SYNOPSIS 

SICK: THE LIFE AND DEATH OF BOB FLANAGAN, SUPERMASOCHIST

"SICK" is the internationally acclaimed, Sundance award-winning film about the comedian and performance artist Bob Flanagan whose experiences with S/M helped him manage his painful disease of Cystic Fibrosis.  A deeply moving, often hilarious profile of one of the most unique artists of this century, "SICK" follows Flanagan's strikingly original art and life over several decades as he explores the limits of pain, sexuality, love, and death.    
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PRESS for "SICK" 

"Brilliant...wildly original and audacious...a landmark documentary"







VARIETY  2/6/97

"The eeriest, most moving documentary you will see this decade"







LA WEEKLY  1/31/97

"A stunning tribute to Bob Flanagan"







THE ECONOMIST  2/1/97

"Amazing...extraordinarily rich and haunting"







ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY  2/7/97

"Astonishing"











ROLLING STONE  3/6/97

"Powerful...a compassionate account of perversion as a tragicomic kind of salvation"







NEWSWEEK  3/24/97

"Flanagan emerges as a man of enormous wit, courage, and creativity"







PREMIERE  4/97

"The movie of the year...transcendent...the most a movie's done for me in a long, long time."







NEWSDAY  4/13/97

"Fascinating...a work of genius"







ASSOCIATED PRESS  4/6/97

"Unforgettable...among the most intimate love scenes ever filmed...a groundbreaking documentary"







NEW YORK TIMES  4/3/9


PRODUCTION NOTES 

I first met Bob Flanagan in the early 1980's at the Beyond Baroque Literary Center in Los Angeles, where he frequently read his writing and performed a wacky and brilliant kind of standup poetry.  We became friends, and I closely followed his career and his slowly declining health.  In 1991, he began to need an oxygen tank full time to breathe.  One year later he was rejected as a candidate for a lung transplant even though a group of doctors aware of his work were willing to perform the $250,000 operation free.  It then became clear that he had only a few years left to live.

For some time, I had been interested in making a film about the process of dying.  I was also interested in making a documentary about someone I was close to, as a way of overcoming the formality of the filmmaker/subject relationship.  With Bob, I realized I could make such a film and also explore the profound emotional and philosophical themes of masochism, sexuality, and illness that were at the core of his work.

In November of 1993, I approached Bob Flanagan and his partner, Sheree Rose, with a proposal to make a documentary about them.  Bob was very receptive, but Sheree initially refused.  As Bob's top or dominant partner, she had never allowed anyone other than herself to film or photograph Bob privately.  By allowing me to film Bob, Sheree felt she would be giving up an aspect of her role as Bob's dominant to me.  Even more unsettling, by letting herself be filmed, in a sense she was placed in the role of submissive.   Sheree finally agreed to allow me to film Bob, but several months had to pass before she became comfortable with being filmed herself.

Over the next two years, I shot more than 100 hours of footage.  All of Bob's important final performances and readings were filmed as well as several formal interviews with Bob and Sheree.  To capture Bob's sharp, continual humor and the intimacy of his relationship with Sheree, I began shooting them myself with a video camera whenever we were together.  Within a few months I was able record anything they were doing, including getting high, bickering with each other, and criticizing the documentary itself.  For Bob, whose work had always included a candid explanation of his private life, the presence of a camera was a natural extension of his work.  

Aware he might die before the film's completion, Flanagan actively participated throughout production, including developing several new performances specifically for the film.  These performances included his presentation, in mock cooking show style, of the construction and operation of his sculpture "The Visible Man", a bizarrely humorous alteration of the classic children's toy that pisses, shits, and cums.  The most significant of these performances was "Autopsy", in which Bob lay naked and still on a gurney as Sheree examined the scars, tatoos, and piercings that covered his body, first "reading" on his skin the history of their intense physical relationship, then demonstrating the range of their S/M practices.  

Midway through filming, Bob was contacted by the Make-A-Wish Foundation and told of a 17-year-old Toronto girl who was close to dying from CF.  A big fan of his work, her wish was to visit Bob Flanagan.  Several months later, she arrived in Los Angeles with her mother, and we filmed their weeklong visit with Bob and Sheree.  The following year she returned to LA alone.  Now 18, we shot her at a piercing studio with Bob and Sheree were she had her nipples pierced.   

