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INTRODUCTION

BY ALLISON COLLINS

I wanted to know what video was all
about, to examine the medium somehow, understand what its parts are:
sound, image, time, movement, the
ability to record, the ability to transmit.
I wanted to think about these things
the way they are. The question of
video’s nature seemed important. Not
only because I have been working
with it so frequently as a curator, but
because moving images are slowly
invading everything. I carry moving
images in my pocket all the time. They
can be ‘present’ anywhere, and certainly seem to follow me everywhere,
as a general condition of being and
communicating.
Movable Facture is an attempt to bring
a physical realization to bear that will
allow one to consider the material
nature of video. The project brings
together five artists working in Canada and the USA working at a crossroads between experimental formal
processes and involved narrative
structures. The interviews and images in this publication are a document of the conversations and approaches that led to the Movable

Facture exhibition, installed from June
1-23, 2012 at VIVO Media Arts Centre,
where I conducted a six-month residency dedicated to the development
of this project.
In an attempt to better understand the
material nature of video I have looked
to structural film history, much of
which centered around a particular
group of artists—mostly men, (such
as Hollis Frampton, Michael Snow,
Tony Conrad, Morgan Fischer, Paul
Sharits) many of whom were situated
in New York at the end of the1960s
and early 1970s. As pertinent and
influential as this history is to my thinking (Hollis Frampton’s Nostalgia was
a key inspiration to undertake this
research), I decided to follow a diversion in my research, toward what I
most loosely term ‘narrative’. In my
attempt to draw a connection between
formal and intellectual processes, I
found a current of video work that
gravitates toward telling stories while
at the same time working in experimental video forms. Video is a natural
vehicle for storytelling, since it relies
upon movement and has a tendency
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to unfold as a progression. But in addition to narrative’s content (enacted),
the form of making an image move
can be seen in the interventions of
language or structural manifestations
of social and historical research that
enter these works. In video, information is a formal quality—an aspect of
the medium that I feel deeply connected to.
For this project I selected pieces that
access frames of reference outside
of their material formal constructs.
The result is a group of works that do
not “go together,” thematically, but
rather treat their subject matter according to similar thought processes.
My choice to exhibit variations on narrative and structural intermingling acts
as an experiment that might elaborate
a little on the medium, while giving as
much space as possible to each project, allowing each work to be considered on its own.
Movable Facture, therefore, acts as
a touch point in an ongoing exploration, serving as evidence of video’s
flexibility and the medium’s resistance
to conform to any fixed understanding.
To be clear, this project is not an exhaustive study. The artists presented
here were found through travel, insight
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and suggestion. Gathering these
works was done in an effort to see
and better understand where divergent projects might overlap. Searching and researching informs the result
of this gathering of works that touch
on each other, at various points, but
do not correspond as parallels.
Amy Granat and Drew Heitzler’s
T.S.O.Y.W., a remake of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe’s epistolary novel
The Sorrows of Young Werther, forms
a base for the exhibition. A two-channel cinematic structure, shot simultaneously by Granat and Heitzler using
a Bolex film camera, the work proposes a melancholic atmosphere and
a prolonged relationship to the viewer. The work deals with the resituation
of Goethe’s classic, tragic literary
narrative through a silent protagonist
whose non-verbal explorations are
underscored by a slow noise music
soundtrack. Synching and unsynching
simultaneous perspectives on
Werther’s movements positions the
timeframe of the video in both the
present and the recent past: Our attention shifts back and forth in time
and space in a way that reinforces the
romantic brooding of the story. In an
irreverent gesture—and temporal update—the romance is constructed

between a man and the open road,
as he journeys through America on a
motorcycle. As man and machine drift
through aesthetic spatial views, the
world around them is coated with a
thick veneer of discontent. Abstractions and experimental processes
invade the frame, giving form to the
psychological pain of the protagonist.
We reluctantly follow Werther through
the tough sublime landscape of America’s highways and deserts in fits and
starts, bouncing between moments
of light and land and the plotting of
interior and exterior points of view.
The motorcycling anti-hero rolls past
The Lightning Field, the Sun Tunnels,
the Roden Crater and Spiral Jetty. An
aspect of the piece reinforces the
pilgrimage and art’s inward gaze,
which is further underscored by
Werther’s persistent use of a video
camera to capture his environment.
The fixed gaze of desire is certainly
at play, drawing us slowly forward
while any possibility of attaining freedom is revealed as an off-kilter state
riddled with nagging doubts that are
underscored by the hazy simultaneity
of the two artists visions.
Unanswered questions may linger in
the air like dissatisfied molecules, but
these drifting elements of discomfort

have potential. A dissatisfaction with
the friction present in televised fiction
is the launching point for More or Less
Square, Isabelle Pauwels’ bookwork
and video project. This playfully
scripted project uses the artist’s research into editorial and production
paperwork as an organizing element.
The formal structure stems from her
desire to imitate the monotone intensity of the reality television genre in
2003. Taking the form of an ordered
yet intentionally unlikely three-part
script with an adjacent video, Pauwels
piece is conceptually linked to the
structures and procedures of editing
and content delivery. Despite Parts 1
and 2 of the book’s content being
rooted in moments of television’s history, the project eludes a strict relationship to video as a medium. Part
3, a script for a play, touches on what
it is possible to communicate to an
audience through the records—or
scripts—of a given form of transmission. Fittingly, her use of video forgoes the medium’s ability to make
representations seem realistic, instead capitalizing on its capacity to
enliven a narrative through timed
movement. The video component of
her project acts as a byproduct of her
storytelling, which is condensed into
moving words on a screen. Pauwels
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describes her use of video in this work
as an addendum to the written: The
video functions much like an advertisement, promoting the work’s contents in order to engage viewers in
the stories that are buried in a difficultto-consume format. Pauwels resists
the urge to allow video to bring us
images, a type of work that the medium performs quite well. Instead, we
are left with more references to the
unreal, and to grapple with the artist’s
research and labour.
A counterpoint in strategy and an echo
in formal structure, Benjamin Tiven’s
book and video projects The Small
Infinity and [Chess Story] give us an
opportunity to consider a narrative
that mingles a myriad of entangled
relationships occurring over time. Retelling history tends to follow time’s
logic, but there is always the potential
to interrupt the natural succession of
events. What happens when you interrupt a straightforward progression—
the logical “image, image, image” of
film’s tiny photographs? Tiven is fully
immersed in this inquiry, investigating
ways to reconfigure experience in
order to draw out how history repeats
itself. The results jump between fiction
and the echoes of fiction in reality.
The formal structure of his work acts
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as a frame, within which a back-andforth repetition of text, real life events,
memory, narrative and documentation
occurs. Using a metanarrative structure to guide us, Tiven’s projects use
a generative system to relay experiences as elements in a larger story.
The result refuses to simply coalesce
into one solid form, playing out simultaneously as a document and a poetic constellation.
Jennifer West’s work handles inquiry
quite differently, by abstracting text
and material research into aesthetic
experiences. Her videos document
the processes of her films—manhandled pieces of film stock covered in
various substances, from lemon juice
to Ex-lax. In a total departure from
video’s immaterial nature, she begins
with the most evocative materiallybased activities: scraping, dripping,
touching, tearing. Afterwards she
uses video as a static location in
which a record of this material process—film negatives that are decaying—can be preserved. The work is
founded on a poetic inquiry that associates the materials present within
a subculture to its figures and forms.
Formal aesthetic gestures and material research and experimentation are
an indispensable foundation in her

projects. Yet she takes care to look
for a connection between social history and formal experience, communicating these in her work through
installation strategies and the titles of
her works.
When presented together these formal strategies evade any notion of a
common artistic theme. What brings
these works closer to one another is
each artist’s attention to the ways one
might take on relationships between
research, process and product. The
combination of selected works in Movable Facture prompts one to consider
how works might act when they are
together—whether they will repel one
another or form something immersive
and valuable. These connections are

urgent and relevant, as the plurality
of possible strategies reminds us that
there is no one answer to the question
of what constitutes a meaningful artistic experience. Video is here a carrier for formal and material research.
Each piece acts as a variation on a
process. A way of working that can
be considered from many sides, capable of so many assemblies of content and positions of meaning.
I owe a debt of gratitude to each of
the artists in this exhibition for taking
the time to share their work and
thoughts with me. What follows in this
publication is a series of interviews—
fragments of our original conversations, really—for further consideration
of the artists’ works.
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ONWARD

