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THIS IS MIKE (1984)
cast:

Mike: Doug Mears 
Samantha: Elizabeth Storm

Brad :Terry Houlihan 
with Nick D’Arienzo, Scott Maxwell, others 

written by Beryl Kinney, Nick D’Arienzo 
edited by Paul M. Wagner 

associate producer Barbara Derville 
executive producers Dorab Patel, Jeff Cook 
produced by Sarma Sastry, Magnus Nordin 

directed by Charles Tashiro

music Gato Barbieri, “Europa”
Jimi Hendrix, “Gloria”

David Bowie, “Modern Love”
Sparks, “Cool Places”

Thompson Twins, “Hold Me Now”

This is Mike came about through a unique set of circumstances, 
as a result of which it is unlike just about any other film that 
I’ve made. The circumstances centered around the graduation 
from the UCLA film program by myself, Paul Wagner and 
Beryl Kinney, the desire of Sarma Sastry and Magnus Nordin 
to produce a project and the presence of Nick D’Arienzo, a 
childhood friend of Sarma’s brother Ramana, who was also my 
roommate at the time. The results are unique in being virtually 
the only light comedy that I have ever made, and the only film 
I’ve made in which I had nothing to do with the script, and did 
not have right to “final cut” to the film. 

All of this came about because of our group’s belief that with the 
proper assignment of talents, we could put together something 
that would show off all of our abilities. So, I was chosen to direct, 
Beryl and Nick collaborated on the script, Paul edited, Barbara 
Derville helped in producing, and so on. To say I learned several 
valuable lessons from the project would be an understatement. 
Not least of them was learning that going into a film project with 
friends is always risky, and should never be attempted unless you 
are prepared to lose your friends. The specifics of the conflict 
that arose in production are water over the dam. It’s enough 
to say that we managed, just, to get through the problems and 
finish the film.

Unfortunately, it is also the case that the problems colored our 
view of the project, so that while we finished it, it was impossible 
for any of us to have a balanced view of it. Watching the movie 
to prepare this disc, I was struck, in fact, by how good it is in 
many, many ways. It’s unquestionably impersonal, however, 
which partly explains why we all felt a little indifferent to the 
results. I once described my direction of it as “bargain basement 
Bertolucci,” which was probably unfair to myself, but accurate 
enough to give a sense of the movie’s somewhat synthetic 
style. For the biggest single problem with the project, which 
in retrospect we should have recognized immediately, was 
that none of us had a personal interest in the results. That’s to 
say, we all did the best we could, but there was a basic lack of 
conviction at every level that prevented the results from being 
anything other than a slick exercise.

I say “slick” despite the fact that having been shot in Super 8, 
the results look especially rough today, after twenty years of 
ever smoother technology. If you can look past the graininess, 
however, you can see that there is, in fact, quite a lot of inventive 
filmmaking in it. The bar scenes, for example, are beautifully lit. 
The camera moves throughout show that I had a strong sense of 
how to use a dolly almost from the get go. (This was, incredibly, 
the first time I used one, and the film benefits from some eleven 
years of fantasizing about how I would use one once given the 
chance. In fact, given that it was the first time I used a dolly, I am 
almost prepared to say that I’ve been wrong for all these years 
when I said I don’t have an innate sense of camera movement. 
To judge by these, I actually have a very strong sense of how to 
use moving camera.) And if it’s true that I didn’t give a damn 
about the characters or the situation, it’s also true that my 
“synthetic” style works very nicely to give the project a stylish 
veneer. Paul’s editing also helps considerably in keeping the 
story moving, and the actors are all good. And I don’t want 
to leave the impression that I think the script is bad. In fact, in 
another director’s hands, it could have served as the basis for 
a nice, wry little romantic comedy. It’s just that I wasn’t the right 
director. That too is something that we should have recognized 
from the start. 