Although Bob had experimented extensively with masochism since grade school, his parents knew nothing about their son's sexuality until the last few years of his life.  They were unwilling to be filmed until late in the production, when I accompanied Bob and Sheree for a weekend visit to their home in Arizona.  While there, I conducted an interview with his parents that last several hours, during which they recounted the family's continual struggle with CF.  (Of their five children, three were born with CF -- Bob was the last of the three to die.)  They also discussed the difficulty of coming to terms with their son's sexuality and the intense sadness they felt because of his impending death.

Although Sheree had allowed me to shoot Bob, she continued her own practice of videotaping their late night interactions.  All this material she made available to the production, including several painfully intimate discussions which reveal her unwillingness to accept that Bob was no longer capable of submitting to her because of his health.  She also shot several important scenes leading up to his death as well as a stunning sequence of photographs of Bob, just hours after his death, as he lies naked on a gurney.  

The editing phase of the film was the most arduous.  With more than 150 hours of source material to work from, it took more than a year and 20 different assemblies before we achieved a final cut.  Unlike many documentary filmmakers, I chose to show edits of the film to Bob and Sheree throughout postproduction, and encouraged their reaction and criticism.  Rather than maintain a posture of objective distance, I wanted to encourage their passionate interaction with the film.  From the beginning, I had wished to position myself not only as an interpreter of their life and work, but also as a friend and collaborator who helped to extend and re-present the powerful emotional and ethical themes that formed the basis of their work.  Bob died in January of 1996, and production ended a month later.  A final rough cut was completed by mid-summer of that year.  At that point my co-editor, Dody Dorn, became involved with the project and the final cut was completed in late October.  
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BOB FLANAGAN BIO

Born in New York City in 1952 with the congenital disease Cystic Fibrosis, Flanagan was a Los Angeles writer, visual artist, and performance artist.  In 1977 his first book of poetry, THE KID IS THE MAN, was published, followed by THE WEDDING OF EVERYTHING (1983), SLAVE SONNETS (1986), and FUCK JOURNAL (1987).  Selections from his recent work, THE BOOK OF MEDICINE, have appeared in numerous anthologies including High Risk (Dutton/Plume) and Best American Erotica 1993.  

In collaboration with his partner, Sheree Rose, Flanagan began his now notorious performance art career with "Gross Revisions" (1981), followed by "Body" (1989), "Nailed" (1989), "Bob Flanagan's Sick" (1991), and "In My Room" (1996).  In 1988 and 1989 Flanagan appeared on stage with the Groundlings comedy improv ensemble in Los Angeles.  

In 1992 he presented his one-person museum show, "Visiting Hours", at the Santa Monica Museum of Art.  "Visiting Hours" was reexhibited in 1994 at the New Museum of Contemporary Art in New York and again in 1995 at the Museum of the School of Fine Arts in Boston.

In 1993, Re/Search Publications released BOB FLANAGAN: SUPERMASOCHIST, a book of interviews with Flanagan about his life and work.

Flanagan died on January 4, 1996, in Long Beach, California.  Excerpts from his final book, PAIN JOURNAL, an intimate record of the final year leading up to his death, have been published in Unnatural Disasters and the magazine FRUIT.


SHEREE ROSE BIO

A Los Angeles photographer, video artist, and performance artist, Sheree Rose has extensively photographed the underground piercing and S/M communities since 1980.  Her work has been shown in Los Angeles at the California Institute for the Arts, LACE, Rosamund Felsen Gallery, EZTV, the Los Angeles Gay and Lesbian Film Festival, as well as at COCA (Seattle),  Galerie Analix (Geneva), Southern Exposure (San Francisco) and Feature, the Kitchen, and Art in the Anchorage (New York).

In collaboration with her partner, Bob Flanagan, Rose presented the art performance "Gross Revisions" (1981), followed by "Body" (1989), "Nailed" (1989), and "Bob Flanagan's Sick" (1991).  Rose also collaborated with Flanagan in the presentation of his museum show "Visiting Hours" which was exhibited at the Santa Monica Museum of Art (1992), at the New Museum of Contemporary Art in New York (1994) and at the Museum of the School of Fine Arts in Boston (1995).