AN INTERVIEW WITH

AMY GRANAT AND DREW HEITZLER

Excerpted from
The Sorrows of Young Werther
by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
AUGUST 8.
Believe me, dear Wilhelm, I did not
allude to you when I spoke so severely of those who advise resignation
to inevitable fate. I did not think it possible for you to indulge such a sentiment. But in fact you are right. I only
suggest one objection. In this world
one is seldom reduced to make a selection between two alternatives.
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There are as many varieties of conduct and opinion as there are turns
of feature between an aquiline nose
and a flat one.

es. In the second, be a man, and
shake off a miserable passion, which
will enervate and destroy you.” My
dear friend, this is well and easily said.

to the periling of life by doubt and
procrastination!” But I know not if I am
right, and let us leave these comparisons.

You will, therefore, permit me to concede your entire argument, and yet
contrive means to escape your dilemma.

But would you require a wretched being, whose life is slowly wasting under
a lingering disease, to despatch himself at once by the stroke of a dagger?
Does not the very disorder which
consumes his strength deprive him of
the courage to effect his deliverance?
You may answer me, if you please,
with a similar analogy, “Who would
not prefer the amputation of an arm

Enough! There are moments, Wilhelm, when I could rise up and shake
it all off, and when, if I only knew
where to go, I could fly from this place.

Your position is this, I hear you say:
“Either you have hopes of obtaining
Charlotte, or you have none. Well, in
the first case, pursue your course, and
press on to the fulfilment of your wish-

Still, T.S.O.Y.W.
2007
Two-channel projection, 16mm film transferred
to digital video
Courtesy of the artists
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Allison Collins: One the aspects of
T.S.O.Y.W that interests me is the impetus for its making. There is quite a
backstory of the work. From what I
understand, a kind of personal mythology hangs over it, including the untimely death of a friend. I wonder how
this tragedy affected your desire to
enter into Goethe’s original tragic
story, which remarks on death through
a wandering pilgrimage.
Drew Heitzler: We had originally
planned to make the film with Steven
Parrino playing the lead role, but then
he died. It was about a year later that
we decided to make the film anyway,

Below and following pages
Still, T.S.O.Y.W.

2007
Two-channel projection, 16mm film transferred
to digital video
Courtesy of the artists

and got an artist friend in Los Angeles,
Skylar Haskard, to play the part.
Amy Granat: Production was stalled
for a little bit after Steven died. Drew
was really the one that got us moving
again ... and there were a few changes, obviously, because we were without Steven, but Skylar did an amazing
job.
AC: How did you arrive at your shooting and editing process, with two simultaneous perspectives?
DH: There were two of us and we had
the same cameras, so it made sense.

AG: I had been interested in repetition
and had already played with it by using multiple screens. Here was an
exciting opportunity to try out repetition in different way, in a collaboration,
and it was one of those things that
just came very quickly and naturally
to Drew and me. Running parallel and
working together but separately was
a really great experience.
AC: How did you arrive at the locations
you’ve chosen for the work? With
Werther’s journey translated into a
road trip, the loneliness and melancholy of the open road seem to underpin the work, emphasized by the
musical score. What were the key
stops you took in making this film?
DH: In the Werther story there are a
lot of castle ruins. We don’t have those
in the US, but we do have Earth Art.
We drove by the Lightning Fields, the
Roden Crater, the Spiral Jetty, and
The Sun Tunnels.
AG: I flew in from NYC to meet the
guys in Arizona. We started there,
then went over to New Mexico, Utah,
Nevada, California. We were on the
road for a few weeks, eating chicken
fried steak in these small desert towns
every night.
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AC: The duration and pace of this film
turned video is a challenge on one’s
patience. I’m curious whether this
came into your thinking when you
decided to make a film that was over
three hours long. Is it important for
viewers to sit and watch it through, or
are you more interested in atmosphere than narrative?
DH: There is a narrative arc, which is
a benefit to watching the film from
beginning to end. That being said, the
mood of the piece—and that is really
what it is creating—can be grasped
in an instant.
AG: It was originally set to be around
eight hours, so what we have at three
hours is in fact “the user-friendly” version. I actually like long durations like
that because I believe it can cause
the construction of time to collapse a
little bit.
AC: The piece’s relationship to
Goethe’s The Sorrows of Young
Werther isn’t a straight correlation,
since the work is said to realize an
adjacent comment made by Jean
Genet: to reform the story by replacing the love interest with a motorcycle.
This act of detournment is also a serious romantic gesture. At times it
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breaks into an infatuation with individualism. I’m not sure, but I wonder
if Genet’s suggestion takes the tragedy of Goethe’s melancholic novel
into complete irreverence.
AG: Our friends Olivier Mosset and
Steven Parrino are the ones respon-

sible for the conversation that inspired
this whole thing. More specifically
Olivier, who was reading a biography
of Genet and had the idea of representing Genet’s concept as a film
(Genet had the idea of it as a theater
play staged in front of the Pompidou).
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Then conversation led to conversation... Steven’s death put a halt on the
whole project. It was really Drew who
got us all going again.
DH: The way I see it, the story is a
beautiful yet pathetic downward pitch
toward death. It isn’t even a downward

spiral. Its aim is true and entropic.
There is no escaping it. I wanted to
map that feeling of general helplessness in the face of the sublime, which
anchors eighteenth-century German
Romanticism onto our own historical
moment here in the US, via 1970s

road films that are contemporary to
Genet. Thomas Pynchon uses a
similar kind of mapping in Gravity’s
Rainbow, but he is inscribing Nazi
Germany onto the US in the early
1960s. It is a clever technique, so I
stole it.

to the original story in your pursuit of
a structure for the piece?

AC: The dissonance and shifts in tone,
and the slow unwinding and unceasing motion are in keeping with
Goethe’s epistolary form. Despite your
approach, which spreads the origins
of this work across a network of references, I wonder how much you looked

then transcribing them onto our contemporary American version of a
redneck Warhol film.

