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Epigraph

The real history of cinema is invisible history:
history of friends getting together, doing the thing they love. 
For us, the cinema is beginning with every new buzz of the projector,
with every new buzz of our cameras.

-Jonas Mekas
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Preface

It was never my preference to write a report in addition to creating a thesis film, as 

either one of them is a large undertaking (the film much larger), but putting all of these

words into a vast white space has been cathartic. I am aware, though not often 

mindful, of how much my “dumb art” (I was recently told by a friend and colleague that 

I should stop calling my work “dumb” because it's up to me to defend what I am doing 

artistically) is based on philosophical ideas. It's nice to take a moment to consider (and

perhaps dwell in) what those ideas actually are. They will, in this document be laid out 

and explained. Unfortunately, I can only summon the clumsy words of a person unused

to communicating in such a direct and formalized fashion, but I hope that they can be 

of some use to someone on a path similar to mine.

Several sections of this paper are dedicated to recounting parts of the process 

behind the creation of my thesis film, and a few other to my progression from entering 

the program through graduating. I have tried to make them as interesting as they can 

be, though the minutiae of making a short film are not necessarily scintillating, and 

most of the parts that I find enjoyable and interesting are either uncapturable or would 

seem benign when expressed in a paper. I hope that the other passages can make up 

for whatever intellectual interest the more banal sections lack.

vi



While I will be referring often to my work as a whole, “Slow Creep” in particular, and 

other individual films of mine to some degree, I won't be diving deep enough into any 

of them to provide a full understanding. I would certainly recommend watching my 

films in support of this report.

An additional note on formatting:

I originally created this document with the University-required minimum margin of 

1.25” on the sides, and a 2.44” margin on the top and bottom, so as to create a 

document with a 2.35:1 aspect ratio - the same as my filmi. The University of Texas will 

not accept a paper in landscape format, however, and such a thin aspect ratio would 

not play well in portrait. I have acceded to this and several other, smaller adjustments 

that affect the paper only aesthetically. I will offer the paper in its original and intended 

format on request.

The typeface I am using is Akzidenz-Grotesk, and it is set in 11pt bold. It was 

originally released in 1896 by the Berthold Type Foundry, and can be found in “Slow 

Creep” on the copyright screen for “Demon Janx” (the film within the film). I have set 

the copyright of Demon Janx in 1972, and I wanted a chronologically appropriate solid, 

i The 2.35:1 convention was changed to 2.39:1 in the early 1970s, to better hide 

splices, which makes it a slightly anachronistic choice for my film (and therefore for 

this document), but I prefer it. The camera that I shot with recorded a 1.85:1 image, 

which I am cropping from, and the film will be distributed digitally, so no projectionist 

will ever be making a splice. I can be absolutely certain that seeing off the edge of the 

image will not be an issue, so 2.35:1 is comfortable.
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bold, simple, sans. After considering Folio and Univers 55, I settled on the older 

Akzidenz-Grotesk largely because of its upper-case Gs and Qs.

I have chosen to make the indent at the beginning of my paragraphs 2.5 characters, 

as less does not read well and more seems garish. My line-spacing is 1.5 lines. I 

generally prefer single-spaced lines, and find double-spaced lines unpleasant, but with 

a typeface as heavy as the one I have chosen, 1.5-spacing feels rather appropriate.

For any who would be concerned with my formatting having an effect on the volume 

of writing involved in this report, I offer here a word-count of the main body of the 

document (only the content which lies between the Table of Contents and the 

Appendix): 10,855.
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My thesis as an MFA candidate, “Slow Creep”, is a narrative short film about 
teens in the 90s renting a film and accidentally summoning a monster. Through 
this paper I intend to both touch on the process of its creation and defend it as 
an artistic piece worthy of bestowing on me the title: “Master of Fine Arts”. I will 
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Chapter One: On Trash.

“Garbage” has been used since the 1580s (or earlier) to refer to food waste1: to root 

through garbage would be an act of desperation. “Trash”, conversely, dates from 

several years earlier, and references anything of little value, perhaps initially coming 

from the Old Norse “Tros”, meaning “fallen leaves and twigs”2. Trash is simply that 

which is unwanted. Anything deemed lacking in value. When applied to a knife or a 

shoe, it is easy to imagine that one would discard an object that has become dull or 

worn thin. When applied to art it means the same: something that culture-at-large has 

decided doesn't do its job well enough (whatever the job of art may be).

I've lived my life going through trash. Much of my clothing was once trash, and nearly 

all of my furniture was found leaned against a dumpster or on the side of the road. It 

often does not take too much polishing and finesse to make what someone has 

discarded and into something once again useful. Digging through the useless trash to 

find that which is fantastic can be a rewarding task, and sometimes the pleasure of the

task is the reward in itself. Rooting though one man's trash may be another man's 

treasure.

Much of my life of film consumption has similarly been spent digging through what 

we, as a culture, have deemed trash. While a fair bit of what I have experienced has felt

like rooting around in an artistic dumpster, the bits of genius I've found have made any 

unpleasant aspects worthwhile. The creators of the films that get branded “trash” are 

1 “Garbage.” Etymology

2 “Trash.” Etymology
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often comfortable making decisions so strange and cutting-edge that they can't be 

found anywhere else. They are free of the constraints that regulate the mainstream 

industry. They have no obligation to the functionality we've all agreed to. Imagine a 

cordwainer whose oeuvre is shoes that go immediately into the trash. The masterful 

works she could make: shoes with no hole for a foot, shoes with heels made of nails, 

shoes held together with swan's tears. They could edge so deeply into the avant-garde 

that surely the haute couture would look to her work as inspiration.

Filmmaker Francis Ford Coppola has apocryphally said “the cinema language 

happened by experimentation—by people not knowing what to do…”. I am sure, 

though I am not a linguist, that the development of the cinematic language was not too

far from that of any other. I can't imagine a society developing words without first 

pointing at an object and making sounds until one of them feels correct enough to 

stick. I do not doubt that many of the earliest tests by the progenitors of film were the 

same: shoot something, watch it, take notes on what feels good, recreate it with 

variations, try it on an audience and take more notes.

In his book “Optical Media”, Friedrich Kittler asserts that while the first large-scale 

adoption of the magic lantern was by the Jesuits (including Athanasius Kircher, who 

also built a proto-cinematic device called the “parastatic smicroscope” which isn't 

pertinent enough to discuss, but I would recommend looking into)3, the second group 

to take magic lantern out into the world was charlatans (they were not an organized 

group). Kittler recounts stories about Casanova and a German con-artist known as 

3 Kittler and Enns, Optical Media, 76-85
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“Schröpfer”, among other people, who in the 17th and 18th centuries were using the 

devices to conjure ghosts as a means to make money and impress important people4. 

Georges Méliès, one of the most important early cinematic artists, and an establishing 

force in the cinematic language as we understand it, similarly got into the movie game 

(by all accounts) as an extension of his magic act. And his films were primarily a play 

on spectacle, as was much of early film.

