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Introductory remarks (Nataliya Slinko, Dean): Are we ready? Okay. Hi, everybody. 1'd
like to welcome everybody to the Fresco Barn, and also welcome the visitors who are not
participants: welcome to Skowhegan. And this is our fifth in Barbara Lee Artist Lecture
Series, and tonight’s lecture is by Cauleen Smith, our resident faculty. And before I
proceed please turn off your phones, and if you need to exit, do so through the back door.
And the bathrooms are located at the library building, which is straight down the road.
And... I will now turn it over to Virgil Marti, who will introduce Cauleen Smith.

VM: I agree with Kate that introducing another artist is more stressful than talking about
your own work; but I’'m honored to have the honor to introduce Cauleen Smith. So first
I’m going to do the dry bits. Cauleen Smith was born in Rivereside, California—I won’t
say when. She’s very young. She earned a BA from San Francisco State University
School of Creative Arts, and her MFA from the UCLA Department of Film, Theater and

Television. And in 20007 Cauleen was a participant at Skowhegan School of Painting
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and Sculpture. Her grants and fellowships include Rockefeller Intercultural Media Arts
Fellowship; an American Film Institute Independent Film and Video Program grant; the
National Black Programming Consortium; Western States Regional Fellowship; Art
Matters grant; and a Creative Capital grant. And in addition to making work —lots of
it—Smith has taught at the University of Texas at Austin, Massachusetts College of Art,
and most recently as Acting Associate Professor at the University of California, San
Diego, where she formed the Year and Change Artist Residency Program. Now about
her work in film, video and installation. The list of projects is long and belies her young
age. It’s also daunting to try to condense, so please forgive me if I miss anything
important. In 1991, working under an alias, Cauleen Smith presented “Chronicles of a
Lying Spirit” by Kelly Gabron. This alter ego, Kelly Gabron—Kahlil Gibran— provided
a strategy that gave her permission to explore areas she felt she couldn’t as herself. Or as
Oscar Wilde once explained it, “Man is least himself when he talks in his own person.
Give him a mask and he will tell you the truth.” In 1998 she premiered “Drylongso,” her
first feature film, made while she was still in school. I'll mention just a few other
selected solo shows. In 2007, Right Hand Only, Left Hand Lonely at Three Walls Gallery
in San Antonio, Texas. Also in 2007, NTSC at Women and Their Work Gallery in
Austin, Texas. In 2008 The Fullness of Time at The Kitchen in New York. And a little
bit about The Fullness of Time. It was commissioned by Creative Time and Paul Chan,
and was filmed in New Orleans two years after Katrina. Dennis Lim described it in the
New York Times, and he say the film “experiments with science fiction, an apt corollary
for the alien-ness of the wrecked landscape.” Michael Taussig, a professor of

anthropology at Columbia, declared it “one of the greatest pieces of ethnography I’ve
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ever seen in my entire life. And,” he added, “I can’t believe how wonderfully unreal this
reality is.” This is from Walidah Imarisha: “Talk about Black liberation and it perhaps
hits a little too close to home. But frame it as mutants or alien races and you allow
people, both of color and white folks, a little space to reflect, to slip into the other’s
shoes. Visionary fiction allows us to step out of our skins and out of this galaxy into
alien bodies under strange stars, to explore those entirely human themes we write and
agitate and organize around every day.” When asked by the writer Alexis Pauline Gumbs
why she chose to make a science fiction film about New Orleans instead of a
documentary, Smith answered, “A documentary seemed to me to be the best way to lie.”
Also in 2011, a show called Remote Viewing and Other Ways of Seeing was presented at
The Kitchen in New York. And again in 2011, The Studio Museum in Harlem presented
a collection of her short structuralist (5:38) films as part of their winter series, “The
Changing Same,” which is also the title of one of her films. Currently on view at the
Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago, and running through September 12" is
Cauleen Smith: A Star is a Seed. And while she’s been spending time in Chicago, she’s
shooting an experimental, psycho-geographic film on Sun Ra, improvisation, and creative
music while she’s out there. In addition to all of this, in 2009 she founded Carousel
Microcinema, an ongoing, roving, public space laboratory for the promotion and study of
historical and contemporary time-based media that has had appearances in San Diego;
Chicago; New York; Lagos, Nigeria; and hopefully at Skowhegan this summer?

CS: Yes.

VM: Anyway... I'm kind of exhausted from reading this. In short, since I’ve met her,

I’ve experienced Cauleen’s whipsmart intelligence and her wicked sense of humor. One
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of the great pleasures of being here is getting to meet new people, and not just in passing,
but to spend time in conversation with them. So we’re fortunate to have her here; so
without further delay I'd like to turn this over to Cauleen Smith so we can all listen to her
tell it.

CM: Thank you, Virgil. That was really —like all the introductions—really lovely. You
guys are— The faculty here are really beautiful people; and... I guess we get to hang out
with each other a little bit more than you’ve had time to spend with us; but after nine
weeks you’ll know us and be sick of us, and... Rochelle and Virgil and Dike and Kate are
awesome. I’ll leave it at that. All right. So I have to start this. “Play from Start.” All
right. So... I'm going to attempt something tonight... trying to use this opportunity to
speak to you to work on some things that are really urgently pressing as well as to reflect
on some past work and share it with you. So I'm.... I apologize to anybody who heard
this talk that Sarah invited me to do in January. She invited me to come to New York to
do a talk—a Skowhegan dialogue —and I chose to speak with my friend Greg Tate,
who’s an amazing cultural writer. We met through movies, and still as friends talk a lot
about movies even though I don’t watch them anymore. And I was trying to explain that
to him... because our conversations are now running into a dead end because I refuse to
watch a lot of films. And so I was trying to explain to him my frustrations with the
making; my frustrations with the audience; my frustrations with the way in which cinema
and time-based media in general is discussed. And he said, “Have you ever considered
that maybe you’re a fascist?” And I was like, “Huh? Maybe [ am.” And so he’s
{unintelligible} And then later we were like, “If I'm going to be a proper fascist I should

just write a manifesto.” So there’s going to be a lot of text on the screen, ‘cause this is
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one of the works that I’m sharing with you. It’s a manifesto about my ideas, my beliefs,
my hopes, my wishes, my desires for time-based media, for cinema.