I don’t know who would have been better. Beryl would have 
undoubtedly been better at revealing the characters, but she 
wouldn’t have been able to give it the same visual sophistication. 
Nick was too inexperienced to be entrusted with directing, and 
I doubt he would have wanted to even if he’d been asked. Paul 
would, I think, have been even worse, since his temperament 
is nearly as glum as mine, but without Beryl’s strong sense of 
character, or my sense of style. His talent is for quiet support, not 
exposed expression. Barbara Derville might have been the best 
choice, looking back on it. The results almost certainly would not 
have been anything like what we got, and she might have given 
it a unique, quirky style. If I remember correctly, however, at the 
time, Barbara was not particularly interested in directing another 
project. The problem was that with so many “auteurs” to choose 
from, it was almost impossible to expect any of us to be able to 
direct someone else’s script with the same conviction we would 
have given to our own. I’m prepared to admit, however, that 
This is Mike is a more successful film than, say, The Off Season, 
albeit much less ambitious. Not, however, much less expensive.



For that’s something else that strikes me as I watch it. Were a 
group to attempt something like Mike today, it would cost next 
to nothing. When we made it, it cost several thousand dollars, 
and that was with the ability of borrowing much of the equipment 
from the UCLA stock room. Even shooting in Super 8 was 
remarkably expensive (and we actually went to an answer print, 
thus increasing the costs much above average for the gauge). 
In that sense, filmmaking has come a long way. The credit 
sequence is not fictional. We really did have that many people 
working on the film, and all of their services were needed. Today 
I could shoot it with less than half as many people and for 
about a third the cost. Of course, I’m also more experienced all 
around, so that would be a factor as well. 

Aside from my use of moving camera, I discovered one major 
talent in myself in This is Mike. It’s that ability to create quiet, 
understated dialogue scenes, especially duologue scenes. It 
was Paul who first noticed it, when we were looking at the fine 
cut of the film. It came as something of a surprise, because 
until that moment, I figured that my talents lay exclusively with 
camerawork. What I learned, in fact, was that camera was 
just one component in creating a scene, and that I had a gift 
for taking that into the realm of mood and texture. It wasn’t 
the first time I made a moody movie, but it was the first time 
I achieved that feeling through quiet, Realistic characterization 
and situations. 

Even though I did not have the right to final cut, the differences 
between the finished film and my cut are minor. Fortunately, 
working with Paul, I largely avoided my tendency towards long, 
slow shots. Had I been entrusted with cutting the project alone, 
I imagine it would have been much less bouncy, and that’s to 
Paul’s credit. He kept up the pace and the drive when I would 
have been pausing to look at the scenery. 

So, when all is said and done, This is Mike is not a great film, 
nor even especially typical for my work. It nonetheless is a very 
important one for the lessons learned. And possibly, it is among 
the most interesting of my films, just because it is so different.

Note on the transfer. This is Mike was shot on Ektachrome 
160, a relatively light sensitive Super 8 reversal stock. There was 
a brief period in the early 1980s when Super 8 seemed to be 
coming into its own as a professional gauge, largely because 
of its fashionable use in rock videos. During that period, it 
was possible to cut the camera original and take it to a lab to 
produce a print with no splice marks. Such a print was produced 
for This is Mike and used for video transfers. 

The master VHS tape produced from the timed film print was 
used for this transfer. It was dubbed to DV, which was then 
captured to a computer. I have used the capabilities offered 
by digital editing to enhance the image, including contrast and 
color corrections. Most of these enhancements have been done 
with an eye to reversing the distortions introduced by the multiple 
generations of film and video. To a lesser extent, they were also 
done to produce an “ideal” version of the film, something 
that answers to how it should have looked if we had had the 
resources to do multiple answer prints and video transfers. I 
have, for example, added a widescreen (1.85:1) matte. While 

the film was never shown in that format, I would have preferred 
to do so had it been possible. 

Since so few people have seen the movie in any case, one can 
hardly say that these enhancements produced more than twenty 
years after the fact go against the original public perception. I 
hope, in fact, that in this new, relatively accessible format, the 
film will be seen and appreciated by more people and that the 
enhancements will aid them in “seeing through” the limitations 
of the original technology.

