her recent features, Menkes’ oeuvre is
mukzd by visual expcnmenunon a.ud sear-
feminist social criti in
inumate self-depiction, her films are also re-
cords of her purposeful descent into the hid-
den recesses of her psyche. As in the fairy
tale, they’re breadcrumbs scattered through
the dark woods to show us where she's been.

Yet Menkes has not been toiling away
in obscunty. Her latest project, 7he Bloody
Child,is Menkes’ second feature to premiere
at the Sundance Film Festival, and this
week the film receives its Los Angeles
debut at the Amencan Cinematheque as
part of their “Alternative Screen” film se-
nies. With four crincally acclaimed films
under her belt, i’s clear that Menkes is
the local independent film community’s
worst-kept secret.

Sitting in a Vietmamese noodle shop prior
to her USC Film School class (Menkes
has been teaching there for over five years),
the filmmaker speaks of her often difficult
work with intelligence and a wide streak
of self-deprecating humor. She wears her
polincs on her sleeve, but true to her coun-
tercultural upbringing (Menkes was a
Berkeley-faculty brat in the *70s), she com-
bines it with skepticism and a sense of
sheer wonderat the mysteries of the creative
process. Dark-haired, she wears sandals,
jeans, and a charcoal-gray top, a simple
antque silver watch dangling from her
wnist. Asian pop walfts from a set of dusty
speakers over her head.

Menkes achieved national notoriety of
sorts when Japet Maslin mentioned her
in a New York Time story on this year's
Sundance freak show. The filmmaker was
papering Park City with posters for The
Bloody Child which bore the credo “Yes.
Tama witch.” Maslin interpreted the slogan
as just another example of indie kookiness,
but Menkes' proclamation was typically
forthright, & mixture of defiant feminism
and nose-tweaking irony.

“My struggle as a woman and an artist
has to be to ty to allow myself to be
who I am,” explains Menkes, sipping from
a cup of tea. “That sounds easy but seems
2 b hr-d People think wat it's ail
postfeminist and everything’s fine, but I
think that it’s not fine. A lot of women
are really struggling with the idea of them-
selves as subjects, not objects, and with
power—all the things that you kind of
*wish were behind us but I don't think
are. -

“We know that the external structures
are all stll sexist. So instead of being able
to say, ‘Hi. I'm a person, I want to express
myself;’ you have to declare yourself a
witch to survive. And that in itself is very
painful”

So was declaring herselfa witch a political
act?

Menkes shrugs, looks dubious, and then
“laughs. “In a way. IU’s also just for fun.
Hey, it got ]mel Maslin to write my name
in-ber paperi

Menkes' fourth film, The Bloody Child,
is 2 harrowing anatomy of a murder. Based
on the true case of a Marine caught burying
his murdered wife outside the base at Twen-
tynine Palms, The Bloody Child is a medi-
tation on violence, gender, and power.

Violence, explains Menkes, usually
serves as a plot point in films. “It has
to do with external evenws. I was more
interested in the inner condition of vio-
lence. What is the constellation inside all
of thep

thaton some level
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and also results from this violence?
“I'm really nouhnm(eraledmmms
blame,” Menkes contnues, “as much as
looking at the trap that everyone is in,
including the victim, the p and

inapond, the murderimping:

“The idea we wanted was thar instead
of the violence being an event, it permeated
everywhere,” explains Menkes, motioning
with her hands for emphasis. “It's not
that there’s one moment of violence and
then it's contained or resolved. The scene
[with the Manne) is all over the film.
There’s no finishing with it. There's no
sense of closure, no sense of resolution.
The violence of the murder is all over
the place—in the wiolence between the
men, the violence of the captain towards
herself, and even the violence of the vicum
on the psychic level, her confusion and
her self-hatred. It’s all nicochetng around
and has nowhere o go.”

Like Menkes’ previous projects, The
Bloody Child is difficult to watch. It takes
a lot to shock filmgoers these days, to
get them to sit up a litte straighter in
their seats and pay attention, but a Menkes
film can do it. Warching her films can
be an intensely frustranng expenence. With
ber unusually long takes and penchant
for repenition, audiences are often imitated,
then lulled, then imtated again

But it's by this rollercoaster process that
Menkes works bher vnique and potent
magic. The filmmaker undenunds lhal

d must be pelled to
their expectations and preconceptions,
hangovers after a steady dict of genre flicks.
In the middle of a Menkes film, if you
let it work its sorcery on you, you feel
as if you've never seen a movie before.
The images are fresh, the synapses have
been restored. In her own words, Menkes’

are “consciousness-altenng.”