IMAGE

So you may get frustrated, because you will have to listen to me talk, and there will be a
lot of text on the screen. And it’s entirely possible for us to make copies of the document
so you revisit it later. But the rubric of the talk will be text-based work, time-based work,
and then this other thing that I'm struggling with right now, which is improvisation:
translating what musicians know into other forms. So... this manifesto, The Association
for the Advancement of the Creatively Maladjusted, was inspired by the discovery of
a text by Dr. Martin Luther King. It was a speech that he would do on his circuit, his
college circuit, to raise money for the civil rights movement. This whole—These
speeches were actually not really part of what we know of Martin Luther King, what his
contemporary legacy is, ‘cause they’re actually indicating things that he might have
gotten into had he not been assassinated; and they’re also designed specifically to speak
to young white people and not to the African American sort of like mass that he needed
to get civil rights popping. (10:46) So I’m going to play you this video right now.
VIDEO (10:50-12:11)

Okay. Have anybody [sic] ever heard of that? That speech or anything in relationship to
Martin Luther King? I hadn’t, and I—You know, I actually thought I knew a lot about
this icon’s legacy. And I was stunned by sort of the radicality, and the humor—the
whimsy —and the dead seriousness of his proposal. And I immediately sort of adopted it
as my own personal credo. So I wrote this document for Greg Tate. And for Sarah. And

for Skowhegan. So I’m going to share it with you while I try to use it as a test, as a
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control for my past works. And I’'m sort of.... I actually haven’t watched them in
relationship to the way I’'m going to frame them... these films. But I tried to choose a
film out of my body of work for each one of the seventeen tenets. And okay, I know it’s
hot in here; so... I want you to know that I do know that. They gave me a fan ‘cause I
was complaining a lot; but the fan isn’t on you, and I know that too. So I’'m not going to
play —I’m going to play a few films in their entirety, but most of the films I’'m not going
to. If you want to see them later you can ask me about. I’ll just maybe read the first
sentence of each one, even though you can read it for yourself, and then we’ll watch the
movie.

IMAGE

“Images are what we create, but language —the mutation, the colonization,
mongrelization, and resistance against its overdetermination of identity, mobility,
perception and experience —determines the creation of images.” 1 believe that to be—I
really do believe that. So I’'m going to show you this film that I made just as I was
leaving San Francisco State as an undergrad. I didn’t make it under the tutelage of my
really great teachers, but under my friends that I made there, which will keep coming up
in this talk. And I want you to pay attention to that, because that’s what’s going to
happen to you’all here, which is cool. The worst part about this movie is that it’s the only
one anybody really likes that I ever made, and I made it when I didn’t know what I was
doing. I resent that. (laughter?) But I’ll play it anyway.

VIDEO (14:39- 20:14)

Okay, that’s enough. SoI....I’ll go back.

IMAGE
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That was not enough time to read that, was it? That’s rude. That’s rude. When you do
that, that’s rude. I played that one in full because the form is important. And the form is
always the most important thing to me. But... in that one I {unintelligible} —It doesn’t—
The movie doesn’t really —I don’t think it really does its job as an excerpt. All right. But
I promise there’s only one other movie that you have to watch the whole way through. I
promise. I was thinking about it while that one was playing. All right....

IMAGE?

So the letters in this film are carved out of Ivory soap, which is a material that I turn to
frequently. And it’s already playing.

VIDEO (21:09-21:29)

That’s good. Yeah, I'm sorry. That was twenty seconds you just had to live through.
VIDEO? (21:27-22:25)

All right. You get the idea. I have been struggling with my training as a filmmaker. I
went to the school of creative arts as an undergrad, and basically had my brain blown
wide open. And it took years to absorb what I’d been taught. In one semester at San
Francisco State I had Angela Davis, Trinh T. Minh-Ha, and Lynn Hershman Leeson as
professors. If you don’t know who those women are, look them up, ‘cause they will
improve the quality of your life, I promise you. But to be nineteen years old and to be
studying under these women who are really demanding.... really demanding and
frightening and smart and brilliant... was the best thing that could have ever happened to
me. But I think I’'m still recovering from it.

IMAGE
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Are you guys able to read these at all? {unintelligible response} Okay. You can come
back to it later.

IMAGE

This was my thesis project at UCLA. And I’'m showing you a lot of student or pseudo-
student work because everybody else has been really nice about doing that. Otherwise I
wouldn’t. I don’t think I would show it otherwise. I'll just show you my favorite bits.
Yeah, I like this bit; this is funny.

VIDEO (24:02-25:11)

{speaking while video plays} Oh, yeah. This is a Julie Dash (25:05) shot, ‘cause we shot
it in the studio where she shot these amazing films. Yeah, we can move on.

IMAGE?

All right. So when I'm thinking about cinema and how I struggle with the way in which
it seduces, and the audience... and its—Once you have the skill set you can do that. But
there’s a point at which you can do that generously, or you can do it almost defensively,
like a trick. And the majority of the media is operating in this mode where it’s lulling
you into this sense of care and well-being. And then it slips in different kinds of modes
of messages. And once you learn the language of cinema, and understand it as a
language, and that you can become proficient in it as a language, then it speaks to you on
multiple levels. One level can be pleasure; one level can be structure; one level can be
form. And then there’s the social/political; there’s the aesthetic; there’s the historical.
And the really wonderful filmmakers are trying to will all of these things into every
single frame. And when I find myself disagreeing with a filmmaker, sometimes it’s

really exciting and sometimes it’s infuriating; ‘cause sometimes I think that the
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filmmaker isn’t aware that anyone would or should disagree. And at that point I become
insulted, and that’s when my alienation with my own craft and my own work began. Oh!
I’ve got to play a DVD. What was it that— Was it “Fullness of Time?” {inaudible
response} Okay. Thank you. This is going slower than I’d hoped, and I’'m sorry. I’ll
pick it up.

VIDEO (27:25-7)

Wow, there’s no—Hm. There’s no sound. That’s awesome, ‘cause that means we can
move on. Hmm.... I'm really interested in the amateur gestures of cinema, and my
audience are the people who can embrace that, as opposed to the people who feel that it
interferes with their pleasure. So I am... insert (28:25)

VIDEO (28:25-29:21)

{speaking over audio} It’s really hard for me to cut in on music, but I’'m going to do it.
I’'m going to do it. That wasn’t—How do you think I could like fast forward inside of
these files, ‘cause it’s not offering me a timeline. It’s just sort of like letting me play or
not play. {inaudible response} Okay, ‘cause we didn’t even get to the good bits of that.
That video. Okay.

