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Developed in the 1960s in the context of the 
London Film-Makers’ Co-operative, the film 
practice of English artist JOHN SMITH is aimed 
at deconstructing narration by means of sincere 
engagement and sophisticated humor.

words by SIMONE MENEGOI

THE
HERETICAL
JACOBIN

Frozen War (Hotel Diaries 1),
video still, 2001

Courtesy: the artist
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Scene: a crowded street. Still frame. They are shooting a film. A voice-over gives instructions 
to the passers-by, like an old man crossing the street, a couple of girls moving by the camera 
and a Jamaican family turning the corner. The trailer of a truck pauses in the left corner of 
the frame, then at the command of the voice-over, it is pushed outside. Yet the instructions 
given by the invisible director gradually become unlikely or even absurd. The voice dictates 
the moment when a couple of pigeons have to enter flying through the frame, and the pi-
geons fulfill the order with a timing too perfect to be true. Even a public clock is “directed”: 
the minute hand, as the voice says, must make a complete rotation in one hour, while the 
hour hand must make its rotation in twelve hours. The viewer grasps the trick: the voice’s 
directives don’t affect the image, but vice versa. The scene was shot first and has an indepen-
dent development; the voice-over was added afterwards, adapting to what happens in the 
frame. Since the voice is in slight advance of the events, it seems that it induces them. The 
“film” we are watching is simply a fragment of urban life. 

For more than one reason, The Girl Chewing Gum, a 16mm film realized in 1976, can 
be considered the manifesto of its author, the London film-and-video-maker John Smith. 
It contains all the elements of his work: an indie filmmaker’s craft approach, all ideas and 
no budget; humor; the strong bond with London’s East End, where Smith lives (the film was 
shot in Hackney); and, above all, the critical approach to the audiovisual language. “Some-
thing that is fundamental to me in any film I make,” Smith told Cate Elwes in 2001, “is that 
the information it presents should be made suspect and its construction should be made 
evident. […] I’m interested in work that invites us to question what we are told. It’s to do 
with engagement rather than consumption”1. Throughout almost forty years of work, Smith 
has remained loyal to this principle, which took shape in the London underground film 
scene between the end of the 1960s and the beginning of the 1970s. In that period, Smith 
was closely involved with the London Film-Makers’ Co-operative, an association founded 
in 1967, which aimed to provide production structures and distribution to underground 
filmmakers. Those were the years of “structural cinema,” a form of filmmaking focused on 

its own language, rather than the representation of the world through that language. Lon-
don Co-op artists elaborated a more radical version, influenced by Marxism, of this general 
trend, called “structural/materialist film.” In 1976 (the same year as The Girl…), Peter Gidal, 
one of Co-op theoreticians, wrote an essay-manifesto defining the group’s positions. Among 
those there were the refusal of narration; the refusal of the aesthetic and psychological 
mechanism on which narration is based (that is, the viewer’s identification with what is hap-
pening on the screen, considered the terminal product of capitalist alienation); the support 
of a radically anti-illusionist cinema, which “does not represent, or document, anything.” 2

Smith’s 1970s works are clearly influenced by this artistic background. Associations
(1975), for instance, explores the bonds between image, phonic signifier and signified. It is 
composed of a voice-over reading a scientific text on the linguistic and psychological mecha-
nisms of verbal associations, and rapid sequences of still images taken from newspapers and 
magazines, which are self-reflexively connected to the words of the text by phonic assonance. 
Leading Light (1975) and Blue Bathroom (1978–79) are studies of places and objects in alter-
ing conditions of lightning, with extreme editing effects (in some parts of Blue Bathroom,
the very rapid alternation of identical frames, but with reversed compositions of light and 
shadow, causes a stroboscopic effect). Beyond the influence of the aesthetic atmosphere of 
the London underground, Leading Light and Blue Bathroom are influenced by two great 
American experimental filmmakers: Hollis Frampton, whose Zorns Lemma (1970), struc-
tured according to mathematical criteria, is mostly made of frames of alphabetical letters 
taken from Manhattan’s signs, and Michael Snow, whose Wavelength (1967) is an endless 
odyssey of a forward zoom through a room, continuously changing from daytime to night-
time, from light to shadow.

If the Co-op was Smith’s natural context, his work nevertheless remained heterodox, 
even heretical, compared to a certain sectarian spirit characterizing the association. 

(To get an idea of the aesthetic Jacobinism of those years, it suffices to say that Gidal, 
in his 1976 manifesto, contemptuously wrote off “Antonioni and the much less talented Ber-
tolucci, Pasolini, Losey,” saying that they were conservatives disguised as progressives, worse 
than the professed reactionaries). Instead of refusing narration altogether, Smith preferred 
clear-headed play with its seductive power, as in The Girl…— in other words, using narra-
tion to deconstruct narration. Although he kept a strictly anti-illusionistic approach to film 
language, he increasingly dedicated himself to description, and even to the despicable docu-
mentation, of places. Above all, he introduced an unexpected ingredient into the austere 
universe of British experimental film: humor.

Of course, the word must be considered cautiously. Smith’s approach to humor, like 
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All images courtesy: the artist



COLUMNS: PIONEERS

140

the spirit of his work taken generally, is intellectually sophisticated. 
In a 2003 interview, he explains to Brian Frye that what he is inter-
ested in is the joke’s structure, the creation—sometimes sadistically 
slow and very detailed—of expectations which are then, suddenly, 
belied or overturned: a structure common to both jokes and avant-
garde work. Yet the intellectual approach does not exclude pleasure. 
Smith’s films are often actually funny, with few equals in experimen-
tal cinema. The author is fully aware of that, asserting that humor is 
an element of openness in his work, allowing him to get closer to a 
different—and wider—audience than the one of contemporary art.

There is a democratic spirit to this openness, which suits his 
left-wing political beliefs. This spirit comes through the constant at-
tention of the director to the surrounding context, that is, London’s 
East End, with its populist social and urban fabric in the process of 
continuous transformation. Despite his refusal of the documentary 
clichés, many of his films from the 1980s and videos from the 1990s 
are also precious documents of a daily, proletarian, anti-heroic Lon-
don of which the director considered himself a part.

The Black Tower (16mm, 1985–87), widely considered to be 
Smith’s masterpiece, uses all the intuitions and techniques that the 
filmmakers had been developing at that moment. It takes its cue 
from the director’s discovery of a newly-built construction in the vi-
cinity of his house: the waterworks of a hospital, which were painted 
an unusual matte black. Observing it from different points of view, 
the filmmaker realized that he could create the illusion that the con-
struction rose in different contexts. From one point of view, the wa-
terworks seemed clearly connected to the hospital, but from another, 
it seemed close to a meadow, while from a third, it seemed to tower 
over a cemetery, and so forth. Considering this condition, which 
was not unusual for a building in an urban context, Smith invented 
a story, dark and ominous, about a man obsessed with a black tower, 
a sort of architectural unheimlich that appears before the man’s eyes 
in many places until it drives him mad. In the film, the story is told 
by the usual voice-over, while the protagonist’s hallucinations are 
simply different views of the construction, alternated with abstract 
shots. A perfect, elegant game of linguistic construction, Raymond 
Roussel-style—but the gothic fascination of the story, as it happens 
in Roussel, shifts the attention from the form to the content, leaving 
the audience uncertain about the nature of what they are watching. 
Since it is Smith who voices the voice-over, some have gone so far 
as to say that it was an autobiographical story. “The scales tip a bit 
further in the narrative direction than I expected,” ironically com-
mented the director. 

In the aforementioned interview with Cate Elwes, Smith ex-
plained his artistic devotion to the places where he lives: “I am very 
wary of making films on themes that are outside of my experience. 
That is a big reason for rooting things at home. […] But there is also 
a very practical consideration involved here. I nearly always work on 
my own. I don’t like filming on my own in a place that is unfamiliar.”

But the “unfamiliar” places are nevertheless present in Smith’s 
life: they are the places he “meets” during his travels, particular-
ly trips throughout the world to present his films. Between those 
places, there are some sites that are unfamiliar par excellence: hotels, 
supposedly anonymous and interchangeable, supposedly the same 
from a city to another. Challenging his own habits, Smith took these 
places, the most neutral places one can imagine, as a point of de-
parture, directing a series of works freed from his usual geographi-
cal and existential coordinates. The result was the seven videos of 
the “Hotel Diaries” series (2001–07, his most recent works to date). 
The formula is simple and direct, far from the sophisticated editing 
exercises of the previous films. With a camera in his hand, Smith 
“explores” his hotel room, commenting out loud and in real time on 
what he sees. He looks for particular marks, something that distin-

CURRENT & FORTHCOMING
John Smith is among the participating artists in the 
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FOOTNOTES
1. “Trespassing beyond the frame” in Josephine 

Lanyon (ed.), John Smith. Film and Video Works 
1972-2002 (Picture This Moving Image/Watershed 
Media Centre 2002).

2. “Theory and Definition of Structural/
Materialist Film” in Peter Gidal (ed.), Structural Film 
Anthology (London, British Film institute, 1976).

