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Malcolm Turvey: We are here to discuss the various ways digital technologies have,
and have not, impacted experimental filmmaking. There was a time, in the
mid-1990s, if not before, when some people argued that digital technologies
were revolutionary and that they would fundamentally change filmmaking.
Now that the dust has settled, or at least started to settle, and we can look
back over the last fifteen or twenty years, the “digital revolution” might not
seem like a revolution at all. We want to talk about both what has stayed the
same and what has changed in experimental filmmaking thanks to the
advent of digital technologies.

Ken Jacobs: I think those people were right, but they were premature. They first
made that argument about analogue video. But analogue video was not the
way. There were people, like myself, who saw it as a great but transient
medium. We saw good things being done, but now those things have gone.

Turvey: Are you talking about video art?
Ken Jacobs: Yes.
Federico Windhausen: When video art emerged, was it being discussed as something

that experimental filmmakers would have to address? I have always had the
sense that experimental filmmakers in the era of analogue video art felt that
they could keep their distance from it pretty easily. 

Flo Jacobs: That’s because the film-developing labs were still functioning.
Windhausen: So it wasn’t a threat? It was something you could easily avoid?
Ken Jacobs: That’s right. 
Windhausen: Do others recall the situation in the same way?
Mark Street: I remember the discussion about who was a video artist and who was a

filmmaker, and how they had different purviews. You said the advent of ana-
logue video art—so you’re talking about the early 1960s? 

Windhausen: The moment of wider dissemination of the technology in the late
1960s and ’70s.

Street: In the 1980s, when I went to film school, there was still that distinction, but
it started to mean less. People were making choices about shooting on ana-
logue video based on economics, not based on content or aesthetics. When I
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first went to film school, people would ask, “Is it a film, or is it a videotape?”
But ten years later, it didn’t seem to matter as much.

Windhausen: Were you around when Canyon resisted distributing on video?
Street: Well, some at Canyon resisted and some didn’t. There were some who felt

that video was a threat, as you say, and there were younger people who felt
that it really didn’t matter what medium was being used, that what mattered
was the work itself. I remember being pulled both ways. 

Flo Jacobs: Don’t you think the change really occurred when cheaper editing soft-
ware like Final Cut Pro became readily available? Before that, there was Avid,
but Avid was expensive. Then Final Cut Pro changed everything. 

Turvey: When was that, Flo?
Flo Jacobs: 1999.
Windhausen: Right around the time that cheap digital cameras came on the mar-

ket. 
Lynne Sachs: I think that was a revolution in terms of access. Because of its accessi-

bility, more people could enjoy the freedom of using the new media for
creative thinking. People started to believe you could be a “filmmaker” with-
out being a “director,” and that making a film could be an autonomous act
from start to finish, as painting and writing are. That was very radical,
because before that, there was a hierarchy in filmmaking (except among
experimental filmmakers who tried to work outside that hierarchy). I think
there has been a very important shift in society’s understanding of filmmak-
ing. People realize that the resources are there to do it individually. This
“democratization” is not just a political shift; it’s a paradigmatic shift in that
it allows filmmaking to be the product of a truly individual vision, as Stan
Brakhage and others always advocated.

Windhausen: But hadn’t the Bolex 16mm film camera already enabled a lot of what
you’re talking about? It facilitated a shift from thinking about becoming a
director within the industry to thinking about oneself as a creative artist
working individually outside the industry. The difference in the digital era is
that there’s already a long history of experimental filmmaking, and that his-
tory has valorized and legitimized the notion of the individual film artist
that you are talking about, whereas when the Bolex emerged, people like
Maya Deren in the 1940s had to stake their claim to being a film artist.

Street: There’s another history at work too, and that’s the history of video art,
which is a half step toward what you are talking about. Because analogue
video was a popular, anti-high-art medium, it spoke to the idea that you
could own your own camera and respond to television and things like that.

Ken Jacobs: The first video cameras were pricey—they weren’t that inviting. I
remember one thing that shocked me was their low resolution. Ralph
Hocking ran a video center, a lab upstate, and in his own work he con-
sciously exploited video’s “low-res” rather than imitating film.
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Sachs: The shame of the digital world is that as the machinery gets more and
more advanced, there is an attempt to mirror reality as closely as possible.
That is what I think is so disturbing, whereas the avant-garde is not trying
to mirror reality. We’re trying to shape, investigate, play with, and sculpt it.
High-definition is so unappealing to me because of that. 

Luis Recoder: You used the word “sculpt,” and I think that film is becoming more of
an art because of these crises. The digital wants to emulate film, and it is in a
crisis: it doesn’t have a history. While that is going on, filmmakers like myself
can work with film in a way that maybe you weren’t able to at one time. It’s a
different kind of a possibility, I think.

Turvey: Do you mean that digital technologies show filmmakers ways to use cellu-
loid that they might not have thought of before, ways that emphasize film’s
differences from high-definition digital video?