The structural films of the 1960s New York Avant Garde largely sought to find the 

further reaches of what can be called cinema, and as such it shares much, both 

artistically and spiritually, with the early experiments in cinema performed in the 1910s 

and 1920s. As stated by Tom Gunning:

…I believe that the relation to the spectator set up by the films of both Lumière 
and Méliès (and many other filmmakers before 1906) had a common basis, and
one that differs from the primary spectator relations set up by narrative film 
after 1906. I will call this earlier conception of cinema, 'the cinema of 
attractions.' I believe that this conception dominates cinema until about 1906-7.
Although different from the fascination in storytelling exploited by the cinema 
from the time of Griffith, it is not necessarily opposed to it. In fact the cinema of
attraction does not disappear with the dominance of narrative, but rather goes 
underground, both into certain avant-garde practices and as a component of 
narrative films, more evident in some genres (e.g. the musical) than in others5.

That sense of playfulness and exploration, seeking the outer bounds of what that art 

form and its audience can handle, was carried on not only by the avant-garde and 

4 Kittler and Enns, Optical Media, 98-101

5 Gunning, The Cinema of Attraction, 64
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musicals, it's also very present in the trash cinema of the 1970s and early 1980s, which

often focused exclusively on shock and were famously light on narrative. In the same 

era, as the film industry moved past Jaws (1975) into the era of the blockbuster, the 

push for spectacle shifted into the effects-heavy Hollywood movie. I maintain that they,

leading into summer blockbusters through the 90s and up until today, are in a direct 

lineage from trash cinema (from the structural films of the 60s, from the cinema of 

attraction). I will touch on why the later incarnations of this phenomenon are less 

interesting than the earlier in Chapter Eighteen.
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Chapter Two: The Virtues of Film.

Numinousness is a quality of mysticism, the feeling that something is unknowable, 

inexplicable. It is the quality that makes an antique pen an object of more interest and 

an equivalent brand-new pen. One could look at this old pen and imagine the hands of 

a writer rationing out a short story in 1937; a child thirty years later carefully drawing 

Raquel Welch staring at a Ceratosaurus. The aura of stories, of history, of importance, 

an object can have. The aura of having been important enough to distant strangers to 

have survived the ages.

Many productions are now shooting on digital cameras. The workings of a digital 

camera are fascinating: tiny silicon chips convert light's energy into electronic 

information which is channeled rapidly into what is essentially a giant spreadsheet. 

This spreadsheet can be read by another machine to recreate with some degree of 

accuracy, the image with which the camera was presented. This process is both 

efficient and miraculous, and the results it creates are certainly as polished as any 

other method.

Film stock is, at its simplest, a thin sheet of clear plastic covered in a suspension of 

silver halide crystals in gelatin. When those crystals are struck with light, they absorb 

the energy and hold it tight within themselves until they are dosed with chemicals that 

allow them to expand. Their expansion causes them to block light as it is later shined 

through the base stock, creating an inverse of the image originally projected onto 

them. Such elegance! These tiny crystalline witnesses exclaiming their vision, so that 

all can know what they've seen.
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As a boulder by the ocean is slowly carved into a sculpture of the motion of the waves

(and, more abstractly, the moon), the film strip is a sculpture created by the very 

beams reflected from the objects before the lens. When one sees a projected film, 

struck from film, shot on film, the light passing into one's eyes is being molded by 

physical objects (the crystals) whose currant configuration was orchestrated by the 

very beams of light that struck the physical objects represented. A wholly physical (and

chemical) process. This carries with it a kind of numinousness, not unlike a rubbing 

from a gravestone, or a grandparent's teenaged dental cast. It is palpably close to 

being inside the source of the image being observed.

When a digital camera captures an image, it does it precisely. It structures the 

information in a well-designed and reproducible way. The result of this is that a static 

video-shot of a static scene can be remarkably alike from frame to frame. Because 

film's system of capture is based on a scattered assortment of tiny crystals, each 

frame of a static shot of a static scene will be made of different crystals in different 

relative spaces playing the same roles. It shimmers; it seems to have its own life, no 

matter how lifeless the content. This is why many productions originating and finishing 

digitally will insert some amount of film grain as an overlay. Without that stochastic 

motion, an image, even a moving image representing much life, can feel strangely 

dead.
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Chapter Three: In Prior Years.

My undergraduate degree is in both Music and Integrated Arts. I studied composition, 

studio art, and film. My program's focal points were contemporary composition, 

abstract representation, and non-narrative films. We worked with Bolexes, 16mm film, 

and sometimes mini-dv video (perhaps the ugliest format). My music was always a little

too theatrical, my art a little too goofy, and my films too interested in narrative. Since I 

was a child my work has tended toward the dumb, toward the lowbrow.

I've held a lot of jobs since I graduated from college: I shot portraits on cruises, I 

designed audio/video and ran tech for theater, I rapped, I taught video production at a 

camp and in high schools. My friend Jason Michelitch and I decided that normal work 

(even artistically-based work) wasn't enough for us, so one summer we sat down and, 

for forty hours a week, we wrote scripts. We wrote two features: one intended to be 

commercial and one where we allowed ourselves to write anything we wanted. The 

former is an action-comedy about a super-cop who has to go undercover as a zombie 

in order to save Chicago from an infestation. The latter is the story of three twelve-ish-

year-old girls and a ten-ish-year-old boy who take off on a bicycle/wagon/rollerskate 

road trip to Canada, for free health care, after one of them falls off a barn onto a tube 

from an abandoned trombone. I cherish it dearly and hope I can create the opportunity 

to turn it into a completed film someday.

We also wrote a thirty-page short script, which we decided to produce. For the rest of 

the summer we converted a garage into a studio, built sets, found actors, wrote songs,

and created what we hoped would be the cinematic equivalent of community theater. 

7



It's a nearly-unprogrammable monstrosity (it did play a couple of minor festivals and 

even garnered one award) called “the Rise of Kenji Gojira”, and I love it dearly. It is the 

story of a Japanese envoy sent abroad early in the Meiji Restoration as he comes home

and panics about the westernization of his country. He builds a robot monster suit, 

using concepts he learned in Europe, and rampages across the country in an attempt 

to scare the foreigners away. More abstractly, it is built on the invented concept that 

Toho's “Godzilla” character is based on an urban legend, which grew out of accounts 

of the journeys of a jingoistic mad-man who rampaged through Japan in a giant lizard 

robot. It is an accurate historical look at that man, were he to have been an actual 

historical figure and not another fictional character.

 The film is black and white, the backdrops are painted by hand, it looks cheap. We 

shot with cameras that aren't capable of synch-sound, so all of the sound work was 

done in post, including all of the dialogue. There are several songs scattered across its 

runtime. It ends with a sequence that could be read as a tragic death, an eternal life, a 

fantasy, or a non-sequiter. It's not an easy film, but people who have watched it and 

responded to me (an inaccurate metric for sure) have at least found it interesting. I 

sent a selection from it with my application to this graduate program, and I was 

accepted, so I suppose that says something as well.

A consistent aspect of my work, I have learned, is the heavy inclusion of music. I 

always go into a project with the intent of divorcing myself from it musically, but I have 

only made one film so far for which I haven't written several pieces, and that film still 

has a very strong musical component (more on that film in Chapter Twelve).
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Illustrations 1 and 2.

Kenji in his hometown (“the Rise of Kenji Gojira”, 2011).

A vendor and a sailor (“the Rise of Kenji Gojira”, 2011).
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Illustrations 3 and 4.

Monster-Kenji feels defeated (“the Rise of Kenji Gojira”, 2011).