THANK YOU, MAX (1986)

cast:
Mr. Foster: Nicholas D’Arienzo
voice of Max: Martha Earnest

director of photography: Thörbjorn Hansson
editor: Paul M. Wagner

written and directed by Charles Tashiro

music by Antonio Vivaldi, Blancmange

While it may be difficult to believe given the results, when I made 
Thank You, Max, I didn’t know a thing about production design. 
I may have been doing it, but I didn’t know I was doing it. I had 
served as an art director on my friend Beryl Kinney’s project 
Sweet Willy, but I did so without a clue what a “production 
designer” was. I mention this because I eventually returned to 
school to thrash out this issue academically, basically only to 
find out that what I was studying was what I had been doing for 
as long as I had been sensitive at all to the physical environments 
of my films.

It’s worth starting with the design of Thank You, Max because 
it remains probably the most memorable thing about the film. 
I made it with a simple idea, to have a calling card piece 
for attracting agents and such. It was a dismal failure in that 
capacity, but more successful in attempting to bridge what I 
had viewed at the time as my two styles. At least since Simon in 
1975, I had known I had an eye for lush, sumptuous spectacle. 
I had also discovered with Stop, a live video project made at the 
end of my student days at UCLA that I had a gift for bitchy rant. 
Thank You, Max was meant to bring the two together. It is pretty 
successful at that, although it is arguable how really necessary it 
was to bridge the two styles. Let’s just say that at the time, I felt 
the need.

This was the last work that Nick D’Arienzo and I did together, 
which is unfortunate. We didn’t have any kind of falling out, we 
just grew apart from each other. He was never a close friend, 
just a friend of a friend, as it were, but our collaborations proved 
pretty fruitful. Martha Earnest, the voice of the computer Max, 
was a friend of Paul Wagner’s who was happy to help out by 
recording the voice. She gives a nice touch. I think it was Paul’s 
idea to use a woman’s voice. It was certainly to his credit that the 
film moves as smoothly and quickly as it does. 

Obviously, the film is nobody’s idea of a profound. Even as 
light comedy, it just skates on the surface. It was never meant to 



be anything other than an elaborate doodle, which it is. It was 
not cheap, however, in fact, it was probably one of the most 
expensive films I’ve ever made. The expense resulted from my 
no longer being in film school and having to rent just about all 
the equipment used in the production. I also had to buy a fair 
degree of the props we used. (I still have the dinner ware.) 

It’s also unfortunate that I was never able to work with the 
cinematographer, Thor-Björn Hansson again. He was a friend 
of my ex-boss, and very gifted. We got along very well, and 
planned to work together in the future, but for various reasons 
never had the opportunity to do so. Of all the cinematographers 
with whom I’ve worked, I found I had the strongest rapport with 
Thor, that we understood each other without much fuss. (With one 
exception. There’s one shot in the film, which I won’t describe, in 
which I wanted a straight on angle. Thor could never quite get it 
to his satisfaction. So I eventually relented, and allowed him to 
do it as a three-quarter angle. Every time I see that shot, I regret 
that I gave in. It’s hardly the end of the world, just an example 
of how even when a director and cinematographer are largely 
getting along, they can occasionally work at cross purposes.) 

The production was largely uneventful. I had to do a few pickup 
shots on my own which, if you know which they are, tend to 
stand out. They’re definitely not executed at the same level of 
finesse that Thor would have brought, but given how limited they 
were, there seemed no need to ask him to shoot them. They’re 
not so awful that they announce themselves, however. In fact, I 
only remembered that I had shot them after watching the movie 
through.

People who have seen Fallback will probably recognize a few 
repeated moments from Max, most especially the dressing 
scenes. I make no apologies for this. Thematically, the two films 
share an interest in the consequences of luxury consumption. 
Here it’s dealt with comically, while in Fallback, it’s more 
seriously focused. (Funny, come to think of it that Mike Waitley 
was just about the same age when we made Fallback as Nick 
was when we made Thank You, Max.) Both films to a certain 
extent derive from a short story I never quite finished writing 
while an undergraduate. That story was about a man who suffers 
a nervous breakdown because he isn’t able to figure out what to 
wear in the morning. The situation is both close enough to my 
own life, and to a general truth that I don’t mind returning to it 
once in a while.

