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Folks who have been involved with the radical mental health movement for a while are
likely familiar with filmmaker Ken Paul Rosenthal’s work. His film Crooked Beauty has
helped to tell the story of The Icarus Project by weaving Jacks McNamara’s personal
narrative with poetically visualized images of a stunning and broken world that is everstriving to heal itself. Inspired by Bonfire Madigan Shive, one of the original catalysts of
The Icarus Project, whose voice, music, and being helped to galvanize the vision of an
international network of wild-hearted explorers of the space between brilliance and
madness, Rosenthal’s film is setting the roaring intricacies of Madigan’s voice and cello
compositions to the larger landscape of a boldly soaring, crashing and trembling world.
Ken Nothing inspires my desire to make film more than music. Other films don’t inspire
me as much as music does because I feel that film is largely about rhythm. It’s about
shaping time in the medium of light. It’s not simply about recording images. There’s a
beat and a pulse to film, whether it’s the beat of an edit or the pulse of movement within a
shot. I played trumpet for many years as a kid, so I know how to read music. So I edit in a
key signature of 4/4 time as most popular music is composed in a 4/4 key signature. I’m
very deeply attuned to the tiniest nuances within a shot to ferret out it’s native gestures,
as if it were a musician’s fingers in motion on their instrument. When a tree limb flutters
in the breeze; I don’t see a windblown tree. Rather, I read the branch gesturing in an
expressive manner and that is musical to me.
From my childhood until the present, my twin preoccupations have been constantly
singing, and getting lost in deep observation. So it’s quite fitting that both of my
comfortably obsessive rituals should merge and come to fruition in Whisper Rapture: A
Bonfire Madigan Suite.
Ken’s recently completed film, ‘For
Shadows’, chronicles his healing journey
from childhood through a re-authoring of
his family’s 8mm home movie footage
overlaid with audio clips from archival
mental hygiene films. It was the second in
his Mad Dance: A Mental Health Film
Trilogy, of which ‘Crooked Beauty’ was
the first.
Ken The big lesson for me that came out
of making For Shadows is that we often
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need to get over ourselves by getting out of ourselves. My yoga teacher suggested that,
like a yoga pose, we can re-position our actions out in the world and heal our selves in
relationship to others. So much of my own healing from my childhood trauma has
manifested through creative service to others, doing advocacy through my film screening
presentations.
In Whisper Rapture, Madigan’s story of childhood trauma is the narrative core from
which her music emerges. Most of the film will consist of her music, her higher voice,
her cry and calling for experiencing the range of human emotions from rapture to rage in
community. This film won’t espouse an ideology or political roadmap for healing, but the
power of Madigan’s musical voice opens a space in which we can re-connect to our
bodies and rise up.
There are certain artists’ works that exists
and functions as a clarion call by virtue of
all their experience being articulated
within each and every moment of that
work; every note, every brushstroke, every
nuance of the photograph—it’s all there.
And I feel that Madigan’s latest song and
cello compositions in particular move into
a more attuned and refined expression of
her art because it’s so suffused with a
spiritual vastness. It refers to an experience and a space beyond the work itself.
For example, I listened to a lot of her music to decide which pieces I wanted to use for
this film. And some of the songs just existed as songs. Their beats and formal
arrangements only referred to themselves as songs. However, each of the songs that I
chose for Whisper Rapture immediately move me to a space beyond the constructs of a
composed song. So I want to honor their spiritual capacity and expand upon them in the
scope of this film.
Can you situate this project within the history of The Icarus Project as well as the
broader radical mental health movement, and those aspects of the movement that involve
creative expression as a liberation tool. Where does this project sit in that bigger
picture?
Madigan Joining and being a collective
founding member of Icarus gave me
permission to really come out and do more
of my own inner work with my
experiences, which got me labeled by
psychiatry. But also finding and being
committed to the collective of experiences
that people have that creates so much
shame and alienation for us because of the
pathology. We’ve got to change that
2

narrative and do it in the spirit of collective narrative medicine. Now we have words for
that, but ten or fifteen years ago when I started doing this work, there really wasn’t.
Certainly my vast, indie music world and the alternative arts world gave me a lot of
community and permission to start to explore my voice and narratives, but there also was
a lot of silencing and shame around “mental illness” which was really painful to be a part
of as well. So music being the international or universal language of our emotions has
always been not only my medicine and my catharsis, but my connection to our human
experience and what it means to be a person right now on our planet at this time. And a
deep commitment to the interdependence of our shared experience.
Ken and I have actually been on a symbiotic journey for a long time now. We both have a
deep connection to San Francisco. I was actually there in the office when the initial
inquiry and email came from Ken to The Icarus Project that would be the seed that would
begin the journey of Crooked Beauty. So, I feel really blessed that I literally was there in
the room when Ken reached out to Icarus. And to me it really was a pivotal moment
when, not only personally, but within our collective, we asked; “Whose voice is Icarus?”