VIDEO (29:55-30:47)

Okay, I'm going to move forward again.

VIDEO (30:51-30:30)

{speaking over audio} It’s such good music. That was Sun Ra playing solo piano. I'll
get to that later.

The music you’ll hear in this video is Anthony Braxton (31:41), another {unintelligible}

VIDEO (31:40-33:25)
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{speaking over video soundtrack} {unintelligible} Is it okay if I talk over this? The
music is great, but I’ll play it for you later if you like. So you guys are probably all
familiar with the Bas Jan Ader video where he talks about painting and he talks about
video through still lifes and flowers, and he takes this bouquet of flowers and he arranges
it and then he rearranges it from red to yellow to blue to yellow to red, and then he just
keeps remixing the flowers like a magic trick between these three primary colors. And
like all of his videos there’s something sad about it. So there’s an event that happened to
people in my life that was a horrible event; and everybody was sort of grieving in their
own way. And I started to think about the way that Bas Jan Ader was able to turn his
grief into something really generous. So I took his study of red, yellow and blue, and I
turned it into a study of white and black and blue. So my flower arrangements moved
between white and black, with blue in between. It just goes on and on. It just goes on
until I’m tired, basically. Yeah. All right, next.

IMAGE?

This is better than a bullhorn, right, Sarah? Just the reading— {inaudible response }
Okay. It was tempting, but I think this is better. So I made this feature film when I was
in graduate school. That’s what they teach you how to do in film is to make —tell stories
through film. And so I made one even before I had been—they had finished training me.
I didn’t know what I was doing, but I really, really wanted to put these images on screen;
I wanted to make a movie that [ wanted to see. I was kind of desperate to make a movie
that [ wanted to see or that I was—that seemed like it had some actual relationship to a
world that I knew and loved. So—

VIDEO?
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There’s no sound again. Did I turn it down? Is that my fault?

VIDEO (34:24-35:30)

{speaking over video soundtrack} Okay. I like to show the title sequences of my films,
‘cause they actually do a lot of the work. Okay. I’'m sorry about the jerkiness. A lot of
these files have been crushed and re-crushed and un-crushed. Here’s another clip from
the film.

VIDEO (35:37-35:59)

Oh, God. Okay. Let me get {unintelligible, soundtrack running} —

VIDEO (36:01-36:49)

So that character, she's like she's in art school.... But I was in film school, so I was
basically making fun of art school in the movie. I'm sorry. But it.... It’s still funny. All
right,um.... Sort of. A lot of my work deals with everyday, really, really mundane
things, even while it’s located in a speculative world, a world that rejects the actual
world. Even in my speculations about the future I’m thinking about things like coffee,
and your friends, and what kind of shoes you would wear, what kind of food you would
eat. But sometimes I go backwards. Eventually history —the past and the future always
sort of like constantly involves, even physically, even in the world of cosmology —I think
this might be actually really true. I’'m not sure; no one’s proved it yet, but a lot of people
think this might be true. And so sometimes the past becomes so oppressive to me—
oppressive not in a bad way, like I can’t do anything, but oppressive in that I can’t get
past it. And then I would need to, so I make a work. And I had a lot of means at a
certain point a few years ago; I had a lot of money. And I could have used it; I could

have spread it very, very thin to make a very huge and long epic piece, and it would have
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been really difficult, and I would have had to underpay everybody, and I would have had
to suffer. And the people around me who collaborated with me would have had to do that
too and we would have compromised with every frame in the same way that we did with
Dry Longso, which is the film that you just saw. And then, so instead of doing that again,
which is this strange expectation that the independent film world has of filmmakers, I
chose to instead make the most expensive film that I could possibly make. This film is a
reenactment of a story that I heard on the radio. And I heard it while I was half asleep on
StoryCorps on NPR. It infected my dream and then I couldn’t.... “Open Recent,” right?
{inaudible response} Sorry. Yeah, thank you. Thank you. Sorry. It infected my
dreams and I couldn’t.... I just couldn’t shake how disturbed I was by this man’s story.
So I made this video... with—And it cost loads of money. I’ll just skip to the bit so you
cansee.... Ah.... You can see the amount of money I spent on this. See that thing
there. My collaborator {unintelligible} big hole; this is The Hole.

VIDEO? (40:15-?)

{speaking over soundtrack} And when I made The Hole there were a lot of things about
the process of making which has become more and more interesting to me.
{unintelligible}, where I think, “Oh!” in the process of making. I have an objective when
I’m making a film. There’s an endgame and I’ve already imagined it. But in there
process of making it there are all these things that can occur; and one of them is digging a
hole that’s twenty feet by twenty feet by twenty feet. It’s so massive, and frightening,
and beautiful. And I didn’t expect to be making a sculpture in the process of making this

film. And that led me to think about the land, and land art, and a lot of other sort of

Smith 12



practices that are not mine, but that ironically filmmakers traverse into just in the day, in
a regular day of trying to get their work done. All right. So....

VIDEO? (41:04-?)

{speaking over soundtrack} I don’t know how to get rid of that. Will it go away if I stop
moving the mouse? {inaudible response} All right. Sorry, you guys. I’'m more literate
usually. Whoof! I just gave it all away. I’m sorry. And the green screen too was a bit of
a surprise. I built it simply to indicate a non-reality. I didn’t want anybody to mistake
this for real. I was stealing someone else’s lived experience, and... I actually didn’t want
it. I actually was just trying to exorcise it. So I built the screen to indicate quite
explicitly, you know, that this was manufactured. But that too was thirty feet by thirty
feet by thirty feet; and it was also beautiful, and you could see it from miles away. And
when the sun was setting and going through it, it was this luminous, luminous sail. And I
didn’t expect that either. And so I had to pause on some of these things and rethink the
process of making a film, and find ways that these discoveries could become part of the
work as a opposed to byproduct. If you hang out with filmmakers they’re always telling
you war stories and anecdotes and have all this sort of like memorabilia about the
experience of... is ruthlessly removed from the narrative so that the narrative flows and
seduces as it should. And I actually thought, “Oh, man. The actual wealth—the joy of
this job is in the discoveries, not in the objective.” So from this I just sort of kept trying
to make the things that I discovered while I was making it, I tried to build structures so
that they could be included as opposed to removed. Anyway.... I can tell you about this
story later, but I have a hard time, I really have a hard time talking about this. And I'm

sorry. I wish I could tell you about it, but it’s like a horrible—That really happened;
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somebody really did bury someone’s building. And even that, even that idea, you know,
burying a building underground —not mowing it down, not removing it, but burying it--
is amazing. I had to see it. I had to see it for myself, ‘cause I couldn’t believe it. This
one’s really dense.

