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Jonathan Caouette

st saw Jonathan Caouette’s Tarnation (2004) at Upstate Films 'm
1ebeck, New York {since 1972, a stalwart independent theater commit-
o a broad-ranging film exhibition program) during :1ts initial run. I no
er remember what got me to the theater—I was teaching at Bard College
e time, and someone there must have mentioned Tarnation or Perhaps
ead a review. But like so many others I was immediately carried into -the
and astonished by its energy. It seemed to me one of those rare thea‘tr.n?al
ires that has both the chutzpah of an avant-garde work an.d the ab11‘1ty
i best commercial films to engage audiences (other recent fnstances in-
e Tom Tykwer's Run Lola Run [1998] and Todd Haynes' I'm Not"]'here
7], though this mini-tradition goes back at least as far as The Cabme.t cg
Caligari [Robert Wiene, 1920}). Tarnation, perhaps the first feature e.d‘1te
Movie, is a fantasmagoria of recycled imagery from film and telev1s19n,
s from fiction films and videos of his family that Cacuette made as a c}.nld,
al text, family photographs, and early digital special eﬁects——orgamze-d
a series of music videos that together create a bildungsroman of how this
ibled child came to be a skilled and committed ﬁlmmake.r. .
arnation is a personal documentary, part of the tradi_tmn nurtured in
nbridge, Massachusetts, by Ed Pincus, Alfred Guzzetti, Ross McElwee,
Robb Moss, but it is far more visceral than any of the films by those
imakers. Indeed, Tarnation is the horror film of personal doFumen-
. Caouette’s childhood, as depicted in the film, was oftc?n harrowing and
ette’s approach to filmmaking owes much to the revival gf the horror
1in the 1970s. When I hosted Tarnation and Caouette at Ham.llto.n College
006, I was initially concerned to see him returning to the proqectmn booth
r and over during the opening moments of the film to raise the souu::l
|—but I soon saw the wisdom of this: when Renee Leblanc, Caouett'e s
ther, begins receiving shock treatments, we are jolted—;the way effective
ror films jolt us—by the impact of this brutal “therapy” on both Leblanc
] on Caouette’s childhood.

By the time Tarnation is over, one cannot help but wonder how Caouette
vived his upbringing and how he could be as patient as he seems to have
n with the bizarre grandparents who raised him and so loyal and com-
ted to a mother whose mental illness kept her away from him for much

Jonathan Caouette 207

of his youth. After the Hamilton screening, when Caouette appeared at the
front of Bradford Auditorium to take questions, it was nearly as surprising
as Tarnation itself to see how unpretentious, gentle, and serene, how sane,
Caouette seems to have turned out,

There are several “occupational hazards” to making personal documen-
tary. One of these was quickly evident to many of us who saw and admired
Tarnation: if a film painstakingly reviews the filmmaker’s entire life up until
the time when he finishes the film, what comes next? This question resulted
in the two-part structure of the interview that follows. In the late fall of 2006
I interviewed Caouette about his evolution as a filmmaker and about the pro-
duction of Tarnation, but I didn’t finish the interview then, since I wanted to
see what in fact would come next for him.

For a time, it seemed as if Caouette’s filmmaking career was in hiatus,
but in 2010 his surreal short, All Flowers in Time, premiered at the New York
Film Festival, and in 2012, he completed Walk Away Renee, which began as a
road movie focused on Caouette’s moving his mother from an assisted-living
facility in Houston where she has been seriously mis-medicated, first to a fa-
cility in the Hudson Valley, and ultimately to his home in Queens. When
Renee’s meds get lost early in the trip north, Walk Away Renee turns into a
suspense thriller. As the new, personal feature developed, it expanded, revis-
iting Caouette’s youth, contextualizing the road trip and re-contextualizing
Tarnation in important ways. Walk Away Renee has the youthful energy of
Tarnation and the earlier film’s dynamic style, but through his remarkable
patience with his mother's mental illness (and the other demands of family
life}, Caouette has been able produce a deeply adult film, one that models loy-
alty and familial love in a way that few other films have.

I interviewed Caouette again, about his life and career since Tarnation,
at his home in Queens in April of 2012; we expanded and refined the entire

interview online in the months that followed, though I present it here in two
parts. -

Fall 2006

MacDonald: Your consciousness of cinema seems to have developed un-
usually early. This is clear in Tarnation.

Caouette: A lot of people say that they don’t remember their childhood,
but I have very specific and strong visual memories of being 3 years old. Of
course, there’s always the risk of false memories and who knows what can
happen along the way that can make people believe that they remember their
lives that far back, when they don’t. But I really do remember and I don’t know
why that is, because my life wasn’t particularly traumatic prior to my being
4. | remember how things were before the “trauma” happened. I use quotes
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FIGURE 29 Renee Leblanc and baby Jonathan, in Jonathan Caoucette’s Tarnation (2003).

Source: Courtesy Jonathan Caouette,

because it’s all in retrospect now, and as a child I didn’t really think of what
ened to me as traumatic (figure 29).
hal?\)’hen you grow up in an atniosphere where you're alwiid child raised by
wolves, you learn that what to you is just normal is soc%aﬂy unacceptable to
some people. The “trauma” that did happen to me as a kid happt‘ened on such
a consistent basis that I guess if I were hard-wired differently, it could have
pushed me in a completely different direction. For whatever reason, my expe-
riences made me want to create and to make movies. That was my saving grace.

About the time I turned s, just after I got out of the foster home system—1
was in at least four foster homes—TI already knew, just knew, that I had tg be a
part of what was happening on television and in the movies. Of course, it was
a very nebulous, abstract idea at that point. ) .

The first movie I remember seeing in a theater was Benji [1974]. A mo*lne
that T remember as a bit traumatizing was Close Encounters of the Third Kind
[1977]: I'll never forget how I felt when the kid is getting sgcked ax‘vay by that
orange light in the door; that imagery still haunts me. Obviously, it had to do
with my separation from my mother.

When I was 11 vears old, I begged my grandfather to buy me a Super-8
camera from a pawn shop. Even though it was well into the 1980s, you could
still get Super-8 film from the electronics department at Target. .

When I was first making movies, it was mostly about emulatmg-horror
films, my favorite genre. I was always into horroz, especially films like The
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Texas Chainsaw Massacre {1974], The Exorcist [1973], and the horror films that
were on late night TV in the early 1980s when I was growing up: the original
Stepford Wives [1975) and Let’s Scare Jessica to Death [1971]. Those films always
seemed to be shot on this wonderful, creepy film stock that isn’t used any-
more, film stock that gave the films an almost documentary feel, while at the
same time being over-lit. And the acting was way over the top,

MacDonald: That was a powerful, regenerative moment for horror film.,

Caouette: It really was, because nobody had quite gotten the formula
yet: “formula” is a horrible word when it comes to art or cinema. Everything
is just a doppelganger of everything else right now.

MacDonald: Also, there was a new level of violence in horror films. One
of the great film-going experiences of my life happened at Dawn of the Dead
[1978]; the audience I was with was completely freaked out by the shocks in
the film and we spontaneously became zombies as we left the theater and took
over the street.