Recoder: Yes, filmmakers and projection artists can work with celluloid in ways that
are highlighted and assisted by this crisis, rather than evading or negating it.

Sachs: What do you mean by “crisis”?
Recoder: Well, you were saying that you’re not crazy about high-definition, right?

I’m not crazy about it either. For instance, when you go to a film festival and
bring your video, you don’t know what it’s going to look like when it’s pro-
jected, whereas with film, you have a better idea of what it’s going to look like
and you can work with the projectionist to get it right. Video artists can
sometimes do the same thing. They can run tests to see the quality of the
projection. But often, you take your video to Sundance, or international film
festivals, and it’s a bummer when you see it projected. With the medium of
film, you have more control. I mean, you can even bring your own projector!

Ken Jacobs: I disagree. I can’t imagine a level of control over film that compares to
the control you have with video.

Flo Jacobs: Except that you had fantastic problems switching over to PAL and
Progressive Scan. You had disasters.

Ken Jacobs: Yes, there were problems. But let’s not forget the computer. It is this
fantastic brain that can do anything. It gives just incredible freedom and
control.

Sachs: For a while, one was totally dependent upon institutions in the city to con-
vert from NTSC to PAL. But these days I can do much better conversions
using Final Cut Pro and some other compressors than they can do. It takes a
little while, but it looks perfect, going from PAL to NTSC or the other way.

Windhausen: But you’re talking about the advantages of video in production and
postproduction, while Luis was talking about control over projection
enabled by film.

Ken Jacobs: But there is a forward momentum with digital video, an urgency that’s
lacking with film, which is just dying. There are only two film-processing labs
in the city now. These problems with video will cease to be problems after a
while. Video is constantly improving.
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Flo Jacobs: But the other problem with digital video is preservation. What’s going to
happen in ten years?

Ken Jacobs: The labs tell us that the only way to preserve digital video is to put it on
film—on 35mm. [Laughter.]

Sachs: There are also the changes in our thinking brought about by these new
technologies. The practical changes they occasion are a big part of our daily
lives. But the changes in our thinking are harder to grasp. The other day, I
was watching experimental documentaries by students from Union Docs,
and I asked them a question about sound, and every single student had
downloaded their sound from the Internet. For them, it wasn’t about listen-
ing, about the surprise of finding something in the world around you.
Instead, they seem to want to work in a cleaner comfort zone. Of course, we
all work with found footage, and I adore that. But the surprises that come
from working in the field teach you something about who you are in the
world. I asked these people, who are all in their early-to-mid-twenties, if they
ever go out into the world to listen to and record sounds. Their answer was
no, for the most part. For them, filmmaking is more about acquiring the
world than engaging with it.

Windhausen: Mark, do you find this with your students?
Street: I can make an analogy with books. I was talking to a student the other day

and I said: “You’re looking for a book and it’s in the intellectual vicinity of
these other books, so you go to the library to look for the book, and if the
book isn’t there, there might be other books close by that could be of inter-
est.” But it was an alien concept to this student—the idea of wandering and
browsing and letting the library take you where it will. Nowadays there really
is a more acquisitional approach to sound and images. It’s more like “I’m
looking for this; let me go and get it” rather than “I’m going out to shoot
and maybe I’ll happen on something by chance.” I think that’s a weakness of
the digital age.

Ken Jacobs: They live only in their own times. They are not listening to the world,
just making something out of the computer.

Turvey: Hold on. Isn’t it possible to discover something by chance on the Internet
as well?

Sachs: That’s what they said to me. They said, “We find the most amazing things on
the Internet,” and I said, “Oh, I spend plenty of time on the Internet, I
know!” But they think: why go listen to the birds if you can download all
these bird sounds without even knowing which birds they are? 

Turvey: Lynne and Mark, if I understand your work correctly, you use multiple for-
mats to shoot on, right? Do you do so because each medium offers different
possibilities or advantages?

Street: For me, yes. I was in the basement today looking at a 16mm print that Craig
Baldwin sent to me. I had to go downstairs and thread up the projector just
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to look at it, and there are limitations involved in that, just as there are limi-
tations involved in shooting 16mm and Super 8mm film. I try to let those
limitations speak, while also enjoying the freedom of the digital age. These
days I transfer everything to digital, so I feel I can go out and shoot a roll of
film and it’s OK to be defined by that roll for two minutes and forty seconds.
But then I transfer it to digital and that opens up other possibilities. 

Ken Jacobs: What moves you to still shoot film?
Street: I like the texture of it; I like the fact that when you shoot a roll of film, it

becomes a specific entity and it’s unlike any other thing. It has its own
weight and characteristics. You know? Thirty-six exposures: a roll of still film
becomes like a little narrative, a little vignette of sorts. And I think that’s use-
ful. I remember when I first started shooting videotape, I would fall asleep
looking at my footage. [Laughter.] There was so much of it. I had six hours of
footage. It used to be I had two rolls! You’d made it work, you’d make it
count. So I like those limitations, I like being hemmed in, because making
work is always about overcoming the obstacles.