DH: Each scene—for lack of a better
word—in our film has a direct allegorical link to an event in the original
Werther. I read the story several
times, picking out moments I liked and
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VARIATIONS ON A THEME

AN INTERVIEW WITH

ISABELLE PAUWELS

Allison Collins: The catalyst for this
exhibition was a gap in my research
into video in the ‘70s and ‘80s. I had
been focusing on discussions of
video’s anthropological and social
history, but I wanted to move into that
which was more formal and structural.
And, in particular, I was curious as to
what constituted the “art” in video
work.

work was about the limitations of the
medium or how the content could be
impacted by that material. The way
the video was installed was also very
meaningful. For video, the television
itself—the monitor—and even the tape
were crucial to the work. Also, at the
time of video’s invention the capability
to transmit live images was innovative.

Isabelle Pauwels: For that time period,

IP: Yes, the Dan Graham end of it:
Video as an architectural medium.

and it wasn’t, but it always kind of is,
in the mind of the audience if not the

for artists who were approaching
video as being like television. There

I would say that video work was “like
television but different.” It was like TV

artist.

AC: I wasn’t expecting that. This
insight jumps way ahead of my

questions, but yes, I think you are
right. There was a moment when
formal experiments in video mimicked
the inquiries of structural film, in the
discourse or in how they were made.
Structural film had so much to do with
film itself as a material. Much of the
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Having the television and the tape
inside the exhibition wasn’t a big deal

wasn’t this notion of “this is an installation.” It was just, how else would we
show it?

AC: Because it was what you had.
IP: Yeah. Whereas today, the format
you choose to present video in is an
installation decision.
AC: I was very much thinking of the

Installation view, More or Less Square Preview
2006, single channel video for monitor
Photo Credit: Scott Massey

exhibition space when assembling
work for this project. I initially assumed
that I should step away from storyline
to focus on form, duration and space,
and yet I found many strong works
that consciously exhibited elements
of formal structure (such as time and
the organization of content into elements) alongside editorial “content”
(such as historical documents and
fictional narrative). Generally, I feel
that the elapsing of time makes video
inherently forward projecting and indicative of a narrative-like momentum.
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Storytelling, coupled with framework,
continued to appear and became a
strong organizing principle of the
video work in this exhibition.
Your piece, More or Less Square, directly addresses the underpinning
editorial structures of how one could
create a television series, touches on
duration and the provision (or lack
thereof) of video to produce a document and then comes to look at a
delivery of narrative that pre-figures
recording using structures of theatre.
All of this appears within the content
of the More or Less Square book.
There is a struggle between content
and form in your work that I wanted
to have at play in this show.
IP: Well, number one, when I started
writing this work back in 2003, my
motive for getting into it had nothing
to do with structuralism or interrogating the medium of video. What was
at stake was this intensity of storytelling that was very “TV.” The subject
matter of More or Less Square Part 1
is exaggerated in such a way that the
intensity is always the same. It’s
stuffed with overly-fraught social and
psychological “issues.” It’s too much.
It’s introduction after introduction,
after introduction—constant “drama.”
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To the point where it’s high intensity,
but completely flat.
I’ve also always been interested in
family dynamics. When I started writing this work, there was an emergence
of reality TV families like the Osbornes. My roommate would always
watch these shows and I would hear
them from inside my room. There was
no escape. I wrote down stuff that I
heard. I imagined the words just sitting
on a page and thought about how
when you read them on a page, they
were just stuff. I imagined a box of
papers just spilling everywhere and
thought that would be the show: the
words, without any passion or attempt
at the passion that happens when
there is delivery. Like, the words undelivered on the page, and how much
effort it takes on the reader’s part to
reanimate all that stuff.
I thought, “There has to be some kind
of paper trail for all of these shows.”
A friend worked at a few reality television shows and over the next few
months she picked papers out of the
garbage here and there and sent me
a package. I looked through all these
different formats and there was one I
really liked. It was in grid form—like a
table—where it tells you how many

A story
in
cells
&
columns.

Still, More or Less Square Preview
2006, single channel video for monitor,
Courtesy of the artist

cameras, which camera is on which
cast member, what they are saying
and editorial quotes, along with a description of the action. By carefully
reading these, I got the hang of how
a show like that works.
These log sheets—the format of which
I appropriated for Part 1—are what
editors use. First, a group of interns
or whatever are directed to make transcripts of selected parts of the footage
(selected by the story editors). Then
lower ranking editors like my friend,
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Installation view, More or Less Square:
A Book in Three Parts (Photocopy Edition)
2006, photocopied pages, bound
Photo Credit: Scott Massey

use those pages as a guide to further
refine the footage. That’s how it
worked. It was a kind of like sifting.
From Act One to Act Six you could
see how there became far fewer editing comments, because the acts had
begun to fall into place. The later acts
had a lot of “OPTIONAL” and slash
marks in the dialogue—tons of floating
bits—and the scenes were way too
long. I figured out that the slash marks
were cuts. So this shows how dialogue
is pasted together from all kinds of
places in the original timeline, so that
the performers and the action conform
to the demands of the narrative (in
other words, what the producers want
the show to be like). My process was
kind of like a little forensic investigation. I really liked that.

AC: How does the structure of the
book relate to the video?
IP: The video is an introduction to
each part of the book and these intros
basically tell you the whole thing is
fake. It also gives you a little bit of the
context of how I got the sheets and
how I generated the content. The thing
with this project is that the format kind
of discourages absorption. You’re going to just look through it. It reads like
babble, like it does on an actual reality TV show’s log sheets. What these
tables tell you at first glance is: “So
much stuff, but there’s a system.” It
shows quantity as well as the storytelling system and it just keeps fucking
going. You’re not going to read that.
You’re just going to recognize it. You
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might read one page. I doubt anybody
is going to do what I did—which is to
read them like evidence.
In Part 2 I asked myself “What was
television like in the beginning? In the
‘30s and late ‘20s when it was first
invented?” I realized that it was characterized by technical difficulties. You
tried to stay on the air for as long as
possible and you were communicating
to the eighty people or so in your city
who had a television set. When I did
research I was very fascinated with
the technical language that was used
then. No one thinks of time and space
in that way anymore. Signals being
broadcast below five-hundred meters.
It was all very mechanical, and both
the broadcaster and the viewer had
to deal with technical difficulties on a
regular basis. It was a dicey medium
that relied upon live electronic signals.
Nothing went to tape. The types of
shows created during that time also
had really interesting names, like “sustaining programs.” That meant that a
show was on the air for more than a
half hour and it was about one thing.
A sustaining program was scripted a
little bit—I mean, there was a treatment—and it had a regular host. At
that time the lighting was ultra bright
and very hot, because the TV cam-
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eras needed a lot of light in order to
see the subject. It was said that if you
could keep your eyes open, you could
have a career in television. If you can
keep your eyes open. It was very hard
to do that because of these intense
lights.
Part 2 incorporates the technical language I pulled out of the books I was
reading at the time. It had been made
friendlier for consumers, who had to
assemble their television sets themselves, and was a mix of information
and advertising. This language affected me the same way the reality
TV chatter had when I heard it without
watching the show. I thought, “Take
those words and un-deliver them and
let them become more object-like.”
AC: A narrative that is also resisting
itself, as you have described to me.
IP: Yes. In Part 2, I used the Mrs.
Smith character from Part 1 again,
but here she was in a completely different context. I thought the live television experiments from the ‘20s
sounded a lot like what ‘70s video
was, when artists went through a
similar technical “figuring this shit out
as we go along” phase. And there
were a lot of endurance pieces too. I

was thinking that if there was an
avant-garde from early TV there’d be
no record of it because nothing went
to tape. So, for Part 2, I invented an
early TV avant-garde and created a
record of it. In my invented scenario,
a benefactor throws some money at
this experimental group. During the
TV experiments, a secretary sits
there, watches the live broadcasts
and writes comments about what she
sees. Using a Dictaphone, she captures the audio, which forms the record. These TV experiments take
place in an impossible space: There’s
an infinite floor and an infinite ceiling.
The TV viewers, however, have a very
definite frame on that space. Part 2
ends when the hostess of the continuity show has to announce the station’s
first commercial, which is a Bulova
ad. One of the earliest television commercials was for Bulova watches. It
was a close-up on the watch face,
ticking from zero to sixty, and they
played the one-minute waltz by Richard Strauss. I was quite fascinated by
the fact that in those days time had a
face, whereas today we don’t think of
time as having a face.