Caouetle: Oh, those Romero films are wonderful; just got the boxed set.
Tlove Dawn of the Dead, which T saw for the first time at midnight on a double
bill with The Warriors [1979, directed by Walter Hill] at one of the old General
Cinemas in Houston. My grandfather and 1 didn’t get home until four in the
morning! I loved the whole shopping mall idea in Dawn. That was when zom-
bies still moved slowly; now they run after you. Nobody has the attention span
for zombies anymore.

The first film I made was an imitation of The Texas Chainsaw Massacre,
You can actually see bits of that film in Tarnation: there’s a scene where you
see a small figure wearing a mask that’s turned inside out—1I was a would-be
Leatherface-—and my mother is the Sally Hardesty character.

Around that time I also made The Ankle Slasher; the working title was
“The Techniques and Sciences of Eva.” It was about a girl who could morph
into two or three people at the same time and also occasionally into inani-
mate objects: you wouldn’t be able to tell her apart from other objects in
the room. Looking back, it’s kind of an interesting idea, and maybe also an
insight into some disassociative symptoms I experienced at some point—
“disassociation” is the key word for all of my upbringing I think, because
1tended to disassociate myself from what I really knew. Even at a young age,
I think I may have had enough insight to realize that something was a little
off kilter in my family and that my life was substantially different from most
kids’ lives.

Sorry, I keep having to remind myself that interviews are not therapy ses-
sions! You can shut me up when I start ranting, I'm just thinking that when
you have a sordid upbringing and you don’t really have a strong family foun-
dation—that is, people to set boundaries for you, people to explain things
to you, to tell you what’s going on in the world—you develop a very abstract
version of the world around you.
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During the period when I was beginning to make movies, I was enro}ile(;i in
the Big Brother program in Houston and was lucky enough to be mz:utc e cll}.p
with long time film critic, Jeff Millar. With his illustratorpartnef Bill Hmf;,
Jeff still has a syndicated comic strip called “Tank McNan-laral. 1 was -]e s
Little Brother from when T was 11 until I was 15 and have maintained a frler.ui-
ship with him and his family ever since. Jeff was a wonderfully encouragmg1
person. Instead of our going on the typical outings to baseball and footbal
games that most Big Brothers would take their Little Brotht?rs to, I would tag
along with Jeff to the first-run screenings that he would review. ‘

When Jeff wasn’t around, I’d be at the local Landmark Theater (the Rll:eéﬂ
Oaks). 1 think I must have made friends with most of the people that worke
at their snack bar; they let me sneak into films. River Oaks had an amaz-
ing repertory calendar, sometimes different films every day, from BlugIVelvtet
1986] to Au Revoir les enfants [1987], from the early Merchant Ivory 1ins )
John Waters, Peter Greenaway, Jim Jarmusch, Gus Van Sant‘. At homc? \gas
watching Beta and VHS bootlegs of films by Pau‘l Morrlssey, Alejandro
Jodorowsky, Derek Jarman, John Cassavetes, and enjoying Repo Man [19:4,
directed by Alex Cox], Andy Warhol's Bad [1977, Jed Johnson], The Brother
from Another Planet [1984, John Sayles], The Garden (1990, Derek Jarman],
Home of the Brave [1986, Laurie Anderson]. .. too many to name. .

1 know this will interest you: when I was about 12, Went to the 11bra1'ry
and got the John Waters Trash Trio book [New York: Vinntage, 1988]. I still
have it. In the back of Trash Trio is “Flamingos Forever,” the SCIIPt for the
would-be sequel to Pink Flamingos [1972]. For a 12-year-01dl ’Eo bte 1r%to John
Waters would probably not be as amazing now—though 1t.s still m..qppr?;
priate. I think, “Yeegads, I would never let my kids watch Pink Flamingos)
On the other hand, there’s so much information available, how could they

it?
noi\i(iziDanald: Last semester, I pushed one of my classes at. Hamilton College
to do an “underground” midnight screening of Pink Flamtrt;gos. The students
had heard of the film, but none of them had actually seen it. The film shook
them up.

Caouette: It stands the test of time! '

MacDonald: In some ways it’s more powerful now than it was then.

Caouette: You're right. Now, everybody is into looking so pretty and per-
fect, and everybody in that movie is just god-awful and hideous—and there’s
the whole dancing asshole thing!

MacDonald.: Yes, unbelievable!

Anyway, so you're 12, finding your way into John Waters. .. .

Caouetle: Yes, I was friends with this teenage drag queen named Kip who
did a dead-on impersonation of Divine; he was about three hundred pour'ids
and even sort of looked like Divine. And there was a twe.nty—sc')methmg
woman friend of mine, named Varna, who kind of looked like Mink Stole.
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1 was always hanging out with people who were much older than me—again,
this goes back to my unstructured upbringing. I didn’t know if these people
could act, but I told them, “You're going to be Mink Stole and you're gonna be
Divine!”

So I was getting ready to do this film, and Jeff gave me a bit of seedling
money for Super-8 film stock. Super-8 was already archaic; people were get-
ting the big VHS video cameras, but somehow I had already realized that
film looks better than videotape and I wanted to make things on {ilm. When
['would sit in a theater with my grandfather, T loved the snap you hear when
the reel changes; I was fixated on film.

A couple weeks before I was ready to shoot Flamingos Forever, | wrote to
John Waters to ask his permission. I don’t know how I found his address; he
might have been listed in the Baltimore directory. I was too afraid to do the
phone call myself; my friend Joan made the phone call, but John wasn’t there.
We sent him a handwritten letter asking permission, and a couple of weeks
later he wrote back explaining that the lawyers would never go for it (he didn’t
know how old T was or anything), and he said, “You should make a film with
your own script one day and I'm sure it will be great.”

I was devastated, but I totally respected his wishes. I ended up using the
film stock to make other films, including The Ankle Slasher. It's strange how
life works: though I couldn’t have imagined anything like this at that time,
only a few years later I would have the absolute pleasure and honor of actually
hanging out with John Waters and Paul Morrissey!

I saw the films of Morrissey and John Waters as license for exploring my
own family members, who had always seemed like real-life beautiful char-
acters to me: my grandmother, a southern Ruth Gordon with a few drops of
Edith Massey; my mother, a kind of Edie Sedgwick stirred together with the
beautiful wackiness of Andrea Feldman. I created these inner mythologies as
a way to make sense of my surroundings.

The second camera I got was a dinosaur VHS loaner (from Bill Hinds
through Jeft) with the VCR suitcase for the tape that came with it and the
attached umbilical cord. T used it periodically as my early interest in horror
began to metamorphose into other genres. 'This was the period where I was
staging performances of Southern Gothic battered women, disheveled
drug-addicted female folk singers, and down-and-out street kids. I would re-
cite various monologues to the camera in my attic bedroom, and I began to

follow my grandparents around the house and film my mother whenever she
would visit.