Punching a head off (“the Rise of Kenji Gojira” 2011). 
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Chapter Four: On the Nature of the Word “Video”.

The word "video" has been pigeonholed since its conception. It is currently defined by

Merriam-Webster's dictionary as "the visual portion of television", "a recording of a 

motion picture or television program for playing through a television set", "a 

videotaped performance of a song often featuring an interpretation of the lyrics 

through visual images", or "a recording similar to a videotape but stored in digital form 

(as on an optical disk or a computer's hard drive)"6. That is all. For synonyms, Merriam-

Webster lists such words as "tape", which rings inaccurate even for those who feel that

video necessarily involves an electronically-conveyed representation of moving images.

This definition, this collection of boundaries, is worth re-examining.

There is a long-standing, if somewhat inconsequential, feud between video and film. 

Ask a few digital camera operators what they're filming, and several of them will 

pointedly inform you that they are not filming at all. The difference is defended rabidly 

by cinephiles, who love to draw a line between media, and perhaps rightly so. The 

processes of collecting images with electromagnetic means and on film are 

fundamentally different, and yield different results. Were you to see a production at 

work, with no knowledge of their camera, how could you refer to their footage7 without

6 “Video.” Merriam-Webster

7 Another format-specific word, though one we use more liberally. One of my 

pleasures while teaching has been watching the faces of students as they realize that 

the word refers specifically to filmstock, measured in feet, and isn't just an abstract 

craft-term.
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risking some kind of a faux-pas? We have no way to refer to the practice of image-

gathering from a place of uncertainty - you must begin by knowing how the information

is being collected.

While film was once the language of cinema, and electromagnetically-stored video 

the language of the home video, the lines are becoming considerably more blurry. 

American television has, for most of its existence, been a blend of the systems, 

shooting on film and transmitting electronically (with notable exceptions collected 

electromagnetically, such as soap operas and live events). For the last couple of 

decades there has been a slow shift from the other side as contemporary cinema 

meshes the technologies together. The shift began in the seventies and eighties when 

computers became advanced enough for people to shoot on film, do special effects 

electronically, and then return to film for distribution and projection. This soon turned 

into shooting on film, editing electronically, and distributing and displaying on film. 

More recently, some cinema has moved toward electromagnetic distribution, electronic

display, and/or being recorded initially electromagnetically.

As a contemporary audience member, unless you have an interest and a keen eye (or 

do a fair bit of research), there is no way to know with what media the cinema you are 

watching was shot, on what it was edited, how effects were applied, whether a reel of 

film was carried to the theater or digital information was beamed in via satellite, and 

what drives the projector behind you. Without a word that refers to the entire genre of 

time-based images, the audience is left without a simple, correct way to refer to what 

they experience.

12



On a smaller scale, it is even difficult even to define video within the context of what 

we currently call video. It is not necessarily digital, it is not necessarily analog. It can be

stored electromagnetically on a tape or on a hard drive, it can be recorded optically 

onto a disc. The only things that seem to tie all of our uses of "video" together, beyond 

being a time-based optical system, is that they are necessarily, at some point, 

electronic. This is the only characteristic that distinguishes them from film.

"Video" was coined in 1935 as a counterpart to a word coined one year earlier: 

"audio". It is based on the Latin "videre" ("I see")8, just as audio was based on "audire" 

("I hear")9. It was meant to be used in a comparable role to audio's, but for image 

instead of sound. Unlike “audio”, which has gone on to fill its broad potential, “video” 

fell almost immediately into a more restrictive use. Merriam-Webster's dictionary 

defines audio as: "of or relating to acoustic, mechanical, or electrical frequencies 

corresponding to normally audible sound waves which are of frequencies 

approximately from 15 to 20,000 hertz" 10. That is to say, “sound” is a natural 

phenomenon based on vibration, and “audio” is the effect that it creates.

If we treat “video” as the appropriate counterpart to “audio”, it should represent 

“light” in a similar fashion. "Light" is any of a range of electromagnetic vibrations within 

a range - ~450THz to ~750THz for visible light. Applying the same logic as we do to 

audio opens up many doors.

8 “Video.” Etymology.

9 “Audio.” Etymology.

10 “Audio.” Merriam-Webster.
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Everything we currently call video would still be video, but so would film. Any 

unknown mishmashes of film and electromagnetic imagery would also be video. 

Anyone with any kind of time-based image recording device would be video-recording, 

regardless of format. A child walking down a sidewalk and marveling at her shadow 

would be watching a video show. A man in his attic frightened of the moon shining 

through the leaves of a tree outside would be spooked by video. Incidental video, by 

my definition, is everywhere, waiting to be discovered.

A few years ago I taught a class on live experimental video techniques to a group of 

eight people, ranging from their near teenaged years to their mid-twenties. Most of 

them weren't sure what the class was about when they signed up, and were taken 

aback when I insisted that we spend the first four sessions just discussing what "video"

means. They told me that it was digital, and I asked if VHS counted. Yes, it does, and it 

is an analog technology. So then, video means it must contain prerecorded images, 

but what about live video? That is negligibly recorded, but not in any significant way. 

Okay, they said, then it is an electronic projection of images based in light. What about 

a laser show, then? It is electronically controlled projections, and is it more of a video 

show than a movie projected from film? They conceded that, in a worthwhile definition,

video ought to contain film. From there, what is the significant difference between the 

laser show and me swinging a flashlight in a dark room? What is the significant 

difference between a film and a single 35mm slide sitting jammed in an illuminated 

slide-projector? What is keeping shadow puppets from being video? I contend that all 

these things are video.

14



Some may say that if a slide-projector showing one slide eternally is video, then, 

under my definition, what keeps a photograph on a wall from being video? And from 

there, what keeps any other physical image or visual object from falling to my video 

category? The confusion in this logic is the mistaking of the source of the image with 

the projection. The video is not the film (or whatever other source) altering the light 

source, nor is it the light source itself. The video is the projection. If one were to take 

that photograph from the wall and bounce a bright enough light off of it to create a 

reflection of the image on another surface (or shine an exceptionally bright light 

through it), then that new projected image would be video.

The other defining feature of video is that it exists only as long as that projection 

exists, which inextricably bases the whole medium in time. Even if we are not seeing 

24 frames every second, even if that slide-projector projects that slide until the lamp 

burns out, we are seeing something which must change. The timing can be controlled 

by the artist, by happenstance, or by any other means, but it necessarily exists.

“Video” has been a muddled, mildly useful word for long enough; we have entered an 

era where we need it to be in full blossom as never before. It is time we shifted from 

strange, narrowly defined specifics to having a word which will encompass a necessary

and hitherto unreferenceable arena of technology/art/life. Hopefully this will bring 

more of an awareness of the poetic beauty of the light shows provided to us by nature 

and happenstance as art. “Video” is a word with hidden uses and secret beauties. We 

need to open it up, and open ourselves up to its full potential. We need to shine a 

bright light on “video” and see it for what it truly is.

15



Chapter Five: Time.

Time is a burden.

A photograph has to tell a story inside of a shape, which is difficult.

A film has to tell its story inside of a (usually similar) shape, but with an added 

expectation of time. That expectation must be addressed, whether through obedience 

or subversion; it is mechanically impossible not to. You must either drive the car, or 

keep it parked long enough to declare your intent to not drive it.

16



Chapter Six: Saints.