You will only know this if you read it
closely. The premise is that the whole
play is written live by the main character, Nurse. When she’s done typing
she hands the script out and then the
actors perform it. But there are parts
where Nurse acts surprised by events.
For example, a character from Part 1
makes a supposedly unexpected appearance and Nurse has to ask him
to stop so she can type the lines up.
But the world of Nurse and her stage
is so hermetic it is totally unrealistic.
She and her troupe have been there
for years, even though the town has
fallen off the map. Therefore, when
the reader arrives there, there’s nothing standing except the theatre. It’s
not realistic. How could they possibly
be there for years and years, without
an audience, without a town around
them? Sustaining on what exactly?

AC: And Part 3? How is it related?

IP: Yes, in a way that is about getting
started. The playfulness keeps me
going. As do the traps. When you’re

IP: Part 3, a play, is also impossible.

AC: The work is quite strongly editorial and literary in content. You’re essentially playing with editing and
storytelling and using a video as an
addendum. What is it about fabulation
within the arc of all this research? Is
it part of the fun?
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living your life and you are too aware
that you are living your life and time
is passing and you are doing things
and you’re aware of yourself doing
them—it becomes unbearable. You
want to be unaware and just “do.”
That’s the ideal in my opinion: to forget yourself. I find that language, a bit
like music, can often be doubleedged. It can allow you to forget yourself, because your words suddenly
don’t matter anymore. They hit your
brain in a way that is almost physical,
like with music, and you forget. They
don’t put you in your place or frame
you anymore, because you are just
reacting to sounds. That only lasts for
so long and then you are back to being aware of how you are thinking
about them and how they are putting
you in your place. This is what I mean
by “representing the not possible.”
You’ll never really be in it, and at the
same time, you are already always
pulling back from it. So, it’s a bit contradictory and yet it’s so common.
There’s nothing mysterious about
that—there’s nothing mysterious
about contradictions.
AC: Do you think that impossible
situations are innately compelling?
Why do you think that is? If I was to
think about it I would say that they are
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somewhat compelling because you
get to imagine. They become a place
of possibility.
IP: Yes, they are compelling, but no.
I think they create a place where you
can’t fully imagine and that’s the compelling part. In my world, when I can
imagine something, what happens is
that I rehearse it over and over again
and it becomes this thing where I
never actually do the action. Imagination stalls me. It’s like a rehearsal, but
I never get to the show itself. Therefore there’s this notion of how rehearsal can be used in order to not be ready.
AC: Purposely.
IP: Yes! In other words, rehearsal is
a form of denial.
AC: So this is where I might ask, why
not tape these three impossible
scripts?
IP: Fundamentally it is unnecessary
to tape it because the book acts like
a big storage box. The content is all
filler. Just knowing content exists is
enough. Also, if they get performed,
then the quality of the performance
determines how easy or hard it is for
the viewer to consume the show.

AC: So, to make them audiovisual
doesn’t matter. What matters is something else… That is part of what interested me about this piece: that it takes
the form of a book and gives all of the
information that could make up a narrative via video.
IP: I think what matters to me is the
realization of how much work it is to
believe in my words or anyone else’s.
AC: But why did you choose theatre
for Part 3, in relation to the other two
parts? Instead of radio say, or new
media?
IP: I would have either gone to radio—
because that’s where TV came from—
or to theatre. I think it was that in
theatre you literally have a certain
ground to be on: the stage. It’s a very
simple physical fact. The boundaries
and orientations on stage are very
clear. To be out of sight you’re in the
wings. When you’re on, you play to
the auditorium. But there is no indication in Part 3 that anyone is ever out
there watching. Performing without
knowing if an audience is there—that
must be hard. What’s the fucking
point? But there’s no indication Nurse
is rehearsing. They’re live all the time.
Occasionally somebody supposedly

speaks before the pages are done
and Nurse tells them to shut up, writes
some pages and then they resume.
Well, in Nurse’s world is that scripted
or not? I don’t know.
There are almost no props left. And
every once in a while Nurse throws
something off the front of the stage
and it’s gone. She’s eliminating props
and personnel; she can’t help anticipate the end of the show. Part 3 ends
with all the lights going out, including
the TV. The bulbs all burned out.
There’s just nothing left to show. So
it ends electrically, not really by the
writer’s (Nurse’s) decision.
AC: Very physical! That is also true
of your book, which you researched
and wrote over three years, then typed
and assembled as handmade artist
books in person at the original exhibition. I wonder about this aspect of
how the project has been shown previously. It is so labour intensive.
IP: No one will ever know that. Labour
is something people don’t want to see,
let alone do.
AC: Do you really believe that no one
will ever know how much work went
into it? Is that because you believe
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that their effort to read the book will
be too frustrating?
IP: It’s too difficult. The audience won’t
ever really read it; the format resists
reading. Which is why I was thinking
about ignoring the audience in a certain sense. It’s like another impossible
possible. When I found the structure,
I realized that when you flip through
it you understand it. You haven’t experienced it, but you understand it.
You understand that things go on and
on and on, and a lot of shit happens.
That there’s a grid that disintegrates
from Part 1 through Part 3. That there
are words on the page nicely typed
in Microsoft Word in Part 1, then
banged out full of spelling mistakes
and uneven spacing on a slightly broken manual typewriter by Part 3. The
physical duress of producing text is
documented as the book progresses.
AC: Much of what you do in More Or
Less Square involves information that
you are managing, as an editor.
IP: Yes, which encourages people to
pick up the book and go flip, flip, flip,
“What is this? Oh here, episode three,
Act Two. Got it. Four characters,
trashy show…”
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AC: Well, you might say that about
any kind of scripting! But, going back
to the relationship between the text
and the video, how do you feel about
translating what could be a performance by people into the moving text
that makes up the video piece?
IP: The video parts are not a summary. I was going to let the introductions to each part just exist on the
page, but then I realized that I had to
break out from the book. The one word
processing medium I hadn’t used yet
was animated text. It was almost the
only answer. I had used a manual
typewriter, an electric typewriter and
Microsoft Word. So I thought, “Now
I’m going to have video text that tries
to presence an un-present.” Like advertising text, how it kind of has weight
and presence and timing. All that. The
textures that you would normally have
when you watch a show. So instead
of having people act out the book, I
just let the text do the introductions,
which is the most real part of the
whole thing. It gives quite a few clues
as to why I did this whole thing. Or
what was in it for me. The most embodied part.

rative moments, to spread the episodes out over a fairly involved time
and space. So this final step is to
make the text perform itself, instead
of having a person perform it.
IP: Yeah. Well, that’s advertising. In
a sense, that is what those videos are
for the book. Not like “Buy this book,”
but like, “Hey, you might want to take
a look at this.” Text justifying itself. It’s
way more compelling than just a book
sitting on a table.