All of this was my “film school.”
MacDonald: As far as T can tell, you've always been a performer, but at

some point you knew you were making a larger film about your life, and I'm
wondering when that was.
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Caouette: | was probably cognizant that I was working on something about
life when I was about 14. _ |
myYou know, I wasn’t filming myself or my family as often or as mu;:iht ;s
people might think. I wasn’t obsessive about keeping the cam'erg 0121 a §
i i -to-day basis. There were periods here an
time or filming things on a day-to-day : ‘ . .
tilere when there was an element of obsession surrounding my ﬁlm;ng, but
not so many of those. Tarnation was created out of only 180 hours of footage,
i - d.
ixed with photos and audio-cassette-tape soun _ ‘ .
leW’hen I Vfas 16, something really started brewing. I did a makeshift edit of
a lot of what I had done up to that point, and called the result Sugag Watir.
I was always looking at what I'd already done, and I guess at 210122 I ¥§a2 :3(
want to make use of all this stuff; T wanted to do something with it, but 1_ n
know what. When I was 28, I began to write a screenplay that .had var1o(;1”s
ing tit “ ion™; another was “The Day 1 Disappeared™
working titles: one was “Tarnation”; ano ey 1 Db ared’s
i “Lucid.” lace my footage within the con
and the third was “Lucid.” I wanted to p . pext of
iti ith me and David and my mother a
this fictitious screenplay that had to do wit : .
living together in New York. At the time, T could never have imagined that my
L ' ‘
ther would actually come to live with us! - N
mo’ﬂ]is screenplay was like a Twilight Zone episode. I thofught}f C?[;ld utﬁlzre
i hat didn’t need to allude to the fact that these ¢ ar-
my footage in a safe way t : o that these char
lash-forwards in a story that had to
acters were real, as flashbacks and flash ! i o dowith
i different lavers of reality, blah blah blah—a very vag
parallel universes and hblab blah 8 very vegne
i ink if it had been tweaked a little, it co
script, although I think i cou e rurned
i i i lay and the three titles for awhile,
into something. I sat with the screenplay . ¢
in the end decided that the screenplay and the footage were tuio d1ﬁer§nt zterg;e
ties. ] put the screenplay away and started thinking more seriously abou
footage as its own thing. . .
’ Thgen jumping ahead again, David’s Aunt Vicky bought. us an iMac, ;he
bubble-l,ooking computer, which had iMovie, this little editing program .t : at
ou could use to make movies, Very exciting. I began to obsessively d1g1t1z§
zverything I'd shot on Super-8 and on VHS and Bemm?; maybz adhundgﬁs
i i hotographs that recorded on
and forty hours of stuff, including p ] n 1
i igiti io diaries that I'd kept as a kid when I was in
video. I digitized the audio diaries t : .
psychiatric hospital after smoking those joints lac<?d with formaldehydet,ha.nd
left-over answering machine tapes of people leaving messages—everything
Id find. My first masters.
: C(j-’];lround thiz time, I acted in an NYU thesis film that was looselylbased
on the Malcolm McDowell character in If. . . [1969, directed by Lm;isay
Anderson)]. In the film my character is bludgeoned on the heafi, an og
the day that we shot that sequence, I'm in this purple velv-et suit .covsre
in blood in an abandoned asbestos-ridden psychiatn.c hospital. 'Ihcis ;. ai\ln:[
doned hospital was a perfect place to make a movie and I decided tha
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I wanted to make my own movie in between the takes of the movie that
I had agreed to act in. T had secretly called my friends over to the set, and
I shot tons of footage of us doing little performances in the electro-shock

therapy room and the morgue, covered in blood. David w

as a big partici-
pant in some of the morgue scenes.

I'took this hospital footage and coupled it with some childhood stuff, a few

photographs, and some footage of my son, Joshua,
in front of a little Willie Nelson poster, and I gue
first version of Tarnation.

Gosh, there is so much more to this story—but I'll save the long version for
a book. I also made a 30-minute film called The Hospital that had something
to do with a schizophrenic who has died in a psychiatric facility; his soul is
in purgatory and he’s slowly realizing that he’s dead—sort of Jacoby Ladder-y
(1990, directed by Adrian Lyne]. Joshua plays me. The soundtrack was by John
Denver and Bread. That was the first thing [ actually cut on iMovie. Parts of
these projects are included in the denouement of Tarnation.

MacDonald: When did you have a son?

Caouette: T had Josh when T was 22 years old. He’s 11 now. He lives in San
Antonio with his mom, Joan, We have a very good relationship and I'm
looking forward to the day, which I think is going to be sooner rather than
later because David and I are getting into a position where we might be able
to get a bigger place, when they can move here and afl of us can be together.
It could be a little odd, but I think it’s do-able. I'm trying to encourage Joan,
who wants to be a comedy sketch writer, to get to New York. She's very tal-
ented. Josh is an unbelievably bright kid. He was born right around the time
my grandmother died.. .

MacDonald: That's the baby we see with your grandmother in Tarnation?

Caouette: Yes, he was just a little button back then,

MacDonald: So what happened next?

Caauette: I began thinking to myself, if T want to tell the story of our lives,
what song would I choose to accompany my visuals? I decided I wanted the
film to start off as a kind of cheesy wedding video, which is basically what
iMovie was designed for.

MacDonald: The “Once upon a time” story at the beginning of Tarnation?

Caouette: Yes, “Once upon a time in a small Texas town. .. ” This was well
before my mother overdosed on lithium, and before what T was working on
was called “Tarnation.”

MacDonald: That section of the film is beautifully done. Very few filmmak-
ers handle the pacing of visual text as well as you do.

Caouette: Thank you! That was one of my biggest worries. I wanted to make
sure that things happened fast, but not so fast that youwouldn't get it. I wanted
to make sure that certain words or phrases, even though they're childlike
words and phrases, appeared at certain particularly beautiful moments i

who is jumping on the bed
ss the result was really the
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the song; it all had to be in syncopation. It's one of my favorite.n;or?ent; in
the film. I stuck in a Nick Drake cover by Scott Appel called “Bird Flew By,
ng.
’ ggza?}irf;;as:vai to start things off with the kinfi of vid_eo you would see a‘i
a bar mitzvah, a historical anniversary kind of thing, which WOl.lld t“hen stIa}r
to become dark. Bits of story would come in and you W(?uld reahze,k Hey,I m
not watching a cheesy wedding video!” As you knc.)w, things get }cllar er a;dﬁo
through my mother’s shock treatments, her marriage to my father, me g
orrible trip to Chicago. . .
bC)I’Dll"l!;eo 1\fl)rrihginal versilz)n of the film, which is tvxro—and—a—half—hcl);l{)s lgilgr,
segues all the way into my mother’s second marriage and my half- rz the ;
David. Later in the editing process, a lot of people, and I myself, aigreel , g
the story of my son and of my half-brothers had to become‘sub;]p. Ots.ﬁi me
film or just quiet references. I don’t really have 2 strogg re_:la‘uons kl}:i V\‘Il ny
two half-brothers. David lives in San Diego with h1s)w1fe and ki 5 Iaso(:E
who I've only met once in my life, is from my fa.thers second marrle%gz. a
think my father has been married many times; in fact he was m.aj}:)ne
JTason’s mother while he was married to my mother!). In any case, Ith ecame
clear that these relationships were going to distract from what the story
eveSncf L;aéllﬁ Eﬁ? glrzt sequence. Then I went a littlel further with“it a[-lgfieftei
a 35-minute piece that I felt really satisfied with; it was called Luc1ld. N oc:i
it around and showed it to my grandfather and my mother, an.ci too . rulaln 5
down in Houston. It was nice to get feedback. I alsz showed it to ]eﬁ;,”w ose
reaction was: “I'd like to see more!” And I thought, “Yeah, so WOLll-d I .