The Black Tower, film still, 1985-1987
Courtesy: the artist
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Above:
Blight, film still, 1996

Below:
The Girl Chewing Gum,

film still, 1976

All images courtesy: the artist
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Shepherd’s Delight, film still, 1980-1984
Courtesy: the artist



COLUMNS: PIONEERS

143

guishes that specific room or hotel from the others he has visited, 
taking his cue from what he sees to wander through personal asso-
ciations. The recurring topic in his monologue is the international 
political situation. The series, started in October 2001, a few weeks 
after the fatal attacks on the Twin Towers, reports, through Smith’s 
commentaries, on the developments of the Middle East conflict, the 
punitive wars took up by Bush’s America, and Islamic terrorism. In 
2007, Smith finally arrived in a country widely evoked in the videos: 
Palestine. We don’t see the razor wire of check-points and images 
of war; instead, Smith once again limits his shots to an anonymous 
room in a hotel in East Jerusalem. But the damaged roof of the 
room—a souvenir of the recent occupation of the hotel by the Israeli 
army—is enough to materialize history and its tragedies. Although 
different from his formally sophisticated works, the “Hotel Dia-
ries” maintain a recurring characteristic of his work, the voice-over, 
and confirm his idea of a “committed” however non-pedantic cin-
ema, through which he manages to handle important issues while 
remaining grounded in particular and daily matters.  In the last 
months, the world of contemporary art has taken a particular inter-
est in Smith’s work. Royal College, where the artist was a student 
in the 1970s, dedicated a retrospective to him; his films have been 
included in collective exhibitions at the Kunsthalle Basel and the 
Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, and he has been invited to the 6. 
Berlin Biennial. It is a due reward, and hardly an unexpected one. 
Looking at Smith’s work, the most astonishing thing is its abun-
dance. Abundance, not only in a quantitative sense—although he 
has always worked alone, Smith has accumulated about fifty works, 
comprised of both short and full-length films—but also an abun-
dance of ideas, approaches, levels of readings and enjoyment. Start-
ing from an analytical approach to the film medium and, particu-
larly, to the relationship between image and word, Smith has not 
refused the challenge of narration. Formalist by nature and study, 
he managed to use the language of his early works to evoke the sur-
rounding urban and social reality. Inclined to a typically English in-
tellectual humor (Lewis Carroll would probably have loved Associa-
tions’s puns), he has nevertheless proved capable of feeling a subtle 
form of pietas for what is consumed by time: urban landscapes, 
houses and ourselves. In brief, his art is one we need these days—an 
art of complexity.
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Gargantuan, film still, 1992
Courtesy: the artist

Slow Glass,
film still, 1988-1991
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Urban Images with and against SoundStadtbilder mit und gegen TonRaimar Stange

John Smith

1. — Der englische Film- und Videokünstler John Smith studierte 
Filmkunst bereits in den 1970er Jahren in London, zunächst an der 
North East London Polytechnic, dann bis 1977 am Royal College 
of Art. Schnell galt er als wichtiger Vertreter der zweiten Genera-
tion des britischen strukturalistischen Films. Und diese Generation 
»saw the movement with a more distant and critical eye«1, wie es 
A. L. Rees treffend beschrieb. Diese kritische Distanz drückte sich 
in John Smiths Gebrauch des Mediums vor allem durch seinen »use 
of humour to evoke but also to question film narrative« aus.2 Dieses 
Unterlaufen der strengen formalistischen Grundhaltung des struk-
turalistischen Films durch Narration und Humor bestimmt gerade 
in John Smiths Frühwerk das ästhetische Geschehen. Die Strate-
gie, dank Humor stil- und ideologiekritisch arbeiten zu können, um 
sich so von vorgegebenen Mustern zu distanzieren, beschrieb übri-
gens der russische Sprachwissenschaftler Michail Bachtin in sei-
nen Büchern bereits in den 1940er und 1950er Jahren überaus detail-
liert.3 Aber auch ein ausgeprägtes Interesse am alltäglichen Leben 
und dessen visueller Erforschung findet sich schnell in den Filmen 
des Briten. Es ist also kein Zufall, dass der urbane Lebensraum eine 
gewichtige inhaltliche Konstante der Filme von John Smith darstellt. 
In diesem Sinne schreibt Ingo Clauß von Smiths »Neugier, die ihn 
zu den für seine Arbeiten typischen Erkundungen seiner Umgebung 
treibt«4. Und diese Neugier ist nicht zuletzt durch sein »Bewusst-
sein für den Wandel städtischer Umgebung«5 motiviert. Urbane 
Entwicklung inklusive neoliberaler Gentrifikation spielen daher 
auch in den frühen Filmen und Videos des Künstlers immer wieder 
eine wichtige Rolle. 

2. — In seinem Film »New York Eye and Ear Control« (1964) zeigt 
Michael Snow, US-amerikanischer strukturalistischer Filmkünst-
ler der ersten Generation, in bewegten Bildern Aufnahmen einer 
silhouettenhaft-flächigen Frauenskulptur. Es handelt sich um eine 
»Walking Woman« des Künstlers, die – neben vielen anderen – für 
den Film im Stadtraum New Yorks aufgestellt wurde. Zu hören ist 
derweil aber nicht der jeweilige Sound des Ortes, etwa Straßen-
lärm, sondern expressive Jazzmusik. Bild- und Tonspur gehen in 
»New York Eye and Ear Control« auseinander und verhindern da-
durch in dieser Arbeit einen simplen, durch die Sinne kontrollierba-
ren Realismus. Zwölf Jahre später geht John Smith in seinem frü-
hen Film »The Girl Chewing Gum« (1976) scheinbar zunächst den 
umgekehrten Weg, der trotzdem die Bedingungen der Wahrneh-
mung  cineastischer Bilder genauso kritisch-reflexiv hinterfragt. Der 
zwölf Minuten lange, in Schwarzweiß auf 16mm gedrehte Film be-
steht aus nur zwei Einstellungen, die eine, knapp elf Minuten lang, 
zeigt das alltägliche Geschehen auf einer East Londoner Straße un-
weit von John Smiths damaligem Wohnort. Autos fahren vorbei, 
FußgängerInnen überqueren die Straße, rechts liegt ein Kino, vor 
dem Menschen warten, eine Straßenuhr auf dem Dach eines Hau-
ses kommt ins Bild, Tauben fliegen durch die Luft, wieder kom-
men FußgängerInnen … Die zweite Einstellung fokussiert auf eine 
Landschaft am Rande Londons, Hecken und Felder, im Hintergrund 
Strommasten. Auf der Tonspur des Films ist, neben einem perma-
nenten Alarmläuten, eine männliche Stimme zu hören. Es handelt 
sich um die Stimme von John Smith, der das zu sehende Gesche-
hen wie ein Regisseur einer cineastischen Großaufnahme minutiös 

1. — The English film and video artist John Smith was already 
studying film in London in the 1970s. He initially attended North 
East London Polytechnic and later the Royal College of Art, gradu-
ating in 1977. Smith soon became known as an important represent-
ative of the second generation of British structuralist film. And this 
was the generation that “saw the movement with a more distant and 
critical eye”,1 as A. L. Rees has aptly noted. This critical distance 
was expressed through Smith’s use of the medium, particularly 
his “use of humour to evoke but also to question film narrative”.2 
Such undermining of the strict formalist stance taken by structur-
alist film through narration and humour are determinative of John 
Smith’s aesthetic pursuits, especially in his early work. The strat-
egy of using humour to facilitate working in a style- and ideology-
critical way as a means of distancing oneself from prescribed pat-
terns was in fact addressed in depth by the Russian linguist Mikhail 
Bakhtin in his books of the 1940s and 1950s.3 Yet a pronounced in-
terest in everyday life and the visual exploration thereof are easily 
ascertained in the British artist’s films. Indeed, it is no coincidence 
that urban environment represents a substantial constant in John 
Smith’s films when it comes to content. Touching on this aspect, 
Ingo Clauß writes of Smith’s “curiosity that impels him to explore 
his environment in a way that is typical for his works”.4 This curi-
osity is motivated not least by his “awareness of the vicissitude of 
metropolitan environments”.5 Urban development, including neo-
liberal gentrification, thus frequently played an important role in 
the artist’s early films and videos as well. 

2. — Michael Snow, an American structuralist film artist of the first 
generation, invokes moving images to present pictures of a planar, 
silhouette-like female sculpture in his film “New York Eye and Ear 
Control” (1964). This is a “walking woman”, one of many situated 
throughout urban space in New York City by the artist for his film. 
Yet the actual sounds engendered at the sculpture site (street noise) 
are not audible here, but rather expressive jazz music. The sound 
and video tracks diverge in “New York Eye and Ear Control” and, 
as such, hamper in this work a simple realism controllable by the 
senses. Twelve years later, John Smith seems (at least initially) to 
have taken the reverse path in his early film “The Girl Chewing 
Gum” (1976), one that nonetheless equally challenges the condi-
tions involved in the perception of cinematic images in a critically 
reflective way. The twelve-minute-long, black-and-white 16mm 
film contains but two shots. The first is close to eleven minutes in 
duration and shows everyday events along an East London street 
not far from the flat Smith was living in at the time. Vehicles are 
driving past, pedestrians are crossing the street, a cinema with peo-
ple queuing is visible to the right, a street clock is noticeable on a 
rooftop, pigeons are flying about, and some women are approach-
ing on foot, and so forth. The second shot is focused on a landscape 
on the outskirts of London, with hedges and fields foregrounding 
electrical pylons to the rear. Besides a perpetually recurring alarm 
bell, the sound track of the film conveys a male voice. It is the voice 
of John Smith, who is fastidiously supervising what is visible on 
screen as would a cinematic director a close-up scene. At the be-
ginning of the film, the artist gives the command to “slowly move 
the trailer to the left”, which is promptly followed by a trailer exit-120 / 2012
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ing the screen to the left. The directive “and I w
ant tw

o girls, com
-

ing from
 the right, talking to each other” is soon to follow

—
and, 

prom
ptly, tw

o young, conversing girls stroll by. A
nd later: “I w

ant 
the old m

an w
ith w

hite hair and glasses to cross the road.” W
hich 

is prom
ptly follow

ed by …
 

In this “eye and ear control”, the sound and video tracks run par-
allel to an astounding degree, in contrast to the divergence experi-
enced in M

ichael Snow
’s “N

ew
 York Eye and Ear Control”. D

ue 
to its appellative dim

ension, this dualism
 is som

ew
hat rem

inis-
cent of Ferdinand de Saussure’s sem

iotic figures. Though now
 the 

events slow
ly becom

e increasingly absurd: the speaker appears to 
lose control over his desire for pow

er and, for instance, w
ants to 

stipulate how
 fast the street clock m

ay tick, even going so far as 
to tell the clock to step closer—

w
hich, thanks to the film

ic tech-
nique of zoom

ing, actually com
es to pass. W

hat is m
ore, im

age 
and sound drift further and further apart over the course of the 
film

, for exam
ple w

hen the speaker describes the said landscape 
shot w

hile the view
 is trained on the exterior w

all of a building in-
stead. The landscape does not appear until considerably later, and 

dirigiert: »Slow
ly m

ove the trailer to the left«, fordert er gleich zu 
Beginn des Film

s und prom
pt bew

egt sich ein A
nhänger nach links 

heraus aus dem
 Bild. K

urz darauf die A
nw

eisung »A
nd I w

ant tw
o 

girls, com
ing from

 the right, talking to each other« – und prom
pt 

kom
m

en zw
ei junge, sich unterhaltende Frauen vorbei. U

nd später: 
»I w

ant the old m
an w

ith w
hite hair and glasses to cross the road«. 