Note on the transfer. Thank You, Max was shot in 16mm. 
Although a timed print was produced, it was never “married” 
to the soundtrack. The sound was professionally mixed and 
would eventually have been made into an optical soundtrack to 
combine with the timed picture. That never happened, however, 
probably because it was easier just to transfer both in synch to 1 
inch video. Since the film was never really meant to be projected, 
but used as a video calling card, there was little reason to go to 
the extra expense of the optical track or another print. 

That one inch master was used to create several copies in 
various gauges. The VHS tape used to transfer to DV is a 
first generation copy from the one inch master. I have done 
minimal manipulation of the picture, since the original quality 

was reasonably high. The original one inch master included 
a widescreen (1:66) matte, which I have increased to a 1.85 
aspect ratio. 1.85 was, in fact, meant from the beginning to be 
the ratio, but due to the limitations of the equipment on which 
the transfer was performed, I had to settle for 1.66.  

EASY (1989)

cast:
the policeman: Jim Angell

his girlfriend: Stephanie Marshall
the painter: Charles Tashiro
the prostitute: Beryl Kinney
the rich man: Sarma Sastry

the mystery woman: Kulvant Lail

written and directed by Charles Tashiro

music: traditional Japanese Shakuhachi music, “Koku”
Depeche Mode, “Behind the Wheel” 

Tallis, “Spem in Alium”

Icehouse, “No Promises” 

Whenever I face writing something about Easy, I confront a 
paradox that I’ve never resolved. I have always considered it 
one of my finest films, executed at an extraordinarily high level of 
invention and skill, and time has done remarkably little to change 
that opinion. And yet I can never think of much to say about it 
except that observation. Maybe that paradox is appropriate, 
because Easy started with a paradox itself. Setting out to make 
a film that expressed all I disliked about Los Angeles, I set myself 
the discipline nonetheless of making the film as beautiful as 
possible, believing it would be better to damn by showing the 
best, rather than wallowing in the worst. By the time the film was 
finished, however, I no longer felt that animosity. It could well be 
that the production of the film went a long way towards reducing 
it. It could also be that as accomplished as it is, Easy just doesn’t 
leave much to say beyond acknowledging its accomplishments. 
In that sense, it is a little like Simon, which shares with it a sense 
of culmination of what has come before it, and which I also tend 
to have little to say about. 

Certainly Easy is a fluid, allusive (as well as deliberately elusive) 
movie. There was a deliberate tension between the visual 
effect of the surfaces and the actions going on in the movie. 
The relationship between Jim and Stephanie’s characters was 
to a large extent a product of my direct observation of their 
interactions. They were my roommates at the time, and I was 
close enough to both of them to have a sense of the dynamics 
of their relationship. At the same time, Easy is also an extension 
of a feature script I wrote some years ago, entitled Other Places, 
which also explored people’s dissatisfactions and frustrations. 
(And one of the main characters in that script was also based 
on Jim). On the other hand, the characters are not literally the 
two of them, any more than the painter character is literally 
me. Although there was a fair degree of tension and conflict 
between them, they have since married. Stephanie’s leaving Jim 
for Kulvant was a left-over from another short script, Imminence, 
which in many ways was the most direct progenitor of this 
movie.



Easy also shows the influence that video was having on my work. 
(It was, in fact, the last film I shot in Super 8.) By the time I shot 
most of this, I had had a camcorder for a year. I was already 
thinking in terms of the space and time limitations and flexibilities 
of the other medium, as well as its increased fluidity. Thus, the 
fairly relaxed feel of Easy, while perfectly apt for the subject and 
mood, is at least partly a result of a change in the way I was 
viewing things as a result of the immediate responsiveness of 
video. In particular, my fascination with static shots of  “nothing” 
was given even freer play in the up to two hours possible in a 
single “shot” of video. The video camera also made it possible 
for me to plan some shots in advance, most importantly the nude 
shot. And, not insignificantly, by recording images electronically, 
then feeding them into a computer, I was able to develop a 
detailed story-board which helped immensely when I got to the 
location.