VIDEO?

But really it’s about the way in which, if you’re an experimental filmmaker, I’ve decided
that you have to actually write. You can’t just stand back and let the films speak for
themselves; because depending on who you are there won’t be anybody to speak for you.
And that’s one of the reasons I very intuitively invented Kelly Gabron. But more and
more now [’m using her, even though now everybody knows she’s me. I use her quite
shamelessly as this advocate, because I’ve lost patience with trying to get people to
actually watch movies instead of wait for movies to do something to them, like they’re
some sort of service provider.

VIDEO (45:11-46:43, possibly continues to 47:51)

{speaking over soundtrack} This movie actually looks gorgeous. The pixels are...
problem of (45:21)... the version. (45:25) So this is the last chapter in a movie, a series of
six films about six characters who are all designated by what they’re wearing. And every
film was about this very idea of the figure and desire. And about how we are actually
willing to follow anybody when they appear to us on the screen. And at this point I
didn’t know how to do more than one thing at a time; so all I could do was interrupt the
pleasure you could have from following one of these figures. So I shot it on 35mm, and I
used classical cinema language, the language that is invisible to you, that you don’t see

but you simply move through it through time. But then I kept using it to mislead you,
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like to lead you into an expectation that wouldn’t be satisfied, in the hopes that maybe
you would just decide to invent for yourself a more satisfying relationship to the
character. And I am pretty sure that even though people seemed to get pleasure out of the
way in which the characters looked, that it’s not doing what I hoped. That’s why I like
showing it, because it is very beautiful failure. Yeah.... Ilove movies, even though I
hate them. So this is a collaboration with a really amazing poet. I showed him some
photographs I was obsessed with, by Malik Sidibé, the photographer from the Seventies
from Mali. He like was affected by my obsession and wrote poems for a selection of
these photographs. He’s a fairly fierce poem [sic] who uses structure in his poems, so
they were really, really fun to then take the structure of like a sestina and find a way to
make that movie. And then the other problem with Van is that he’s actually a real cineist
(phonetic) (48:49), so what I understand better now is that he wrote me scripts in the
form of poems, ‘cause he understands movies so well.

IMAGE? VIDEO?

This was a series of very short loops that were designed to be installed in a space that you
would move through and discover the narrative in that way.

VIDEO (49:26-51:05)

{speaking over soundtrack} I think I {unintelligible} near the end. I’ll show you another
one.

VIDEO (51:09-53:15)

{speaking over soundtrack} This... Here’s what.... I have a real interest in like what
materials can do, and so Super 8 is this really beautiful, sexy material that doesn’t often

get pushed very hard, ‘cause it is so limited. You usually — You’re really not supposed to
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be doing like foreground deep focus shots with Super 8; there’s not enough room for the
detail of that information. You’re not really supposed to be doing interior/exterior inside
of one frame. There’s all these things you’re not supposed to [do], like, that people don’t
use it for because it breaks down. But the breakdown is so.... Look at that grain. It’s
just really worth looking at. And then also like I didn’t—1I like discovered that there’s
actually a lot of pushing with the new Super 8 that you can get. It’s not like Ektachrome,
which was wonderful; but with the new Super 8 you can push really hard, actually. Oh,
and then of course Super 8 is instantly like the language of nostalgia, right? So that’s
important sometimes to me. I'm trying to.... I’'m trying to stop with that, but my interest
in history is such that sometimes I become so immersed in it that I try and conjure it in
the present tense in some way; I try and create like a phasing between the contemporary
and the past, which is why you’ll see an image that looks like a Sidibé photograph except
for the digital camera. Or you’ll see, you know, a little girl who’s dressed in the clothes
that are contemporary, but everything about the compound that she’s in could have been
from the Fifties. So I call it nostalgia, but it may be something else. So when you push
the image it can’t be.... When you push the materials, then perfection isn’t really
necessarily your goal, and therefore those flaws of the materials interfere with the
viewer’s pleasure sometimes. And then they have to find—They have to decide if there
are any other pleasures to be gained from the work.

IMAGE

I just spent the afternoon—or the morning—speaking with someone about still lifes; so I

thought I would throw this one in there. And it actually is a good one to put into the
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valance of the text of the manifesto, so... here. Is it going to play? I {unintelligible} tell
it. This is silent, so I'll just talk over it.

VIDEO

This is another Super 8 film. And the thing about those big fat grains is that they can
hold so much color they become like receptacles for-- for me for color; for other people
it’s for texture; for other people it’s for light. Well, light is color, etcetera. But for me I
really like the way these gigantic pixels just like sit there and they hold color, and you
can’t necessarily predict the way that they’re receiving it from the light going through the
lens; and so each pixel is holding it differently. And as celluloid dies it’s impossible not
to mourn for it, you know; almost all time-based makers are either like trying to bury it
more quickly or they’re trying to cling to it or they’re creating elegies for this material.
It’s actually just now becoming a material; it’s just becoming another option. And that’s
as it should be. It shouldn’t have ever had the status of supremacy. And it’s—Now it has
really specific functions in the same way that HD does. And I think that’s really exciting
about materials right now. So I'll go.... You guys okay? Is it too hot? You all right?
{inaudible} It should—1I’ll wrap it up. That wasn’t a very positive. {unintelligible
comments} That wasn’t good. All right. I’ve got more to say than that. Oop!
VIDEO (57:21-59:277)

So that’s the green screen that I built for that other movie, and just, when I realized what
it was, I went out with a 16mm camera and filmed it. But I’d just gotten that camera, and
so the images are all about learning how to use it. But there’s all these like lenses on it. I
was so stricken with like looking.... Different cameras, like digital cameras or film

cameras and the lenses, the lens changes everything about how you experience; just
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looking through the lens at the thing changes the experience. But I could never settle on
a view until this; and then I couldn’t bring myself to focus it, ‘cause it was so scary like
that; I found it so frightening. And I was having nightmares about it the week we were
filming it. So I just left it like that. All right.