What does this mean? That was really important times for us because there was a lot of
work that we had to do individually and collectively. Who is Icarus, what is Icarus? Who
can speak for Icarus? And I really knew that the creative voices of all the members and
all the people who felt aligned with the experience of exploring what Icarus is now
famous for—exploring that space between brilliance and madness—that we needed to be
a part of nurturing that.
And trusting that. Because so many of us
who have had the experience of being
labeled by psychiatry are so distrustful
because we’ve been hurt so much. And
I’m still unraveling a lot of my
institutional distrust. But what is so
powerful is to be in community with
people like Ken and others and see how it
transcends past our various communities,
art world communities, mental health
activist communities, and it really becomes
an opportunity for us to honor and share
each others stories as transcendent forces.
I really do believe that do we co-create
realities, all the different realities we’re
part of. And Ken, just by becoming a
colleague and compa has given me a new
belief in my own gifts and calling that has
kept me alive literally and has kept the
voices of suicidal despair quieter, but has
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been a part of shifting and re-focusing my creative work on a bigger scale. So I give him
so much gratitude for hearing these songs and not only listening to them deeply, but
feeling compelled to turn them into the main character of Whisper Rapture.
Ken As an artist who works in the medium of film, I’m really interested in moving away
from simply creating an object for people to look at and walk away from. I’m more
drawn towards engendering a space for deep introspection and conscious dialogue.
Making work that not only exists as a piece of art, but also functions as a tool for
personal and societal transformation.
My key moment of jumping on board with the radical mental health movement occurred
four years ago, after Crooked Beauty was finished, at my very first meeting of the San
Francisco chapter of The Icarus Project. Everyone was given five or ten minutes to check
in and share what their week had been like or what they were preoccupied with at that
moment. And I was so profoundly moved by how transparent and vulnerable and porous
everyone was. Folks were not just wearing their struggles on their sleeves, but serving it
up on a plate and passing it around! And for me it wasn’t so much what folks said, but the
very act of sharing deeply personal aspects of their experience in a peer-led, consensual,
and mutually supportive setting.
After fifteen or so meetings, I found the striking immediacy of words spoken from a
person in crisis to be rather triggering. Despite everyone’s best intentions, the space could
not effectively hold people to the extent of their needs. But over the course of four years
touring with Crooked Beauty, I observed that the post-screening discussions flowed so
much more generously because the film functioned as a touchstone and totem pole,
around which the audience would gather. In other words, the film itself was an inclusive
space because it was not wasn’t just about witnessing Jacks McNamara’s story and
learning about the Icarus Project, but a means towards intimately embracing mental
health themes on a continuum of experience from the personal to the universal.
So from then on I dedicated my self and
my artwork to cultivating beauty in
service to alleviating suffering. Before
Crooked Beauty and before discovering
the Icarus Project, I felt that being an artist
was all about making art. The
transformative potential of art in social
and political contexts was completely
outside my realm of awareness. However,
I no longer believe that inspiration arises
primarily from within. Be it Jacks’ words
or Madigan’s music, I felt invited to
participate in a broader conversation in the context of a film. I don’t feel it’s enough to
call our tribe. It’s only when we cultivate a greater sensitivity towards what exists beyond
the Self that we feel drawn towards, if not invited towards the people and places where
we can thrive. But collaboration in our society is such a slippery path. It’s really hard to
show up and participate when being independent means leaving our family, declaring
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what we’re going to major in and work at for the rest of our lives, and never look back.
We feel obliged to live by these prescriptive narratives about pulling yourself up by your
own boot straps rather than asking for help and that’s crazy-making.
For those of us who feel as porous as a sponge, we need to recast the notion of being
labeled as ‘too sensitive’. We should consider such emotional absorbency as an invitation
to the spaces that promote discussion and discourse, where we can cross-pollinate and
articulate a new vision for thriving in a culture that does not give us the tools or
mentorship to live unfold authentically over the course of our lives.
And this is really not an esoteric endeavor at all. To the common citizen, radicals are
violent reactionaries who are singularly consumed with burning down the Bastille.
However, being radical is really about mindfully resisting the paradigms of normalcy that
delegitimize our honest and sincere efforts to pick up the pen of possibility and write our
own narratives. Sure, I have as much acrimony and bitter resistance to corporate greed
and our government’s military preoccupations as the next person. But as an artist-activist,
I’m less interested in criminalizing institutions and more compelled to offer creative
alternatives. Buckminster Fuller said, “Never fight the existing reality. Build a new one
that makes the old one obsolete.”