The first film required in the graduate program is a short documentary. I had never 

dealt with a documentary before, and wasn't sure how to work within the form. I began

my process intending to make a piece exploring the life of St. Christopher (I was raised

protestant, and don't have a solid understanding of saints). After shooting a recreation 

of his story, I found that he would not be enough to sustain a full piece, and pursued 

several avenues of tracking down information on saints in general. I interviewed 

priests, I talked to my dad, I spoke to people leaving their mass. I chased every track 

that I associated with what I know a documentary to be.

One of the people I spoke to was Dr. Alison Frazier, an associate professor in the 

history department at UT who focuses on religion. We delved into numinousness and 

artifacts and cultural touchpoints, and I realized that as much as anything else, my 

project would be about film. My saint. My cultural touchpoint. My numinous object.

The movie continues with some other interviews, including a couple with me 

discussing film. The movie ends with my mother suggesting that I conclude with 

music, followed by a call-and-response song, which, to my great regret, I have yet to 

see an audience fully engage with.

It is only recently, in retrospect, that I have realized that all of my films deal with my 

relationship to the medium itself. My interest in cinema wasn't truly sparked until, in my

undergraduate education, I was introduced to structural films, which address, and 

often seek to explore the boundaries of, the substance and machines with which the 

artists are interacting. This spoke to me. My own interest in the material of film and 

17



much of the machinery involved in the process (ah! but isn't the Bolex the finest 

machine in creation?) perhaps borders on a fetishization, at least falling deep into 

obsession. All of my films barring this one have been captured on film (what I would 

give for the time and equipment necessary to cut on film...), and even “saints” was shot

partially on 16mm black-and-white high-contrast stock (the same as “the Rise of Kenji 

Gojira”), which I processed in my bathroom.

18



Illustration 5.

This film-stock report and the list of 35mm stock it is giving an overview of are perhaps

representational of my somewhat obsessive feelings about (film and spreadsheets).
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Chapter Seven: A Prayer to St. Tula, Our Lady of Cinema

(not recognized by the church).

St. Tula, while I know that my film will not please all of its audience, and may even 

offend some of its audience, I ask that you guide it to into the good graces of both 

myself, and those who would judge me by it. Let the professors who have such power 

decide it is at least adequate to prove that I am worthy of my degree, and let the 

festival programmers and judges be impressed with it on any grounds at all, even if 

only because I shot it on 35mm. Please also guide my parents, who are more socially 

conservative than I, away from being embarrassed of my work, and my choice of 

subject matter.
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Chapter Eight: Fantastic is Fine.

In the second semester of the program, graduate students make their first narrative 

pieces. As a challenge, I chose to attempt to make a dialogue-free film set in a non-

silent world. Had I written a simple-to-convey story with easily-parsed visual language, I

suspect that I would have been successful. What I wrote, instead, was a story about a 

magician whose daughter puts on great shows of truth and wins over his audience. It's

not simple or easy to follow, and there is no pre-established language for a person who

puts on shows of truth (as compared to, say, a magician). That said, I think the final 

came out fine, which I'm pretty happy with, given how obtuse the concept is.

Aesthetically, I wanted the film to feel somewhat hyperreal in the way that early films 

do when we watch them now. One of the factors behind that looks is that before 

sound, films were shot at 18fps, and we now often watch those films at the current 

(American) standard of 24fps, making them 33% faster than they were intended to be. 

I wanted to split the difference of the old-film-projected-new feeling to be a bit subtler, 

so we shot large portions of the film at 21fps. This made the performances a bit 

jumpier, but also meant that we couldn't record synch sound, so all of the sound had 

to be done in post, which added to the hyperreal qualities of the piece.

The film ends with a sequence in which the protagonist turns to the side of truth and 

while holds a truth-off with his daughter, during which he saws her in half. At the end 

of the bit, they reveal that she is actually still whole, and that they have duped the 

audience. This brings the audience back around to the side of magic (and lies and 

stories and movies), and everyone wins.
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In re-watching all of my films together, I have noted that the truth/lies dichotomy is a 

concept I dwell on. Partially, I think, this is because all films are lies, and we, as an 

industry, are professional liars. My mother is a kindergarten teacher, and my father a 

minister/newsman; I have always been raised to tell the truth. But the lies we tell feel 

so important to me, and I often find these false stories convey the truth much more 

accurately and absorbingly than the simple truth could. Partially because the simple 

truth is never simple enough to fit into a good story. This is a thought I came to myself,

but it is not a new thought. As Werner Herzog writes in his Minnesota Declaration: 

“There are deeper strata of truth in cinema, and there is such a thing as poetic, 

ecstatic truth. It is mysterious and elusive, and can be reached only through fabrication

and imagination and stylization.”11

Perhaps because of how I was raised, and because of how necessary and important 

the conveyance of the Truth through stories/lies seems to be, this is a thing I struggle 

with in my films. It often becomes an important part of the plot: how we interact with 

our media, and what we communicate and believe.

11 “Minnesota Declaration.”
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Chapter Nine: the Camera has Two Lenses.

The role of an artist in society is to offer up an engaging perception of truth. A 

composer will express his feelings with sounds, a painter or photographer with colors 

and shapes, a sculptor by placing or manipulating objects in the world. All of these 

people use their particular medium as a way to tell their audience something about the

world, or about their interpretation of its truths. The primary function of the artist is to 

act as a filter between the source and the audience. And all work has some source, the

brain does not generate concepts from nowhere. It is impossible to create work in a 

vacuum. Even an artist who is attempting to create an entirely abstracted work must 

rely upon the material stored in his brain, which is a distillation of the life and 

experiences he has had, or has witnessed.

Everything an artist creates must be based on some facet of reality. Art's two 

components are: the concept, the execution. Both are important, but for different 

reasons, and they're valued differently by different people. A solid technical execution 

is necessary for the artist to accurately express their intent. The filter is the flavor, the 

drive of the aforementioned intent, the "art" of the art.

Through the creation of a piece of art, the bit of reality from which it stems is shifted 

to fit a new format. Compressed, expanded, shifted in color, shape, taste, length; 

abstracted by necessity. But as much as the canvas (or screen or concerto) is a space 

of alteration, so too is the artist herself. A moment of transit: as water bends light, as 

the needle wounds the fabric it binds, as an airplane flight changes the mood and 

lifespan of each traveller. 
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Every person perceives things in a unique way. Every person has an individual set of 

experiences that shapes their approach to each new experience presented to them. 

Every person has their own universal context. Every person also has opinions and 

prejudices, political and social and others, that find their way into the work they do. The

information that is presented to a person by the world has to be processed through all 

of these filters before it can be regurgitated as art. There are also more intentional 

filters that an artist may choose to apply: any particular aesthetic, or references to 

other works. These are also important, but they are more of a learned decision than 

what we would generally attribute to an “artistic soul”.

The choice to make art, to be an artist, is a declaration, then, that one's unique 

reflection of the world deserves to be considered by others. So is it the most selfish 

line of work? Is it a public service? An artist must believe that her vision is worth 

sharing, which is a decidedly self-centered idea. It is also, however, a public service to 

sacrifice one's time and energies to absorbing the world and processing it to re-

present to other people. It is a way to help shape the perception of others, and 

therefore shape the world (hopefully for the better). An artist is offering him or herself 

up to be used, by the world, as a lens.
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Chapter Ten: Grout.