IMAGE?

I talk a lot about the spectator because as a maker you shift, of course. You have to
consume in order to produce, I think, these kinds of images. And I think I’ve sort of
moved through these different phases of different kinds of relationships to that
consumption, and looking for different ways of... forgiving cinema or different ways of
playing with tools that I take very seriously. You know, I'm so, so formal about
everything—or formal about my tools and my materials. And so... I just felt really
grateful when I... This film footage that you’re going to watch is—Is there sound?
VIDEO (1:00:26-1:04:17)

{speaking over soundtrack} Yeah. The film footage is from another installation that I
made that was at the Blanton Museum {unintelligible}. It was with— Actually Rochelle
was in the same show. And that piece was—It just was what it was; there was nothing I
could do about it; it just was what it was and it was another one of the kind of things you
make sometimes and you have to make it to understand it. And I put it in public, which
is crazy. But this I actually understood way more better, because it was really about
taking footage that had a sort of lushness and actually even in the filming of it was about
a sublimated desire, or a very confused pre-adolescent kind of knowledge of desire, and
just sort of making that really, really explicit. So itis a giant vagina that just consumes

and expels for about four minutes, with this great music playing. So... it goes on and on
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and on, and really the music doesn’t stop, and so I don’t stop with the images; but it’s just
one trick, and it’s a trick anybody who’s ever edited {unintelligible} knows, where
there’s a mirror effect. And so... as a teacher I tend to—with beginner video makers—I
ban all effects, and I just make them work with the images they shoot and work with
clean cuts. Like not even dissolves. No layering. Like they just have to deal with the
integrity of the images that they made so that they get better at making them... so they
can stand looking at them and not futz with them with effects. So finally I—It was like
this deal I made with my students, where they sort of made a point of saying, “We’ve
kind of been making really good images for a while. Can we please play with some
effects?” And I relented. And then I sort of gave myself the same permission, ‘cause I
really don’t.... I don’t use any kind of.... I don’t really use filters, not so much because [
don’t like them, but because I think there’s like this weird effect of use, even with CG
(1:03:41), even with like special effects, even with movies, where the desire to convince
us of something is more important than what we’re being convinced of. And as long as
it’s convincing, it doesn’t even matter what we’re being convinced of. So I’d rather
make the image and the way in which the image is made more in alignment, even if that
means that it’s flawed. It would make sense that the image is flawed if it’s a human idea.
Okay. You get the idea, right? The music’s so good, though. Okay. Next.

IMAGE

Maybe I should just—Should I skip ahead? I kind of want to. Not because I don’t want
to show the work, but because I can tell that you’re hot and tired. And who wants to talk

to hot and tired people? Idon’t.
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IMAGE?

I’m going to skip to this one, ‘cause this is....

IMAGE?

Oh, wait. I’ll just show this. I feel really strongly about this one point, which is that
sometimes people mistake a really radical form with really radical content in movies.
And they get them confused; so they think if someone has done something really quite
amazing formally or structurally with a narrative, like they put the end at the beginning—
“Oh, my god!” —or something like that, then they really accomplish something. And
formally and structurally that’s true. These things—in movies this is a very hard trick.
But usually a filmmaker is successful with that hard trick when the content of the images
is really, really simple. Not only simple, but regressive. There is a real, real relationship
between technology and imperialism-- I mean that quite literally —in cinema. There has
never been... a really massive and important technological advancement in cinema that
wasn’t done through a film that was oppressive, racist, sexist—like socially destructive.
Not ever. Like I invite you to find me a film which advanced technology but that did not
insult eighty percent of the globe’s population. Iinvite you to do that. You won’t be able
to. That’s another reason why I’ve backed away from making polished images, is because
I actually don’t think it’s possible to like seize the resources that’s necessary to make
them without engaging in modes of exploitation on every level that are actually not even
necessary to communicate with an audience. But then that’s where I start complaining
with the audience again, because the audience actually wants the seduction; they want the
pleasure; and they want it more than anything. And I actually understand why. I’m not

mad at people for needing movies to soothe them and sort of make them feel like there’s
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hope. I understand that. But I wish that there was a way that filmmakers could teach our
audiences that there’s hope in an image that actually doesn’t insult you, demean you, and
belittle you. And I feel like that’s what mainstream cinema does. Like I was just
talking—I went to see a movie a couple of weeks ago, and I was like, “Wow! I want to
love this movie, and the people who made it really despise me.” “They really think very
little of me. And they make jokes at my expense in the middle of this narrative. They
actually equate people like me with animals. They have this black guy who didn’t speak;
all he did was sniff things.” They like make jokes about rape... and like it’s a
narcissistic desire in women.” 1 was like, “Wow!” Like I can’t.... I just want to have the
fantasy. I want to be in a fairy tale. And I don’t really understand why there’s a
relationship between the harnessing of the power and the actual —the degradation of the
audience. I don’t understand it. So I chose to like not participate in it anymore. Okay.
So sometimes now what I do, like I just made —I’m just making these series of videos
that are about listening... and the people I'm listening to are so radical, their forms and
structures are so mind-boggling that I can’t actually respond with my camera. I mean, I
could, but it would be hubris. So my camera, actually, if it does anything it just messes
up. And you’ll see that.

VIDEO (1:08:42-1:10:33)

{speaking over soundtrack} {unintelligible} blow up the amp {unintelligible} viola—I
don’t know. He’s going to hurt somebody. I’'m going to duck. This is how it ends. If I
can just show you the end.

VIDEO (1:10:35-1:11:14)
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How cute is she? {single person laughs and claps} I love this woman. She’s really
fiercely brilliant, and she’s kind of mean; but there’s this beautiful joy in her playing.
And intelligence.

IMAGE?

All right. So I think Virgil mentioned that I have a certain kind of contempt for
documentaries. He didn’t put it that way, but that is in fact what it is... and actual full-
fledged contempt of documentaries in the sense that they are constructed, time-based
media, and they are presented as if they have some veracity, some testimonial validity.
And... you know, they’re movies, and you wouldn’t watch them if they weren’t
pleasurable to watch. And I’'m pretty sure that you wouldn’t follow the people in movies
if the thing you weren’t [sic] seeing wasn’t constructed for your pleasure. So there’s this
very strange relationship between a documentary filmmaker and their subject in that the
more wretched the subject, the more pleasurable it is for us to endure their journey, and
the more reified we feel for having endured it. And the more we feel as if we have
gained some knowledge that we haven’t actually gained. We have only like consumed.
And there’s a difference. So I’m putting this film I made —This is the first film that I
ever made. This is a test of my manifesto. I’'m not usually a masochist. I don’t know
what’s happening to me. But...