To do so in the context of art is so
intoxicating because art can transcend the
limits of colloquial conversation and
moves into the more universal realm of
symbol and metaphor. I’m certain Whisper
Rapture will take Madigan’s and my path
of community art and activism to an even
more provocative and evocative level than
Crooked Beauty, because this project is
more focused on art than ideas—not that
they’re mutually exclusive! We simply
want to reach the head through the heart
with beauty as the gateway to the mind.
Fascists always go after the artists first because art fundamentally gives people access to
ideas and emotions they might not otherwise be able to embrace or express. Art has the
fundamental capacity to touch people down to the marrow. So how can we, as artists, use
our power, our skills and our craft in a way that not only transposes our own traumas, but
invites others into that space so that they can navigate the space between their own
brilliance and their madness?
There’s so much power in our hand-to-hand collectivity yet we’re increasingly ensconced
in this virtual way of relating to one another. And so many critical aspects
of communication get marginalized, such as intonation, eye contact, and physical gesture.
What does it mean to speak and connect to others when we actively participate in these
virtual realms that simultaneously connect and fragment communication? We must keep
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in touch with what compels us to tell stories. Telling our stories is an act of creative
resistance in itself, but I really believe that the form of the story and the nature of the
space in which it’s shared is particularly critical. That’s why Whisper Rapture must serve
to re-connect us to our bodies and by extension one another. I’m so committed to
fashioning a film that achieves this.
When I listen to Madigan’s music, I experience it from the inside out. When she sings
and plays her cello, I feel the rapture and the rage in each and every note. I feel her pain
transposed into what filmmaker, Werner Herzog calls, ‘Ecstatic Truth’. The poet makes
grief beautiful. Art can cultivate safe spaces where people can revel in and reflect upon
that which otherwise may elude them, whereas our culture more does not recognize our
capacity to learn from the dark side of human experience.
Bonfire Madigan I knew that being an artist was a deep calling for me in community,
and in all kinds of community. But, I felt like the older I got, and I got pushed more into
what Ken was touching on too; like okay you’re talented, when are you going to be
famous? When are you going to be a celebrity? When are you going to have a bunch of
money that means that you really are talented? And even though I knew that that wasn’t
my value system and I wasn’t gonna go that way like a commercial artist, I still felt the
repercussions of that voice. That somehow my gifts don’t have as much value or won’t
because I don’t work that way or that’s not my value system.
So it’s been a long time coming now, I
always knew there’d be a point where my
activism and my deep life commitment to
transformation to the systemic ills that
have harmed so many, our planet, and our
souls, and our selves…we are doing that
together and we need to do that together.
And music is such a powerful vehicle for
that, and it just isn’t often enough that we
get an opportunity for the music itself to
be what we celebrate, instead of the
personality behind it. And it’s something
we will always come up against, the ego,
the id. I saw something recently that I love
about ego and eco and how ego has the
pyramid of the person on top and eco is a
person as a total part of their environment.
And so I’ve always felt that my music is
part of deep ecology on that level. And
what a gift that I think Ken is totally the
right person to place what I’ve been doing
for so long in the spirit of collective
liberation.
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I think the time is right and I can speak as a musician who has for over twenty years now
been through the gamut or has been at the table of different systems of how people can
get their work out into the world and that’s been a really interesting journey. I have
definitely seen how the big systems, the record labels, have failed most of us musicians,
and in a lot of ways have contaminated our ears and our ability to listen and to hear the
diversity of sounds and music and experiences that are all around us surround us all the
time.
We’re moving to a new era of the patron system, which was really common 80 years ago,
before recorded music, where you would go see that person, you would experience it live,
sit with them at the piano, or listen to their fiddle, on the street or on the porch and that
was an intrinsic part of the performing arts; that the artist and the audience are in
dialogue.
I’m naturally a performing animal, that’s been a calling for me, a through-line of my life,
that has kept me well, and has been a part of defining what wellness is for me and it’s
really beautiful that we’re at a time, with social media and the greater international
networks of people who are hungry for the diversity that our lives are able to have more
tools to reach out to the diversity of creative people and support them. There are pitfalls
in that and there is the digital divide, class wise, that we need to be mindful of, but it is an
exciting time, where the creative producer can be in tandem, reaching out directly to the
communities that their work is meaningful to, and extend beyond that. But it really takes
active participation.
We’re the media makers - we’re not reality
prisoners, we’re reality makers. I always go
back to that - reality makers, not reality
prisoners - and I have been a part of trying to
educate and reach out to people who love
and get something from what I do and I am
able to successfully do that. I am able to be a
full-time working artist, there are enough
people who want me to continue living as a
creative person and I feel really blessed that
there people can go directly to my website
and make a little donation, give some mad
love, and I am able to have food and pay
some bills and I can just keep going.
I have a lot of working-poor damage around
asking for things and asking for money and
it’s good to work on that, to unravel that, and
to reach out further. Ken is so committed to
this project and is so pure in his intention
and in his craft and it just reverberates.
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