Stand in a shower. Look at the grout between the tiles.

Find as many stories as you can within that grout.

No photograph of that shower can tell all of those stories.

No arrangement of words can invoke the same emotions.

This is why a documentary is also a work of fiction.
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Chapter Eleven: The Triptych.

Headed into my second year of the program, I wrote a trilogy of short horror films. A 

triptych from the crypt. Each film dealt with the medium in a specific way, and each 

was built on the aesthetics of an era of horror that speaks to me. 

The first, “True Will” was built on 70s outlaw biker and 80s satanic panic films. Its 

commentary on the medium is small: a single jump in the film, a lost reel perhaps, that 

coincides with the end of an invocation performed by one a group of youths in the 

woods. It is easily read as a time-skip, night to morning, but it leaves the characters 

confused, and one of them dead.

“Coercive Force”, the second film, is a small piece. It is built on the aesthetics of 

home video, and in a major plot-point, one character removes another by erasing the 

tape we're watching.

The final film in the trilogy, “Slow Creep”, lives within the aesthetics of lower-budget 

attempts to make hollywood films in the late 80s and early 90s, during the golden 

moments of major horror franchises. Its story is built around a videotape that, when 

played, summons a horrible monster which attacks the protagonists.
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Chapter Twelve: Dirtbikes and Knives.

And underwear. Dirtbikes, knives, and underwear.

I produced “True Will”, the first film in my trilogy, as my pre-thesis film in the second 

year of the program. The script involves five punks headed into the woods to drink, 

smoke, and make out. One of them has a secret plan to summon an ancient demon 

that will possess the full group. He intends to then murder the other four so that he 

alone will have the demon, and can use its powers for his own whims. The plot could 

carry a loose 60-minute feature, and hardly fits into a short, but I chose to boil it down 

into a syrupy piece built more on tonal and aesthetic motions than on traditional story 

beats. The major motions are all represented, and the audience understands enough 

of the events to be carried through what I hope to be a satisfying cinematic experience.

Kenneth Anger, who has been creating exclusively short films since around 1940, was

a huge influence on “True Will”. His work is, similarly, built on tone and image more 

than direct story. He also makes extensive use of ritual, motorcycles, and attractive 

young people in their underwear.

I chose to shoot on 16mm film, with a Bolex SBM. I toyed with making my 

cinematographer, Michael Roberson, hand-crank the camera, but after tests, I opted to

shoot with the spring-motor running at approximately 24fps. The spring-motor is not 

steady enough to shoot with synch-sound, so I opted to record entirely silent and do all

of my sound in post, including all of the dialogue. The film also has only one scene that

uses lighting other than the sun or a fire. Both of these decisions allowed us to run 

with a small crew, and work very quickly.
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One of the downfalls of working with film, rather than video, is that every foot shot, 

every second the camera runs, increases the expense of the picture. As I have only 

directed on film (and with small budgets), my directorial style has developed in a 

different way than many of my peers: I rehearse every scene with the camera present, 

but not running, until I am happy, before shooting it. When I am happy with a take, I will

confirm with my dp/camera operator and the actors that they are content, and then 

move along. This approach, along with a very conservative shooting plan, allows me to 

keep fairly low shooting ratios, and “True Will” clocked in at about 5:1.

While I didn't write the music for this film, I commissioned one piece from a local 

musician, which plays at the beginning and end of the film (it is the only music in the 

film). It's based very heavily on Leslie Gore's “You Don't Own Me”, and it feels similarly 

powerful. In commissioning it, I sent that song as a reference and requested that the 

final piece make me want to throw a chair through a window, as Gore's does. The 

piece accomplishes that. The film has played at only one festival, and I could not 

attend, but I got an email from an attendant congratulating me on the film and asking 

where he could find the song (only in “True Will”, is the answer).

My work has been on a slow trajectory from work based on tone/style/structure 

toward story-based work. This is no doubt in part due to the portion of my brain that 

was not enthusiastic about cinema until it (I) was introduced to structural film. The full 

trilogy represents that trajectory well, as each is more of a traditional narrative than the

last.
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Chapter Thirteen: We always skip thirteen.

The second film in the trilogy, “Coercive Force”, is very brief: essentially one scene. It 

features two characters having a discussion, until one demands that the other take a 

destructive action toward the film we are watching, erasing her from it. The story is 

direct, but abstract and still somewhat built on tone.

I intended to shoot it at some point before graduating, during free time, but I was 

misleading myself in thinking that I would have free time. It was to be shot in a three-

camera studio (and perhaps still will, if I can get access to one in the future), much in 

the style of a soap opera. I would rehearse the scene with my actors as one does with 

a play, then shoot a few takes of the full film, until we got one that was satisfying. I 

would then transfer the movie to VHS, degrade it, re-scan it, and finish digitally.

None of the trilogy of films carries over characters from another, but I do intend there 

to be a very loose story that tracks across the three. This larger story is subtle, but 

indicated by, among other things the re-use of actors from film to film. “True Will” ends

with only one survivor, and she is on tap to play the lead of this film as well. The demon

that was left inside of her character in the first would be exorcised into a VHS tape in 

this film, to be released back into the world in “Slow Creep”.

Unfortunately, as “Coercive Force” was not produced, my trilogy is not a trilogy, but 

two disconnected films. I hope to have the resources to call it into being in the future, 

to complete the full structure. Then each film may be stabilized by the other two.
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Chapter Fourteen: On Critique.

When critiquing a work, one must treat everything - every aspect - as intentional: 

vision, realization, presentation.

I have friends who, while watching a film, will see a strange occurrence and declare 

“what a mistake! what a goof these fools have perpetrated!”. I have sat with many 

colleagues in critiques of works and often someone will begin their comment with “I 

don't know if you intended this, but...”. This behavior, this reaction, is not only rude, but

destructive to the idea of film as a complete text.

When one ingests a text (film or otherwise), one mustn't do so while wondering the 

whole time “what is it that I am expected to be thinking now?”. One mustn't focus 

energy on the intent of the author. Information not presented by the text can only taint 

the pure audience experience.

It is helpful for scholars who are considering a piece to understand who the author is,

and what their world was like (on both macro- and micro- levels) while they were 

creating. It is important to know if the creative force behind a piece one is studying was

a political refugee during Apartheid, a team of studio executives, or a well-taken-care-

of but still captive elephant. For one who is simply experiencing a text or piece of art, 

however, any knowledge outside of what is presented in the piece itself can only 

detract from the piece as a finalized and complete work.

Further, anything that an audience is being allowed to experience has been 

scrutinized prior to presentation. In the case of film, often a piece is carefully examined

and approved by dozens of interested parties (or more). Any thing, any action or 
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moment or hue, that was not originally intended, has nonetheless been observed and 

considered and through this process is has gained intent upon pre-release approval. It 

is not uncommon for an aspect of a work that began as a mistake to become a favorite

moment of the author.

Instead of seeing a strange occurrence and considering it an error, if one respects the

art being experienced, one must consider that occurrence to be an interesting choice.