VIDEO (1:13:02- 1:15:39)

{speaking over soundtrack} ... it’s good {unintelligible} It’s so embarrassing to show
you this. But I'm trying to do this thing that we were taught to do at San Francisco State,
which is to tell a first-person narrative, tell your story, but through a poetic cinematic

language that deconstructs cinematic language as it rebuilds it. It’s an impossible task,
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but we tried. Okay. So instead of documenting, maybe I was thinking about testimony,
which has its limits as well. And the weirdest thing about this film, this is another one of
those films I made when I didn’t know what I was doing, and those testimonies—There’s
four—There’s three more that come from my friends. I just sort of did this sort of like
social experiment where I said, “Hey, do you remember the first time you [were] ever
called the N-word?” And everyone was like, “Oh, yeah.” And I got twenty stories and I
picked three. But that strategy of getting the testimonies was to compensate for that
fuzzy, fuzzy imagery you saw... the gauze and the ladies staring in random directions
and moving about like zombies. That was originally — And the little girls playing in the
{unintelligible} Park. The first film was that film. That was my very first student film,
and my teacher, Trinh Minh T Ha, really basically just sent it back. She was like, “Yeah,
no.... {negative sound}. What is that? That’s nonsense.” She was like, “I don’t know
what that is. It’s boring. It’s not very well made.” And she just totally just slammed it.
And she didn’t even ask me what I was trying to do. She didn’t care, because it was so
bad that she was just like, ”Go fix it.” And I - - It was really like this awful —
wonderfully awful day. I'll never forget that—that session, because it was—the whole
class. Like we were fairly close, tightknit group; and everybody was just like, “Aw,
Cauleen, that sucks so bad.” Like they were just feeling for me, ‘cause they knew about
that earnestness of what I was trying to get at, and that I was using all of these like
constructed poetic devices to do it. And so then—Like literally you wouldn’t even know,
from the poetry and from the images, that it was about the trauma of the memory of being
called the N-word for the first time, and not actually even being able to forget that. So I

just didn’t use advocacy, like asking people to testify. So in a weird way that film fails; it
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sort of betrays my manifesto. Um.... Ach! You get better, I guess, as you get older,
hopefully.

IMAGE?

Oh! So this is the end. Thank you for your patience.

VIDEO (1:17:58-1:26:37)

{speaking over soundtrack} I'm going to play this one all the way through. It’s ten
minutes, but hopefully it’ll go fast. Ah, yeah. So that concludes my talk. Thank you for
your patience. I know it’s hot, but it’s an obligation to do Q & A. But if you want to
forego it, and then every.... Like we have nine weeks and you just corner me. Like in
the bathroom, while I’'m trying to use the bathroom: “So Cauleen, that movie....” Don’t
do that. But if I come out of the bathroom, then please do ask me a question. So if you
don’t want to do questions now, [ understand; it’s so hot. But if you do, then I will
answer them happily. Oh. Okay.

Question: Yeah, I guess I was finding myself wondering about—if you would speak more
about the role of music in your work, because it also seems to be one place where
pleasure sort of showed up.

CS: Yeah.

Question: And you were okay with it? Or you didn’t speak about it in negative terms.
CS: Yeah.... And I didn’t speak about it in negative terms? Ha! Are you implying that I
spoke about everything else in negative terms?

Question: Well, just... technology is bad ‘cause it was seductive, or....

CS: Oh.

Question: Things like that.
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CS: I didn’t really say that, but okay. That’s not what I meant, so if I said that I have to
work harder.

Question: I just wanted to focus on music. I’m sorry.

CS: Music. Okay. So... yes. Well, there’s a lot of reasons. One is that it... I love
music, just as a fan. It’s a language that a sort of learned in a really sort of rudimentary
way to speak, ‘cause I used to play an instrument. Badly. But I did learn about the way
in which it’s made and done (1:28:25) and created. And then also, in the art, in the realm
of the cultural production.... In America music is the realm in which African Americans
have totally sort of asserted this astounding dominance. And... it’s very frustrating that
in music our ideas can be so explicitly and perfectly executed; and in no other medium
have we managed—or even economically or socially have we managed to approach the
kind of sophistication that we do in this realm. So part of my investigation of music is
trying to understand that exactly; and I’m not the first artist to do this by any means. I'm
just—This is actually —It just seems like it’s part of your inheritance as an African
American artist is to try and grapple with why jazz is so much better than art. You know
what I mean? But—So there’s that, but there’s also then.... The more I learned, like
when I started to—When I came to Chicago and started listening very closely to these...
creative musicians is what they call themselves—It’s known as free jazz or free
improvisational music or experimental music or sound art, depending on when and where
or who you’re talking to. When I actually really started to understand what they were
doing I was then like amazed even more, because what they’re doing is only barely in the
canon; and what they’re doing is so radical.... It’s so radical that it’s actually....

Hmm.... There’s a certain kind of stalwart resistance to it even being canonized, like it
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keeps mutating and moving and moving and moving before it will settle. And unlike
other experimental sound artists like, say, John Cage or Stockhausen, they refuse to
institutionalize themselves. Or they fail to institutionalize themselves for whatever
reason. And in that failure to institutionalize themselves it’s like sort of freed them to
like constantly produce in this really radical way, with this high level of rigor, discipline,
and skill. It’s not—When like, when they get together and they’re like improvising a
composition —twenty musicians together improvising a composition, a symphony —like
it’s—I have actually never seen anything like it, and I’ve taken a lot of friends to see it,
and it’s actually something that you have to actually witness to understand the level of
sophistication there. And then I recognized, “Like okay, so there’s a conductor and there
are musicians and they’re all highly skilled; that’s so much like filmmaking. Why can’t I
do this? Why can’t I do this? I have all this training. Why can’t I improvise as a
filmmaker?” Because that is actually —that is actually the thing that.... Improvisation is
the thing that makes sort of African Americans able to make these really huge leaps,
creatively in music. And the thing about that—I’ll just say one more thing about music
and improvisation and why it’s so important to me now, like why I’'m—1I really am just
sort of in deep study about it and trying to connect it to what I make is.... I didn’t realize
this, but improvisation is actually so culturally coded; like even the way people use the
word “improvise” in our Western World is as if it’s like a making do or getting by, or it’s
a substitution for something that’s better. But in West African society, improvisation is
signified as mastery. Like the ability to like install a structure and then function within it.
Like you don’t need a map or a road or like every single step laid out in order to build

