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Fmdmg the music within
Lasanky “Nazi Drawmgs

After world-renowned
printmaker and long-time
Iowa City resident Mauri-

. cio Lasansky died Monday
at 97, I decided to watch
Lane Wyrick’s award-win-
ning documentary about
Lasanky’s best known
work, “The Nazi Draw-
ings.” (For information
about the film, visit
www.nazidrawings.com.)

I became intrigued es-
pecially with the original
score produced for the
film by University of Iowa
music professor David
Gompper.

During a phone inter-
view Thursday, Gompper
said it was his only experi-
ence working with a-film
director. So he first had to
struggle with answering
the question, “How do you
transform these over-
whelming and disturbing
images into something mu-
sical?”

Gompper said his work
usually focuses on “music
in the abstract” — music
that stands on its own,
without dance, film or any
other visual element.

So before he started
composing, Gompper went
with Wyrick to take a tour
of Lasansky’s artwork in
the storage section of the
UI Museum of Art. While
viewing the large-scale,
human-size drawings,
Gompper said he kept
thinking of the work of the
French composer Olivier
Messiaen, who was made a
prisoner of war by the Na-
zis after the fall of France
in 1940. .

While in the prison
camp, Messiaen composed
his “Quartet for the End of |
Time” for the four instru-
ments available to him —
piano, violin, cello and clar-
inet. The piece was first
performed by Messiaen
and his fellow risoners for
an audience of inmates and
guards.
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Gompper said he didn’t
borrow any specific melo-
dies or chords structures
from Messiaen, but he did

work to “tap
into that ex-
perience”
and recreate
a similar
aesthetic in
his score —
something
he hoped
would pro-
vide a musi-
cal contrast to Lasansky’s
images.

Like any other film
composer, he also had to
learn to work with Wyr-
ick’s editing and narrative
plan —composing pieces
that would fit the 19 sec-
onds in one scene or the 37
seconds in the next. For
each segment, he tried to
compose music that in-
cluded a beginning, middle
and end. And when Wyrick
would decide to cut 10 sec-
onds from this section or 17
section from that one,
Gompper would have to re-
work the music to fit the
new time lengths.

Although he found some
of the Nazi drawings to be
more disturbing than oth-
ers — especially those il-
lustrating what Lasansky
viewed as the complicity
between the church and
the Nazis — Gompper said
“he initially was responding
to the collection as a whole
rather than trymg to con-
vey the story of any indi-
vidual drawing.

Gompper soon found,
however, that viewing the
drawings as a group had its
limitations. Although the
drawings share many simi-
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In this photo provided by www.nazidrawings.com,
Mauricio Lasansky stands in front of one of the drawing
included in his best known collection. Lasansky died
Monday at 97. SPECIAL TO THE PRESS-CITIZEN

larities with each other,
they also feature impor-
tant differences. That’s
what allows them to ex-
plore a fuller range of hu-
man reactions to torture,
pain, suffering and degra-
dation.

When viewing an: early
cut of the film, Gompper
suddenly realized that his
score — when placed in di-
rect contrast with Lasan-
sky’s images — didn’t keep
pace with the shifting emo-
tional reactions the collec-
tion elicits.

“I didn’t modulate,”
Gompper said, and as a re-
sult, the music grew some-
what stale.

So Gompper dec1ded to
rewrite the whole score.

He re-imagined.

He transposed.

And he made sure that
every segment — no mat-

ter how short — would be
able to stand on its own.

The result worked. Wyr-
ick’s documentary, fin-
ished in 1999, went on to
win a number of awards —
including a 2004 Mid-
America Emmy Award for
Outstanding Achievement.

More importantly,
Gompper’s score helped
Wyrick’s film convey the
importance of the “The Na-
zi Drawings” to a new gen-
eration.

“It’s a 25-minute docu-
mentary,” Wyrick said in a

‘phone interview Wednes-

day. “And at the end, in-
stead of the obligatory
clapping, people usually sit
there just stunned in their
seats.”
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