I had moved to New York in 1997 and by this time h_ad done various z'1ct1rig
jobs. I'd gone to the American Academy of Dramat%c Arts, an Egregmus )f
expensive thing to be paying for—it was like a grue.hng psychot ellr(apy sesk
sion. All in all, not a good experience. I ended up domg a lot of work in 1;;)«:
musicals. T was in a really cool, off-off-Broadway version of Hair, haille ucll
the Village Voice as the best Hair since the original. James Rado canllle 111:1 ank
supervised and it was a lot of fun. I was also an understudy for1 t ef ran
N. Furter role in The Rocky Horror Show in Europle 'for a couple of years,
and I did some commercials, nothing major. [ wa; ?vmgdhand—to—mouth in

rely surviving and getting very, very fatigued. N
Ne%’i?lr}(’gzta aejib as a soi of glgoriﬁed doorman at a place called Mlkiimotz
America on Fifth Avenue, a very subservient job where I had to s‘tan bant
stare at Trump Tower for eight hours a day. The most t01tturous thm}g.l a;i 2)11;1
it was that there was a clock right in front of me, so I lxtemll%z Waj[C ed the
clock—talk about time slowing down! I took the job because it paid qu1te’ 3
ridiculous amount of money for what it was, and I neefied to pay the rent. .Ith
recently stopped auditioning and was about to throw in the towel—not wi

life, but with living in New York.
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One day I go to a local bodega and pick up a copy of Backstage. 1 didn't
realize until I got home that it was the previous week’s issue, and I was espe-
cially frustrated to learn that John Cameron Mitchell had been holding audi-
tions for “The Sex Film Project.” The stipulation for the audition was that you
had to create a video and send it in, along with your head shot and resume.
It looked like the auditions had already passed and I was devastated: I’d seen
an early club version of Hedwig and the Angry Itch and the movie [2001], and
really liked what John was doing,

I thought, “Maybe I’} just go down and see what’s happening.” I dug
up an old head shot that I thought might get me in the door—it no longer
looked like me but I'd held onto it. And I wrote what John now calls my
Cry-for-Help letter (ha ha), something to the effect of “Dear John, T saw
your ad in Backstage and T know a week has passed, and I've never done
this under any other circumstance, ever, and I would never, but...” I didn’t
approach him like a groupie or anything like that, though it probably could
have been perceived that way, There was something urgently psychic about
the writing of this letter. Instead of saying, “Hey, can I still come and au-
dition for you?” I began, “There is a reason that I need to meet you; I don’t

know what that reason is yet, and it doesn’t necessarily have to do with your
film.”

I immediately set my video camera up, did an interview with myself, and
integrated it with this montage of different pop cultural references I was into
and with a monologue I did when I'was 11. I threw in an older monologue from
Eric Bogosian that I'd used in my video, The Fan, and 1 included footage of my
boyfriend David and me being intimate together. I stayed up all night, editing
all of this together to a Le Tigre song and a Joni Mitchell song—altogether it
was about fifteen minutes. The next morning I went to John’s house. 1 told him
I was an actor and a filmmaker making a film called “Tarnation,” and said,
“I'm hand-delivering this video. Would it be okay if I actually sat down and
watched it with you? I'm really tired.”

I wanted to see his reaction to the video because there was some pretty
crazy stuff in there. 'm sure it was awkward for him, but I think he liked it.
The next day I left for Texas—I don’t remember why, something I was going
to help my grandfather with. While I was in Texas, John and I corresponded
by email: he wanted me to be involved on some level, but he didn’t yet know
how; he asked me to come to the final call-back when I returned from Texas.

When I got back, I began going to these improvisational workshops with
John; it was the coolest, most wonderful audition process I've ever gone
through. And John ended up calling me back to audition four or five times.
Now, looking back, T don’t think he really wanted to cast me; maybe he
thought T was a little too complicated: he knew I had a plethora of baggage—
we had talked about it and it was probably evident in the auditions. He might
have wanted to use me as a stimulus for the other people around me: there
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were always two other people in the room interacting and when dt}fgse two
would go, two new people would come in, but [ would stay. John and I became
iends as a result of the process. _
go?\?oirllzig after the auditionsl,jl called my mot];ner. She hadn’t calle}sld in ab_out
three days, and for my mother not to call me in three days was t ; eqml'ifa(i
lent of not hearing from a normal loved one for Weeks—‘she usuahy CE e
every day. Finally, after five days or so, my gr?ndfather Plcked \,33 the }F one
in her apartment. He had just gotten over a major car ztcmdent an wzsr avm%
major cognitive problems. He told me, “Your mother’s here, yes, z:.in m.trlllo
sure what’s wrong with her; she’s been layini{dowil here”for two days with a
ion on her face and she’s not talking to me. _
blalnlgsz%rfisrlr? to put the phone up to her ear, and I remember s;:lreammg
into the phone, hoping that she would respond, but my grandi‘fat er came
back on and said, “She’s not responding.” 1 ended_up calling 911 in Hc()il:flsiﬁn.
Apparently a first set of ambulance drivers arrived, and my gran ; Ifé
opened the door and said, “Oh, she doesn’t need any help; she’s Justb 51;: a d
has a cold, so you guys can go away, I don’t know who called the ambulance.
My grandfather must have looked savvy enough to tUJ:Il thern‘ away.h o
I called them again, and said, “Please, could you just g0 into the ou?e,
there’s something strange going on. Get on the phone With Ime once youre
there.” So when the second ambulance driver called, his c?xact words we;e,
“Is she always like this? I mean she’s just lying here and rolhng)around QI:i t E
floor. We tried to get her to sit her up and she collapsed. She’s defecated a
If; does she do this a lot?” ’ _ .
Ovirlllllirsstehave had seventeen heart attacks that night. There’s nolthn.lg like
feeling that disempowered, being on the other side of the world Wl(;tlh 1Iis§1net
things happening. 1 thought it might be a stroke. A day later I fo,un ou t af
she had taken too much lithium. It wasn’t a suicide attempt; she’d run ou 1;)
one medication, never filled the prescription for whatever reason, and felt she
could over-compensate by popping an extra lithium or two a day. The crasy
thing about that medication is that if it goes one notch above the therapeutic
level, it can become toxic. U
ou know, all this is re-enacted in Tarnation. .
;\cs:oyntinued to document aspects of my mom’s recovery. There was 2 10(;
I did’t film: my motber lying in bed in the hospital, completely aphasic an
that kind of stuff. T was also taking care of my grandad. ] ended_ up calling
Adult Protective Services to make sure he was safe and had services set up.
And once I knew my mom was going to recover, I moved her back into my
grandfather’s house and remained with them for mon.ths. -
MacDonald: Was the pumpkin scene in Tarnation filmed during the
?
recg‘;zruye'tte: The pumpkin scene is actually not a resul.t of my mother’s p}(l)st
lithium overdose. That was filmed during an earlier time when my mother

Jonathan Caouette 217

had been off the lithium and was being re-acclimated to it. But I used the
scene to express what my mom’s changes were like.