Prom
pt …

 
Bild- und Tonspur gehen bei dieser »A

ugen- und O
hrkontrolle« 

also nicht auseinander w
ie bei M

ichael Snow
s »N

ew
 York Eye and 

Ear Control«, sondern verlaufen verblüffend parallel. Ein w
enig er-

innert dieses Parallelgeschehen aufgrund seiner benennenden D
i-

m
ension an zeichentheoretische A

bbildungen à la Ferdinand de 
Saussure. D

och langsam
 w

ird das G
eschehen zunehm

end absurd, 
der Sprecher scheint seiner M

achtgelüste nicht m
ehr H

err zu sein, 
m

öchte zum
 Beispiel der Straßenuhr die G

eschw
indigkeit ihres 

Tickens vorschreiben und fordert diese außerdem
 auf, ihm

 näher 
zu kom

m
en – w

as dank der film
ischen Technik des Zoom

s dann 
auch tatsächlich geschieht. Im

m
er m

ehr driften zudem
 im

 Laufe 
des Film

s Ton und Bild auseinander, etw
a w

enn der Sprecher ange-
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w
hen it does, the speaker unw

averingly continues to describe the 
scenario found on the East London street. In “The G

irl Chew
ing 

G
um

” the “unreliable narrator”
6 expertly succeeds in adeptly inter-

w
eaving film

ic fiction and docum
entary fact; ultim

ately, the im
age 

m
aterial is nothing m

ore than lapidary everyday prosaic pictures 
of London in m

id-1970s. A
lthough “The G

irl Chew
ing G

um
” re-

ports on everyday urban life in the Tham
es m

etropolis w
ith this 

photographic m
aterial, this is nevertheless not the prim

ary them
e 

of John Sm
ith’s early w

ork. The artist w
as evidently still process-

ing the conceptual-form
al stringency of structuralist film

 through 
his hum

orous narrative approach—
and offering reflexion on our 

perception of cinem
atic m

aterial in the am
bivalent realm

 of artisti-
cally staged illusion and “realistic” portrayal.

In the film
 “The M

an Phoning M
um

” (2011), a rem
ake of “The 

G
irl Chew

ing G
um

”, how
ever, the change in urban situation de-

cidedly com
es to the fore. H

ere John Sm
ith shot the long take 

from
 “The G

irl Chew
ing G

um
” once again thirty-five years later. 

In “The M
an Phoning M

um
” this shot is superim

posed over the 
original one. This m

akes visible significant changes in the city-
scape: the aforem

entioned street clock has been rem
oved, the cin-

em
a had been replaced by new

 buildings, the passers-by are talking 
on their m

obile phones, and so on.

3. —
 The story of the tw

enty-three-m
inute-long film

 “The Black 
Tow

er” (1985–87) is quickly told: a m
an in London feels he is be-

ing pursued by a black tow
er, so for m

onths he is loath to leave his 
flat, and eventually he is taken to hospital, recovers, convalesces 
in a forested landscape, but suddenly the om

nipresent, om
inous 

tow
er returns, w

hich the m
an enters and then dies, but even then 

the black tow
er is hovering behind his gravestone in the film

’s fi-
nal shot. H

ere John Sm
ith takes recourse to a classical bourgeois 

narrative, w
here a psychosis is related. The critic M

ichael Stoeber 
cites several archetypes, for exam

ple, the horror stories of Edgar 
A

llan Poe. 7 It is fascinating how
 the story in “The Black Tow

er” is 
told by Sm

ith, this tim
e w

ith elaborate im
age/text cutting. W

hile 
the sound track conveys the m

ounting paranoia through calm
, clear 

w
ords, the im

ages stutter along, cut in irritating staccato and re-
peatedly interrupted by m

onochrom
e inserts (usually black) for 

seconds at a tim
e. O

ccasionally, these seem
ingly abstract surfaces 

actually do harbour concrete m
otifs, serving to enhance confusion 

on the part of the view
er: for exam

ple, a red surface suddenly turns 
out to be a close-up of a bedspread thanks to a gradual cam

era pan. 
M

oreover, the im
ages in this film

 have an air of technical alien-
ation: a street view, for instance, is revealed upon closer exam

i-
nation to be tw

o street view
s com

bined. The protagonist in “The 
Black Tow

er” cannot trust his perception, and the sam
e holds 

equally true for the view
ers of the film

.
Certain aspects of “The Black Tow

er” overlap w
ith “The G

irl 
Chew

ing G
um

”: w
hile the city w

ith its architectures and lifestyles 
is constantly present, it does not really have substance. A

nd al-
though Ingo Clauß notes how, in “The Black Tow

er”, the “detailed 
film

ic observation of buildings and streets [show
s] Sm

ith’s explo-
ration of the m

odification and transience of urban space”, 8 this ex-
ploration nonetheless does not becom

e the them
atic focus of his 

w
ork until the film

 “Slow
 G

lass” (1988–91). 

4. —
 A

t first glance, the forty-m
inute film

 “Slow
 G

lass” deals 
w

ith the changes that the artisan trade of glass-m
aking faces. A

t 
the sam

e tim
e, this narrative thread is em

ployed by John Sm
ith to 

report on autobiographical issues and architectural developm
ents 

im
pacting London’s cityscape, as w

ell as on the encroachm
ent of 

a neo-liberal econom
y upon the housing m

arket. The film
 show

s 
the artist at the height of his form

-related “expert skills”, w
hich he 

uses not only to reflect on the m
ediatic conditions of the cinem

atic, 
but also to them

atically explore the aforem
entioned subject areas 

in an alm
ost docum

entary w
ay. In “Slow

 G
lass”, form

 and content 
seem

 to studiously balance one another out; they are reciprocally 
dependent. D

ecisive here is how
 facts—

for exam
ple, the advanc-

ing industrialisation of the glass-m
aking trade and the gentrifica-

tion of London’s city centre—
reveal, as film

ically narrated facts, 
their inevitably fictional character w

ithout forfeiting their verifi-
able “reflection of reality”.

The film
 starts off w

ith the view
 through a pane of glass from

 a 
room

 w
indow. A football is suspended in front of the w

indow, ulti-
m

ately m
oving tow

ards the pane—
yet the shattering of the w

indow
 

rem
ains to be seen. O

nly the sound track m
akes the im

pact per-
ceptible, w

ith the im
age now

 evincing an alm
ost m

onochrom
e-ab-

stract plane of black. Slow
ly the focus is intensified, and the plane 

turns out to be a brim
m

ing G
uinness glass close up. N

ow
 the voice 

of a m
an becom

es audible, w
ho is sitting in a pub and know

ledge-
ably beginning to convey the history of glass production, all the 
w

hile interspersing his story w
ith personal, alm

ost philosophical 
anecdotes. Cut—

and the cutting of a glass pane appears in the im
-

age, a shot that recurs over the course of the film
, each tim

e from
 a 

varied angle. The cutting of the glass m
etonym

ically stands for the 
act of cutting film

. A few
 shots later the assem

bly line at a m
odern 

glass factory enters the m
oving im

age. A
t first nothing m

ore than 
a puzzling texture, the assem

bly line is not recognisable until, sev-
eral m

inutes later, the cam
era pan takes in its surroundings. Cut—

the cam
era perspective shifts and leads the gaze of the view

er out 
through the w

indscreen of an autom
obile driving in the forest. A 

m
ale voice tells of how

 the Rom
ans brought the art of glass-m

ak-
ing to England, w

here it w
as initially centred in forested regions 

since the artisans required a great deal of w
ood to produce glass. 

The retrospective historical view
 prom

ptly persuades the m
an to 

ponder aloud the relationship betw
een perception and m

em
ory. 

M
eanw

hile, the vehicle is back am
idst the cityscape of London, 

w
ith roadw

orks entering the picture, deserted shops w
ith notices 

reading “lock-up shop to let”, but also a chic new
 w

inebar, a real-
estate business, “open on Sundays”: advertised in the w

indow
 are 

supposedly lucrative offers luring new
 ow

ners, w
hen suddenly a 

child appears in the w
indow

 to stare at us …
 

Throughout the entire film
, the sound and im

age tracks interact 
in different w

ays. Som
etim

es sound and im
age are congruent, such 

as w
hen the driving car is both audible and visible. Yet John Sm

ith 
repeatedly w

ields the sound/im
age cutting in order to expose the 

illusionary character of the film
ic occurrences. A trenchant exam

-
ple: about a quarter of an hour into the film

, the roof of a residential 
chim

neyed building enters the picture, a bird flies past, (its) chirp-
ing clearly audible. Suddenly w

e see the sam
e im

age, but the col-
ouring has shifted to a quasi “blackening”, and the dram

atic m
usic 

typically associated w
ith cinem

a resounds. It is not by chance that 
this sequence is rem

iniscent of sim
ilar takes in “The Black Tow

er”. 
The artist in “Slow

 G
lass” for instance keeps toying w

ith film
ic 

conventions and form
-based tricks and jum

ps from
 one genre to 

the next, such as from
 docum

entary to horror film
. D

espite—
or 

precisely because?!—
of the m

any interspersed irritations, the film
 

m
asterfully asserts the narrative-inform

ative character of its craft. 
The m

ale voice and its historical narrative of the glass-m
aking 

trade are threaded through to the very end. 
The film

 concludes w
ith a view

 of the w
indow

 that in the be-
ginning w

as shattered by the im
pact of a football—

and thanks to 
this reference, the circle is closed. W

ith its form
al points of ac-

cess, “Slow
 G

lass”, like m
any of Sm

ith’s w
orks, is an exam

ple of 
the artist’s explicitly critical-reflective execution of the m

edium
. 

N
onetheless, the film

 rem
ains anything but an exclusively self-

contained, self-referential w
ork. It rather repeatedly m

akes refer-
ence to facts of a non-film

ic nature—
and, in the process, takes a 

stance. Precisely this alm
ost exem

plarily staged dualism
 of self-

referentiality and cognitive opening—
“operational closedness” 

and “inform
ational openness”—

is know
n to be a basic principle in 

the system
s theory of N

iklas Luhm
ann. 9 

5. —
 U

rban life and m
unicipal developm

ent are now
 finally pos-

ited at the centre of aesthetic activity in the fourteen-m
inute-long 

film
 “B

light” (1994–96). The w
ork “docum

ents” the dem
olition 

of a housing settlem
ent in East London. The com

plex w
as forced 

to yield to the construction of a new
 m

otorw
ay link road, despite 

sichts einer H
äuserw

and besagte Landschaftsaufnahm
e beschreibt, 

die aber erst deutlich später im
 Bild erscheint. Ist diese Landschaft 

letztlich doch zu sehen, beschreibt der Sprecher allerdings unbeirrt 
w

eiter das Szenario auf der East Londoner Straße. D
em

 »unzuver-
lässigen Erzähler«

6 gelingt es in »The G
irl Chew

ing G
um

« film
i-

sche Fiktion und dokum
entarischen Fakt geschickt ineinander zu 

verw
eben, letztlich handelt es sich bei dem

 Bildm
aterial um

 nichts 
anderes, als um

 lapidar-alltägliche A
ufnahm

en aus dem
 London der 

m
ittleren 1970er Jahre. D

ank dieser A
ufnahm

en berichtet »The G
irl 

Chew
ing G

um
« zw

ar auch über den urbanen A
lltag in der Them

se-
stadt, prim

äres Them
a aber ist dieser in der frühen A

rbeit jedoch 
sicher nicht. N

och ging es John Sm
ith offensichtlich um

 besagtes 
hum

orvoll-narratives A
barbeiten an der konzeptionell-form

alen 
Strenge des strukturalistischen Film

s. U
nd um

 das Reflektieren un-
serer W

ahrnehm
ung von cineastischem

 M
aterial im

 Spannungsfeld 
von künstlerisch inszenierter Illusion und »realistischem

« A
bbild.