In 1996, Rose participated in the group exhibition "On Site/Off Base" in Tokyo, Japan, where her 16-foot inflatable  sculpture of Flanagan bound and gagged and with a 4-foot erection caused an uproar in the national media.  A mid-career survey of her work is scheduled to be presented at LACE in Los Angeles in late 1987.


"WHY"

written by Bob Flanagan

Because it feels good; because it gives me an erection; because it makes me come; because I'm sick; because there was so much sickness; because I say FUCK THE SICKNESS; because I like the attention; because I was alone a lot; because I was different; because kids beat me up on the way to school; because I was humiliated by nuns; because of Christ and the crucifixition; because of Porky Pig in bondage, force-fed by some sinister creep in a black cape; because of stories of children hung by their wrists, burned on the stove, scalded in tubs; because of "Mutiny of the Bounty"; because of cowboys and indians; because of Houdini; because of my cousin Cliff; because of the forts we built and the things we did inside them; because of what's inside me; because of my genes; because of my parents; because of doctors and nurses; because they tied me to the crib so I wouldn't hurt myself; because I had time to think; because I had time to hold my penis; because I had awful stomach aches and holding my penis made it feel better; because I'm a Catholic; because I still love Lent, and I still love my penis, and in spite of it all I have no guilt; because my parents said BE WHAT YOU WANT TO BE, and this is what I want to be; because I'm nothing but a big baby and I want to stay that way, and I want a mommy forever, even a mean one, especially a mean one; because of all the fairy tale witches and the wicked step mother, and the step sisters, and how sexy Cinderella was, smudged with soot, doomed to a life of servitude; because of Hansel, locked in the witch's cage until he was fat enough to eat; because of "O" and how desperately I wanted to be her; because of my dreams; because of the games we played; because I have an active imagination; because my mother bought me tinker toys; because hardware stores give me hardons; because of hammers, nails, clothespins, wood, padlocks, pullies, eyebolts, thumbtacks, staple-guns, sewing needles, wooden spoons, fishing tackle, chains, metal rulers, rubber tubing, spatulas, rope, twine, C-clamps, S-hooks, razor blades, scissors, tweezers, knives, push pins, two-by-fours, ping-pong tables, alligator clips, duct tape, broom sticks, bar-b-que skewers, bungie cords, saw horses, soldering irons; because of tool sheds; because of garages; because of basements; because of dungeons; because of The Pit and the Pendulum; because of the Tower of London; because of the Inquisition; because of the rack; because of the cross; because of the Addams Family playroom; because of Morticia Adams and her black dress with its octopus legs; because of motherhood; because of Amazons; because of the Goddess; because of the moon; because it's in my nature; because it's against nature; because it's nasty; because it's fun; because it flies in the face of all that's normal (whatever that is); because I'm not normal; because I used to think that I was part of some vast experiment and that there was this implant in my penis that made me do these things and allowed THEM, (whoever THEY were) to monitor my activities; because I had to take my clothes off and lie inside this giant plastic bag so the doctors could collect my sweat; because once upon a time I had such a high fever my parents had to strip me naked and wrap me in sheets to stop the convulsions; because my parents loved me even more when I was suffering; because I was born into a world of suffering; because surrender is sweet; because I'm attracted to it; because I'm addicted to it; because endorphins in the brain are like a natural kind of heroin; because I learned to take my medicine; because I was a big boy for taking it; because I can take it like a man; because, as someone once said, HE'S GOT MORE BALLS THAN I DO, because it is an act of courage; because it does take guts; because I'm proud of it; because I can't climb mountains; because I'm terrible at sports; because NO PAIN, NO GAIN; because SPARE THE ROD AND SPOIL THE CHILD; BECAUSE YOU ALWAYS HURT THE ONE YOU LOVE.

Copyright 1985 Bob Flanagan




"SUPERMAN"


written by Bob Flanagan

In a bizarro, alternative universe kind of way, I sort of resemble superman.  Look, up in the sky, suspended by his wrists and sporting a huge erection - it's me.  Yes, it's me, and most of the time I feel as though I come from another solar system.  And despite my skinny physique and frail sensitivities, I possess certain powers and abilities far beyond those of so-called normal human beings.  I was born with a genetic illness that I was supposed to succumb at two, then ten, then twenty, and so on, but I didn't.  And, in a never-ending battle not just to survive but to subdue my stubborn disease, I've learned to fight sickness with sickness.

Copyright 1990 Bob Flanagan