There are a number of little cheats in larnation, cheats with time, to help
the film make sense cinematically. I don’t want to give all of them away, but
here’s one more example: I had filmed my son when he was 4 years old and
used that footage as a stand-in for me during the foster home sequence.

[ decided to take my mother back to New York. Fven though she had
accidentally overdosed on lithium, T was scared that she would do it again.
I set her up here in my apartment, and David and I continued to take care
of her.

During all of this, I'd continued to work on the film. T was telling stories
derived from my life and my mother’s life, and T thought maybe my mother’s
overdose and recovery could be a good ending to these stories. I was getting
more ambitious about making the film,

Soon after getting back from Texas, I met the new roommate of a dear
friend of mine who lived just around the corner. His name was David and
he had come from UC-Santa Cruz to be an intern at the Mix Film PFestival, a
gay and lesbian experimental film festival that was to take place at Anthology
Film Archives. By this time, I had about 45 minutes of my film, pretty much
in the form you see it in Tarnation. The new-neighbor David came over and
I showed him what I had. He told me he was working with a guy by the
name of Stephen Winter and said, “You should finish this; there's a deadline
for submissions for Mix in about three and a half weeks.” When I'd shown
John Cameron Mitchell my audition tape, John had said, “You should meet
my friend Stephen; he’s a great guy. He’s the programmer for the Mix Film
Festival. Maybe you should submit this to him.” The chances of John and
this new roommate of a friend around the corner from me in a city of a ga-
zillion people, both saying the same thing to me felt beyond the realm of the
coincidental,

I'started feverishly piecing the film together. The process of editing on the
iMovie 1 program—having the computer crash over and over and over again
and having to rebuild sections of the film from scratch—was exhausting.
I was using an iMac bubble 1999-2000 computer, without any education—I
didn’t even know that external hard-drives existed. I'd build a sequence of
10- to 15-minutes—this would take me about 48 hours —and sometimes those
sequences would crumble right before my eyes. In time I became savvy about
what the computer’s threshold was and could stop before that happened and
export that chunk digitally to a His tape. Later I created transitions between
all the 15-minute intervals, then re-exported all those chunks and intervals
onto two VHS tapes.

During the course of this editing hell, T was in touch with Stephen Winter,
begging him to give me extra time—the official deadline had passed: “T can’t
show you anything yet and I can’t even explain what’s going on, but please
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give me a few more days.” I ended up rushing to tl.lel Mix Festivzlil office with
two VHS tapes just before the doors closed. Th_e initial cut“wtds al4 hoxlllrs. )
Stephen called me around midnight that night to say, "T just got t tl‘OL}’g
the first tape; 'm going to take a break to go smoke a couple of <:1ga1rn}a1 t?h —I—l
he was being very personal, very emotional; he sounded out of breath. The
he calls me back around 3:00 in the morning and leaves a message on m‘;iz
machine: he’s completed the second tape and thinks the film is amazing a];l )
wants to centerpiece it for the Festival. He also told me there waskno wayﬁt1 a_
they were going to be able to centerpiece a 2%-h0‘ur ﬁlm by an unknown md
maker. The next day we negotiated a two-hour limit, including opening an
i dits.
do;r;ﬁlszz notified Brian Cates who had worked Wi.th Todd Haynes on cin}el
of my favorite films of all time, Safe [1995], and Brlan.came over t(;) wat;l "
Tarnation with me, and gave me some great nolicles, as did Stephen. Over
eks I cut the film down to two hours. _
COL;ISei; i ch))zlvleer of the beyond-serendipitous events that were happer;lmg
during this incredible moment. In the original cut there wasa scebne wGere
a friend of mine is shaving another friend’s head am? talking a outd rey
Gardens [1975]. When I taped that conversation I hadn’t seen Grey li}ar g;zs,
but by the time I was making Tarnation, [ knew the Mf?ysle?. Brothers . 1;1
and even had the feeling that what I was working.on might in some weird,
indirect way be compared to Grey Gardens. 1 dec1d.ed ’EO‘ 1%t1h‘ze that tscem}
in the Mix cut because I thought it was an interesting, if indirect point o
refi&r‘: ?cfrze point during those weeks, another friend.wafe going to perfo;m at
a party, and I agreed to let her use some fantasmagon; visual sEquegc;sl ro:;
my film as a backdrop. The night of the party I got into a“c:a and this li
driver is talkative. He’s like, “What do you do?” and I say, .I m a filmma e:}
maybe more of a video artist,” and told him abmit r)ny movie; and hedsays; !
was in a movie.” “Oh, what movie?” And he says, ;t s c;llled Grey Gardens.
, the gardener in Grey Gardens, driving the cab!
Wazlgfvydays %efore the Mix ;estival premiere, EedE}Fed a copy of ;he ;;Hst
tape to John who was in Portland, Oregon, tweaking his s?reenplay or do.r
Bus [2006]. I wanted to see what he thought—maybe he'd be mte‘rfestes 111
giving the film a quote. Apparently he passed 'the tape on to Gus ﬂan ;u:;
who was living just around the corner from him and a few days Z er that,
Stephen Winter came over with the news that John and Gus wanted to come
on as producers to endorse the film. And Stephen wanted tq comﬁ on aslda
producer too to utilize his contacts to help shepherd the ﬁlfn-mt(') the wgr .
Stephen helped me find Micky Cattrell, a wonde‘rfui)pubh-cmt (in My lzun
Private Idaho [1991, directed by Gus Van Sant] Micky’s thfe john w'ho makes
River Phoenix scrub his house down!). Stephen was also integral in helpmg
me get the film into Sundance.
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For Sundance, we were encouraged to tighten the film even further, and we
got it down to about 88 minutes.

The ending was changed between the Mix Festival version and the
Sundance version. For the current ending I use my grandfather’s story about

an angel touching people underneath the nose to have them forget their pre-
vious lives before their life in this world. I come downstaits,

with a blanket, and touch her on that spot beneath her nose.