AC: It’s almost like a joke in a way.
You take so much time to explore nar-
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UNFORSEEN AFFINITIES

AN INTERVIEW WITH

BENJAMIN TIVEN

Allison Collins: Could you lay bare a
bit of the formal structure that brought
your project from research to the realization of this project? What were
the various contact points for your
narrative construct?
Benjamin Tiven: Passing through Berlin for work in the fall of 2009 I met
chess player Paul Werner Wagner at

We talked for a while with an old friend
of mine translating between us. Paul
grew up in the east, and though he
always understood what I said, he
never responded in English. Turned
out that Paul’s own story was much
more interesting than Lasker’s. In
1968, right after graduating high
school, he had tried to flee East Germany to Vienna on his moped and

chess master Emmanuel Lasker. I had
gone to see this gesellschaft because

cape from the DDR was a crime so
common it had its own name—Re-

his office in Kreuzberg, where he runs
a gesellschaft for the late German

I wanted to play chess and hear more
regarding Lasker, about whom I
thought I might make some kind of
work. I imagined the place a little too
fantastically—as an old smoky library
filled with weird guys playing dozens

of simultaneous games, testing arcane
openings and counter-attacks in an
aura of aged mahogany bookshelves
and pipe tobacco. In reality it was one
guy—Paul—in a bright, open industrial office, sitting at a computer. There
were, at least, a lot of books.
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was caught while hiding in the woods
near the Czech border. Trying to es-

publikflucht—and this got Wagner a
ten-year sentence: the first three in

solitary confinement in various locations and a seven-year term of hard
labour.

During his solitary time, Wagner—who
had been a chess enthusiast in high
school—read chess magazines and
studied the game, eventually playing
matches with one of his Stasi guards
who was evidently as bored of his shift
as the prisoners were. The guard was

Still, The Small Infinity
2009-2010
Single channel HD video, with sound, 11 min
Courtesy of the artist

a gifted player and played by memory. While passing on his rounds he
would check to see what move Wagner had made and would reply with a
countermove, all through the slot in
the cell door. This guard was much
better than Wagner was, and beyond
sharpening Paul’s game, the experience helped provide a mental focus
point while he waited out his prison
sentence.
Afterwards, Wagner’s hard labour
term included a stint at the Agfa cor-
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Soviet War Memorial, Treptower Park, Berlin
from [Chess Story]
2012
Courtesy of the artist

poration, making the toxic brew used
for cinema film emulsion. It was during
this time—roughly 1972 to 1978—that
Wagner saw a screening of the 1960
West German film Schachnovelle, in
English “Chess Story,” which tells the
story of a lawyer named Werner von
Basil who teaches himself chess while
imprisoned by the Nazis in Vienna in
1938. Von Basil drives himself insane,
playing half of his brain “black” and
the other half “white.” An immediate
connection was drawn between Wagner’s own life, the story in the film and

the short book on which the film was
based—which is also called
Schachnovelle, by the Viennese novelist Stefan Zweig. Paul’s decision to
endure his prison sentence and then
become a historian of both cinema
and chess crystallized in that moment,
and that’s exactly what he has done.
The experience of seeing his own life
played out as fiction became the reason to adjust his life to that fiction.
Anyway, I had come back home and
digested this whole story, then returned to Berlin a few months later. I
contacted Paul and knew I would
make a film with him and that it would
consist of a single core gesture: to
screen the film for just him, so that we
could listen to his narration while
watching him watch the film. The
“small” infinity created here is not just
implicit of the endless possibilities of
a chess game, but also the intertwined
relationship between Wagner and his
cinematic alter ego—that is, between
the audience and the screen.
I was in Berlin for four days. We did
the interview on the second day and
the film screening on the third. In the
off hours I made photographs of a few
tourist places, since it was only my
second time in Germany and I hadn’t

seen the Pergamon Museum or anything like that. I also went to the Soviet Liberation Memorial in Treptower
Park, on the south side of the city. I’d
heard the Soviets had pillaged Albert
Speer’s Reichstag building to use its
red facade stones in the monument
and I wanted to see it. Quite a haunted kind of recycling.
AC: Your practice has a strong element of research that ends in constellations of media: books, videos, diagrams, texts, and reprints of original
materials. After the unraveling of this
particular story, this is even clearer.
It appears you have a penchant for
noticing correlations or affinities that
occur as objects accrue history.
What I mean is that you have managed to find a manner by which you
could document a wide array of links
and tangents—conceptually, historically and even materially, such as with
the images of the stones and the Pergamon.
What is the logic behind the way you
bring these various fractions and elements into the larger equation of the
work?
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BT: Well, yes, this project is an articulation of materials that I’ve grouped
together through some shared or associative histories, which were provoked in the first place by this particular encounter with Paul Wagner.
Unraveling that encounter suggested
its own formal handling. When I had
figured out that Wagner had seen his
life reduplicated in a film—which was
also a version of a book—I knew that
what I would do is make a video of his
engagement with that film and then
some kind of book. These weren’t just
the appropriate forms, they were the
requisite ones; I wanted my framing
gestures to suture this open loop. The
project takes a very private, inward
story and makes space for it within a
wider arena of social histories. And
of course, books, video and cinema
are very distributable, social forms. It
made sense.

plays him in the film and whose autobiography explains his personal attachment to the role; Gerd Oswald,
the original film’s director, who is himself a German émigré; our man Paul
Wagner; the ghost of Emmanuel
Lasker, who makes an appearance
in both the film and the book as himself, the eminent German chess
Grandmaster of the pre-war era; and,
of course, the novelist Stefan Zweig.
This was the last book Zweig wrote
before his 1942 suicide while in exile
in a town near Rio in Brazil. So, the
essential narrative here—i.e., “man
plays chess in prison to keep from
going crazy”—is diffused across a
number of people: the written character, the film director, the lead actor,
the scholar. All of whom feel some
deep resonance with this fiction, as
if they each embody it from divergent
angles.

As things developed, these two formal
ideas had to accommodate a wide
spread of overlapping characters who
all emerged as I dug out the film’s
history. In the video, the relationship
between Wagner and the fictional Von
Basil is the core thread. But really,
there are six people arranged in this
work: this fictional lawyer Von Basil;
the very real actor Curd Jürgens, who