In dem
 Film

 »The M
an Phoning M

um
« (2011), einem

 Rem
ake 

von »The G
irl Chew

ing G
um

«, tritt jedoch die Veränderung der ur-
banen Situation dezidiert in den Vordergrund. John Sm

ith hat hier 
die lange Einstellung aus »The G

irl Chew
ing G

um
« 35 Jahre spä-

ter noch einm
al gedreht. D

iese A
ufnahm

e überlagert dann in »The 
M

an Phoning M
um

« die ursprüngliche Einstellung. So w
erden sig-

nifikante Veränderungen im
 Stadtbild sichtbar: Besagte U

hr w
urde 

entfernt, das K
ino ist ersetzt durch N

eubauten, die PassantInnen te-
lefonieren m

it H
andys …

3. —
 D

ie Story des 23 M
inuten langen Film

s »The Black Tow
er« 

(1985 – 1987) ist schnell erzählt: Ein M
ann in London fühlt sich 

von einem
 schw

arzen Turm
 verfolgt, er traut sich deshalb m

ona-
telang nicht aus seiner W

ohnung, w
ird ins K

rankenhaus eingelie-
fert, genest, erholt sich in einer w

aldigen Landschaft, doch plötz-
lich ist der om

inös-om
nipräsente Turm

 w
ieder da, der M

ann tritt 
ein in diesen, stirbt, noch hinter seinem

 G
rabstein lauert in einer 

letzten Einstellung der schw
arze Turm

. John Sm
ith greift hier auf 

ein klassisches bürgerliches N
arrativ zurück: das der Erzählung ei-

ner Psychose. D
er K

ritiker M
ichael Stoeber benennt einige Vorbil-

der, z. B. die H
orrorgeschichten von Edgar A

llan Poe
7. Spannend ist, 

w
ie diese G

eschichte in »The Black Tow
er« von John Sm

ith erzählt 
w

ird, näm
lich diesm

al m
it einer ausgeklügelten Bild-Text-Schere. 

W
ährend die Tonspur in ruhigen, klaren W

orten von dem
 zuneh-

m
enden Verfolgungsw

ahn erzählt, stottern die Bilder, sind in irri-
tierendem

 Stakkato geschnitten und w
erden im

m
er w

ieder sekun-
denlang durch m

onochrom
e, m

eist schw
arze Inserts unterbrochen. 

D
iese scheinbar abstrakten Flächen erw

eisen sich, die Verw
irrung 

der BetrachterInnen steigernd, einige M
ale dann doch als gegen-

ständliche M
otive, so entpuppt sich eine rote Fläche durch einen 

langsam
en K

am
eraschw

enk plötzlich als Close-up einer Bettdecke. 
Zudem

 sind die Bilder in diesem
 Film

 technisch verfrem
det, das 

Bild einer Straße etw
a zeigt sich bei genauerem

 H
insehen als aus 

zw
ei Straßenansichten zusam

m
engesetzt. So w

ie der Protagonist in 
»The Black Tow

er« seiner W
ahrnehm

ung nicht traut, so w
enig kann 

es auch der/die BetrachterIn des Film
s.

Für »The Black Tow
er« gilt, w

as schon für »The G
irl Chew

ing 
G

um
« galt: D

ie Stadt, ihre A
rchitekturen und Lebensform

en, sind 
zw

ar konstant präsent, w
irklicher G

ehalt aber sind sie nicht. A
uch 

w
enn Ingo Clauß davon schreibt, dass in »The Black Tow

er« die 
»detaillierte film

ische Betrachtung von G
ebäuden und Straßenzü-

gen …
 Sm

iths A
useinandersetzung m

it Veränderung und Vergäng-
lichkeit von urbanem

 Raum
«
8 zeigt, so w

ird diese A
useinanderset-

zung dennoch erst in seinem
 Film

 »Slow
 G

lass« (1988 – 1991) ex-
plizit zum

 Them
a der A

rbeit. 

4. —
 D

er 40 M
inuten lange Film

 »Slow
 G

lass« ist vordergründig 
gesehen ein Film

 über die Veränderungen im
 H

andw
erk der G

las-
herstellung. G

leichzeitig w
ird diese narrative Folie von John Sm

ith 
genutzt, um

 über A
utobiografisches ebenso zu berichten w

ie über 
architektonische Entw

icklungen im
 Stadtbild Londons sow

ie über 
das Vordringen einer neoliberalen Ö

konom
ie auf dem

 W
ohnungs-

m
arkt. D

er Film
 zeigt den K

ünstler auf der H
öhe seiner form

alen 

»K
önnerschaft«, die er nicht nur nutzt, um

 die m
edialen Bedingun-

gen des Cineastischen zu reflektieren, sondern auch, um
 fast schon 

dokum
entarisch besagte Them

enfelder zu behandeln. Form
ales und 

Inhaltliches hält sich in »Slow
 G

lass« w
ohlkalkuliert die W

aage, 
beides bedingt sich w

echselseitig. Entscheidend dabei ist, dass 
Fakten, w

ie etw
a die voranschreitende Industrialisierung des G

las-
handw

erkes und die G
entrifizierung von Londons Innenstadt, als 

film
isch erzählte Fakten ihre zw

angsläufig fiktionale Q
ualität offen-

baren, ohne so ihren nachprüfbaren »Realitätsgehalt« zu verlieren.
D

er Film
 beginnt m

it der A
ufnahm

e eines Blicks durch ein Zim
-

m
erfensters. Vor dem

 Fenster fliegt ein Fußball, der sich schließ-
lich auf die Scheibe zubew

egt – das Bersten des G
lases ist dann 

jedoch nicht m
ehr zu sehen. N

ur die Tonspur m
acht dieses w

ahr-
nehm

bar, w
ährend im

 Bild bereits eine nahezu m
onochrom

-ab-
strakte schw

arze Fläche zu sehen ist. Langsam
 öffnet sich der Fo-

kus und die Fläche erw
eist sich als Close-up eines gefüllten G

uin-
nessglases. Jetzt ist die Stim

m
e eines M

annes zu hören, der beginnt, 
in einem

 Pub die G
eschichte der G

lasproduktion kenntnisreich zu 
erzählen – nicht ohne dabei persönliche, aber auch fast schon phi-
losophische A

nekdoten einzustreuen. Schnitt, und das Schneiden 
einer G

lasplatte erscheint im
 Bild, eine Einstellung, die im

 Laufe 
des Film

s, ihren Blickw
inkel variierend, im

m
er w

ieder auftaucht. 
D

as Schneiden des G
lases steht so m

etonym
isch für den Schnitt 

im
 Film

. Einige Einstellungen später und die Fertigungsstraße ei-
ner m

odernen G
lasfabrik kom

m
t ins bew

egte Bild, erkennbar erst, 
als nach einigen M

inuten die K
am

erafahrt das U
m

feld der zunächst 
rätselhaften Struktur erkennbar w

erden lässt. Schnitt, die K
am

era-
perspektive w

echselt und führt den Blick des Betrachters durch die 
W

indschutzscheibe eines durch einen W
ald fahrenden A

utos. D
ie 

m
ännliche Stim

m
e erzählt derw

eil davon, dass die Röm
er das G

las-
handw

erk nach England brachten, w
o es zunächst in W

äldern ange-
siedelt w

ar, da die H
andw

erker eine M
enge H

olz zur G
lasproduk-

tion benötigten. D
er historische Rückblick bringt den M

ann prom
pt 

dazu, über das Verhältnis von W
ahrnehm

ung und Erinnerung laut 
nachzudenken. D

as A
uto bew

egt sich inzw
ischen w

ieder im
 Stadt-

bild Londons, Baustellen kom
m

en ins Bild, verlassene Ladenlokale 
m

it dem
 H

inw
eis »look-up shop to let«, aber auch eine chice neue 

W
einbar, ein Im

m
obilienbüro, »open on sundays«: Im

 Fenster w
er-

ben verm
eintlich lukrative A

ngebote um
 neue BesitzerInnen, plötz-

lich taucht ein K
ind im

 Fenster auf und blickt uns an …
 

Ton- und Bildspur verhalten sich im
 gesam

ten Film
 in unter-

schiedlicher W
eise zueinander. M

al decken sich Ton und Bild, etw
a 

w
enn das fahrende A

uto zu hören und zu sehen ist. Im
m

er w
ieder 

aber setzt John Sm
ith gezielt die Ton-Bild-Schere ein, um

 den il-
lusionären Charakter des film

ischen G
eschehens aufzudecken. Ein 

prägnantes Beispiel: D
a ist nach einer guten Viertelstunde das D

ach 
eines W

ohnhauses m
it Schornstein zu sehen, ein Vogel fliegt vorbei, 

(sein) Zw
itschern ist deutlich zu hören. Plötzlich das gleiche Bild, 

farblich verfrem
det, quasi »eingeschw

ärzt«, und nun erklingt dra-
m

atische, typische Film
m

usik. N
icht von ungefähr erinnert diese 

Sequenz an ähnliche Einstellungen aus »The Black Tow
er«. So 

spielt der K
ünstler in »Slow

 G
lass« im

m
er w

ieder m
it K

onventio-
nen und form

alen Tricks des Film
s, springt von einem

 G
enre ins an-

dere, etw
a vom

 D
okum

entar- zum
 H

orrorfilm
, und behauptet trotz 

aller eingestreuten Irritationen – oder gerade desw
egen?! – doch 

stets souverän den narrativ-inform
ativen Charakter seines W

erkes. 
Bis zuletzt ist daher auch im

m
er w

ieder die m
ännliche Stim

m
e und 

deren Erzählung von der G
eschichte der G

lasfertigung zu hören. 
D

er Film
 endet m

it einer A
ufnahm

e des Fensters, das anfangs 
von einem

 Fußball getroffen in Scherben aufging – dank dieses Zi-
tats schließt sich der K

reis. D
er Film

 ist aufgrund seiner form
alen 

Zugriffe auch w
ie viele von Sm

iths W
erken ein Beispiel für dessen 

explizit kritisch-reflexiven Einsatz des M
edium

s. D
ennoch bleibt 

»Slow
 G

lass« alles andere als ein ausschließlich in sich geschlos-
senes, selbstreferenzielles W

erk, sondern eines, das beständig auf 
Fakten nichtfilm

ischer A
rt Bezug nim

m
t – und hier Stellung bezieht. 