something conceptually and cohesively crafted in sound. That you actually know so
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much about what sound is that you can improvise. That signifies mastery in that part of
the world. And when I learned that, that not only that, but that in other parts of the world,
even like in Americans, [sic] we improvise all the time, we make do. And that’s because
Americans are actually African as well as European. But in other parts of the world,
improvisation is actually associated with shame and failure, and it’s like completely
shunned. And it’s like the worst thing you could possibly do. And so then I became
really interested in this like collision and misunderstanding. Like you have— Alejandro
talks about creative misunderstanding; I was like {untranscribable sound}. We didn’t
even get into it. But... we will. Okay.

Question: There was something that popped up in the manifesto that I didn’t get to read
all of, but....

CS: Yeah.

Question: I'm really interested in the idea that you were saying about narrative as being
oppressive, but genre as being a strategy around that. And I was hoping that you could
talk about both of those things.

CS: Right... because in genre the—The thing about genre and why people enjoy it is
because there’s already like a codified structure. The structure exists, and you have to
work within that; otherwise you’re not really working in a genre or perhaps you’re
blending two genres, which is also wonderful. But because there’s already the structure
that is understood that’s ancient, right, the narrative is actually the least important thing.
It’s all about the skins of it, the actions of it, like all these other things. So that’s why
genre becomes exciting. In particular for me, science fiction. But really any genre.

Alejandro.... {inaudible} Oop! You need the microphone.
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Question: I was hoping you can make available that Aphorisms of the Maladjusted
Manifesto?

CS: Like it could be printed out or something?

Question: Yeah, or something like that. You know?

CS: Yeah.

Question: Like a little....

CS: Or I could email it to you as a PDF.

Question: That would be {unintelligible }

CS: Just email all of you, whether you want it or not. Yeah.

Question: That would be nice.

CS: No problemo.

Question: And then I guess the second question would be... post-cinematic affect. What
is it and how does that relate to that?

CS: What is affect?

Question: Yeah, ‘cause I’ve read about it and I really don’t know what the hell it means.
CS: I know, right? That’s why I like using that word, ‘cause it really, it’s like, “What is
that?”

Question: But I sound smart, don’t 1?

CS: Why do people say affect instead of emotion? This is what I want to know; ‘cause if
you look it up in the dictionary they’re kind of like interchangeable. Why is that?
Because.... Well, I don’t want to get into it in public or on tape; but... yeah, I use the
word “affect” because of its authority as a word. {inaudible response} {affirmative

sound}
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Question: Question from the side.... Looking like at the last piece you showed, and the
project you’re working on now with Sun Ra, going all the way back to the first piece you
show, which is the story of your life but told in third person... and including the persona
that you invented to also behave.... (1:35:20)

CS: {affirmative sound}

Question: It suggests that you have this interesting relationship, where to place your own
artistic agency.... That maybe there’s a level of discomfort with having your own
subjectivity front and center stage....

CS: {affirmative sound}

Question: And I was just curious about that and wonder if you could talk about it.

CS: Absolutely. It’s not a discomfort so much as it’s... I’'m not as interesting as the
things I study or the people that I look at. I wish I were, you know. But I really just grew
up in the suburbs and... dead boring. And happy... happy, like. Which is not good
drama. You know what I mean? Ah... However, my affinity for those things, or actually
my relationship or proximity to them is really very close and often blurry. And therefore
a persona allows me to inhabit the in-between space, which is also one of the things... as
opposed to a personal narrative. Like there’s really — Anything I told you that was
{unintelligible} —What I learned from making Chronicles, that film, was that there are
two kinds of truth, right? There’s like the Truth with a capital “T,” which is the one that
gets foot-noted and that gets verified. And then there’s just the truth, which could be
more.... You can get closer to it through fiction or through a lie. You know what I

mean?
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Question: ....Question. I was wondering if you could talk a little bit about your opinion
of the idea of ethnographic film with respect to your hatred of documentary....

CS: Yeah.

Question: Or if you don’t like that term, just talk about that....

CS: I actually just don’t care about ethnographic film. It’s just a way of doing
anthropology, which you don’t want to hear what I think about that. That’s even more
negative than what I think about classical cinematic language.

Question: Okay.

CS: Hi.

Question: Kind of... there.... I think there was a lot of things negated, or a lot of —you
did speak in a lot of negation—

CS: It’s a manifesto. You have to be nasty.

Question: Total.... No, it totally is, and so—I mean, actually that just derailed my
question. I’ll ask the question about the manifesto and being strict with yourself, and
what you close off by that. And then you said something really early on in the beginning
about the joy and (in?) the discovery and not the objective.... And I don’t know how
manifesto operates in terms of finding that joy.

CS: Very much so, actually. It just allowed me—Look, it’s a very strident position. Like
every single directive that I offer... you can tell from my films that I break those rules,
right? Or that I haven’t figured out how to achieve them, or that I try and fail and maybe
something else happens. But the.... It’s the ...writing it, like actually being forced to
take a position and take a very, very hard—like a provocative position, like an “I dare

you” position, just clarified for me some tenets that I actually do.... I do aspire to. You
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know what I mean? Like I do actually —Part of my research with Sun Ra—like he
always talks about discipline versus freedom. And experimental film is something that’s
always associated with this sort of free form thing; but I wasn’t actually taught it in that
way at San Francisco State; I was taught it as a discipline, with all this heavy, heavy
theory being dragged along with it. And I’ve never really associated the expression
through materials as a way of being free. If I wanted to be free I wouldn’t mess with
film. So I think that the manifesto is a way of reckoning with some things, like some
really unpleasant things about choosing to do this work, like some really hard line things
that I’'m willing even to be wrong about, you know?

Question: Well it seems like a really important move to thinking about improvisation,
which I think is really about discipline. It’s grounded in discipline--

CS: Yeah, it really, really, really is.