The fact that I had worked off most of the animosity that had 
motivated starting Easy before it was finished probably works 
to the film’s advantage. It helps to make the surfaces even 
more seductive than they might have been otherwise. And, 
by being so, they are thus that much more powerful. For I do 
have to speak of power of Easy. It is probably one of the most 
ambiguously disturbing films I’ve ever made, which certainly is 
apropos my intentions. But I have to admit that the emotional 
gut-wrenching it produces arises as much from unconscious 
intuition as conscious planning. 

The film’s structure is deceptively simple. In particular, I was 
struck by the idea of characters who have friends in common, 
but who don’t necessarily know each other. Thus, Sarma is 
involved with Beryl, who knows me; I know Jim and Stephanie, 
and Stephanie knows Kulvant. At the same time, all of us have 
lives of our own that only occasionally intersect. I don’t claim 
that I invented this structure, but it makes it possible to expand 
the perspective of the film, to develop a larger context than a 
single story allows. At the same time, there is a natural fluidity, 
moving from one character to another, to another. I didn’t tie up 
the circle because I was more interested in the virtually infinite 
possibilities of combination implied in the open structure. 

Ultimately, Easy is one of my most remarkable accomplishments, 
even if few people have seen it.

Note on the transfer. Easy was shot on Kodachrome, Kodak’s 
gloriously rich reversal stock. Although relatively insensitive 
to light, its fine grain and saturated colors hold up incredibly 
well. The DVD was produced from a video copy that was not 
professionally produced. Some color and density corrections 
have been made to bring the footage back to within calling 
distance of the original print. What is most remarkable about 
the original footage is how little correction was necessary. 

THE SECRET CINEMA OF VINCENT MOON (1990)

cast:
Charles Tashiro

written and directed by Charles Tashiro

music by Georges Delerue, Ennio Morricone, Daniele Paris, Eduard 
Remenyí

excerpt from Charlie Chan in Rio

While it hasn’t been seen by many people, The Secret Cinema of 
Vincent Moon is in many ways one of my more important films. 
It is so despite the fact that it was conceived more or less as a 
stop gap project to keep me occupied in the months leading up 
to my return to school to start PhD studies. It was never meant 
to be serious, and it isn’t really, but it is significant for several 
reasons.

First, with it I finally abandoned Super 8 and switched 
permanently to video production. It was not the first project I had 
shot with the camcorder I used, but it was the first fairly involved 
one, and certainly the first in which I put any effort at all into the 
look of the results. The “look” of Moon is, in fact, the second 
significant thing about it. While it would be an exaggeration to 
say that I “discovered” design on this project, it is the case that 
my primary aim with the experiment was to produce something 
in which every shot was carefully composed and “designed” in 
terms of set up, ingredients and lighting.

The subject matter of an academic critic who gets too wrapped 
up in his research was both an inside joke and, to a certain extent, 
my way of working out my ambivalence about seeking a degree 
in Critical Studies. Looking at the film now, it’s remarkable how 
accurately I caught the flavor of that field before I had actually 
entered it. The fact that I played the character myself was, 
however, not really any kind of therapy so much as a practical 
consideration. Since the project was conceived to be simple, 
and I was really more interested in focusing on the design, using 
myself in the lead was the easiest thing to do.

Moon was the last fiction film I was to make for several years. 
This gap was caused by several things, including my school 
responsibilities. I also was becoming increasingly interested in 
documentary as an alternative to the organizational challenges 
every fiction film, even the most experimental, presents. It is 
perhaps most interesting in my overall output, however, as 
an example of the interaction between my critical work and 
production. 

I have always felt the two activities could be mutually supportive 
if the practitioners of each could get over their fears and 
hostilities. For me, they have always been two sides of the same 
coin. Given that my critical studies dissertation ended up being 
about production design, it is appropriate that the last fiction 
film I made before returning to school should have been so 
heavily designed. I have often recounted how my research for 
what was to become my book Pretty Pictures has contributed to 
the films I have made since writing it. It is equally true that the 
thought I had to put into the look of work like Thank You, Max 



and Vincent Moon helped me see and clarify the issues that 
production design raised.