Turvey: You are also interested in 35mm film, right? That’s fairly unusual within
the experimental-film world. Didn’t you use 35mm film trailers in Trailer
Trash [2009]? Where does that come from, that attraction to 35mm? 

Street: Well, for a very brief and misguided period of time, I thought I could cir-
cumvent the fact that 16mm was disappearing in the early 1990s. I made a
film called Sliding Off the Edge of the World [2000] in 35mm in the hope that I
could maintain the purity, such as it is, of the filmgoing experience. I was
motivated, in part, by the experience of trying to show my films on 16mm. I
would pay for a 16mm print and spend a lot of time and money figuring it
out, only to be asked: “What’s that?” or, “Don’t you have that on tape?” Or to
be told: “The projectionist is not here.” So I made a few 35mm films, and as I
worked at a lab, it was easy for me to do that. However, Trailer Trash was fin-
ished in mini-DV, and I don’t really have any desire to work in 35mm
anymore. 

Windhausen: Ken, you did a couple of found-footage films on 35mm as well, right?
Is it Disorient Express [1996] or Georgetown Loop [1996] that’s available on
35mm?

Ken Jacobs: Both are. 
Windhausen: For the size of the image, because they are widescreen?
Ken Jacobs: That’s right. I hear what you’re saying about the intensity of using film.

It costs so much, the meter is always running, and I honor that. But I enjoy
having too much stuff on video, and then looking through it and seeing
what unexpected thing I find, something I just couldn’t plan. 

Turvey: So you find the extra volume of material facilitates creativity and surprise?
Ken Jacobs: I look at that stuff the way you might look at the world with a film cam-
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era. You pick it up from the world, but I’m looking at this already-recorded
stuff to see what’s there that can suddenly be made vital. 

Turvey: Luis, if I understand your projection process, you use 16mm film exclu-
sively, is that right?

Recoder: And 35mm.
Turvey: You are from the youngest generation of filmmakers in this room, and so

that means you would have gone to school in the 1990s, would that be right? 
Recoder: Yeah, mid-’90s.
Turvey: Can you say something about why you work with celluloid film?
Recoder: I think it has a lot to do with what Lynne said earlier about the availability

of media. Digital made celluloid film more available. You can now find it in a
flea market for really cheap. I entered filmmaking at that moment in the
mid-to-late-’90s when the hierarchy between celluloid film and digital wasn’t
there. I didn’t have that kind of baggage, the view that one medium is more
authentic than the other. It was more about availability and economic fac-
tors. Working with a projector and found footage, by chance I became a
projectionist. I was going to festivals and was invited into the booth to set up
my projector, and I learned about projection that way. I discovered possibili-
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ties within the realms of the theater and the booth, and the division between
what’s hidden and what’s not, the apparatus and the audience. So it was
really a schooling through the rear end of cinema, through the projection
booth, which happened by chance. It wasn’t that I wanted to make films; it
was more that I was led into it.

Windhausen: Guy Sherwin says that as well—that you can now buy film projectors
really cheap. For him, digital has made it easier to work in film projection
and performance than it was before, because you can just go on eBay and
buy all these cast-aside film projectors that nobody wants anymore.

Luis, you’ve been appearing at what I assume are expanded-cinema fes-
tivals. Have you seen other artists at these festivals working in video in ways
that run parallel to, or in interesting contrast with, what you do in film?

Recoder: Not as much, but there are a few people working with old analogue video
equipment from the ’70s, so there is a revival, a backwards gaze at the
medium of video itself. I think it’s because it’s so hands-on. Even in music
there is a revival of the old analogue hands-on process. It’s all due to perfor-
mance, the desire to perform with the medium. Earlier, I used the word
“control,” but really I think it’s an improvisational process. There’s control in
the sense that you know what different things are going to do, but then the
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performance opens that up into messier, less controlled ways of working with
the material. 

Windhausen: So in your experience of going to these festivals, there has been a
revival of expanded cinema largely in the photochemical-film and analogue-
video modes, but not so much in the digital-video mode?

Recoder: I haven’t really seen digital video, but I’m sure it exists, more so in the art
world than in the film world. At film festivals—not just at expanded-cinema
events but also traditional film festivals—they are opening up spaces for
installation art and performance, and my partner Sandra Gibson and I fall
into that niche. A lot of festivals, even big ones like Sundance, want to high-
light materiality. In a strange way they are becoming “structural materialists,”
albeit unconsciously. They invite us because they want materiality, again due
to the crisis occasioned by digital media. With digital media, there is nothing
material to see or touch as a medium. 