G
enau dieser hier fast schon m

odellhaft vorgeführte D
ualism

us von 
Selbstreferenzialität und kognitiver Ö

ffnung, von »operationaler 
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years of passionate protesting on the part of residents. Invoking 
acutely sensitive imagery, underscored by a suggestive score and 
everyday sounds, like chirping birds, a mother calling out to her 
son, and traffic noise, John Smith shows not only how architecture 
is dismantled piece by piece, but how the once vital community is 
destroyed by the demolition crew: bricks tumble down, building 
walls are razed one by one to reveal what were once private living 
spaces, a deflated children’s football has been abandoned, excava-
tors move across the screen, and bare-chested workers carry out 
their tasks. Smith also shows stumps of felled trees, as well as an 
old shoe lying on the ground and the frayed wallpaper of what used 
to be the nursery …

The pictures seen in “Blight” suggest danger, yet this impression 
is counteracted by the accompanying sentimental music in particu-
lar—and also by the nature of the kitsch that distinguishes many of 
the images, as well as the frequently audible refrain “Don’t really 
remember”. But John Smith does not stop at this duality of mean-
ing, for the soberly spoken text fragments that have been addition-
ally integrated, telling of the multifaceted memories of the fight to 
save the housing settlement, serve to additionally charge the sound 
track with narrative objectiveness. The film ends with shots of the 
new road net construction and the later traffic along the new route. 
Brief shots intermingle to show graffiti that reads “No”, “Homes”, 
or “Not here”. The failure of the protest movement is ultimately 
documented with a graphic depiction of London’s road network, 
with “Kill the spiders for me” simultaneously heard from offscreen. 
Image and text now, for the last time, enter into the exciting affin-
ity of ambiguity so typical for John Smith’s aesthetic pursuits: this 
collage of visual and auditive material is basically harmonious and 
dissonant at once. The harmonious character arises because the 
road net and the net-spinning spiders indeed reveal semantic over-
lapping, while dissonance emerges with the picture of the (envi-
ronmentally unsound) road network frankly deviating in meaning 
from the spider web originating in the realm of nature. So who is 
now actually meant to be “killed”, the net-producing urban plan-
ners or spiders? Precisely this question ends up remaining pugna-
ciously open in this constellation.

1 A. L. Rees, A History of Experimental Film and Video (London: British Film In-
stitute, 1999), p. 117.

2 Ibid.
3 See Mikhail Bakhtin, Probleme der Poetik Dostoevskijs (Frankfurt/Main: Ull-

stein Materialien, 1985).
4 John Smith, Worst Case Scenario: Filme von 1975 bis 2003, ed. Ingo Clauß 

(Bremen: Weserburg Museum für moderne Kunst, 2012), p. 46.
5 Ibid.
6 John Smith, Solo Show, ed. Gemma Lloyd and Gareth Bell-Jones (London: 

 Royal College of Art Galleries, 2010), p. 3.
7 Michael Stoeber, “John Smith”, in Artist (Bremen), 91 (2012), p. 42.
8 Smith, Worst Case Scenario, p. 46.
9 See Niklas Luhmann, Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft (Frankfurt/Main: 

Suhrkamp, 1997).

Geschlossenheit« und »informationeller Offenheit« ist bekanntlich 
ein Grundgedanke der Systemtheorie von Niklas Luhmann.9 

5. — Urbanes Leben und Stadtentwicklung stehen in dem 14 Minu-
ten langen Film »Blight« (1994 – 1996) dann endgültig im Zentrum 
des ästhetischen Geschehens. Die Arbeit »dokumentiert« den Ab-
riss einer Wohnsiedlung in East London. Die Siedlung musste, trotz 
eines über Jahre anhaltenden engagierten Protestes der Bewohne-
rInnen, dem Bau einer Autobahnverbindung weichen. In überaus 
sensiblen Bildern, unterlegt mit suggestiver Filmmusik und Alltags-
geräuschen wie Vogelgezwitscher, dem Rufen einer Mutter nach ih-
rem Sohn und Verkehrslärm, zeigt John Smith, wie Stück für Stück 
nicht nur Architektur, sondern vor allem, wie ein einstmals vitaler 
Lebensraum von der Abrisskolonne vernichtet wird: Ziegelsteine 
fallen herab, Häuserwände werden reihenweise niedergerissen, so 
den Blick auf einst private Wohnräume freilegend, ein kaputter Kin-
derfußball liegt herum, Bagger fahren durch das Bild, Arbeiter mit 
nackten Oberkörpern verrichten eilfertig ihre Arbeit. Auch Stümpfe 
abgeholzter Bäume werden von Smith gezeigt, ebenso ein auf dem 
Boden liegender alter Schuh und die zerfetzte Tapete eines einsti-
gen Kinderzimmers … 

Bedrohung suggerieren die Bilder von »Blight«, doch dieser Ein-
druck wird vor allem durch die sentimentale Musik konterkariert. 
Und auch durch den Charakter des Kitsches, den nicht nur viele 
der Bilder, sondern auch der oftmals zu hörende Refrain »Don’t re-
ally remember« charakterisieren. Aber mit dieser Zweideutigkeit 
lässt es John Smith nicht bewenden, denn die zudem eingefügten, 
sachlich gesprochenen Textfragmente, die von den vielfältigen Er-
innerungen um den Kampf um die Wohnsiedlung erzählen, laden 
die Tonspur außerdem auch mit einer narrativen Sachlichkeit auf. 
Der Film endet mit Aufnahmen des Baus der neuen Straßennetze 
und des späteren Verkehrs auf ihnen. Dazwischen geschnitten sind 
kurze Einstellungen, die Graffitis mit den Schriftzügen »No«, »Ho-
mes«, »Not here« zeigen. Das Scheitern des Protestes wird schließ-
lich dokumentiert mit einer grafischen Darstellung des Verkehrs-
straßennetzes Londons, aus dem Off ertönt im selben Moment: 
»Kill the spiders for me«. Bild und Text begeben sich ein letztes 
Mal in ein spannungsvolles Verhältnis der Ambiguität, das typisch 
ist für John Smiths ästhetische Arbeit: Diese Collage von Visuellem 
und Audiellem ist eine quasi harmonische und dissonante zugleich: 
Harmonischen Charakters ist sie, weil Straßennetz und die Netz 
knüpfende Spinne nun mal eine semantische Schnittmenge auswei-
sen, als dissonant erweist sie sich, weil das Bild des (umweltschäd-
lichen) Straßennetzes eben etwas anderes meint als das Wort des aus 
der Welt der Natur stammenden Spinnennetzes. Und wer da nun tat-
sächlich »gekillt« werden soll, die Netze produzierenden Städtepla-
ner oder die Spinnen, genau das bleibt in dieser Zusammenstellung 
letztlich kämpferisch offen.

1 A. L. Rees, A History of Experimental Film and Video, London: British Film Insti-
tute 1999, S. 117.

2 Ebd.
3 Vgl. Michail Bachtin, Probleme der Poetik Dostoevskijs. Frankfurt/Main: Ull-

stein Materialien 1985.
4 John Smith, Worst Case Scenario. Filme von 1975 bis 2003. Hrsg. von Ingo Clauß, 

Bremen: Weserburg Museum für moderne Kunst 2012, S. 46.
5 Ebd.
6 John Smith, Solo Show, Hrsg. von Gemma Lloyd und Gareth Bell-Jones, London: 

Royal College of Art Galleries 2010, S. 3.
7 Michael Stoeber, »John Smith«, in: Artist (Bremen), Nr. 91, 2012, S. 42.
8 John Smith, Worst Case Scenario, a.a.O., S. 46.
9 Vgl. Niklas Luhmann, Die Gesellschaft der Gesellschaft, Frankfurt/Main: 

Suhrkamp 1997.
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John S
m

ith’s film
s and videos, m

ade over the past four decades, are puzzles that w
on’t be solved. Just w

hen the logic of their structural precision 
begins to seem

 fam
iliar to those acquainted w

ith B
ritish and N

orth A
m

erican experim
ental film

m
aking, S

m
ith’s dark w

it diverts the view
er into 

unexpected and unruly netw
orks of m

eaning and absurdity. S
m

ith studied at the R
oyal C

ollege of A
rt (R

C
A

) in London and is indebted to the 
B

rechtian outlook of the London Film
-M

akers’ C
o-op, of w

hich he w
as a m

em
ber; his explorations of perception and narration open up cinem

atic 
possibilities that rem

ain strikingly prescient and relevant in the digital age. W
hile his w

ork has recently m
igrated from

 its roots in London’s East 
End to the artist’s travels through the border zones of the M

iddle East and C
yprus, it has likew

ise found new
, far-flung exhibition venues, from

 the 
recent B

erlin B
iennale to M

o
M

A P
S
1
 in N

ew
 York and the R

C
A

, w
here a retrospective w

as held; a D
V
D

 com
pilation of his w

ork w
ill be released by 

LU
X

 this m
onth. C

om
m

itted to defam
iliarizing w

hat w
e see and hear but never offering easy experiences of resolution, S

m
ith has produced an 

im
por tant body of w

ork that reorients our critical bearings as the outpouring of im
ages becom

es ever m
ore prom

iscuous. Tate M
odern curator 

S
tuart C

om
er talks to the film

m
aker about his deft use of strategic am

biguity and disorderly hum
or.