I have, of late, found a thinker on a similar wave in Stephen Thrower, who, in 

“Nightmare USA” pitches a hypothetical mode of viewing similar to mine when he says:

[P]erhaps a more illuminating, reasonable and enjoyable method of viewing is 
to imagine one is 'through the looking glass' into a world where all the 
'shortfalls' of technique are actually artistic achievements. Instead of being 
condescending to 'bad movies,' why not treat the 'errors' and 'shortcomings' as
a sort of  art-in-negative, where divergences from the norm, whether accidental 
or not, make up a parallel film universe? A place where tracking shots are 
supposed to stumble, editing always obscures, and actors characteristically 
refuse to give even the basics of a plausible performance. It's by taking this trip
to another world that we can really start to enjoy 'bad' films, and also to 
discover their aesthetics. We need an imaginary film grammar to account for 
movies in which a high concentration of ostensible failure — technical, logical, 
discursive — transcends mere kitsch.

I, of course, don't feel that this needs to be in some parallel film universe, and instead

feel that we, in our current universe, need to treat every film (and, indeed, piece of art) 

as a completed project that fully expresses what it is meant to. With this method of 

reading, all that which could be called mistakes must be accepted as the greater vision

of, if not the filmmaker, at least the film.
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Chapter Fifteen: As the Crow Sleeps.

In pre-production for “Slow Creep”, the thing that scared me the most was the 

monster. Ideally the monster is somewhat frightening for the audience as well, but 

through a more visceral vein than the logistics through which it frightened me. I never 

worried about finding a location, getting a crew, or casting the other actors, but for the 

film to work, the titular creep had to be both pitiable and upsetting. It couldn't read as 

a person in a rubber suit.

The original character description from the calls we sent out for the slow creep reads 

as follows:

Imagine filling a garbage can with watery fruits and chicken skins, and then you 
get a call that your mother is in the hospital, so you go to be with her. After 
three weeks she’s released from the hospital and she’s not dead, but she’s 
also never going to recover to be her previous self. So you fly home, and when 
you get home you open the garbage can and all that food is halfway decayed 
and covered in mold, and an enormous wave of stink hits you in the face. The 
Slow Creep is like if that came to life.

We saw a lot of actors for the role, none of whom could get as weird as I was hoping, 

they all went immediately to a Nosferatu pose on “action”. I decided that what I needed

was someone with a lot of body awareness and a vocabulary of motion, so we needed 

to audition dancers as well. When Amanda Haiker, whom we eventually cast, came in 

to audition, it was immediately striking how naturally she takes to inhuman motion. In 

rehearsals I had her perform mundane tasks as the slow creep, and would give her 

adjustments. The movements she invented and performed were almost universally 

amazing. Her physical imagination is vast and strange.
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On set, the monster costume restricted Amanda somewhat, reducing the potency of 

her motions. Many of her best actions were cut from the film due to pacing, as well. 

She did an exceptional job, though, and, except for when we can clearly see her face, 

she never feels like a person at all.

For the costume, since it has to be the most convincing thing in the movie, we went 

through local sfx company, Hawgfly Productions, Inc. I worked closely with their key 

designer, Meredith Johns, and she did a fantastic job of wading through the cloud of 

references I spun up to find the monster waiting obscured in the middle.

My largest regret with the film is that we did not have a crew member on set who was

in charge of fluids. We had large buckets of clear slime to cover the creep with, and 

thick pink blood that should always have been oozing out of the creep. Without a 

person whose primary responsibility was those fluids (and blood), there was nobody to 

advocate for them in the haze of production which resulted in them ending up 

somewhat inconsistent, and almost never as present as I would have liked them to be.

The other large regret I have is that late in preproduction I cut a scene from the 

beginning of the film. The scene was there to establish the rules of the monster, but 

since it was a non-recurring character in a non-recurring location, when my committee 

said they didn't like it, it felt easy to cut. In screening the film for people, I have found 

that viewers tend to accept the monster as a monster and not care too much about its 

motivations and the rules that bind its actions, but there are rules, and I am sad that 

they are not apparent in the final piece.

“Slow Creep” has, as appropriate for a thesis, been the largest production I have had 
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the honor to helm. My other productions had run from a crew as small as two people 

(“the Rise of Kenji Gojira”) to my previous largest, “Fantastic the Amazing”, which had 

around ten crew-people on set at any given time. For “Slow Creep”, we generally had 

upwards of twenty people on set at any time. That wouldn't be a noteworthy number 

for a production with a budget, but for the way I came up making movies, and the 

budget the film had, it was remarkably large. It was a pleasure to run, and I enjoyed 

knowing that there was a whole squadron of brains dedicated to every task being 

performed, but I also had to walk off set occasionally to find quiet and space and air, 

which I had never needed to do before.

It is important for the aesthetic of the film that it be shot on 35mm, and distributed in 

a 2.35:1 aspect ratio. I looked into shooting with a 4-perf camera and using 2x 

anamorphic lenses, but it would have been prohibitively expensive. My next option was 

to shoot on a 2-perf 35mm camera, which is natively 2.35:1 (or so), but they are rare 

and difficult to obtain. My final option, and the one that we ended up using, was to use 

a 3-perf 35mm camera and crop down to 2.35:1. We were fortunate enough to be 

approved for Panavision's New Filmmaker Program, which allows for the use of a 

comprehensive package of Panavision equipment for significantly less money than one

would normally have to pay. This allowed us the use a very nice 35mm camera, a set of

tripod legs, a geared head, and a variety of accessories (some normal, some fancy, like

the heated eyepiece).

We also received a Kodak film-stock grant from the Austin Film Society, which 

allowed us to get all of our stock essentially for free. We received several thousand feet
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of a combination of 5207 and 5213. We shot the film to keep our ratio low (around 6:1),

but the processing and transfer was still a large expense.

There is a film that the characters watch in “Slow Creep” called “Demon Janx”, which 

we shot with a different cast and a skeleton crew in the woods on super-8 film. It only 

took a couple of hours of production time, and it only plays in the larger film for about 

a minute and a half, but shooting the small fragment that exists, made me wish I could 

make the whole thing. I imagine that it's a 65-70 minute feature where the jock 

character is the lead, but when the love interest enters the film she does most of the 

work in destroying the monster, and also supports the jock emotionally.

The end of “Slow Creep” is a music video, intended to feel somewhat like a boy-band 

video, and inspired by the late 80s/early 90s practice of having a song (usually a rap 

song) play in the end credits of a film (usually a summer movie aimed at kids and 

teens), and either recount the plot of the film (Partners in KRYME's “T.U.R.T.L.E. 

Power” from “Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles”, 1990) or discuss the characters in the 

film (MC Hammer's “Addams Groove” from “the Addams Family”, 1991). The video is 

shot on a Sony PMW-F5, which is a very different look from the rest of the film. The 

intent was to shoot it at the same time as everything else, but when we pushed shots 

back, it was easier to push the non-35mm shots, so we only managed to get through 

the very beginning during our primary production period.

The remainder of the music video was shot as a pick-up, so it takes place in a studio, 

in essentially a dark space. The quality isn't as high as I had initially hoped, due to it 

being shot months later in a less-than-ideal space, while the whole cast and crew was 
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involved in other projects already, including myself (I had been the cinematographer 

for two other thesis films in the interim, and was deep into preproduction on a third). 

We did bring in a troupe of young dancers, and dressed them in somewhat 

representational monster outfits. Amanda Haiker, our creep, wore a similar but slightly 

fancier outfit than the rest. I think it serves as a fine endcap to the full movie.