In the Mix Festival ending, T used the scene of my grandfather and me
having a heated argument; my mother is in the background. It’s where my
granddad yells, “Take the camera away! Take the camera away!” as he’s
reaching into his pocket for a pen, About two weeks after we had that argu-
ment, I asked my grandfather and my mom to dress in the same clothes, and
Idressed the table in exactly the same way I had filmed it before. I re-shot that
moment, this time asking my grandfather to reach into his pocket and pull
out the gun that you see earlier in the film, point the gun at me and pull the
trigger. He does. The camera drops and the film goes into my point of view
as I'm dying: I'm in this white, heavenly looking place that has a weird sort
of Eraserhead (1977, directed by David Lynch] feeling. I'm naked and David
approaches me, wearing angel wings, and puts his finger under my nose. In
that ending I'm the one to forget everything,

Tarnation actually screened that way at the Mix Festival, which was

cool and weird but also just awful-I'm so glad that’s not the ending of
the film now.

cover my mother

Spring 2012

MacDonald: When we talked before, the big question for me was, what does
somebody do when their first film is their whole life? T know Tarnation doesn’t
cover your whole life. . . .

Caouette: Tt doesn’t, and it’s funny, a journalist asked me the same exact
thing the other day, and I didn’t know what to say then either. I've just kept
going in whatever way I can. Since we last talked, I did All Flowers in Time
in 2010; I worked on All Tomorrow’s Parties {z009), a feature-length concert
film—lkind of a big anarchic collaborative project about the All Tomorrow’s
Parties concerts: and I've just finished Walk Away Renee, another film about
my mother and me,

"Two major things happened almost immediately after I finished Tarnation.
I began to receive loads of scripts and even some flat-out offers to direct
“ready-to-go” film projects—all of which I eventually turned down or opted
out of either due to unusual circumstances surrounding the projects or be-

cause [ found that the production infrastructure didn’t seem like a fit. T was
feeling a sense of paralysis.
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Coupled with the what-am-I-gonna-do-after-Tarnation feeling came enor-
mous life-changing circumstances. I don’t want to delve too much into the
details, but I ended up becoming a more or less full-time caretaker for both
my grandfather—my grandparents raised me so my gran.dfatl‘_aer was essen-
tially my father—and for my mother who has.schlzoaffeétlve. dlSOFder.

My boyfriend David was and still is helping me rfnamtam this very un-
usual scenario, but my entire universe became dedicated to making sure
that my mother and grandfather were safe and taken care gf anld could find
some peace and that we could have a bit of nor@al ijamﬂy 11fe: together.
It’s devastating to see the people you love in inst1tut101?al settings, even
when those settings are “nice.” I kept my grandfather Wlth me as long as
1 could, until his aging issues became too overwhelmu.ng to handle even
with David’s help. T had to place him in a nursing home.m Texas, where he
passed in 2008, Just after all of this, my 16-year-old-going-on-30 son Josh
moved in with me. o

So from 2008 on, I was juggling the responsibility of continuing to look

ther while being a full-time dad!
aﬂ?\i’iﬁ?ﬁdd: I saw All l;glowers in Time at the New York Film Festival.
A strange, surreal film. Your grandfather is in it. . .

Caouette: All Flowers in Time evolved out of another project. A friend who
was commissioned to work on “One Dream Rush,” a project for 42 Below
Vodka, was asking 42 filmmakers that he admired to make 42-second films,
based on dreams. He asked me and an amazing group of other filmmakers—
James Franco, Harmony Korine, David Lynch, Abel Ferrera, Jonas Mekas,
Kenneth Anger, Mike Figgis, Charles Burnett. I was geeked to be part of a
project that included those people, humbled and grateful and all of that, so
1 asked Chloe Sevigny to come to my apartment and we made our 42-second

i day.
ﬁh‘r‘l(;?ls Igrea}rrn Rush” premiered in Beijing and also showed at'Cal'nne"s.
I don’t know what became of the series; I don’t even know if the Webs1te is still
up. There was also an installation, which I never saw, 59meth1ng a}ong the
lines of 42 LTV screens with all the 42-second films looping and a big vodka
bottle in front. -

As T was working on my contribution to “One Dream Rush, 1t' occurred
to me that some of what I was doing with Chloé was similar to things I had
asked my grandfather to do years before for footage 1 sl‘ull had. A plethora of
my footage, including some that I remembered as bf—:‘lng experimental a'nd
interesting, had been residing on an external hard dr_lve for years, alnd bfmg
the mildly obsessive person I am, the notion that 1-:hIS footage was just “col-
lecting dust” made me want to do something with it. ' |

I decided to see if these two things—what I'd shot with my grandfather
and what I shot with Chloé—somehow complemented each other and could
be constructed to feel like a dream-illogical world. Basically, I just mashed the
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new stuff and the old stuff together and created an elongated version of that
surreal 42-second film.

I don't really know where the imagery itself came from—psychically,

I mean. T think a lot of it is derived from my own childhood fear of the dark.
As you can tell, All Flowers in Time is a nod to David Lynch, Brian DePalma,
William Friedkin, and Alfred Hitchcock. After it was shown at the New York
Film Festival, it went to Sundance, and was at the Short Film Corner in Cannes,
It was an experiment that could maybe have been part of something bigger.

MacDonald: How did you become involved with All Tomorrow’s Parties?

Caouette: The All Tomorrow’s Parties festivals had been going on for about
ten years and I was asked to work on a documentary. My firstinkling was that
films about music festivals are a dime a dozen. One of my early ideas was to
do something different, a sort of post-punk Nashville where we focused in on
maybe six different characters and used the festivals as the backdrop for their
stories. I don’t know if this would have worked, but it would have been more
interesting than what we ended up with.

We did some shooting and encouraged people who had been at the festi-
vals to contribute their own footage as well. Ultimately, the process became so
collaborative that I decided I had to opt out of saying that I was the director,
and in the end, I only took a co-directing credit. As I worked on the film,
I felt that it was becoming less a documentary than an electronic press kit for
the festival. The people who were paying for the film wanted their own pick
of bands, because a lot of the bands were on their label. And there was just so
much footage. I took a stab at editing, then just withdrew from the project—
there were too many cooks in the kitchen. I was a gun for hire and eventually
had to accept that. That was my first and last concert doc I think.

You know, every project I've worked on since Tarnation has been a com-
pletely different set of circumstances with different personalities and entities
to work with and work around: challenging and in the end not so satisfying,
I don’t know whether sometime down the road this recent work will seern part
of some vast tapestry, or will just be a series of things I regret having done.

I don't feel that Tarnation was all that exceptional—though I've been told
itis. I do think it was unprecedented in some ways, and it's the one project
I do feel satisfied with. After Tarnation came out, I would joke that someday
I was going to make Reintarnation, but never did I see myself actually doing
another personal film.

MacDonald: How did the idea of making Walk Away Renee evolve?