2
5

0
   A

R
TFO

R
U

M

O
pposite page: John Sm

ith, W
orst Case Scenario, 2001–2003, stills from

 a black-and-w
hite and color film

 in 3
5
 m

m
 transferred to video, 1

8
 m

inutes.  
Above: John Sm

ith, The B
lack Tow

er, 1985–87, still from
 a color film

 in 1
6
 m

m
, 2

4
 m

inutes.
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“M
uch of m

y w
ork m

akes  
propositions about im

ages that  
w

e objectively know
 are untrue.”  

—
John Sm

ith

STUA
R

T CO
M

ER
: D

ocum
entary film

s are allegedly 
about evidence; in your film

s, the evidence itself often 
functions as the “crim

e.” For instance, in one of your 
best-know

n w
orks, T

he G
irl C

hew
ing G

um
 [1976], 

the voice-over narration, the linguistic clues, are 
com

pletely m
isleading w

ith respect to the im
age. 

JO
H

N
 SM

ITH
: W

hen I m
ade T

he G
irl C

hew
ing G

um
, 

I becam
e aw

are of just how
 pow

erful the w
ord can 

be in determ
ining how

 w
e understand an im

age. T
he 

film
 is com

posed of only tw
o shots, and w

hat you see 
for the first eleven m

inutes is just a docum
entary 

shot of people on the street in E
ast L

ondon in the 
1970s. B

ut w
hat you hear is a voice “directing” all 

of the action that happens, as if it w
ere a fictional 

m
ovie being film

ed.
SC: It’s now

 recognized as a crucial precedent for so 
m

uch w
ork today that is concerned w

ith scram
bling 

the line betw
een fact and fiction. H

ow
 did you arrive 

at such an early conception of both narrative and 
form

al subterfuge? 
JS: W

ell, I’m
 not sure, but w

hen I put the voice-over 
onto T

he G
irl C

hew
ing G

um
, it w

as a revelation.  
I becam

e fascinated by just how
 am

biguous and 
m

utable docum
entary im

ages can be, and by how
 

pow
erfully a voice-over can affect the w

ay w
e see 

those im
ages, even w

hen w
e know

 that the voice-
over is fictitious. A

fter I finished school at the R
C

A
 

in 1977, I w
as asked to m

ake a thirty-m
inute docu-

m
entary for T

ham
es Television, part of a series of six 

docum
entaries held together only by the fact that 

none of the people w
ho m

ade them
 had m

ade a film
 

for television before. 
A

nd I thought, “O
K

, I’ve been offered the oppor-
tunity to m

ake a film
 that w

ill be screened on m
ain-

stream
 T

V, I’m
 going to m

ake an antidocum
entary. 

I’m
 going to m

ake a film
 that actually underm

ines 
docum

entary w
hile at the sam

e tim
e is one.” I w

anted 
to w

ork w
ith a subject that w

ould be fam
iliar to 

view
ers, w

here there w
ould be an expectation about 

how
 that subject m

ight be addressed, so I decided to 
m

ake a film
 that revolved around living in high-rise 

housing. A
t that tim

e in B
ritain, the utopian vision 

of social housing in apartm
ent blocks w

as falling 
apart, and everyone knew

 about the issues involved. 
SC: T

hat w
as the ostensible subject.

JS: Y
es, but in fact m

y m
ain aim

 w
as to pull apart 

ideas about docum
entary, to expose how

 docum
en-

tary “evidence” could be shaped to fit the film
m

aker’s 
agenda. I recorded people talking about the places 
w

here they lived, and like all of us, they had both 
positive and negative things to say. I edited the film

 
so that you didn’t really have any idea w

hether it w
as 

a good place or a bad place, w
here people w

ere m
ak-

ing w
hat could appear to be contradictory statem

ents 
about the place, although of course they’re not con-
tradictory at all. T

hey’re only contradictory in the 

sim
plistic term

s that a second-rate conventional tele-
vision docum

entary w
ould deal in.

SC: W
hy did you feel the need to go beyond the struc-

turalist approaches to film
 and art that held sw

ay at 
the tim

e?
JS: From

 the beginning, although I w
as very inter-

ested in the ideas around, for w
ant of a better w

ord, 
structural film

 or m
aterialist film

, I w
as also alw

ays 
interested in narrative. T

here w
as alw

ays an ele-
m

ent of hum
or and play in m

y w
ork. A

nd there w
as 

a lot m
ore of that in the A

m
erican w

ork—
M

ichael 
Snow

, H
ollis Fram

pton, O
w

en L
and—

than there 
w

as in the B
ritish w

ork.
So, for exam

ple, w
hen I first saw

 Snow
’s W

avelength 
[1967], that w

as an incredibly form
ative m

om
ent, to 

see the narrative elem
ents in that film

—
som

ething 
I’d been trying to do m

yself already, not know
ing 

that other people w
ere w

orking in that w
ay, trying 

to integrate w
hat w

ere essentially narrative episodes 
inside a form

al structure and to create a tension 
betw

een these m
om

ents of illusion and the constant 
reference to the fact that w

e’re looking at som
ething 

that is constructed.
SC: T

his elem
ent of play in your w

ork allow
s you to 

underm
ine the sam

e rules that you use to structure 
your film

s.
JS: O

h, absolutely. In every new
 piece you’re creating 

a new
 language, and in order to create a language, 

you have to create rules. So I’m
 very interested in 

m
aking w

ork w
here you set up a fram

ew
ork w

ithin 
w

hich things operate, w
here the view

er gradually 
gets to learn the language, gets to anticipate w

hat’s 
going to happen next—

and then expectation is 
thw

arted. T
he rules change. U

npredictable things 
happen. A

 new
 language develops.

SC: W
ere you looking at Surrealist film

?
JS: O

ne of m
y m

ost m
agical cinem

a m
em

ories, actu-

ally, is of the first tim
e I ever saw

 a Surrealist film
. I 

w
ent to an all-night screening at the Electric C

inem
a 

in N
otting H

ill G
ate w

hen I w
as about seventeen, 

and it w
as w

onderful, because I’d never seen a Buñuel 
film

 before. I w
ent to sleep in E

xterm
inating A

ngel 
and then w

oke up in Franju’s Judex, I think, and then 
w

ent back to sleep and w
oke up in Borow

czyk’s G
oto, 

l’île d’am
our. T

here w
as this fantastic m

erging of 
different things.

I only found out later about the story of B
reton 

and the Surrealists going to the cinem
a at any tim

e 
during the program

, and once they actually started 
to w

ork out w
hat the narrative w

as, that w
as tim

e to 
leave and m

ove on to the next cinem
a.

SC: It’s a great story, because like those kinds of ludic 
experiences, your w

ork is also undeniably funny. 
JS: T

he hum
or com

es out of m
y interest in how

 dif-
ferent things have different m

eanings depending on 
the context in w

hich they’re presented. A
n enorm

ous 
am

ount of m
y w

ork, usually through w
ords, m

akes 
propositions about im

ages that w
e objectively know

 
are untrue. B

ut because of the pow
er of language, 

it’s easy for us to im
agine the scenario that’s being 

described. So hum
or com

es out of that, I think, w
here 

you’re looking at som
ething that’s am

biguous and 
being given an alternative reading for it. It’s not a 
prem

editated strategy at all.
T

hat being said, I’m
 really pleased that the w

ork 
does have hum

or, not least because it’s im
portant to 

m
e to get a reaction to the w

ork. If you m
ake a film

 
that is funny, you get an audible reaction from

 the 
audience—

you know
 that people have tuned in. 

SC: It’s interesting to go back to another early film
 

like A
ssociations [1975], w

hich is basically a cine-
m

atic rebus using m
agazine im

ages to create visual 
puns. A

lthough it uses representational advertising 
im

ages in a Pop m
anner, they are chained to this lin-

guistic gam
e. 

JS: A
ll I can say is that I have alw

ays had a penchant 
for a bad pun, w

hich I can’t quite resist. W
ordplay is 

just one w
ay of playing w

ith m
eaning. I w

as reas-
sured to find that I w

as not alone, w
hen I got to see 

O
w

en L
and’s w

ork. I discovered that both of us 
explore puns to the extrem

e and squeeze out every 
last drop of possible m

eaning from
 our m

aterial.
SC: H

ow
 did that approach relate to som

ething like 
T

he B
lack Tow

er [1985–87]?
JS: W

ell, alm
ost all m

y w
ork com

es out of personal 
experience, things that I m

ight encounter in every-
day life and im

agine in a different context. T
he 

B
lack Tow

er cam
e about because that w

as a build-
ing I could see from

 the bedroom
 of the house I 

m
oved into in L

eytonstone in E
ast L

ondon in the 
early 1980s. A

t the end of the film
, there is a shot 

across a railw
ay track and a graveyard. Y

ou can see 
the tow

er in the distance, and that w
as actually the 

O
pposite page: John Sm

ith,  
The G

irl Chew
ing G

um
, 1976,  

stills from
 a black-and-w

hite  
film

 in 1
6
 m

m
, 1

2
 m

inutes.

This page: John Sm
ith, 

A
ssociations, 1975, stills  

from
 a color film

 in 1
6
 m

m
,  

7
 m

inutes. R
ebus for  

“ass-so-ci-ations.”
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view
 from

 m
y bedroom

 w
indow

 w
hen I m

oved into 
this place.

T
he “narrative” of T

he B
lack Tow

er is about som
e-

body w
ho notices a building. T

he building follow
s 

him
 around, he keeps seeing it in different places, 

and it eventually leads to his m
ental breakdow

n. But 
it com

es out of that very real and ordinary experience 
m

ost of us have w
hen w

e travel in an area w
here there 

is a distinctive tall building that pops up in unpredict-
able places, w

herever you m
ight be.

I film
ed the tow

er from
 as m

any different posi-
tions as I could, and I fram

ed it so that it appeared as 
though it w

ere in a different place in each of the 
shots. So, for exam

ple, it’s actually in the city, but 
at one tim

e I see it over som
e trees, and I fram

e it so 
the only other thing you can see around it is trees—
suggesting that the tow

er has gone to the country. I 
constructed a narrative around the places that these 
im

ages suggested: O
ne im

age show
ed the tow

er next 
to a hospital, so I knew

 m
y protagonist w

ould get 
sick. A

nother show
ed it behind a high w

all, so I 
decided he w

ould visit a prison. A
nother show

ed it 
loom

ing over a graveyard, so I knew
 that he had to 

die. T
he narrative is a deliberate pastiche of a super-

natural short story; the specific details w
ere not 

im
portant to m

e. I w
as m

ore interested in the pow
er 

of stories generally, how
 stories can determ

ine the 
reading of im

ages and how
 they can transport us to 

im
aginary places. 