Music, as usual, is an important aspect of the film. I wrote the song for the music 

video at the end, which is perhaps the most directly presented music in the piece. It is 

performed by the cast, all of whom were excited to have a venue to sing and dance in 

addition to acting. I also composed the score to “Demon Janx”, which is inspired by the

film-works of John Carpenter and Goblin, but intended to be from a film that couldn't 

afford either of them. There are three songs near the beginning of the film that I have 

gotten permission to use from the bands who wrote them. This is my first time working

with existing musics, as it's usually very expensive.

The song behind the first scene is a local Austin band, Hola Beach, and I selected 

their song “Anyway” to lend an air of 90s grunge, which is important to help solidify our

setting immediately as the film starts. Under the credits we get a seven-second song 

called “This Year” and then an excerpt from a much longer song called “Garbage 

Collector”, both from a band called Meek is Murder. I wrote to them for permission, 

and I now owe them all beers and a hug the next time I am in New York City. Meek is 

Murder's music is a little too brutal for my film overall, but it works well under the 

credits to establish a tone. To maintain that energy, I brought in a local drummer and 

screamer to score the fight scenes in the film. I didn't want a full metal band, because 
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that much pitched sound would have interfered too much. I stripped down the band as 

much as possible while keeping the energy. I gave them some references and told 

them my concepts, and I wrote a graphic score for them, but I gave them a fair amount

of leeway. I am happy with what they did, and the power it lays under the scenes.

My films have not, historically, been accepted into too many festivals. Since “Slow 

Creep” is, by far, the most traditional narrative film I have ever directed I hope that it 

will find a wider appeal than my previous work. I do think that it maintains my trash-art 

aesthetic, and I will be very pleased if it is the first step in finding a way to make work 

that is appealing to both myself and others.

37



Illustration 6.

Mikayla Pham, Amanda Haiker, and Anabelle Guerrero: three of the dancers in their 

music-video outfits and makeup.
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Chapter Sixteen: A list of some items I've found in the trash.

Photographic processing chemicals.

Nintendo Gamecube.

Left-handed bass guitar.

Dulled samurai sword.

Juicer.

DVD of Jaws 2.

Red, white, and blue track jacket.

CD titled “Great Romantic Themes from the Movies”.
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Chapter Seventeen: Lessons from the Creep.

A smaller crew of trusted people is better than a larger crew of strangers.

If you care a lot about a particular aspect of the film, make sure that there is 

someone whose primary function is to ensure that it is happening the way you like.

While I am a fine editor, it would benefit me to have a great editor (or even just 

another fine editor) to run post-production instead of myself. I let my sound designers 

work more independently than I have in the past, and it was a pleasant experience.

It's better to have a crew that you love and does good work than a crew that you hate 

that does great work.

I've learned a lot in graduate school about working with actors, but it is still my 

weakest front as a director, and I would like to keep working on that. Perhaps it would 

benefit me to direct a drama, even though I tend to find them generally uninteresting.

Nobody will prioritize your work to the degree that you will, so sometimes maybe it's 

fine to do everything yourself, even though it is detrimental to your mental and social 

healths.
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Chapter Eighteen: On the Inverse of Critique, and Back into the Trash.

In Roland Barthes's “Camera Lucinda”, he re-appropriates the Latin word “studium” to 

refer to the content in a photographic image that is interesting in a way that can be 

assigned a semiotic meaning: the overall effect of the image, as we are taught to read 

it. To refer to small details that leap out of the image, the tiny moments that defy the 

larger image and, in Barthes's estimation, the artist's intent, he uses the word 

“punctum” (Latin for “point”). It is conceptually appropriate because, in his words, 

“punctum is also: sting, speck, cut, little hole - and also a cast of the dice. A 

photograph's punctum is that accident which pricks me (but also bruises me, is 

poignant to me).”12

It is this kind of detail that Christian Keathley, in “Cinephilia and History, or The Wind 

in the Trees”, defines as a “cinephiliac moment”: a kind of minor detail that the casual 

viewer of a film may not notice, but that the lucky attentive “cinephile” will catch and 

latch on to, often as a favorite moment in the film13. The “wind in the trees” portion of 

the title of his book refers to, among other things, the often-told anecdote about 

audiences of the Lumière brothers's film “Baby's Dinner” (1895), and how they reacted

viscerally, not to the child stealing a biscuit, but to the trees in the background of the 

shot twisting cheerily in the wind. This detail is what caught them, what moved them. It

fits with Barthes's assertion about the most effective point in the film being one initially

unintended by the creators.

12 Barthes, Camera Lucinda, 26-27

13 Keathley, Cinephilia, 30-36
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This cinephiliac reading of works, and the desire for such a reading, is perhaps a part 

of what drives my desire (and the desires of many people) to watch trash cinema. 

Those moments in which beauty slips past a filmmaker's guard, in which a real 

moment or image sneaks into the necessarily false world that an artist is attempting to 

provide, can be, in a project with sufficient budget and horsepower, nearly stifled. Most

trash cinema does not have the time, funding, or crew to prioritize the complete 

control of all of the information being produced. It is in ambitious low-budget large-

scale works that there is the most opportunity for the punctum to stab through.
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Chapter Nineteen: Pre-Production in Retrospect.

Looking back through my pre-production documents, I don't find much of particular 

interest, save for the storyboard. Cinematographer Tom Rosenberg and I went to all of 

our locations with his digital camera and, after discussion, photographed every shot in 

the movie. We would assess the space and our intentions, then I would act out the 

motions, and he would take photographs accordingly. We would discuss them more. 

Sometimes we'd re-shoot, but when we were happy we dropped It into a document. 

This was our storyboard of sorts, and it served us well on set. What was striking to me 

was that, looking back after having put the film together, most of the shots are nearly 

exactly the same as the equivalent storyboard shots, except, of course, for the actors 

and set-dressing.
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Illustrations 7 and 8.

I and producer Makena Buchanan pose in a demonstration of the first shot of our 

heroes, Jacques Colimon and Nya Garner.
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Illustrations 9 and 10.

I sit in Nya's chair, before the room is dressed. The ceramic cat is one of only a few 

pieces of set-dressing in place.
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Illustrations 11 and 12.

I am overplaying the emotion in this scene, because I am not an actor.
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Illustrations 13 and 14.

We, unfortunately, did not have stand-ins for Nya or for the pizza.
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Illustrations 15 and 16.

We cast Tyrell White largely because he is so beautiful, but it turned out he's a fine 

actor/singer/dancer as well.
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Illustrations 17 and 18.

It is strange to see, on reflection, how much of the directing that I thought I did on set 

was actually done far beforehand.
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Illustrations 19 and 20.

Makena Buchanan stands in again, this time for Amanda Haiker, the creep.
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Illustrations 21 and 22.

As much as these storyboard shots are remarkably like the final movie frames, it's a 

good reminder how important the various visual elements of a film are: lighting, set-

dressing, wardrobe.
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Illustrations 23 and 24.

It's also nice to be reminded of problems we solved: I completely forgot, during the 

editing process, that we put that bookshelf where it is to cover a walkway in the house 

that isn't supposed to exist in my film.
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Chapter Twenty.

Every edit is a choice.

Every frame is an edit.
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Chapter Twenty-One: In Defense of the Future.