Having acknowledged the film’s importance, the question of its 
quality arises, but I uncharacteristically don’t have much of an 
opinion about that. I think that the basic situation is clever. Some 
of the writing is good. The design is successful, and some of the 
shots striking. Overall, though, I feel Moon is a little flat and 
loose. Part of that sensation no doubt results from the lack of 
precision that was a by-product of the state of video technology 
when it was made. Knowing in advance that precise edits would 
be impossible, I conceived the project in a way that made them 
less necessary than I would have allowed with film (or would 
now allow with digital editing tools). The editing in general does 
not function as integrally as it normally does in my films, and 
at times verges on the obtrusive. Part of the problem too is my 
performance which, while not bad, nonetheless doesn’t have the 
level of finesse that I would demand of myself now. 

No one other than my immediate family has seen Vincent 
Moon, which is a pity for many reasons, not least of which is the 
difficulty in assessing its success with audiences. Unfortunately, 
for copyright reasons, it cannot be shown publicly, so I’ll 
probably never know whether or not audiences respond to it. 
I consider it well above average in my output, and interesting 
in many ways. Bare minimum, it is a good portent of what will 
come later in films like Fallback and Wasted. 

Note on the video sources. Vincent Moon was shot in Video 8, a 
relatively low-resolution medium popular in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s. It was edited without a computer, thus not allowing 
for frame precise cuts. The edited master was transferred to DV, 
then captured and enhanced on a computer. 

CITY OF IMMORTALS (1991)

written and directed by Charles Tashiro

feature films excerpted:
American Gigolo
Breathless (1981)

The French Lieutenant’s Woman
Blade Runner

The Cotton Club

It is just about impossible for me to be objective about City 
of Immortals, not because it’s horrible, or because any 
bad memories about its production hover like ghosts in my 
assessment of it. I can, in fact, say that for what it is, City is quite 
successful, very much what I wanted to achieve. It’s what it is that 
won’t do. To understand why requires a bit of history.

City was produced my third semester as a PhD student in 
Critical Studies at USC. The subject of the course was, broadly, 
“PostModernism.” The professor, David James, wanted to focus 
on a single year, as a means of localizing events and placing 
them among broader social trends. He chose 1984 as the year 
and asked those of us in the class to choose whatever aspect of 
the year caught our attention and run with it.

To his credit, David was open to non-conventional approaches 
to academic expression, including the production of original 
video rather than a term paper. He was very receptive to my 
proposal to do a retrospective video, and enthusiastic about the 
results. And judged in terms of what he was looking for from 
our projects and what the video set out to do, it’s undeniably 
effective.

What I despise about it is the pretentiousness of language 
combined with a tone alternately ironic and smug. Part of that 
tone is my own doing of course, but generally I think the fault 
lies with the entire field of academic criticism, and its withered, 
attenuated attitudes towards subjects of interest only to itself. 
(The lack of humor or expressive language in the video’s 
forty-plus minutes is stifling.) I delivered what was expected, 
and that’s what’s inexcusable. It’s a rarefied, sanctimonious 
tract, inaccessible, nearly incomprehensible to anyone who 
doesn’t have a similar education, a trial to watch and virtually 
gratuitous.

I wanted to use the DVD creation as an opportunity to overcome 
the video’s biggest technical flaw, the difficulty in hearing some 
of the voice over. Inevitably while doing so, I had to listen to 
what I was saying. It not only sounded like a foreign language, 
one I used to speak but have since thankfully forgotten, it also 
felt so remote from my concerns and interests that it was difficult 
to believe I had created it. What’s most revolting is realizing that 
no matter how thin and bloodless it might seem, I was still one 
of the most creative and engaged of the graduate students at 
the time. One can only guess what any of their work from that 
period would seem like. 