S
C

: T
he B

lack T
ow

er, then, seem
s like a bridge 

betw
een earlier film

s, like T
he G

irl C
hew

ing G
um

, 
and later projects like “H

otel D
iaries” [2001–2007]. 

O
ne becom

es highly aw
are of the fram

e as a border 
betw

een inside and outside, betw
een us and them

—
there’s a sense of paranoia, even surveillance, that 
really builds throughout the film

. 
JS: Y

es, T
he B

lack Tow
er is probably the first film

 

w
here I’m

 dealing largely w
ith w

hat you don’t see and 
w

hat’s actually excluded from
 one’s vision. T

he film
 

restricts visual inform
ation in tw

o different w
ays. 

O
ne is through fram

ing: I film
 in very tight close-up 

at tim
es, so although you’re looking at a representa-

tional im
age, you’ve got no idea of w

hat it represents, 
because you’re just looking at a flat color field. So, 
for exam

ple, you m
ight be looking at a clear blue sky. 

But there’s just a sky-blue surface. O
r you m

ight see 
som

ething that looks exactly like that sam
e surface, 

and then a teacup gets placed on it, and you realize 
it’s a kitchen w

ork top of the sam
e color.

T
he other kind of not-revealing has to do w

ith 
darkness. For nearly half of T

he B
lack Tow

er, there’s 
no im

age on the screen. T
he im

age is com
pletely 

black. I w
anted to shift betw

een representation and 
abstraction so that the black w

e see on the screen 
could just be an absence of im

age. It could just be 
black film

 leader. But it could just as easily be a pho-
tographic im

age of a perfectly represented night sky, 
or the surface of the w

all of a black building in the 
m

iddle of the day in bright sunlight. A
ll of those 

im
ages w

ould look exactly the sam
e.

SC: I love the persistent idea of the m
onochrom

e in 
the film

. 
JS: In som

e w
ays it’s m

y m
ost extrem

e film
: A

t one 
end it’s com

pletely naturalistic, illusionistic m
ain-

stream
 cinem

a, and at the other it’s total abstraction. 
I w

as trying to m
ake a piece that m

oves backw
ard 

and forw
ard betw

een those tw
o things. W

e get psy-
chologically involved in a story but are then constantly 
rem

inded that in fact w
e’re looking at som

ething 
that’s com

plete artifice. So there’s this controlling 
and releasing going on in the film

.
S

C
: T

hat oscillation seem
s related to the kind of 

urbanism
 that your film

s propose, of engaging w
ith 

the fact of a city or location—
and then w

ith its depic-
tion and representation. It’s an investigation of the 
politics of spaces and pictures. A

nd I think it bears 
m

entioning that in your new
er w

ork, you have 
increasingly been addressing specific political situa-
tions and global concerns that are quite far rem

oved 
from

 the everyday in the East End.
JS: Y

es. In “H
otel D

iaries,” I use m
y hotel room

s as 
found film

 sets and find w
ays of m

anipulating the 
m

eanings of the objects, pictures, and furnishings 
that I find there to m

ake m
etaphoric connections 

w
ith events occurring in the w

orld outside. So 
although “H

otel D
iaries” addresses issues that are 

outside m
y ow

n experience, it’s also centered on m
y 

fam
iliarity w

ith the m
undane m

inutiae of these dif-
ferent hotel room

s. T
hese w

orks com
e out of the fact 

that because of the pervasive horrors of the w
orld, all 

the w
ars that are happening in the w

orld at the 
m

om
ent, everything inevitably rem

inds you of them
. 

SC: W
here w

as the first “H
otel D

iary” shot?

JS: In Ireland in O
ctober 2001. So it w

as only a few
 

w
eeks after 9/11. It cam

e out of a very im
m

ediate, 
traum

atic experience, and I happened to have m
y 

video cam
era w

ith m
e, and I decided I w

as going to 
start film

ing and talking. It w
as a com

pletely spon-
taneous piece of w

ork.
SC

: T
hat actually raises a question about shifts in 

technology. D
uring the Film

-M
akers’ C

o-op years, 
you w

ere w
orking prim

arily w
ith 16-m

m
 film

. N
ow

, 
like m

any artists, you’ve m
ade a shift to video, w

hich 
is a m

ore portable m
edium

 and allow
s you to w

ork 
in a very different w

ay. W
as that a natural transition 

for you?
JS: Sort of. I never m

ade any video w
ork at all until 

1993, w
hen I m

ade a series of three video pieces that 
ended up as one longer piece called H

om
e Suite 

[1993–94], w
hich is sim

ilar in form
 to “H

otel 
D

iaries.” It’s three long shots, each about half an 
hour long, w

here the shot is fram
ed m

ainly in 
close-up, traveling around the interior of a house 
that I lived in at the tim

e. 
But I think the reason I started w

orking w
ith video 

had indeed very m
uch to do w

ith technology. I’ve 
alw

ays w
orked on m

y ow
n; I don’t usually like w

ork-
ing w

ith other people. So I rarely w
orked w

ith synced 
sound, and I nearly alw

ays film
ed and recorded m

y 
sound at separate tim

es. W
hen portable, affordable 

video cam
e along, w

here you could get really good 
im

ages and record sound sim
ultaneously, I w

as 
excited. It enabled m

e to be spontaneous and w
ork 

very quickly, w
hich w

as a refreshing change from
 the 

long-w
inded process of 16-m

m
 production.

I’ve been w
orking entirely on video for som

e years 
now

, but in tw
o quite different w

ays. T
here are som

e 
pieces that retain that spontaneity of video, but in 
others I’m

 using it in as close a w
ay to film

 as I can, 
especially now

 that H
D

 has becom
e affordable. 

SC: For m
any film

m
akers associated w

ith the C
o-op 

or w
ith structuralism

, it is a real problem
 to show

 
their film

s transferred to video. Is that som
ething that 

bothers you?
JS

: For m
ost of m

y w
ork, it isn’t an issue at all. 

A
lthough it’s about construction, m

ost of m
y w

ork is 
not concerned w

ith the physicality of the m
aterial.

T
hat being said, there are a num

ber of film
s I can-

not bear to show
 on video—

those that are edited in 
cam

era, like L
eading L

ight [1975] and m
y first 

H
ackney M

arshes film
 [1977], w

hich is shot on a 
Bolex cam

era; w
hen you start a Bolex, the first fram

e 
of the film

 is slightly overexposed. So w
henever  

the cam
era starts and stops, you get this slight flash 

on every cut. In these film
s, the m

ateriality of the 
m

edium
 is im

portant—
I just can’t bear to see those 

flash fram
es transferred onto video; they m

ake no 
sense that w

ay.
SC

: M
uch of your w

ork in the past few
 years has 

“In The Black Tower, I w
anted to  

shift betw
een representation and  

abstraction so that the black w
e  

see on the screen could just be an  
absence of im

age. But it could just  
as easily be a perfectly represented 
night sky. They w

ould look exactly 
the sam

e.” —
John Sm

ith

Left: John Sm
ith, The B

lack Tow
er, 

1985–87, stills from
 a color film

  
in 1

6
 m

m
, 2

4
 m

inutes.

R
ight, from

 top: John Sm
ith,  

Six Years Later (H
otel D

iaries 8), 
2007, still from

 a color video,  
9
 m

inutes. John Sm
ith, Throw

ing 
Stones (H

otel D
iaries 3), 2004,  

still from
 a color video, 11 m

inutes. 
John Sm

ith, Frozen W
ar (H

otel 
D

iaries 1), 2001, still from
  

a color video, 1
1

 m
inutes.
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been seen as often in exhibitions and galleries as it 
has in the cinem

a, notably in the recent B
erlin 

Biennale and in your survey at the R
C

A
 in 2010. 

JS: For m
e, the big issue in relation to gallery exhibi-

tion is that the m
ajority of m

y w
ork is linear, dura-

tional w
ork, and ideally I w

ant people to com
e in at 

the beginning and stay right until the end, and I cer-
tainly don’t w

ant them
 com

ing in at the m
iddle and 

leaving in the m
iddle or, even w

orse, com
ing in at the 

m
iddle and leaving a m

inute and a half later. So the 
fact that m

y film
s are show

n a lot in galleries now
 has 

certainly influenced m
y recent w

ork. For exam
ple, 

I m
uch prefer Flag M

ountain [2010] as a gallery 
installation than as a linear film

—
it w

as conceived 
w

ith a looped exhibition form
at in m

ind. T
he sound 

track of that film
, w

hich w
as shot in N

icosia, C
yprus, 

starts off w
ith the sound of a M

uslim
 call to prayer, 

transitions to the Turkish national anthem
, and ends 

w
ith bells from

 a G
reek O

rthodox church. So if w
e 

look at it as a linear w
ork, it ends w

ith C
hristianity, 

that’s the resolution. B
ut that’s certainly not som

e-
thing I’m

 trying to suggest in the film
. W

hat I’m
 try-

ing to suggest, rather, is a continuous dialogue—
or a 

lack thereof, but a kind of ongoing back-and-forth—
betw

een tw
o different com

m
unities, w

hether politi-
cal, ethnic, or religious. So the continuous looping, 

w
ith no titles and no apparent beginning or end, is 

crucial to the reading of the w
ork.

SC: H
ow

 does this extrem
ely open-ended form

 square 
w

ith your fascination w
ith didactics? Shepherd’s 

D
elight [1980–84], for instance, takes the form

 of a 
lecture. T

here is an idea of pedagogy, or even som
e-

thing official or authoritarian that you’re taking the 
piss out of.  
JS: M

y film
s are very antiauthoritarian in general. 

W
hen the w

ork starts to becom
e authoritarian itself, 

it has to eat its ow
n tail. It has to destroy itself.

I w
as thinking recently about Brecht’s ideas about 

alienation, the lasting im
pact that they had on m

e, 
and the structural film

m
aker’s idea that you m

ust 
alw

ays draw
 attention to construction. For a long 

tim
e, I w

ondered w
hether m

y obsessive need to 
reveal artifice and construction m

ight just com
e from

 
a kind of accidental indoctrination, alm

ost a religion 
attained because of the tim

e I happened to go to film
 

school. B
ut then I realized it’s m

uch sim
pler. O

n a 
purely visceral level, the film

 and video w
ork by other 

people that engages m
e the m

ost is the w
ork that 

m
akes m

e aw
are of its construction and draw

s atten-
tion to its artifice. A

nd it’s not necessarily to do w
ith 

the physical splice, it m
ight be virtual, it m

ight just 
have to do w

ith som
ebody dragging som

ething along 
on a tim

e line. Forgetting about the politics of it all, 
w

hich I nevertheless still agree w
ith, it’s ironic that 

the thing that excites m
e m

ost about the critical strat-
egy of alienation, or baring the device, is that it 
engages m

e in such a physical w
ay. 