Sachs: I think one of the interesting directions that the digital world is taking us
toward is a fetishism of decay. We miss decay, so we have to create the activity
of something physical breaking apart or aging. In the world of architecture
they create furniture that looks faux-worn and antique. It is very peculiar to
me that there are digital effects that can create scratches and dust. We don’t
want things to age. Nevertheless, we miss the chemical reactions, the fact
that physical things change, so we simulate decay. It’s so strange. The desire
for decay is a nostalgia for the aura of the original and its physical transfor-
mation. In digital, the original isn’t transformed, but we want it to be. I don’t
necessarily aspire to this myself, but then I find myself including things like
the flash-out flames, and I use found footage because it adds a texture that
gives me so much delight. I think it does the same for the audience, who say,
“Oh, I really like that,” because it doesn’t look realistic, it doesn’t look like
television or digital video. That’s why there’s a desire for decay.

Windhausen: But it’s also a desire for the material markers of the filmstrip, as in
the simulated end-of-roll light flares you now see in those spots for the
Sundance channel. Things that experimental filmmakers first discovered
about film or liked to reveal to an audience are now so easy to achieve digi-
tally.

Street: But isn’t it a nostalgia on the part of the younger generation for something
that never existed? The great “experimental” filmmaker Francis Ford
Coppola said that he has no hankering for film. He lived it, but his daughter
who didn’t live it, Sophia Coppola, wants to shoot on film all the time. I used
to have this idea that you could go out and get projectors, Dumpster-dive,
buy stuff on eBay, etc., and create a DIY punk film aesthetic. Then a student
brought in an old camera, a regular 8mm camera, and it was rigged in a
weird way with a funny magazine, like a regular 8mm magazine that you
would pop in. I had never seen anything like it, so we poked around on the
Internet and discovered you could buy those magazines through a Web site.
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There was a guy in L.A. who was tinkering with and remaking them and then
selling them for $70 or $80 each. I realized there was something faux-nostal-
gic about this. It wasn’t about finding the detritus of the culture and using it.
Rather, it was about re-creating it, in an anachronistic way, like wearing a
pince-nez or jodhpurs or something like that.

Turvey: So decay and obsolescence have become commodified and clichéd?
Street: That’s how I felt, that people are paying too much for these things. Why

not just use a video camera that’s cheap and that’s the lingua franca now,
you know?

Ken Jacobs: But the marks of these older technologies mean something. They ring a
bell, they do something. I studied decay, OK? My Tom, Tom, The Piper’s Son
[1969–71] is really about decay, among a lot of other things. It wasn’t about
nostalgia, it was about asking, What is this old stuff? What is it made of? What
is its character as a series of
light impressions?

Windhausen: There is a video by the
art ist Cory Arcangel called
Personal Film [2008], which is
full of the effects you are talk-
ing about, but he made it on a
desktop digital imaging pro-
gram and had it transferred to
16mm film. It has flame-outs
and scratches and count-down
leader, and when you look at it
in the installat ion space—it
was at Team Gallery a couple
of years ago—it’s a 16mm pro-
jector projecting a 16mm film.
If you don’t read the text
about it, then you don’t know that it was all done on a digital desktop. For
better or for worse, he’s someone whose work reflects how that younger gen-
eration works with digital imagery. 

Ken Jacobs: But that’s to make nonsense out of this stuff. The flameouts—I kept
them in my films for a number of reasons. I wanted to say, “This is the end; I
can’t shoot anymore, because I have no other roll of film.” But I also wanted
to say, “This is film; this is the character of film. What I’m showing you are
unedited rolls from a camera; I left the flash frames in”—that was part of the
statement. And now you can make it happen digitally, and it doesn’t connote
anything. It doesn’t signify. It’s just an effect. 

Sachs: That’s why I think that the flash-frame only exists as a conceit , as a
metaphor. It’s no longer indicative of something material. 

Windhausen: Luis, you choose not to show your audience what you’re doing in

Ken Jacobs. Tom, Tom, The
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terms of the photochemical film processes and the projection processes that
you’re working with. What’s your sense of how they understand the images
that you’re creating, given the lack of knowledge about photochemical film
that we’ve been talking about. Do you care?

Recoder: Yeah, I do. When I started doing projector performances, a lot of the peo-
ple who came to see the show were let down because there was no
performance in the traditional sense. I wasn’t in front of the screen doing
things. Nowadays, when you are talking about expanded-cinema shows,
that’s what they expect—there are a lot of younger artists putting projectors
in front of the audience and in front of the screen, so that you can see what
they’re doing and can see the effects of what they’re doing. I try to work with

the audience’s anticipation of this kind of performance and their subse-
quent disappointment, where the whole spectacle maintains itself as an
illusion and then breaks down. The audience is confused about what they’re
really seeing and what’s really happening. Is it film? Is it video? I work within
the space of that confusion. 