City is something like a “B” side to The Secret Cinema of Vincent 
Moon which, whatever its shortcomings, remains markedly 
superior. Both deal with criticism, both are in the broad 
sense autobiographical, both are “intertextual” (one of those 
pretentious PostModern buzzwords, basically meaning that 
there are self-conscious references to other works of art) and 
any number of other similarities. The difference is that Moon 
has at least some wit and sensuous embellishment. Its irony is 
to some extent self-directed, which makes all the difference. Any 
concession to pleasure in City is almost accidental. The arrogant 
superciliousness, while perfectly in keeping with academic 
criticism, is thoroughly unwarranted.

I have said many times that I never disown any project because 
of the lessons even the worst failure provides for future work. 
Perhaps because it is so successful in its purpose, City tries my 
tolerance of my own work to the limit. A disaster like my first 
film, The Silver Sword, has an innocent charm and drive to it that 
more than makes up for the incompetent filmmaking. There’s 
barely a decent shot in the whole thing, yet it has a life to it 
that expresses the best part of me, however badly. The slickness 
of City is part of what’s so repellent about it. I can’t even say I 
learned all that much from producing it, since at a purely formal 
level, I was working pretty conservatively. The smugness, in other 
words, is as much a part of the way it is made as it is in the 
expressed opinions.



THE SPELL OF COMMODITIES (1992)

writtend and directed by Charles Tashiro

feature films excerpted:

Nicholas and Alexandra
 Anna Karenina (1935)

Doctor Zhivago

The Spell of Commodities, also produced for a course, is less 
pretentious, easier to digest and blessedly shorter. (It’s mind 
numbing to think that City is longer than Back to Zero, the longest 
project I’ve done since returning to fiction filmmaking. Even 
Spell is longer than Wasted or Fast Asleep or Opportunities.) 
It is probably not coincidental that the course for which it was 
produced was outside the Critical Studies department, thus 
requiring far less gaseous thesis and language. It was also an 
(upper division) undergraduate, not PhD course, meaning that I 
was less obligated to be “serious” and fully obligated to speak 
at a level that could be understood by the other students in the 
class. 

Perhaps most critically, the subject of the video was directly 
related to my research interests, meaning that I was engaged 
with the subject in a way that I was not in City. Spell is no 
masterpiece, but it’s not shameful either because you can sense 
my interest in the topic. There’s more than a small amount of 
dense language, and the issues are still very academic. But 
the voice over is spoken with both enthusiasm and a greater 
concern that the viewer understand.

It’s still relatively conservative as filmmaking, and in that sense, I 
once again was not learning much from the experience. Indeed, 
at the distance from them, City and Spell suggest one of those 
periodic “crises” that have marked my filmmaking, when I 
seem to be working more or less on auto-pilot. The difference 
being that at this stage in my work, the “crisis” is masked by 
a basic technical soundness below which I can no longer go. 
The fact that I did not make any more films for another four 
years after completing Spell, the longest period of inactivity in 
my filmmaking since starting, cannot entirely be attributed to 
the responsibilities of my PhD studies, or even to the re-focus of 
creative energies into multimedia. I must have been experiencing 
an extended distaste or ambivalence for filmmaking that took a 
while to overcome.

A doodle like Fast Asleep is preferable to either City or Spell 
because it fully engages my interests and talents. It is not 
profound, nor “serious” in the heavy academic fashion that 
gets As in courses and tenure for the published, even “empty” 
in comparison. Fast Asleep nonetheless provides an exquisite 
kind of emptiness, something far closer to the core of my being 
than the intellectual filigree adorning the two documentaries. 
Dare I say that Fast Asleep expresses a love for the medium that 
transcends the barren philosophical posturing of City, a love 
that derives from the richness of experience that movies can 
mirror and criticism can only reduce to formulas and lifeless 
abstractions? If that means I am more artist than philosopher, 
so be it. I see no value in “philosophy” for its own sake, “theory” 

about not much of anything, “problems” invented to give over-
educated, self-pitying, politically correct fools and hypocrites 
something to discuss. Criticism can be a powerful tool. Much of 
it has been valuable. Most of it today is worthless.

You can’t fake passion, you can’t fake commitment, you can’t 
fake talent and you can’t fake ideas. The intellectually bankrupt 
can only fool those as empty as himself.


