach greatness. I hate the
word genius just because of the way it has been
manipulated in so many ways, but I am OK with the
word greatness. Because I feel like you have taken
yourself to... I mean, genius is OK too. It is sort of
a... as long as they don’t say, “Well, he’s a genius
and he is not.”
A: It is just a word anyway.
S: I think it is more of a quality that we all have to
come to the genius of ourselves. To bring ourselves
to our highest levels, to find that and take what we
have. But for whatever reason that people have
certain talents that are different than others or
more elevated or whatever. Which is a true fact.
A: Or explored.
S: Yeah. That element of not being afraid, not caring
what people think and believing in yourself. That
courageousness is what can bring the art to its
highest level.
A: Amen.
R: Amen.
S: I’ve said stuff like that to my sister, youngest
sister. Her work is really nice, but sometimes
she’s...
Untitled - Ink on paper

A: She has a real sensitivity, you can just see it.
S: ...but sometimes she is very careful.
A: It is hard to let go, it is hard for people to let go, it is a really hard
thing.
Does it ever happen when you have a night when you are playing
and you can’t let go?
R: Like you are suddenly careful?
A: Or like you are so conscious of what you are doing as you are on
stage? As a painter I will just put my brushes down and walk away.
S: The greatest fear I have, and I still have the fear, and that is when
my contemporaries are sitting in the audience. The people that are
on the highest levels are watching me. And I am learning... I also
used to feel that a little about the press. You know, people who can
make or break my career. Career stuff, you know that whole thing
about being successful. That is where that comes in.
A: That is the nastiness of that business.
S: But I have learned, that for the most part, artists love art. Its like
a beautiful woman. A man can be very afraid of a beautiful woman.
If you realize that the woman is a human being just like you are and
has the same kind of needs, which is to talk, communicate, to focus
on their career, to talk about life, to enjoy life, to have fun, to relate,
you know? It is not just about sex. You know what I am saying?
A: Uh-huh.
S: So that will draw a woman into a personal relationship, because
you are treating them like a human being. And the same thing is
true with your contemporaries, and the press. You get to know
them, some of the people that have written the best stuff about me
have been people that I talk to and have friendships with because
we both just started talking about the music we both enjoy it and
we had a good time. I used to think that was a no-no, but I don’t
agree with that. I think it is OK. Like, (Steve motions with his fork in
Royce’s direction) he is going to write something. HAHAHA

Have shofar, will travel.

Steve Cohn, among other things, is also known to have a penchant for prosaic wanderings. Upon returning home from Amsterdam’s
Fringe Festival in September of ‘07, he wrote this piece while contemplating what he had just experienced with Mo(ve)ment.

PAINT MUSIC
by Steve Cohn

The art is in the soul the magic man and woman naked running in
the warehouse dancing riding bicycles and some people visit creating
arguments but new people meet and create great love in art and new
people meet strange people every bodies trying to make it work to
stretch ourselves to advance our advantages
If a shadow was lost in a line which came down a hill in full thick
color a man later could catch an opportunity to add more than he
thought as he started out mostly observing and then responded to an
adventure with a new idea and a solid resolve which gave the painting a ﬁnal destination in the hands of the artist who originally inspired
the adventure in some special way.
And why do we do it? The music magical is sweet and highly active it dreams up solutions to every passing event and no matter how
many times, without breath, life would be stagnant, but only for the
moment before it explodes.
So I am very pleased to transcend and admit that the lines contain
errors and the thick paint is like nature mountains dirt the percussion
is a motorcycle riding in the waves of sound and the painter is erect
like a statue or sculpture.
Don’t break the sculpture because the pieces may drift on to the
ﬂoor where the dancer is mixed up enough to try almost anything
and this my friend is why he succeeds to the next level of the hill of
color that he climbs and meets musicians whose names he knows
but ﬁghts for discovery of the axis that keeps the line from falling in a
mess which has no chance of communicating a peaceful thought or
annoying idea that aggravates.
And now the leader is a lady who looks like the color and the lines
she creates and she loves to dance and play music just like every one
else But she has a deal of great responsibility and that’s why when
she’s having fun, she’s having fun.
So I’d like to say that if I hadn’t been invited I would have had
nothing to do during that time unless I was willing to keep living and
wanting and so I wish to thank all the entertainers for embracing my
spirit.