You also mention the even wider array
of fragile links between the images or
objects in the project and this is a
really important point for me. I’m always thinking about a given sequence
of ideas, interests or particular subjects, all of which are constantly being
annotated, updated or altered, since
each project somehow emends a previous one. Deciding which of the tan-
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gential connections I’ve stumbled
upon are meaningful is part of the
process of forming the work. So, for
example, I had gone to see the monument in Treptower Park because I’d
already done some thinking about
Speer, and while it was just—as you
say—a tangential footnote in this project, it had carried over from playing
a much larger role in an earlier one.
So that’s a repeating theme or an accidental strategy: carrying over footnotes and expanding them into fulllength investigations.
Anyways, whether this project documents connections or produces them
is sort of an open question, since
these threads don’t necessarily all
touch each other outside the logic of
my project. But stories don’t occur in
a vacuum, and the more I researched
things, the more I gravitated towards
the matrix surrounding Wagner’s
story than his story itself. Perhaps, in
part, because constructing that outer
framing device—that is, the actual
work—is where I can insert myself
into this larger chain of resonances.
AC: I’d like to take up this notion of
meaningful material. I have an interest
in the intertwined subjectivities and
time periods that this project ana-

lyzes. Or perhaps analyzes is the
wrong word. That it imagines or presents. I feel that these subjectivities—
all six of them—have really become
the constituent element of the project
and the organizing principal of the
work, which occurs in the two physical
phases of the video and the book and,
I would argue, in a third phase of your
own narrative role as a the researcher/detective/producer.
Something I am often drawn to imagine is exactly where the sparks, reactions, fusions, and/or relationships
are occurring that generate interest.
“Interest” here is being used as a very
loaded term. If I am very straightforward I will admit that what I am looking for is a way to place a point on a
vast map of relationships and say,
“Aha! Here is the art!” Except that this
operation essentially loses sight of
the work itself, as each tangent is
revealed to lead to another layer of
meaning.
So, in a sense, I am interested in how
you have grappled with the potency
of narrative as a constituent element
of video in your work. Can you discuss
the displacement of narrative or the
centrality of narrative in relation to
your work? Previously we explored
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the ways in which one might deploy
narrative or enact it, while also approaching it as a subject to be considered.
BT: Well, the project tries to find balance between following all the expanding threads and cutting to a core,
formal move. The dispersal of the
research lead to variations in modality, tone of voice and form. On the one
hand, the video is pretty self-contained: It’s the dialogue between Wagner’s memories and the film in which
they’re embedded, structured to suggest that he’s re-editing the film in his
mind as he tells us the story or maybe through the very act of telling us.
There is a clear narrative arc, however diffracted across different times
and media. On the other hand, the
book lines up a wide swath of references that all point towards and coilluminate each other—references that
quietly annotate the video, like footnotes.
This spread of the narrative across
time (that is, across different modes
of address, across memory, history
and fiction equally), is also mirrored
in the way the piece was shot (as a
video of a film in projection)—that is,
a diffraction of narrative across diver-
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gent surfaces of technical media. I
shot the entire Oswald film as a projection. Every time there’s a cut in the
original film I made a cut on my timeline, disassembling the whole into all
of its constituent parts. I then respliced these to fit the voice-over I’d
edited from an interview with Paul. So
here, video subsumes the projected
film image into its blank horizon of
digital data. These media face each
other and they flatten each other. Obviously this was a specifically limited
form of montage, dictated by Oswald’s
choices, but it models something I’ve
been thinking about since: the way
video data is given meaning through
its edit structure, through the rhythmic
armature on which it hangs. It’s worth
noting that in addition to Schachnovelle, I also had footage of the particular flukes of the projectionist I’d
hired for the screening. Whether intentionally or not—and likely not—his
inattentive gaps between reels produced unexpected pauses, extra
black leader, flicker and dust, all of
which became meaningful material
for me.
As to narrative more generally, telling
stories is something I try to focus on,
but it’s intrinsic here given the project’s origins in a novel. Formally, the

Installation view, The Small Infinity
2009-2010
Single channel HD video, with sound, 11 min
Courtesy of the artist

structure of my video is based on
Zweig’s book. In Schachnovelle, Von
Basil’s prison narrative is a nested
memory, told within a framing story
that takes place aboard a boat. So in
the video we begin in 1990 when Paul
Wagner is first allowed to see his
Stasi files, then we move back to 1968
to the core events of his prison term,
and then we go back to his present
day analysis of his own life. This is
mirrored in the images by moving from
the projection booth (the space of
reflection), to the theater (the space
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this main character toward a resolution of crisis that my main character
doesn’t actually get.

Schachnovelle film canister,
Federal Film Archive, Berlin
from [Chess Story]
2012
Courtesy of the artist
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of involvement), then back to the booth
and then back to the theater once
more. But this method of dismantling
Schachnovelle into fragments and
then reassembling them was its own
struggle, in regard to narrative, since
the original film has a tremendous
advancing force of storytelling embedded in each shot: dramatic lighting,
extreme angles, stormy weather—the
works. Oswald was a skillful director,
and so much of the imagery in the
film—and its increasingly tense, nervous, gothic score—was built to push

of fiction and in the real world, and
how that characterization can become
lived reality in unforeseen ways.

AC: This arc is much clearer when
one considers and mentally plots the
various relationships in the work,
which seems a little like a magician
revealing his tricks. Even so, there is
a rhythm occurring that is formally
and also poetically taken up. I wonder
if you could speak a little about the
labyrinth of meanings that this builds,
both fictional and nonfictional. In a
sense I feel that this work guides us
into a maze, from which we are not
meant to escape, but inside of which
we might be encouraged to consider
the forms around us. Would that be a
fair characterization?
BT: Yes, that’s a great one. Well, the
question of how to narrate history is
one thing raised, as are the relationships that can link history to fiction if
the right accidents line up. I hope the
film isn’t misunderstood as a facile
compression of the political scenario
of Germany in 1968 to that of Germany in 1938, though I’m certainly
interested in how those times are tied
together. But mostly I’m thinking
through how a characterization can
spontaneously irrupt in both the world
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MATERIAL REARRANGEMENTS

AN INTERVIEW WITH

JENNIFER WEST

Allison Collins: Your work relies quite
intensely on the application of unconventional materials to film stock in
order to achieve formal and material
effects. Can you explain a bit about
how you arrived at the experiments
that are at play in your work and how
your process of selecting materials
has evolved?
      

materials be dictated by what’s on
hand at the film shoot.

very simply. I have this ongoing list of
materials and I’ll think, “Oh, rattle-

kind of material substrate of what
might be mingling with the bodies of

Jennifer West: Well, in terms of the
kind of process that I use, it starts

snake venom some day...” I learn
about a material over time and think

AC: Your process of physically connecting the film with these items is
romantic. It traces a kind of abstract
document of what those substances
indicate: The materials organize an
idea of what the social environment
is like. I think that they also contribute
to an understanding of what is happening in the film, by exposing some

the people in the images.

about how it is used. I’ll research its
meaning and think about how it can

JW: Without the materials, I think my
work would be nothing. The actions

begins with an idea that may have a
material connected to it. There are a
number of pieces that involve a performance that is an investigation into
a particular social or cultural space.
These often involve a slapdash shooting situation, where I’ll let some of the

Even how the materials are placed on
the film has a particular sort of relevance. Actions such as licking, kissing,
hitting, biting, destroying, skateboarding, and shredding convey meaning
in relationship to the materials.

be part of a piece. So sometimes it
starts there. At other times my work
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are secondary, though they often feed
the materials in a very specific way.

Still, Dawn Surf Jellybowl Film
2011
16 mm film transferred into High Definition
Video (16mm film negative sanded with surfboard
shaping tools, sex wax melted on, squirted,
dripped, splashed, sprayed and rubbed with
donuts, zinc oxide, cuervo, sunscreen, hydrogen
peroxide, tecate, sand, tar, scraped with a shark’s
tooth, edits made by the surf and a seal while
film floated in waves – surfing performed by Andy
Perry, Makela Moore, Alanna Moore, Zach
Moore, Johnny McCann – shot by Peter West
– film negative sanded by Mariah Csepanyi, Andy
Perry and Jwest)
Courtesy of the artist.

