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Jackson Mac Low’s Tree* Movie presents a series of dilemmas about the incorporation and development of 
audiovisual media in the context of the 1960s. From this decade onwards, the use of these media became 
more and more common in the art world, creating an elusive and indefinable field of creativity.

sults. In both his musical scripts and this 
work, he presented a critique of the figure 
of the genius artist as well as a broader 
concept of the artistic act that encom-
passed all sounds, objects images and 
actions. It also meant that language and 
random processes, undoubtedly the most 
significant features of advanced art in the 
transition from the 1950s to the 1960s, 
were the central focus.
As can be seen in the specific case of Tree* 
Movie, all these elements blended toge-
ther to create a work that anybody with 
access to the right technology could crea-
te. Although all the recordings are seemin-
gly the same, the degree of variation intro-
duced must be noted. Every potential film 
is different because of the specific object 
chosen to be recorded and the meteoro-
logical, temporal or other variations that 
might occur during the filming. So the 
script can give rise to a huge number of 
works, the specific outcome of which will 
make each one unique.
The fact that - as Mac Low himself has 
stated - the script was a direct response to 
the work by La Monte Young (1935) Com-
position 1960 #7 (whose script called for 
a B and an F# to be “held for a long time”), 
shows how the environment around the 

In 1961, poet and musician Jackson Mac Low (1922-2004) wrote the script for a film 
called Tree* Movie which was not to come to light until 1964, when it was published in 
the periodical Fluxus ccV Tre. The script consisted of filming a tree with two cine ca-
meras for an indeterminate number of hours so that when one ran out of film, the other 
camera could be substituted. This meant that the film could theoretically be of unli-
mited length, and that projections could begin at any point of the recording, and last 
indefinitely. At the end of the script, in a tone that is at the same time officious and 
uncertain, a short note advises the reader that s/he can change the word “tree” for any 
other word; despite the arbitrariness of the note the examples it gives are from nature, 
such as “mountain”, “sea”’ “flower” and so on.    
The film finally couldn’t be made until a decade later, in 1971, and, in keeping with the 
open character of the script, it was only one of multiple versions the artist made of this 
same work. Later, he even used a video camera, changing the nature of the original film 
image. 
Coming from the world of music, what Mac Low was aiming to do with the work was to 
develop the peculiarities that could be found in his compositions and scores. Taking the 
path opened up by John Cage, the score consisted of instructions that anybody could 
follow without needing to know what a stave was for or anything at all about musical 
notation. The aim was clearly to destroy any distinction between specialist and ama-
teur, between actor and spectator, between creation and perception. All these breaks 
were to be represented in Mac Low’s film thanks to his use of a technological advance, 
namely the cine camera, which could be used by anybody with potentially identical re-
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idea was characterised by a fusion and 
confusion of media which made it impos-
sible to know precisely what discipline the 
creativity of that moment was happening 
in. An illustration of this is the fact that a 
cinematographic work of this kind should 
have its first expression in a linguistic me-
dium and also be inspired by a musical 
composition. The idea, which would later 
be dubbed Intermedia by the artist Dick 
Higgins (1938-1998), played a central 
role in leaving behind traditional discipli-
nes (painting, sculpture and so on, with all 
their clearly differentiated histories, evolu-
tions and concepts) which creativity had 
followed for centuries.
In 1963, Andy Warhol (1929-1987), 
approaching the height of his career as a 
painter, began cinematographic projects 
that would become essential to the way 
audiovisual art developed, and how the 
projected image became incorporated 
into the museums and galleries. Sleep, a 
six-hour film of a sleeping man, was the 
first of numerous films by the same direc-
tor showing a single shot for up to several 
hours. These included Eat (1963), fea-
turing the artist Robert Indiana (1928) 
eating for forty-five minutes, and Empi-
re (1964), which consists of one shot of 
the Empire State Building that runs for 
a little over eight hours. From that point 
on, there began to appear a whole series 
of films consisting of a single static shot 
of all kinds of objects and subjects. This 
production, represented by artists such 
as George Landow, Philip Snow, Ho-
llis Frampton and Paul Sharits, became 
known as Structural Film after the title of 
P. Adams Sitney’s article in the prestigious 
magazine Film Culture.
For P. Adams Sitney (1944), this techni-
que, which used four principles (fixed ca-
mera position and single take, as if it was 
the viewer’s own perspective, flicker effect, 
loop printing and/or re-photography), 
meant that the emphasis was on the film’s 
structure and its long, cold, seemingly ob-
jective duration, rather than the images it 
contained. Even in 2002, P. Adams Sitney 
believed Warhol’s films to be the original 
precedent for structural film, never men-
tioning Mac low, whose Tree* Movie ac-
tually contains the form that Sleep adop-

ted. Only George Maciunas (1931-1978), 
founder of the Fluxus collective, which 
Mac Low was part of, pointed out Sitney’s 
omission as early as 1969, in a chart that is 
becoming more and more famous.

Although the similarities of form between 
the two films speak for themselves, the-
re are differences that should be borne in 
mind when assessing the growth in im-
portance of audiovisual media in contem-
porary art. The fact that Warhol filmed so-
mebody sleeping so that it could be seen 
in the place that post-utopian Modernity 
had reserved for dreams (i.e. the cinema) 
should not be underestimated. Also, the 
duration and monotony were quite some 
distance from the spectacle of commer-
cial cinema. Similarly, the fact that Mac 
Low’s script, despite its non-specificity, 
only considers elements from nature 
(tree, mountain, sea, flower, lake) shows 
a landscape-centred perspective closely 
connected to a predilection for chance and 
the Eastern religions (particularly Budd-
hism) that so attracted Mac Low.
Beyond the question of how original of 
structural practice may have been, all the-
se facts show the intellectual background 
against which the incorporation of audio-
visual media into contemporary art came 
to be.
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