Windhausen: But does what you’re doing remain, then, a mystery for the audience?
Recoder: Slightly. We reveal it sometimes afterwards, during the Q&A. 
Windhausen: Ken, at times you have shown audiences what you’re doing and at

times you deliberately hide, or stand in front of, the apparatus. 
Ken Jacobs: That’s only with the Nervous Magic Lantern. I don’t want people to
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think that they understand it because they see its parts. It is completely mys-
tifying to me, doing it, and I don’t want an easy answer for them.

Windhausen: Do you care whether they think they see a film performance or a
video performance? Some of my students get it wrong if they don’t see the
apparatus.

Ken Jacobs: No, I do care. I don’t want them to think that they’ve seen video,
although I’m not consistent. We were in Paris, and the interest in seeing the
machinery was so strong, I just opened it up. I want people to realize that it
really is a magic lantern. That’s all it is. The result is coming from these
primitive means. To have someone think it’s video would be disappointing.
Now, some of it is being recorded on video. There is a DVD of a piece I did
with John Zorn, Celestial Subway Lines/Salvaging Noise [2004], so I guess I
don’t think that it’s always so important that one see the machine. I also
want the effects onscreen to be appreciated for themselves.

Flo Jacobs: But you can’t record it at all; it’s impossible. Every time we rehearse, it’s
different, no matter what you do.

Ken Jacobs: What Flo is saying is that each time I do it, I improvise. I can’t repeat
what I did a previous time.

Street: I’m just wondering: if flash-frames are film ephemera and Joan Jonas’s verti-
cal roll is early video ephemera, what are the ephemera for digital video?
What do people show when they’re showing us the subconscious of the
medium?

Windhausen: Ken shows artifacting, pixelation . . . 
Street: Ernie Gehr shows the space between the frames, as in Crystal Palace [2002]. I

guess that’s it. 
Windhausen: What we’re talking about are the medium-specific gestures that are

typically made when a medium emerges and artists want to see what are, for
example, the unique artifacts of decay within that medium, or something
like that, right?

Street: Right, things that remain particular and idiosyncratic to that medium. 
Windhausen: Cameras these days are like computers in that they have built-in obso-

lescence, like laptops. After a certain number of years, a camera is going to
be off the market and obsolete. You and Lynne still work with mini-DV
rather than HD, so you’re already old-school. Ken, meanwhile, has moved on
to high-definition (he’s the youngest of all of us). [Laughter.] Last year Ken
had a Creative Vado High Definition handheld pocket camera, and now he’s
already got a new one that I’ve never even seen before. It doesn’t even have a
viewfinder or a screen! So the question becomes: why bother doing medium-
specific work when your medium is obsolete within a year? 

Ken Jacobs: Young people, I believe, are sampling. They encounter something, they
get an idea, and then they go for something else. The idea of making a dis-
crete work that begins here and ends there is passé. 

Windhausen: At the Oberhausen Film Festival’s retrospective of his work this year,
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Fred Worden said something similar when discussing his newer work in
video. Filmmakers can now continually revise their work, because they have
it on a hard drive. You just look up a particular file and continue working on
it. The open work is becoming more of a norm now. 

Street: I think that openness is good. I always encourage my students—this is
Final Cut Pro talk—to create a new sequence every time they sit down to
edit, as if they are reinventing the film every time. Filmmaking was linear;
it involved a progression. As you edited it, the film hopefully got better,
shorter, clearer. But in the digital age, you can sit down on a Tuesday and
reinvent your film and on a Wednesday reinvent it again; you are not
bound by a linear progression.

Windhausen: You don’t have the point of termination of having to pay for the
print, for example.

Street: There was also an investment in every one of your gestures. A splice had bet-
ter be good, because it was costly to go back. But with digital, you can
experiment and play around because nothing is irrevocable. Very few of my
students take me up on that, though. It’s usually still one sequence that they
invest in and keep trying to improve.

Sachs: There is a term used today, which is “non-destructive.” The way we work now
is that everything is protected. You’re never really working with what you did
yesterday but rather with a duplicate of it, so that if you don’t like what you
do today you can always go back to what you did yesterday. But when you
were editing with film, you didn’t have that freedom. You were working with
a work print, and if you cut it, of course you could put it back together, but
most of the time, if you did intricate cutting, you were going towards some-
thing and you weren’t going to break up all those little frames again. It was
essentially destructive; there was no return. But now we want the constant
capability of returning to something as if we were striving towards perfection
and any risk we take might lead us astray from that perfect end. 

Ken Jacobs: Are you saying this is positive or negative?
Sachs: I don’t know. It’s positive because I’m used to it now, but I don’t know if it

makes me more risk-averse or less.
Turvey: So if it’s so easy to alter and go back, how do you know when a film is fin-

ished? What is the criterion, now, for a finished film?
Ken Jacobs: Oh, wait a minute. That’s nothing new. One simply senses that it is

done, just like with a painting or a poem or anything else. You step away and
it’s done. I don’t think that’s changed.