“Somebody said, I think Virginia Woolf,
that i’s only when a walk is a litde too
long that everything starts to happen,”
Menkes suggests. “That's true with medi-
tauon. Ifyou getup in the first five minutes,
you won't get it”

She holds out her hand and then drops
it, once, twice. “It’s like boom, then boom.
And then if you get down there, you'll
have this other thing happen. That’s not
something that I uy to do, but I know
that all the films do it. I don't even know
how it happens. When I do the films,
I work out of a unique place in myself.
The film resonates with that space. So
if the viewer tunes in, then they—
BOOM—they’ll match it They match it
and they can go there. It’s pretty mystical”

It can be a grueling process, for the
#udicuce and for the filmmaker. Meukes

pL that the inital cut of The Bloody

and everything it touches. The ﬁlm is
& group portrait of pain and damage, a
mphu: d:pwuon of whu Menkes calls

the Itsan lconditi

d and hed rela-
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hips that are fucking up big time.”
“In a way,” she muses, “i’s some kind

“We went into a world of murder and
distortion and confusion and violence. And
I think you have to be, on some level,
made of steel to go down there without a

rone. Otherwise vou can

SubudedAn Interior of Violence, The
Bloody Child also examines the psychic
echoes of the woman's murder, the shock
waves the crime sets off in the lives of
a female Marine capuain (played by the
filmmaker’s sister, Tinka Menkes) and her
male subordinates.

More than any other of Menkes' films,
The Bbody Ch:ld hys out its human di-
lemma

ina Menkes is the fiercestof the L.A.

independents. For some fifteen

years, the now 33 -year-old film-

xmaker has been busy crafting an ag-
gressively idiosyncratic body of work.
From bher UCLA film-school projects to
i

lly. Like ripples

et lnca # 7

of vision of hell, because the real evil goes
unnamed and unrecognized. Ev:ryone'a
just circulating around this mess.”
Menkes makes repeated use of an un-
sertling central image: an Marine
shoves the murderer’s face into the bloody
remains of his victim, screaming at him,
“Do you like that?” The sequence chips
away at our composure. It implicates us
all; we all feel the murderous rage.

e T —

Child was disappointing and credits her
sister Tinka with the film’s restructuring.

“Tinka has an amazing ability to see
the real issues with a kind of x-ray vision.
So if I have a walent, it's getting the raw
material onto the screen and having that
invested prety deeply with my real feelings.
Not my bullshit feelings, not the blah-blah,
but what I really feel. And yet when I
get to the editing process, sometumes I'm
not able to do that. I'll uy to do a cover-up
on stuff that I've actually shot. And what
Tinka's able to do is to look at it and
see my bullshit, so to speak, and say, ‘Hey,
you are not showing what’s really going
on there."”™

The Diowdy Thild Coutinus e vu goiag
artistic collaboration between Menkes and
ber sister Tinka, an actress of stunning
abilities who serves as the filmmaker's sur-
rogate, her filmic alter ego. Menkes ac-
knowledges the powerful alchemy that
exists berween the ubhnp “That cathexis
berween Tinka and me is why the films
are so intense,” she observes.

Menkes sips her tea thoughtfully. “Our
faith in the -Sooting process is that the
real stuff really is there, and that if we

continved on page 21
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conlinued from page 15

just find the pattern that’s inherent, the life
force, the bloodstream of this material, it will
come together in an almost uncanny way and
make sense and be powerful”

Menkes makes movies the way some people
paint, with intuition and daring, qualities no-
ticeably lacking in film today. But the work
comes ata high cost. Each project leaves Menkes
feeling naked and raw. Exposed, in the truest
sense of the word.

“I'm a Lirtle bit hesitant to recommend this
style of process filmmaking as much as I used
10,” she confesses, “because I think that getting
down into yourself is something that can be

really risky for some people. You can lose
your mind if you go down there.and aren't
strong enough.

“It also depends on where you're going. We
went into a world of murder and distortion
and confusion and violence. And I think you
have to be, on some level, made of steel o
8o down there without a rope. Otherwise you
can just lose ic”

Menkes finishes her tea.

“I've been working on it for fifteen years.
I'm sort of in training for it Some people
work out with their muscles; I work out on
these subterranean voyages. I do a lot of things
30 that I can be able to do this work. Like,
1 don't socialize a lot, I don't buy furniture!
You know what I mean? I hone mysel(” W

The (s ge&svi&u
A’Pval 26—~ (.