Question: You know. The other thing is about... maybe the respect of the viewer, and
whether you distrust the viewer because of their pleasures, or because they’re humans
who like have pleasure.

CS: No, actually I don’t distrust the viewer at all. I keep—I haven’t really —I don’t think
that I really ever.... Sorry—accommodate.... Like the accusations of the exspectator
[1:40:09) that I make in the manifesto are not things that I build in to how I make work. I
do not have any kind of contempt for my viewer or my audience. Quite the opposite.
Like all I really want—Like literally there is a phrase in there-- I should have read it out
loud, ‘cause it is a thing that I mean like the most earnestly, is that like every image that I
make is literally an attempt to reach like halfway across the chasm between me and any

other human being that’s watching it. So I don’t build in any kind of contempt or low
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expectations. What is disappointing, and what does generate bitterness is that there is no
language for what these images do. Not just mine, but a lot of my friends or people that I
admire. The way the work is discussed is so frustrating. Or like someone will do a
video; I'll say, “How is it?” And they’ll say {untranscribable negative sound}, “I mean,
it looked amazing.” That—That just makes me want to hit somebody. Not the person
who said it, because the person who said it only has that language. Do you know what I
mean? Like that means nothing. It doesn’t mean any thing. Why does it look amazing?
If I said, “Oh, really? Why? Why does it look amazing?” And they’re like,
“{untranscribable sound}.” And therein lies the problem. Not that the spectator gains
pleasure out of the beauty of the image, but that they don’t know why the image must be
beautiful... why the filmmaker made it so. You know.... Does that help?

Question: Yeah, definitely.

Question: Hi. There seems to be, in most of the films, like this toggling between
distance and touch. Like simultaneously. I guess I'm thinking specifically of like the
image of the held photograph, where you’re acknowledging the —

CS: {affirmative sound}

Question: -- the artifice of the lens; but then like trying to get closer. {unintelligible}
CS: {affirmative sound}

Question: I'm just wondering if you could elaborate on that.

CS: Hmmm..... CanIdo a Dike Blair... and say, “That’s a great question. I haven’t
thought about it.” It is a great question, and you’re right. That is there and it’s there in a

lot of my work; but I never really thought about it that way, so I will. Thank you.
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Question: I have a question. Hello? I was wondering... not so much in regards to your
own practice, but more in general, whether you feel there’s a difference between being an
experimental filmmaker and being, say, a video artist; ‘cause there’s definitely a
difference between—

CS: Oh, yeah.

Question: --film school and art school. And what you think that difference is, whether
that’s a good or bad thing, and maybe if there’s anything to do with hierarchies that you’d
like to articulate through that.

CS: I have such strong opinions about that. Yes, I do think there’s a difference; I do not
think it’s a bad thing. The difference is, I think, experimental film is a parallel history to
art history. Video art comes directly out of the studio practice of the artist in art. That’s
the fundamental difference. That people who picked up film cameras after every single
war— ‘cause it’s after every single war that film cameras got light enough to carry
around... that that’s when artists could get their hands on them, when there was a
surplus.... Every time there’s a war there’s a new technology and artists get it. So when
artists picked up these cameras, after the First World War, after the Second World War,
after the Vietnam War... and I’m really eager to see what occurs after these wars, if they
ever end.... It’s a parallel history to the conversation going on in the art world. And it’s
closing, the gap. But it’s amazing to me how... like the history of film that I know isn’t
actually part of the history of the discourse of art. And that I know so little about the
history of art. Okay, so that’s one answer. And the other is, like on a fundamental

level —and this is a grotesque generalization, and I’'m willing to admit that I’'m wrong,

even as I say it—but on a fundamental level I think you can categorize experimental film
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as the practice of taking a camera and looking out at the world; and the practice of video
art is taking the camera and pointing it at your own body to see what you can learn.
Question: Oh. Thank you.

Question: Sorry, I have another.... Over here. I was wondering if you have any
specific thoughts about the distinction you would make between the affect you want to
achieve in your work and the sense of pleasure in... traditional cinema that you find
problematic.

CS: Mm.... You want to know about the difference between them? Or the--? I'm
sorry....

Question: Well, any relationship between them —

CS: The relationship.

Question: Because it seems to me like you’re defining a separation of these things,
maybe.

CS: Mm... no, I think that the pleasure of mainstream cinema, of classical narrative,
requires that you lose yourself. And I would never ask a viewer to do that. That’s all.
Question: Good.

Question: Hi. Thank you so much. I was excited that your spectator wasn’t
emancipated; and I was wondering about... like one of the refusals maybe to not have a
redemptive quality or something that gets like... healthier or better, but maintains a kind
of maladjustedness. I was wondering what—about the like duration of sort of
maintaining a maladjusted relationship to, maybe, {unintelligible}. Does that make

sense?
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CS: Oh. I think so. I’'m having trouble hearing you, but I think you—Can you say that
again? I’m sorry.

Question: Sure. Yeah. I was excited that your spectator wasn’t emancipated, or like... or
like, you know... independent, or—

CS: Okay.

Question: Or equal or something like that, you know?

CS: To the filmmaker.... Or in general?

Question: Or just in general, maybe, to other spectators. Or that’s not like a goal, or a—
CS: Oh. Right, right.

Question: Yeah, that’s not something you want to create or generate through your work.
CS: Oh, yeah. Well, I think that is just sort of like this whole idea of freedom. And this
is like a Sun Ra tenet; so I'm just sort of —I’m in this position right here, right now where
I’m actually not in my own practice entirely, where I’m sort of studying with somebody
else who’s not really alive or anything, but there’s enough of his material left that I can
just be a student for while.... So sometimes I’ll say things and it’s not even my own idea.
Right now my answer would be that of my teachers, which is that emancipation is this...
false goal. Like interconnectivity immediately tethers us; and it’s a worthwhile thing to
be interconnected. The other thing is that... like what Sun Ra would say is like
everybody talks about freedom, but if we talked about discipline we’d get much further.
So emancipation is not really the objective. I want to get somewhere; and like you don’t
need to go anywhere to be free, do you? Quite the contrary. You kind of need to stay
put.

Question: Yeah. No, I was excited by that, and like... dependency or something.
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CS: Okay. I hope—
Question: Thanks.
CS: Okay.

END OF RECORDING
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