I want to say this: Kino’s Avant-Garde 3 DVD contains Danse Macabre
[Dudley Murphy, 1922], The Petrified Dog [Sidney Peterson, 1948], Plague
Summer [Chester Kessler, 1951], The Death of a Stag [Dimitri Kirsanoff, 1951],
Image in the Snow [Willard Maas, 1952]—all of these could have been shot on
video. There are very few films that pertain to the twenty-four frames per
second, or sixteen frames per second, of the film strand. It takes some of
Brakhage’s work, or Kubelka’s, to say, “Yeah, that had to be shot on film.”
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Windhausen: What about Wavelength [Michael Snow, 1967]?
Ken Jacobs: Wavelength could have been shot on video, too. 
Windhausen: Snow might say that you go from a long shot to the close-up of the

postcard with the waves, which is a pyramid-shaped trajectory, whereas the
projection from the film projector to the screen forms an inverse pyramid.

Street: But doesn’t that concern projection rather than being shot on video? There
is the distinction between showing something on a small screen versus a
large screen, and the distinction between shooting something on film and
video. For example, I saw Jeanne Dielman, 23 Quai du Commerce, 1080 Bruxelles
[Chantal Akerman, 1975] at Film Forum, and I had only seen it on VHS on
the small screen. When you see it big, it all comes together, and when you
see it small, it’s nothing. It’s a question of kind not degree.

Ken Jacobs: Scale is enormously important. It’s the same thing with music. Scale is
significant. 

Windhausen: Interesting. So what you’re saying is that for a large number of exper-
imental films, there is not much lost if you watch them on video?

Ken Jacobs: No, I am saying that there is nothing lost if you make them on video;
there is if you watch them on a monitor.

Windhausen: Oh, OK. Now, related to this and to distribution issues, there seem to
be more festivals showing experimental work now than ever before. So do
you find that your work is being disseminated more than ever before? To
what degree are the festivals more important or more prominent than exhi-
bition venues like Anthology Film Archives? Also, none of you have films on
the Web. None of you have Web sites where full, high-definition versions of
your work can be seen. Why not?

Ken Jacobs: I’m unhappy when things are shown in less than optimum conditions.
It makes me very unhappy, and that’s why it’s really important to make hard
copies. Hard copies exist when people really care about work, people who
want to have a DVD or something.

Windhausen: And is more of your work being seen, not just at festivals but in
venues that are interested in showing works by Mark Street or Ken Jacobs,
now that they can find a DVD to rent?

Ken Jacobs: Yeah, and they can find us. 
Windhausen: OK, so how many of you travel with your work? One of the core values

of experimental film is the temporary community of the theatrical audience,
the people in the seats who are watching your film. If film exhibition
becomes Web-based, you lose that temporary community, potentially. Is that
something that you are reluctant to let go of? Do you care?

Street: I’m reluctant. When you’re in your house, you’re surrounded by the things
that you love, that you bought—bourgeois trappings—and I think you’re less
able to take risks. But when you go sit in a theater, there’s a social contract. I’m
watching Jeanne Dielman, I’m bored, but I’m not going to get up. I’m going to
stick it out because there’s a social contract and I’m part of the temporary com-
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munity you mention. I have a film festival at the end of every semester with
my students, and the students ask, “Why? Why do we all have to get together
at 7 p.m. on a Thursday? Can’t I just look at a disc, can’t you just give me a
disc? Is it going to be on the Web?” It’s a very telling, contemporary question.

Ken Jacobs: And when they look at a disc, they skip through the film, the fuckers.
[Laughter.]

Street: I like the social part of it. I think it’s important to be in the same room with
the work and experience it as a group in the dark.

Ken Jacobs: I disagree. It’s always just me and the work. I’m not even with Flo when
I’m watching this thing. I’m with the person who conceived and presented
it, just like reading a book. I’m alone. I don’t want people around. 

Sachs: You asked about whether we travel with our work. I actually make a lot of
effort to travel with my work, and it’s extremely disruptive to family life and
work life. But it’s very important to me. It keeps it alive. It makes it human.
Many times I am paid an honorarium but they say, “We want you to be here,”
and it’s not very much money. Nevertheless, I do my best to go with the films
if I can. It’s worth it to me to feel that aliveness the way musicians do, or the-
ater people. It’s not as if my work is all over the place in stores and it has this
productive presence in society.

Windhausen: I can imagine younger filmmakers thinking that Web distribution is
fine because they will get feedback from blog comments or things like that.
But I haven’t seen it. I still find that younger filmmakers want a body of peo-
ple responding directly to their work. 

Ken Jacobs: I would very much love for my stuff to be available. Free is OK with me,
although every so often I realize that’s not realistic. We need the money,
there should be some money coming back, but really I just want the work
simply out there, and as good as it can be.