Caouette: The genesis was back in 2004 when I was doing press for
Tarnation. I met a gentleman by the name of Pierre-Paul Puljiz on the rooftop
of the Noga Hilton in Cannes. He had interviewed me for Tarnation, and we'd
forged a friendship. We worked on a very small project together for French TV
and talked about doing something more ambitious one day. At one point, we
began working on a project that involved heartfelt stories having to do with
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j of
emotionally disturbed children. We worked on tinle pr;)l}:ct f;:,oalvréznjie; o
i 1 here were unusual legalities N
months, but it turned out that t prowed, o5 we
i he and I opted out. Having y
as some creative control challenges, so oy
invested time and money in that project, we began to f;[lalk ?btzgt a;snle)ivopnll‘z]t?; :
i i i ’ ttending film festiva
During this whole period, I'd been a ‘ Iy
my ﬁimsgand serving on various juries for films in competition. Thsrj Y:;
’ invi j embe
ingpiri ival in Warsaw. I’d been invited as a jury m
an inspiring film festival in - y member anc
i i h some really amazing, very
had an opportunity to sit throug . o
i i : lte [2010, Michelangelo Fram )
cinema-verite films: Le Quattro Vo  rammartio)
ietti], I Travel Because I Have fo,
Mama {2012, Andres Muschietti], Come 5o
im Ainouz, Marcelo Gomez], a g ,
Because I Love You [2009, Karim ‘ ezl amoog them.
i And conversations with Gus
I was mesmerized by these films. ‘ 1 Van Sant
: attracted to idea of slow cin
turned me on to Béla Tarr. T became : <
wanted to think about a project that could work with that rhythm, as oppose
to the frenetic pace of Tarnation. .
Because of the time constraints around the release of Tarnation, maurliy
. <ub-
aspects of my story had needed to be cut out. My ;ﬁ)n 1stl?y noA E,Oealn;ei ub
im ] rnation. ,
i i t there was no place for him in Ta
e e ben 't been fully represented. So
i her and me hadn’t been fully repre
the dynamics between my mot : ) reprossee >0
! ho was in a difficult and lonely
in early 2010, when my mother, w rd fatlon &
i 1vi ility i administered the wrong m ,
an assisted living facility in Texas, was T arion,
I decided ] wanted her here with me and thought: _‘J\}fl()ﬁldn ’t?ltI beac;oi?llt, é];.; ) 2d
i -ti d movie with Renee? I w
an experiment, to shoot a real-time roa \ . N
in e}ql)]loring the mundane, the quiet, the solitude of a road trip to New Yor

(figure 30).

IG URE 30 On the road in Jonathan Caouette’s Walk Away Renee {2013).

Source: Courtesy Jonathan Cacuelte,

Jonathan Caouette 223

The original idea was that we were just two regular people, one of them
taking care of the other. I wanted to show my mother a good time and have
her spend a few weeks at my apartment in NYC with me and Josh before
['took her to the new assisted living facility upstate, 1 arranged for a crew of
two guys to shoot the road trip sequences, then went down to Texas to move
Renee, and we shot the six-day trip. The road movie was going to be all that
there was of this film-—virtually no back-story.

At one point, the road trip footage was going to be one of several extras
for an opulent DVD that would be released for the ten-year anniversary of
Tarnation—along with a series of self-contained episodes that hadn’t been
included in the original film, including one about Josh. But the road movie
began to snowball into the idea of another feature.

During the time when we were editing the road movie, out of my fear
of losing the unused footage I'd recorded years ago, I was digitizing most
everything I'd ever shot: Super-8, VHS and Beta, Hig, MiniDV, HD. This
took months. (A sidebar of technological irony: digital editing has evolved so
much since 2004 that while I was able to create Tarnation in just three and a
half weeks on iMovie, it was now taking a year to do this the “right way” with
a “real” editing program!)

In the end, T felt the road movie needed to be broken up with back story,
and that I needed to take five steps backwards (in terms of re-presenting
what we learn in Tarnation) in order to make ten leaps forward with the
“companion piece to Tarnation” that was evolving. My biggest challenge was
how to review the basic stories without repeating Tarnation. T did feel that
I'needed to re-adopt the same stylistic devices I'd developed for Tarnation: ex-
planatory text on screen juxtaposed with montaged imagery cut to popular
music, etcetera—this seemed a part of the past that was referenced in the
back story. But I wanted to focus whatever T used now on my mother, not, as
in so much of Tarnation, on myself. And the back-stories needed to be less
drawn out than in Tarnation and then move past the year 2004 to hook us
into the present of 2010.

My original slow-burn cinema-verite film ideq Was now just a memory.

The first editor I worked with on the film, Brian McAllister, and I decided
to bring in a friend to help out with the story editing. The three of us decided
that it would be a cool idea to tell the back-story of my mother in reverse—
that would be different from Tarnation! | thought this was a wonderful idea —

at least it sounded good on paper.

But as we developed this approach, I began to waver. T was still optimistic,
but more and more, it seemed to me that we had painted ourselves into a
structural corner. I should have pulled the emergency break. The film did
get into Cannes with that original structure, but my mantra from now on
is: Don't ever “finish” a film for the sake of rushing it into a film festival.
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By the Cannes screening, 1 knew this original structure dichln’t work, ;1[1;
immidiately after Cannes, working with Marc Vives——he editljd ;ﬁfé} ﬁhin
—1 reedited Walk Away Rernee, makin
[2010; Matthew Porterfield] ay Reree, making (e
i ical. The Cannes version included so
more linear, more chronological. : o ona
i i : id of. There’s some fictional weirdness
weirdness that I decided to get rid o : in the
i i ier in the Cannes versiorn. Marc was a
new version too, but it was heavier in rearm
to work with and had the patience and demeanor of an angel. He andlltzl‘cn y
led the final version and brought it home, or at least as close to home as I thi
this film could go. ’ _
MacDonald: What's the fictional weirdness you're referring to? @ ot
Caouette: As 1 did in Tarnation, I wanted to include some mome1.1 s t ;e
were obviously fictional, but were still conveying a ;rugl. In zarn?tzorzther
kend the film and a few
“fiction” was the re-enacted scenes that boo
nt;l;lo;inor moments. With Walk Away Renee, 1 wanted to create a co?lpletel}ff
iti Idn’t it be interesting, perhaps even funny, i
fictitious subplot. I thought, wou o even fanmy. 1
i Lt ion of myself who had hit roc
I began the film playing a fictitious version S porom
illi iob that he could (I'd had severa
and was willing to take any strange jo ‘ . .
i i it had hired me to make a series
rojects fizzle during that time). Suppose a cu ! ! e
Ef I}’SAS that involved people lip-syncing and dﬁancmglto ;or;(g):, Iocu.ir;z(:i )
i i ? For this fictional subplot,
ideos to lure people into their sect? suby
Vioi who referred to themselves as the Cloudbusters (inspired by the fKate
%ushpsong “Cloudbusting”). The Cloudbusters believed that thc.ey WereR r.o;ln
the 4th dimension and were desperately trying ;0 z<éelt hzgle.tWih;::icee:}cl a‘;
i i i hine called the Cloudbuster,
their demigod, had invented a mac : .
accumulatgd orgone energy from the clouds by producing ramst;rr}};ls.. The_:
irony was going to be that this silly, surreal, over~the—t(})lp sect and their or
i ling of my mother.
therapy would contribute to the hea . - .
gorll?d plani);d on shooting a very ambitious version of this ﬁct:gnal stlfler
that involved about 200 cult members all living inside avformer Eplscolpa i;ﬂ
church, and I had asked Harmony Korine if he and his wife wa_n'ted to phay e(:
’ i d we had some exciting exchang
It leaders. Harmony was interested an: :
zsout it, but then the Cannes deadline constraints began ﬁo ogershaﬁoulr t:lese
, i iti ion of this fictional plot, an
lans. T ended up shooting a less ambitious versi
Echo of what 1 was originally going for. It was funny and strange, but only
snippets ended up in the Cannes version. ’ _
jl:;lljjout half way into the current version of Walk ch-zy Renee, there’s a n;;
ment from a TV show where Dr. Michio Kaku is talking about the possi he
existence of a Multiverse. This moment was going to be connected to the
Cloudbusters’ theory of the cosmos.
MacDonald: The story of your going from Housto? to New. Yt-;)rk, and r;[hhi
whole struggle about what to do about your mother’s meds, is intense.

trip seems to last. ..
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Caouette: . . . forever! Walk Away Renee is a suspense thriller. It’s also the
story of an endless struggle with the most simple-minded bureancracy—I'm
dealing with similar bureaucracy now regarding my mom’s apartment and
her benefits from Social Security. It’s always something.