AC: This also relates to a process of
decay, yet you have chosen to preserve these films in a kind of stasis
as video. In this process you both
distance the experience of the film—
as in, all the time and energy that
might be evident in the scrapes and
touches on the film—while at the
same time expanding the possibility
of the work. I wonder if you have considered this transition to video beyond its practical applications? To
me, it dampens the visceral, bodily
experience of intervening in a roll of
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film in a way that muffles the reality
of its demise.
JW: All of the films are treated fairly
destructively in their making, but
something new is produced from that.
For me it’s always about putting back
together something that has been
completely destroyed through these
actions, and then giving it another
reaction. I’ll occasionally do these
motherly kinds of things, like giving
a film a hot bath or applying Epsom
salts or other appealing sorts of materials to films that have been through
a very destructive process.  
AC: Where do you place the resulting
video documents within the work?
You’ve mentioned before that people
have questioned your use of video,
giving you a hard time about not
showing the film itself, but that you
are more interested in the final work.
In the end you have this presentation
of process that attempts to preserve
everything, including the specific information about what materials you’re
using, which is presented as the title
of the work. I was wondering how you
feel about that as a final product. Or
where is the work for you within that?
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JW: On one hand, the work occurs
within a very specific point in time—
when the film is digitized—because
the films are decaying. I’m preserving
that one moment when the film and
residue from the materials applied to
it are actually going through the machine, applying a particular perspective through how the brightness, contrast and saturation are adjusted. On
the other hand, I’ve been interested
in an ongoing dialogue between my
films, resulting in perhaps oversaturated “atmospheres” or environments
where I present more than one work—
up to, say, five or six films at one
time—often in pairings. So part of the
work occurs within the space of an
installation and in this context the
viewer brings so much into the conversation. Incidentally, the way that
the films are perceived is often
through this lens of California and the
West Coast, but I actually never intended for them to be interpreted that
way.
AC: Maybe this occurs because the
films are constructed using fabric from
your life. Correct me if I’m wrong, but
it appears that you are very involved
in the events that you are capturing.
In the imagistic videos the content
includes domestic things. In your

Still, Dawn Surf Jellybowl Film
2011
16 mm film transferred into High Definition
Video (16mm film negative sanded with surfboard
shaping tools, sex wax melted on, squirted,
dripped, splashed, sprayed and rubbed with
donuts, zinc oxide, cuervo, sunscreen, hydrogen
peroxide, tecate, sand, tar, scraped with a shark’s
tooth, edits made by the surf and a seal while
film floated in waves – surfing performed by Andy
Perry, Makela Moore, Alanna Moore, Zach
Moore, Johnny McCann – shot by Peter West
– film negative sanded by Mariah Csepanyi, Andy
Perry and Jwest)
Courtesy of the artist.

piece Dawn Surf Jellybowl, it’s clear
that you either are a surfer or you have
friends and family who surf, rather
than just being a casual documentarian of these activities. The resulting
piece is so utopian, with this overtone
of colour that reads as the sensation
you feel in your bones when you’re in
the sun at the beach. In contrast, your
piece Daisies Roll-up Film is a dark,
interior, kind of tense psychological—
but also playful—family moment. Even
before I had the chance to see Věra
Chytilová’s film Daisies, I got the
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sense of this. In your video there is
the potentially disturbing nature of
what might be going on in others’ domestic lives, although our access to
this is somewhat obscured by the
materials you’ve applied to the film.
In both pieces, the way you’ve enacted the material interventions on
the film stock further emphasizes the
images you recorded. If you’re just
watching these intimate beings roll
each other off the bed, you might not
get that same kind of crinkly, tense
feeling from it. And if you’re just watching these people surf in the water, you
might not feel the sun.
The layering that comes from this intersection of figures and materials
feeds into my interest in the previously mentioned “atmospheres” created by your installations. Because
of the conventions of display that interest you: large-scale projections, it is
clear that you wish for the viewer to
become immersed in the works.
Beyond creating this immersion,
you’ve put a lot of textual referencing
and personal research into Dawn Surf
Jellybowl and Daisies Roll Up Film.
Could you speak a bit about these
two pieces—both the steps and thinking that originated each and the direc-
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tion you took that brought each of
them to the final results?
JW: I grew up in Topanga, right next
to the beach and surf culture. I hung
out with a surfer and he really wanted
to be heavily involved in the creation
of Dawn Surf Jellybowl, so it became
a collaboration.
I spent almost a year watching surf
films. They were very fascinating to
watch, even the original Endless Summer. People are like, “That film …”
They think of it as just about the most
stereotypical surf film you could ever
see, but it’s actually incredibly political
and really indicative of the moment
when surfing became commercialized. In it two young surfers go to
South Africa during Apartheid. Then
there’s Endless Summer II, which follows the same model, and they go
back to all those places and they have
all changed, environmentally and politically. If you watch the DVD extras
you can see how the guys in Endless
Summer made the original film. The
main guy, Bud Brown, would shoot
and surf for half the year, then the
other half he and his partner would
edit the films. They would go rent a
place and flatbeds and this and that,
and they would cut together the films.

Still, Daisies Roll Up Film
2008
16 mm film transferred into Standard Definition
Video (16mm colour and b&w film neg rolled with
hard boiled eggs, oranges, lemons, avocados,
pickles, green apples, milk and watermelon – a
remake of a scene from Věra Chytilová’s1966
film, Daisies – rolling off the bed performances
by: Mariah Csepanyi, Finn West & Jwest)
Courtesy of the artist

They would carry them around and
go from place to place having screenings that were mostly just for surfers.
It wasn’t commercial in any way. This
was basically just allowing them to
surf for the rest of the year and still
make enough money to live.
I also watched all of these incredible
films like Morning of the Earth and
Cosmic Children, the latter of which
was actually filmed on Topanga
Beach. In it these surfers drink this
cosmic juice and it gives them this
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urge to go surfing. It’s really hilarious.
There was a very experimental tendency, because there weren’t a lot of
films. So even Crystal Voyager and
Morning of the Earth used these
avant-garde techniques, like double
exposure and others that were used
in experimental filmmaking. There’s
a really nice crossover with the processes that I use.
I made Dawn Surf Jellybowl for an
outdoor projection space that was in
essence evoking the way that early
surf films were shown to other surfers, like before Endless Summer was
released in 1966. The installation I
created was really specific, because
I showed the piece outside and you
could really only see it for about an
hour as the sun was setting. It looked
washed out, like a bleached film, and
as the sun set and it became dark it
got more and more brilliant and saturated. I had blankets and pillows set
out, so it was this sort of outdoor
cinema.
In the video I was trying to evoke a
sense of the dawn surf, which is just
the everyday surf at this local spot.
Surfers just go down to the beach—
they don’t plan it, you just see whoever you see—and they surf and that’s
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it. So instead of making something
spectacular, it was making something that harnessed the everyday
spirit of the dawn surf, which doesn’t
have to do with competition or being
really spectacular and exotic. It just
has to do with the everyday rhythm
of the surf.
To begin the project, I called a really
good friend who grew up nearby and
he put me on speaker with all these
old surfers and we just talked about
materials. That’s part of the way that
I came up with the type of treatments
and materials I applied to the film. The
surfer I collaborated on the piece with
was also really involved. He works in
a surfboard factory—there’s a really
big one in Topanga—and we ended
up sanding the entire film in a surfboard-shaping bay. The water where
we had been shooting had big beds
of orangeish kelp that were the same
colour as film negatives, so we went
back and floated the entire film in the
ocean. It got broken apart by the
waves and there was this seal that
was kind of messing with us, swimming in and out of the film too. So
that’s why I say that it was edited by
a seal. The whole idea was that we
wanted to float the film with kelp, because it was the same colour.