Flo Jacobs: What Ken really wants is to travel with live works, otherwise it doesn’t
make any sense. It’s easy for him to just put a DVD in the mail, so the only
reason to travel is to perform.

Street: For you, Luis, the DVD does not exist, right?
Recoder: No, we have DVDs. We like to have our work seen by as many people as possi-

ble, and not everyone can invite us, not everyone has those resources. Our work
has been shown on DVDs in installations, at places where they couldn’t invite us
to go and do performances. For me, the medium of digital video is irrelevant;
it’s just another distribution format. What we do is not video art. Some people
might see it that way, but that’s not really a direction that I’m interested in.

*

Ken Jacobs: I’m someone who really likes working with accidents, and to me, video
is a vast accident, you know, unplanned, unexpected, wow!

Turvey: Can you give examples? 
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Ken Jacobs: Well, I work with these miniature digital cameras, and I can’t see
through them. For years I worked without a reflex lens, and it was a major
thing in my life when I could afford to buy one with a built-in viewer. These
miniature digital cameras are cheap models, unbelievable models. They
focus by themselves, they get the right light levels by themselves. You press a
button to turn them on and another to take a picture. Yes, there is a lot they
don’t do, but it’s so much fun exploring what they can do, much of which is
unexpected. So, I’m really grateful.

Turvey: Ken, would you ever go back to shooting on film?
Ken Jacobs: I’m not inclined to. Before I worked in digital video, I had pretty much

stopped filming. One reason is that I had accumulated so much footage and
I just didn’t want to add to the number of unfinished works. They were very
hard to finish; I never had the money. Flo Rounds a Corner [1999] was the first
video I did, but it made finishing Star Spangled to Death [1957–2004] as a
video thinkable. Forty years, or something like that, after I started it on film,
I was able to finish it as a video, and I’m so grateful.

Windhausen: You were talking earlier, Mark, about medium-specific gestures like
the vertical roll, and I was thinking of work like Paul Sharits’s from the ’70s,
which was accompanied by Sharits’s theoretical statements, which would
undergird, or run parallel to, the work he was doing. In the digital era, while
there are academics who theorize about digital media, it doesn’t seem to be
the case that experimental filmmakers are taking that step. As they move
into digital, they don’t appear to be writing theoretical texts about the prop-
erties, possibilities, or capacities of the medium, or making work that says,
“Maybe digital is this.” Instead, they seem to be working intuitively with the
materials, and the theoretical stuff is left largely to academics.

Street: It’s interesting to put it that way.
I wonder if it’s because every-
thing seems possible in the
digital world, so filmmakers
don’t feel the need to highlight
the limitations in the way that
they did with film.

Ken Jacobs: It takes an exquisitely dis-
turbed person to dwell on what
they can’t do. [Laughter.]

Street: I think it’s interesting, the idea
of theories or manifestos about
the propert ies of a medium.
Think of Fred Camper’s “The
Trouble with Video” [1985] and
the update. I don’t agree with
him, but it’s interesting that he
compared film and analogue
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video. I don’t know that any filmmaker is doing that with digital. It’s too easy,
in the digital world, to think that the latest thing is the new language and is
not to be questioned. I see that right now with the 16:9 aspect ratio, for
instance. It used to be that we had 4:3 or 16:9, that there was a choice. But in
the last two years, I’ve noticed with my students that it’s not a choice any-
more. They use 16:9, and that’s it.

Windhausen: So can we agree that the filmmakers here are relatively conservative
in that they prefer to show their work in a theatrical projection situation
where the temporary community of an audience has to watch the work from
beginning to end?

Ken Jacobs: And you can’t go to the bathroom! [Laughter.]
Windhausen: That’s fairly conservative though, right? 
Flo Jacobs: No, it isn’t! That’s not conservative.
Windhausen: It is today. You’re conserving it as a tradition. It’s a valuable tradition

but it’s a conservative move.
Flo Jacobs: Do you want to walk in to the middle of Strangers on a Train [Alfred

Hitchcock, 1951]? I don’t think so. Is that being conservative?
Windhausen: I guess I mean new work.
Recoder: I think you can be more radically conservative now in the gallery. There are

things that we are doing, my partner and I, that no theater is going to show.
They are too long, or too boring, whereas in the gallery you can show them.

Windhausen: You’re making gallery work now?
Recoder: Yes.
Windhausen: But you’re in the minority here, is what I’m saying.
Ken Jacobs: All of us make work that begins at one time and ends at another time. We

want it to be seen that way!
Sachs: I do have a

piece on the
Internet called
Abe c eda r ium:
NYC [2009],
and every time
that I open it,
aspects of it are
different. It will
speak back to
me based on
the climate, on
how the public
participates. 

Flo Jacobs: In terms of
being conserva-
tive, I think the
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work has to be seen from beginning to end. You can’t just stroll in, visit it,
and stroll out. You can say the same thing about a painting. You wouldn’t
want somebody to cut a detail out of a painting at the Met and hang that up,
would you?