MacDonald: Your phone conversations with Renee’s doctors and the
administrators at various facilities are reenactments, right?

Caouette: Are there aspects of those moments that seem like reenactments?

MacDonald: Tn the credits you list “replacements” for the voices of who-
ever was on the other end of the phone, so on that Jevel it's clear that they're
constructed conversations. But I'm just wondering whether when you get a
phone call in the middle of the night, you have your camera ready to go and
turn it on, or whether you generally just do what you do and then you come
back and re-enact what went on,

Caouette: It's a mash-up. I don’t want to say exactly what was mashed up
but I can tell you that because of legalities and HIPA A laws you can’t use the
names and voices of the real doctors.

MacDonald: Your father, Steve Caouette, is a nice presence in Tarnation,
but in Walk Away Renee you block out his face. Has he turned against your
work?

Caouette: No, it’s a personal thing. He’s not as nice as I was coerced into
making him out to be in Tarnation. 1 had to make some major sacrifices of
the truth to have his likeness in Tarnation and other stuff happened after that
that wasn’t too great. I didn’t want to bother interacting with him for Walk
Away Renee,

MacDonald: Ultimately, of course, the journey you portray in Walk Away
Renee is more than about you and your mother; it’s really about what we do
about people we love who are in trouble {figure 31).

Caouette: Yes! I think that some people don’t understand how challenging
it is to attain the kind of footage you see in Tarnation and Walk Away Renee,
It's hard to be dealing with something emotionally while you're simultan-
eously filming and/or being filmed —and all the while trying to deflect the

idea that you're part of some cheesy reality TV program. The most frustrat-
ing thing is that I'm trying feverishly to communicate a world, 2 feeling, but
am not quite able to do it in Walk Away Renee the way [ was able to do with
Tarnation. Even in its umteenth version, the new film feels a little half-baked.

[ hope at some point in the future T'll be able, again, to fully endorse some-
thing I do.

MacDonald: You know, Jonathan, whatever you think about your recent
films, I think the thing you can say about yourself—and hardly anybody can
honestly say this—is that through it al, you did the right things as a son, as a
grandson, and as a father. Tarnation and especially Walk Away Renee model
courage, persistence, and deep love for family and friends.
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FIGURE 31 Jonathan Cacuette and Renee Leblanc in Caouette’s Walk Away Renee {2013).

Source: Courtesy Jonathan Caouette.

Caouette: T've tried. You know, nobody in their right mind woulcznfl:ver
make films like mine to get into the film industry or become fam;)uls;[h tozz
certainly weren’t my reasons for makingb’;he:[ ﬁlmsl.(i ainr;1 Zizyag;itlz l; o ; ,a o

of making the films I've been able to make, .
?n;eztalier, but I d%)n’t long to be in the limelight. I'm unc?.olintﬁr;abli Z;r::hmi};;
whole process of marketing myself and my work. L!Even w1in1 a 'tt e ;ed ement
in 20042005 after Tarnation came 011;,11 vlvas relieved when it ended.

i 't wait to begin a new film!

Sar?xztil? sl;iiiiiti‘rllv the ﬁlmgs, I don’t come from money; I'm no trust fug:l
kid. I don’t have anything to sustain me beyond what I can Cf)[meThgpt:m t
and I've been helping to provide for other peqple mos‘f of my lne.t a SS ;I:;d
a complaint or a cry for help; it’s just the reah’fy. My life ccllr;l;ms izc:n nd
my hard-wiring have sent me in a particular dlrectlon-, an A ave o ‘ieir
my circumstances the best that I can. Thank God for cinema elcauSE o
I don’t know where I would be had I not had a compulsive love for go

movies,

Pawel Wojtasik

“An artist,” to quote food critic Anton Ego in Brad Bird’s Ratatouille (2007),
“can come from anywhere.” Pavel Wojtasik, who spent his childhood in
Poland, then moved to New York City by way of Tunisia, is evidence that an
artist can also arrive on the scene at any point in life: Wojtasik emerged as
an accomplished video artist during his late fifties, though his work, made in
the aftermath of a mystic experience, often has a youthful glow. In fact, the
power of his video pieces comes from the unusual combination of Woijtasik’s
“youthful” exciternent at being able to make video and a disposition formed
by decades of psychic struggle.

Roughly speaking, Wojtasik has produced two kinds of work: short pieces
on highly unusual topics—sewage treatment (Dark Sun Squeeze, 2003), naked
mole rats (Naked, 2005), pigs (Pigs, 2010), autopsy (Nascentes Morimur—“The
moment we're born, we begin to die,” 2009)—and large-scale installations
on more overtly public issues, designed for gallery situations. For Woijtasik,
making motion picture art is about tacing fear—the fear of death, of pain,
of loss—and the shorter pieces often confront the viewer's own fears, includ-
ing the fear of secing certain kinds of imagery on a motion picture screen.
Wojtasik’s mature films are shot in high-definition video, with a rigorously
formal compositional sense; his imagery is as elegant as his topics are discon-
certing, even repulsive. Nowhere is this more obvious than in Pigs (in several
versions, but most recently 2010), which is the inverse of the convention in
modern nature film of representing animals in such a way that whatever might
repulse us is suppressed. In a sense, Wojtasik is a child of Stan Brakhage, es-
pecially that early strand in Brakhage’s monumental tapestry dedicated to the
confrontation of taboo. Indeed, Nascesntes Marimur seems to be in conversa-
tion with Brakhage’s The Act of Seeing with Ones Own Eyes (1972).

Wojtasik’s more publicly oriented work is conternplative in a somewhat dif-
ferent way. The Aquarium (2006) focuses on the way in which aquariums can
contribute to the illusion that environmental damage to the world’s oceans is
of minor importance. The large-scale installations—Below Sea Level {(2009),
a 360-degree panoramic work created for MASS MoCA [Massachusetts
Museum of Contemporary Ari; At the Stll Point (2010), a five-screen work
designed for Smack Mellon; and Single Stream (installed at the Museum of
the Moving Image in 2013)—though less shocking than the shorter works,
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