AC: It’s playful. I think there’s something important in that. The work escapes being overdetermined by being
open to this lack of control or intention.
JW: The Daisies Roll Up Film is a very
different sort of piece. At that time, I
was thinking about how materials are
associated with particular kinds of
cultures or subcultures. When I saw
Daisies by Věra Chytilová, I looked
at the materials in the film and noticed this funny engagement with
food throughout. Phallic food—so
pickles and sausages and bananas.
They even start to eat images at one
point. I remade the scene where
there’s this kind of macabre idea
about cutting up your body, but also
eating images. Particular kinds of
food say something, such as apples
being an Adam and Eve reference.
The two Marie characters in Daisies
are really violent. They’re cutting
eggs and there’s milk and images
floating in milk. Their whole quest to
get these old men to pay for their
food sparked an idea. Since I was
young I’ve always been interested in
thrifting as a way of dressing yourself.
With that film I started thinking about
thrifting as this taking of something
old and reframing it as something
new, over and over again.

That scene where they roll each
other up and roll each other off the
bed—I was really taken with that particular kind of relationship. I was also
thinking about the significance of the
fabrics and having these different layers of fabrics. What I wanted to do
was use my son, along with my assistant, so you have these multiple
generations. The film is also rolled,
because it’s all double exposed and
in between every roll we changed our
outfits using thousands and thousands of different thrifted items from
all over.
AC: Could we also touch on the notion
of control and lack of control in your
work? Structural filmmaking has a
very serious element of control and
a steadfast, almost militant rejection
of “expression.” I find the conceptual
playfulness of some of this earlier film
work can get lost on the viewer, who
must succumb to a sort of endurance
test while watching. In the past you’ve
mentioned a desire to subvert this
seriousness. Can you talk a little
about where your work departs from
the structural?
JW: Maybe it’s about a different kind
of giving up. My films are fairly organized, but not always. A lot of the films
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are about giving a situation to a certain group of people to do something
together that involves a certain sense
of spontaneity.
In terms of the material interventions,
I like that there’s sometimes a physical element of chance in that I don’t
really have any control over what image they’re going to obliterate. I never really look at the images in advance
of their being manipulated. I do take
some control, however, if I’m thinking
really strongly about the kind of aesthetic I want for a particular kind of
film. Sometimes I’m thinking about
making a really boring image, but I’m
always thinking about how the materials would interact with each other
and how the colours would come into
play with each other. I’ve been doing
this long enough that I know when my
70mm is going to run horizontal and
that if I drip on it the drips are also
going to be horizontal to look like a
sunset. Sometimes—depending on
whether it’s film negative or film print—
the interventions fully obliterate images. There’s an interesting sense of
tension within the potential to wreck
things without knowing. I like how it
makes me, as a person and as an
artist, not know what I’m getting or
how something’s going to turn out for
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weeks. I think it’s nice to have a way
to slow down, where things aren’t
quite so instantaneous. Knowing
things have to grow in a way or that
you’re not allowed to just click and get
it. This has a lot of potency for me.
AC: It seems important to me to have
the relationship between more than
one video playing at the same time,
creating an ongoing inquiry into process. I’m always thinking about this
in art: What are all the constituent
elements that one could and must
consider when they think about work?
Where does the experience come
from? You allow your knowledge of
the material to organize a work, but
you also leave the door open as to
what the final product will ultimately
look like.
The material and physical form of the
film also seems to determine that your
works remains relatively short, perhaps because the volume of the material means that only so much intervention is practical. I was wondering
if you could speak about the kinds of
time measurements you use. For example, the fact that you sometimes
measure time in feet.

JW: Yeah, I think that’s why the physical length of film to time also interests
me. That there’s this potentiality of
imaginative space that comes through
the videos’ titles. When you’re seeing
a piece as a video loop and you’re not
seeing the title, you’re having this onetime experience. And then when you
read the title in relationship to the work
there’s this other layer, this other information. And the space I’m really
interested in is the space between
those two layers. You’re having the
experience of this film, which is really moving in film space, and then
you are having the experience of the
particular kinds of images. In Dawn
Surf Jellybowl there’s the actual surfing, which has its own rhythm: It goes
upside down, etcetera. The volumes
of film—or the restraint of that—come
from this physical interest. For me the
original idea about length to duration
was based off rolls of film. Daisies
Roll Up Film is made from two rolls,
so that’s why it’s longer. Most of my
works are exactly two minutes and
fifty seconds, because I always include the roll-in and the roll-out, and
that’s exactly one-hundred feet of film
in my Bolex camera.

tell what has happened to the film,
noting the duration. I do get a sense
that there is a limited amount of film
that makes up this project, but what
I’m getting at is that the words and
the language sort of indicate narrative.
This narrative emerges from the process you’ve been describing in such
detail, as the words you use in the
title cards tell the backstory for each
project.
JW: Certainly. Without the titles of my
films, they just wouldn’t make any
sense to me. So the language element
is also very important.

AC: On a receiver level, I’m interested in the language that you use to
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Amy Granat
b. Saint Louis, Missouri, lives and
works in New York City

Bejamin Tiven
b. Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, lives
and works in New York City

Drew Heitzler
b. Charleston, South Carolina,
lives and works in Los Angeles

The Small Infinity
2009-2010
Single channel HD video, with sound,
11 min
German, with English subtitles

Drew Heitzler and Amy Granat
T.S.O.Y.W., 2007
Two channel projection,
16mm film transferred to digital video
TRT: 3 hours 18 minutes 21 seconds
Edition 4/5

Isabelle Pauwels
b. Kortrijk, Belgium, lives and works
in Vancouver
More or Less Square: A Book in Three
Parts (Photocopy Edition)
2006
Photocopied pages, bound.
8.5” x 11” x 5/8”
More or Less Square Preview
2006
Single channel video for monitor
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[Chess Story]
2012
70 pages, with color illustrations
5.5” x 8”
Edition of 50

Jennifer West
b. Topanga, California, lives and
works in Los Angeles
Daisies Roll Up Film
2008
16 mm film transferred into Standard
Definition Video (16mm colour and
b&w film neg rolled with hard boiled
eggs, oranges, lemons, avocados,
pickles, green apples, milk and watermelon – a remake of a scene from
Věra Chytilová’s1966 film, Daisies –
rolling off the bed performances by:
Mariah Csepanyi, Finn West & Jwest)

Jennifer West (continued)
Dawn Surf Jellybowl Film
2011
16 mm film transferred into High Definition Video (16mm film negative
sanded with surfboard shaping tools,
sex wax melted on, squirted, dripped,
splashed, sprayed and rubbed with
donuts, zinc oxide, cuervo, sunscreen,
hydrogen peroxide, tecate, sand, tar,
scraped with a shark’s tooth, edits
made by the surf and a seal while film
floated in waves – surfing performed
by Andy Perry, Makela Moore, Alanna
Moore, Zach Moore, Johnny McCann
– shot by Peter West – film negative
sanded by Mariah Csepanyi, Andy
Perry and Jwest)

Commissioned by the Contemporary
Arts Forum, Santa Barbara, California.
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