My goals in coming to graduate school have always been twofold: to improve myself 

as a cinematographer/my body of work, and to enable myself to get academic work.

Before coming here I had shot a fair amount of work, but it was mostly my own work, 

which tends toward the absurd, and never looked very slick. I cinematographed some 

shorts and webseries,  but they were all very low-budget, often with only work-lights 

and no crew. Nothing on my reel was very impressive. I figured that working my way 

through graduate school would allow me to shoot things with higher production 

values, which would simultaneously force me to better myself, and improve the quality 

of work that I can show to producers to sell myself. While here, I have shot one KA 

project (the first documentary required of graduate students), one KB project (the first 

narrative required of all graduate students – we each shoot one), two narrative pre-

theses, and five narrative thesis films (counting one I will shoot this summer, just after 

the semester ends). I have also co-shot three documentary films, and ac'd and gaffed 

on countless others.

The films I have been asked to shoot have definitely trended towards the strange: 

films with distinct aesthetics far from the realistic dramas that seem to dominate the 

work coming out of the department. This is fine with me, though it may be somewhat 

undermining my desire to make a slick portfolio: I'm proud of every film I've shot here, 

and I think I've improved from the practice.

Just having an MFA will allow me to get a teaching job at a university somewhere, but 

having TA'd, and having TA'd the classes I have, has certainly helped me to work on my
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methods as a teacher. While here I have taught the basic course for beginning 

undergraduates, the first narrative course for the grad students, and many things 

between. Three-Camera TV Studio Production was a highlight for me, as was the 

Cinema Laboratory. I have flexed my educational muscles, and I feel much more 

prepared to run a classroom in the future. Juggling a full course-load, 20 hours a week 

of teaching, and working on sets has also been enlightening, showing me how much I 

can take. I am pretty sure now that I can handle teaching and making work at the same

time.
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Illustrations 25 and 26.

“Hole” (dir. Qian Zhuang, 2013)
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Illustrations 27 and 28.

“Ronnie Monsters” (dir. Amanda Gotera, 2014)
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Illustrations 29 and 30.

“Pervert” (dir. Michael Roberson, 2014).
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Illustrations 31 and 32.

“¿Por Que el Recuredo?” (dir. Juan Pablo González, 2014).
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Illustrations 33 and 34.

“U R A Dial Tone” (dir. Lauren Kinsler, 2015)
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Illustrations 35.

“Nothing Human” (dir. Tom Rosenberg, 2015)
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Chapter Twenty-Two: Time Again.

I will live eternal. To me, there will be no end. My approach to ensure this will be: I will

create. I will not slow down. I will drop out of the flow of time. I will dream.

I will create art and rhetoric and friendships. I will create goodwill. I will create 

memories in those around me and artifacts in the world around me.

These things will endure. I will place my print, cast my shadow on the consciousness 

of culture (of the world itself).

I will not live fast and die young; I will live fast and never die. The more perpetual my 

motion, the faster the speed I can maintain – the more slowly time will flow for me, the 

longer my relative time on earth.

I will, as often as possible, drop out of the flow of time. Whenever I can work hard 

enough or play hard enough or love hard enough to step out of the timeline to which 

more mundane practices are confined, I will do so with all of my being. Every instance, 

every moment of this, provides me with a new eternity in which to dwell.

Finally, I will dream as often and as richly as I am capable, because it is through 

dreaming that I can accomplish the tasks I have laid out for myself. It is dreaming 

alone that will allow me eternal life.

62



Chapter Twenty-Three: the Aesthetics We Create.

I would certainly not claim to have created anything new in my life: there's hardly 

room for that in the world. It's all a series of permutations. When I refer to the 

aesthetics I have created, I mean for myself. The visual voice with which I speak.

Film/video is a slower art than many, and more expensive. This causes the artists 

working in the medium to take longer to come into their styles, to find themselves. I 

have been learning a lot about myself lately, and my own desire to shoot on small sets,

to shoot with mattes, to create worlds instead of working in the readily available one. I 

also, in all aspects of my work, strive for an exaggeration of the truth - a slight 

cartoonishness. I am interested in presenting my audience with a pre-perceived 

version of events, rather than a directly believable one. I believe that regardless of 

intent, the auteur's vision is all he or she can offer, and I feel that fully acknowledging 

and exploring that will create the most worthwhile art.

While my vision is not yet fully realized, and I don't yet know where it is headed or 

even where I would want it to be, I certainly feel that I am further down that path than I 

was three years ago. Hopefully one could say that about any period of three years (or 

any period at all), but I do believe that my trip through graduate school has accelerated

my journey by providing a space and infrastructure to do work that needs to answer to 

nobody but myself.
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Appendix: A Dagger Into my Own Heart.

In light of a recent conversation I had with my friend Juan Pablo Gonzàlez about 

medium specificity, I would like to say a word on video (as the word is currently 

defined). Juan Pablo was saying that he's been reading some scholarly work about 

medium specificity lately, and it generally tends to be an argument for film as a 

superior medium. He has political issues with this, as he's familiar with places in Latin 

America where, even in its heyday, film was financially impossible for most 

productions, and labs and stock wholly inaccessible. I recognize those issues, but 

would like to raise my own artistic issues:

1. It is important to recognize is that film is not inherently superior to video. Just as a 

paintbrush is not better than a potato cut into the shape of a heart, and a clarinet not 

better than an oboe. They are merely separate choices. Just as Kodak 3374 has a very 

specific aesthetic, so too does Hi-8, or the Arri Alexa. For any given project, one of 

these tools (or some combination of them) is certainly more appropriate than the 

others, but in a wider context each of them has a use. Every tool brings with it certain 

aesthetic considerations and limitations. In the hands of a wise artist, any of them can 

produce fantastic art (especially the potato, in the hands of one's own child).

2. While I stand behind video, as it currently exists, as an artistic choice, I also believe 

that it hasn't begun to approach its final incarnations. Video's evolution thus far has 

been, with a few minor diversions, largely a push towards making it look as much as 

possible like an idealized version of 35mm film. Video is not, and can not be, as good 

at being film as film is. Nothing could be. Video, along with the artists and engineers 
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who trade in video, needs to start to figure out what video is, and how it can strive 

toward the idealized version of itself, instead.

Whenever I approach a new medium, I come at it with a version of medium specificity

in mind: what can I achieve with this that I can not with anything else. For example, I 

have a pitch for a 3d film about a monster that only appears in the audience's left eye: 

it attacks a town full of people with eye-patches, rendering them unable to see it – the 

film would be nonsense in 2d. When I think about working in video, I think about all of 

the things that video could be doing that film can not reasonably do. Things which, as 

far as I know (I am not an engineer) are simply a recalibration of priority and software.

A few ideas:

a. Exposure times longer than a shutter speed could normally allow. Why not shoot

at 24 frames-per-second but expose each frame for a full second?

b. Live manipulation of the projection device. Why not install sensors in seats that 

allow for the acceleration of a film if the audience gets bored, or multiple endings 

selected by when in the plot they fidgeted the most?

c. The inclusion of the audience in an almost entirely pre-captured piece. Or 

perhaps a long, slow fade from pre-captured video into a live video feed.
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Vita.

Jim Hickcox (James Wesley Lloyd) can't stop breaking things, and is uncomfortable 

calling his work “art”.

Email: tango.mceffrie@gmail.com

This report was typed by the author.
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