Windhausen: Well, there’s a difference between a perpetually open work and one
that’s finished. I’m thinking, as a point of comparison, of new-media artists,
who make work that’s interactive and continually open to change. It can be
entered into and left behind at any point. 

Flo Jacobs: But that’s their concept, that’s their work.
Windhausen: Another shift is that television is more cinematic, now, in every way,

and people emulate the film theater in their homes. 
Ken Jacobs: That’s good, because what about the kids who are looking at a cluttered

monitor while watching a movie in bed?
Sachs: Or three movies!
Windhausen: “What’s wrong with that?” the kids would say.
Ken Jacobs: That’s right, they would say that. But they would not understand the

problem.
Sachs: That is a real function of the digital, the fact that people believe that it is

just as good an experience to watch more than one thing at once.
Ken Jacobs: Multitasking. 
Sachs: Or multi-watching. It’s not even a task, because they’re not having to do

something. It’s a “more is better” attitude.
Windhausen: In relation to this, I was thinking, Luis, that what I’ve seen at

expanded-cinema festivals is a lot of work that is ambient, where I have the
sense that the artist expects you to dip in and out of it in a relatively aleatory
and arbitrary way, whereas what I’m accustomed to in single-screen theatri-
cal, experimental films is having my attention be directed from beginning to
end.

Ken Jacobs: OK, there was this guy named Andy Warhol [Laughter], and he intro-
duced “background paintings” to convivial meetings, with people drinking
and talking in front of something that looked expensive. That is a huge tra-
dit ion now. I call it “stuntism”—fifty paintings of Marilyn Monroe or
whatever. It’s not about asking people to learn how to see and to look at
something very intently.

Turvey: But there are different kinds of work, right? So, obviously, your work
demands and requires an intense perceptual engagement. But that’s not
true of other kinds of work, or some television shows, or other things that
one might consume on a smaller screen. 

Ken Jacobs: There are households where the TV is the first thing on and the last
thing off. 

Turvey: What I mean is that there are different viewing modes appropriate to differ-
ent kinds of work. Just because people are watching three things at the same
time on small screens doesn’t mean they are watching them inappropriately.
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For example, it would be foolish to sit and watch a CNN broadcast with the
perceptual intensity that one would watch a work you make.

Ken Jacobs: Yes, I think we are what they call fascists. We want to dominate your
complete attention. 

Recoder: I think that’s what you were asking about, Federico, the aleatory, “in and out”
perceptual experience of a certain kind of performance. Allowing that sort of
open play and knowing that you have audiences who have all kinds of attention
spans is to be anti-fascist, I think. And when you take out narrative and images,
you are completely lost. One of the things that brought me to the avant-garde
was the experience of viewing. I felt that I could walk in and walk out of it, not
physically but perceptually. It allowed me to be in a space where there is a con-
fusion between “Am I making this? Or is this making me?”

Windhausen: But you are articulating something very different from what these
three filmmakers do in their single-screen works. Maybe you’re an excep-
tion, Ken, but most of the work that you’ve all made has a beginning,
middle, and end, and you place a value on directing the viewer through the
work. But with expanded-cinema pieces, as Luis has said, it’s the viewer mak-
ing the work in an aleatory process that is equal to or of more value than
being directed through the work. 

Ken Jacobs: I don’t direct anybody. I am fascinated, and if I remain fascinated from
beginning to end, that’s all the direction that goes into it. 

Street: But Federico, there was ambient work that you dipped into and out of in the
’50s and ’60s. I don’t know that it’s technological.

Windhausen: It wasn’t the dominant mode. I’m talking about dominant modes
within experimental cinema. 

Street: So you think the dominant mode of experimental cinema today is aleatory? 
Windhausen: No, I think it’s the dominant mode of expanded cinema.
Street: Right, but I think that’s a style, and I don’t think it’s any greater today than

it was in 1969, or 1959, even.
Windhausen: Well, it’s certainly more popular today than it was back then. 
Street: Maybe, but there has always been artwork that is non-directive, that allows

people to engage it with various degrees of attention. It would be interesting
to compare this new paradigm, as you describe it, to Christmas on Earth
[Barbara Rubin, 1963], or something.

Windhausen: I’m not saying that those precedents don’t exist; I’m just saying that
they weren’t as prominent as they are now. 

Recoder: I’m interested in the word Federico used, “conservative.” I’m wondering
where that’s coming from, as if you were trying to pin us all down.

Windhausen: I was talking about the theatrical situation with the temporary commu-
nity and everyone looking at the same screen at the same time. That’s a
long-standing value within the tradition of experimental film, one that I hope
continues. But it is “conservative” from the perspective of the new-media artist.

Street: I’m conservative in that sense. I’ll sign.
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