


People are so afraid... fear is just intense in this industry.

MONTAGE: Besides being the director, art director and cinematographer
of your films, and editing them together with your sister Tinka who is the
lead actressin all of them, you alsoraise the money yourself. Are yougoing
to stick to your autonomy with your future projects?

MENKES: Doing all these functions is an active choice because my
work is intensely personal. | would never have anyone else shoot my
movies or be the art director. If | would get more help on my future
projects | would get more help on the production manager level and
have more production assistants.

MONTAGE: At Park City this year you introduced Queen of Diamonds
by saying you didn'’t create the film to entertain; you said it asked the
viewer s participation and requires work. Do you feel that people enjoy
your films?

MENKES: There has been a great response to Queen of Diamonds. The
screening at the AFI Film Festival was in a 500-seat theater and it was
packedand people seemed to be very excitedabout thefilm. That was
very encouraging because, sometimes, you feel you're working in a
vacuum. | think that a lot of people are actually hungry for a film that
doesn’t just go along doing the same kind of thing in the same kind of
way. Somehow they're ready to have a different kind of cinematic
experience, a different kind of emotional experience.

When | see a regular Hollywood film, | suffer during this film
because | am in such disagreement with everything that they're doing
on every level including the portrayal of women, the idea of
characterization, the whole idea of plot and how you put a film
together, the whole disregard for the texture of film and what film can
do. So I'm always infuriated and | don't enjoy it and there are other
people who feel that way, too.

MoNTAGE: How would you describe your relationship to Hollywood?
MENKES: Well, | feel like | am the enemy of Hollywood. | am in direct
opposition to everything Hollywood stands for politically, socially,
emotionally—their idea, really, of what's valuable in life on the most
profound philosophical level. Everything that Hollywood stands for is
stuff that | not only don’t believe in, but that | have dedicated my life
%o fighting against. | feel that I'm waging a battle in many ways and on
2 certain level it seems like a battle against stupidity. On the other
hand, they're not stupid because they're very powerful. There is this
pervasive influence, especially when you live in LA, of this way of
whinking, this way of seeing, these ruinous values, that to maintain a
sense of your individuality and your values in this system is very
&icult

1 feel the little lights of sanity in this city are few and far between.
& =20 be different. | was at the Women's Film Festival in Paris and it
was the most amazing experience for me because, suddenly, | was in
2 context where almost everyone was kind of on my side. It was a
mind-blowing experience for me.

MONTAGE: In your films, the female protagonist, played by your sister
Tinka, is an onlooker. She is not acting out, she is acted upon.
MENKES: She is sort of a combination in that she’s being acted upon
butatthe sametime, she isa witness. She doesn’tactin the usual sense
in the way actors act, as in a movie like Thelma and Louise. In Queen
of Diamonds, the woman is active but she is active in a way that's more
subtle. It may seem she isn’t doing anything and therefore some
people see her as a passive victim, as one film critic wrote. This is a
very reductionist view of the film. Let’s put it this way: women, having
lived in an oppressed and degraded condition, have a lot of dark
feelings, have a lot of feelings of desolation, and to give voice to that
desolation is profoundly different from saying, “oh yeah, women are
victims.”
MONTAGE: [ think this attitude is very much rooted in an American
mindset that emphasizes the positive and acting out in order to deny the
darker side.
MENKES: Absolutely. That so-called “dark side” in Queen of Diamonds
is a freak-out to people. They don’t want to look at it or at Tinka’s
character. On a certain level she is a victim of the system but she also
has a very strong quality of being this dark angel, transcendent; she is
almost like 2 messenger. By witnessing the landscape as it really is she
transforms it. | really feel strongly that you cannot move forward in
any way without giving voice to these other levels and these hurting
places, this pain.
MONTAGE: This new breed of independent, positive-thinking female
screen characters—like Jodie Foster in Silence of the Lambs—seems so
forced.
MENKES: Yeah, forced and also false.
MONTAGE: Isnt that exactly what this “realistic” kind of acting istrying
to conceal?

MENKES: It's a cover-up. The whole idea that women wear masks,
women are always supposed to wear make-up, they're supposed to
cover up. But why do you cover up? Well, there is apparently
something pretty ugly that has to be covered up. And what s that ugly
thing, that black spider? It's the wounding, it’s the pain from all that
oppression and in Queen of Diamonds Tinka is coming out from under







It's impossible for me to construct a narrative like the Hollywood
films because that's not the nature of my experience.

people are living in this complete
terror of deathandina pursuit of
pleasure and entertainment as a
way to believe they're going to
overcome death. Queen of Dia-
monds is an attempt to rupture
some of that ideology and to talk
about a victory of death, you
mightsay, over everything. Death
is going to win. Your little Chris-
tian symbols are not going to give
you any power over that. Actu-
ally, my mother pointed out to
me that there are a lot of Chris-
tian symbols in Queen of Dia-
monds (which | didn’tconsciously
put there) which are sort of
“ruptured.” Besides the whole
feeling of death in the film and
Tinka's relationship to it—she’s
not afraid of it—the crucifix is
upside down, the palm tree which
isa symbol of eternal life in Christianity is burning, the fish is fried, the
wedding is an unholy wedding and the whole dealing scene in the
middle is like a hellish concentric circle of trying to fill time. By filling
time we try to keep death out and we madly attempt to stave off this
fact, this force that is much more powerful than our little crucifixes
or our little entertaining movies with their little characters. We are
dwarfed as human beings within the bigger picture by the enormity
of these elemental forces.

Another thing in Queen of Diamonds is the whole idea of fate, which
is also anti-Christian. The Christian ethic says, “Well, you get your
reward if you're good. Ifyou do x, then you'll gety,” which is also the
way plots are structured in traditional cinema. However, that's not
how the world functions at all. In Queen of Diamonds, the card that
comes up is the card that comes up, regardless of whether you're
good or bad. Nature works like that—it does not have cause and
effect in that certain kind of Hollywood way. In nature, one person
& not more special than another. Weareall equal in the face of death.
But these ideas are really contrary to the whole structure of our
feerarchical system—

MONTAGE: —quite an existential quest—

MENKES: | think so [laughs].

MoxTaGE: Maybe we should get clearer on the term “dark force.”
MENKES: Well, what do you think?

MonTaGE: For me, it’s the non-rational, the intuitive; it’s a way of
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embracing qualities in human beings without evaluating “good” or “bad”
but seeing them as balancing forces.
MENKES: | agree with all that and | think there is also the power of
death or the power of the abyss, in a sense, that the male western
bourgeois constructis essentially a compartmentalization—it tries to
keep all that stuff away. This is the basis of the idea that we can dump
garbage in the Third World and then it's not a part of our experience.
That’s also connected with my films somehow. Take the wedding
scene in Queen of Diamonds. A traditional wedding is supposed to be
between a man and a woman and, let’s say that the man symbolizes
this whole rational force, and he connects with and marries the
woman, and the woman is the dark massive spider that cannot be
contained. This would be a real marriage. But, what happens instead
is that women are denigrated and not seen as whole people and when
they get married, it's a lie, it's just a ritualization of the lie. You can’t
CONTINUES ON PAGE 34
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