SC: Y
our interest in the w

ay film
 is installed, the w

ay 
it engages bodily experience, harks back to the C

o-op 
years, w

hen there w
ere also a lot of projection-based 

perform
ances. Is that type of expanded cinem

a som
e-

thing you ever engaged? 
JS

: W
ell, only in that before I ever m

ade m
y ow

n 
film

s I used to do light show
s for bands. T

hat w
as 

how
 I got interested in film

m
aking.

SC: W
ere they psychedelic light show

s?
JS: Y

es. From
 the age of seventeen, I used to do the 

light show
s at the local college w

ith a couple of friends. 
W

hen the student union had m
oney, they used to get 

really big bands in and pay us to do a light show
 every 

couple of w
eeks. M

y friend’s father ran a photographic 
shop in D

alston, dow
n the road from

 w
here w

e are 
sitting now

 in H
ackney. A

nd one of the things that he 
sold w

as ex-governm
ent, ex-arm

y photographic equip-
m

ent. It m
eant that w

e could get hold of 16-m
m

 film
 

projectors for alm
ost nothing, and also found footage, 

instructional docum
entary film

s w
ith nam

es like Your 
Skin or Your H

air and Scalp, w
hich w

ere quite fun. A
s 

w
ell as having live action, they’d also have anim

ation 
of how

 hair follicles grew
 and things like that. 

So in addition to all the liquid slides and the 
graphic or patterned projections, one of the things 

w
e used to do w

as project 16-m
m

 film
 loops from

 
m

ultiple projectors, and I w
as just am

azed at how
 I 

could select a little bit of film
 to m

ake a loop from
 

one of these found-footage film
s, show

 several loops 
on several different projectors, and all of a sudden, 
com

pletely accidentally, all of these relationships 
w

ould occur betw
een one im

age and the next. I dis-
covered that you can put any tw

o im
ages together 

w
ith each other, and it’s going to create a m

eaning. 
C

oincidences w
ill alw

ays occur. By projecting im
ages 

next to each other or superim
posing them

, I discov-
ered a process of live editing. 

In fact, the first 16-m
m

 film
 I m

ade w
as a film

 
called Triangles [1972], w

hich w
as an abstract anim

a-
tion cut to the V

elvet U
nderground song “W

hite 
Light/W

hite H
eat.” I m

ade the film
 from

 loops that 
I had shot for the light show

, three little painted 
black-and-w

hite cardboard triangles that I anim
ated. 

W
hen I converted it into a single-screen film

, I put 
different loops of film

 through a printer and super-
im

posed them
. But I also used exactly the sam

e sort 
of process I w

as using in the light show
, w

hich 
involved projecting different black-and-w

hite high-
contrast film

 loops through colored gels, spinning 
w

heels of color gels, w
hich changed the colors and 

alternated colors—
superim

posing tw
o colors m

akes 
a third color and all of that. So it w

as very sim
ple.

SC: D
id that ever bring you into contact w

ith people 
like G

ustav M
etzger and the Boyle Fam

ily, w
ho w

ere 
artists but also fam

ously produced light environm
ents 

for the likes of Soft M
achine and Jim

i H
endrix?

JS: N
o. But I w

as really interested in M
ark Boyle. A

t 
the tim

e, I bought this book about him
 called Journey 

to the Surface of the E
arth [1970]. T

here are fan-
tastic descriptions of m

any of the things the B
oyle 

Fam
ily did, like the “sensual laboratory,” for w

hich 
they projected blow

n-up details of the hum
an body 

as part of a live perform
ance, as w

ell as the light 
show

s w
ith Soft M

achine, of course, w
hich w

ere 
m

ore like w
hat I w

as doing.
I have alw

ays cited Truffaut’s D
ay for N

ight as the 
inspiration for T

he G
irl C

hew
ing G

um
. But actually, 

I w
as recently looking at the B

oyle book again and 
rediscovered a description of a perform

ance that 
recounts how

 he invited people to a backstreet som
e-

w
here, and they w

ent into the back entrance of a 
building and found them

selves in this auditorium
, 

like a little cinem
a, in a grubby theater-type space 

w
ith curtains across the screen at the front. A

nd 
w

hen everybody sat dow
n, the curtains w

ere opened 
to reveal the view

 through a shopw
indow

 onto a 
street. So the audience w

atched w
hat w

as going on 
in the street: real life as perform

ance. 

John Sm
ith’s film

s A
ssociations, T

he G
irl C

hew
ing G

um
, and O

m
 can be 

seen at the 42nd A
rt B

asel in June; a new
 installation w

ork by Sm
ith w

ill 
feature in a solo exhibition at P

E
E

R
 in L

ondon this O
ctober.

“ ‘H
otel D

iaries’ com
es out of the  

fact that because of the pervasive 
horrors of the w

orld, all the w
ars that 

are happening in the w
orld at the 

m
om

ent, everything and every detail 
inevitably rem

inds you of them
.” 

—
John Sm

ith

Left: John Sm
ith, Shepherd’s D

elight, 
1980–84, stills from

 a color film
  

in 1
6
 m

m
, 3

5
 m

inutes.

John Sm
ith, Flag M

ountain,  
2010, still from

 a color H
D

 video,  
8
 m

inutes.

R
ight: John Sm

ith, Triangles, 1972, 
stills from

 a color film
 in 1

6
 m

m
,  

3
 m

inutes.





140John Smith: The Man Girl 
Phoning Chewing Mum Gum
John Smith interviewed by Pia Bolognesi
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Kurfürstenstrasse 156 and 24/25,
10785 Berlin, Germany
Through February 22
tanyaleighton.com

Last year marked an important anniversa-
ry for The Girl Chewing Gum (1976), a film 
that made history in the structural/mate-
rialist movement, but John Smith’s films, 
videos, and installations are hard to classi-
fy. The British artist studied in the 1970s at 
the Royal College of Art, after which he be-
came involved in the activities of the London 
Filmmakers Co-op. Inspired in his formative 
years by Conceptual art and structural film, 
but also fascinated by the immersive pow-
er of narrative and the spoken word, he has 
developed an extensive body of work that 
subverts the perceived boundaries between 
documentary and fiction, representation and 
abstraction. Often rooted in everyday life, 
Smith’s meticulously crafted films and vid-
eos rework and transform reality, playfully 
exploring and exposing the language of 
cinema.

PIA BOLOGNESI: The Girl Chewing Gum has 
turned forty—forty-one to be precise. Has 
anything changed in the way you perceive 
this work today?

JOHN SMITH: When I made the film as a 
twenty-three-year-old art student, it nev-
er occurred to me that people might still 
be watching it forty years later. At the time 
it was important to me that the film should 
impose its ideas upon a scene of everyday 
London life, so I deliberately chose a very 
ordinary location for the shoot. The only pre-
requisite was that the location should con-
tain a street clock (so that I could “direct” the 
hands of the clock to move) and a cinema 
(because the film was conceived as a critique 
of mainstream illusionistic film). I essentially 
wanted the location to appear familiar and 
mundane.The passage of time has of course 
added a completely new dimension to the 
reading of the work. A film that documents 
the banalities of everyday life in 1976 now 
looks like an exotic record of a strange and 
long-lost era, where ordinary people in the 
street have been transformed by the pas-
sage of time into costumed character actors. 
The Girl Chewing Gum is regularly shown 
in schools and colleges, and in recent years  
I have been amused to discover several on-
line blogs written by students. One of these 
stated that the film was made before color 
film was invented, while another asserted 
that it was made before filmmakers learned 
how to edit properly, explaining why it con-
sists of only two shots. 
Reading these interpretations made me real-
ize how long ago 1976 must seem to a fifteen-
year-old—almost as long ago as 1895, when 
the Lumière brothers first presented their 
films. Regularly being present at screenings 
of The Girl Chewing Gum and my other older 
works makes me very aware of the passage 
of time in relation to my own life, especially 
as my own presence features in many of the 
works. I was recently slightly horrified to re-
alize that I am now more than half as old as 
cinema itself!

PB: In 2011 you shot The Man Phoning Mum, 
a sort of remake of The Girl Chewing Gum, 

thirty-five years later. You came back to the 
same location, a street corner in Dalston, 
and filmed again, superimposing this new 
footage upon the original from 1976. This 
process is interesting for so many reasons: 
the changes in the landscape as it relates to 
the gentrification of London’s East End; the 
coexistence of these two different moments 
that comes alive in the body of the image; 
the discrepancy in media formats, just to 
mention a few aspects. And here again, as 
in most of your films and videos, there’s a 
pragmatic structural precision that express-
es itself through the images. This time the 
superimposition is perfect in its discordance 
between 16mm and HD.

JS: The overlaying of the two distinct media 
(black-and-white 16mm film and color HD 
video) is an important aspect of The Man 
Phoning Mum, as it operates on several lev-
els: formal, aesthetic, literal, lyrical. For me 
it is as if the materiality of film is attempting 
to break through the smooth surface of the 
digital video. I really like the way in which the 
grainy gray people from 1976 accidentally 
cross paths with their crisp and colourful HD 
counterparts from 2011, each treading on the 
paving stones that have remained the same 
for thirty-five years while the architecture has 
changed around them. I have a fantasy that 
maybe there is one person who happened to 
walk in front of my camera who appears in 
both the 1976 and 2011 recordings, oblivious 
in The Man Phoning Mum to their chance on-
screen meeting with their younger self.

PB: I’ve often thought about The Girl Chew-
ing Gum as dialectically connected with Pro-
jection Instructions by Morgan Fisher, from 
the same year. Do you think they’re some-
how related?

JS: Certainly, a primary function of both films 
is to draw direct attention to the cinematic 
apparatus, albeit by very different means. 
Although they expand in various directions, 
they are both based on developments of a 
single, simple concept. I certainly feel em-
pathy with Fisher’s film, perhaps because 
both works in different ways combine cold 
formal ideas with a warmer inclusion of a hu-
man presence. In general I feel rather more 
affinity with the American experimental film-
makers of the 1960s and 1970s than with the 
British of the same period, as the Americans’ 
works contain elements of fragmented nar-
rative and humor that were largely missing 
from the artists’ films produced on this side 
of the Atlantic.

PB: The tension between documentary and 
fiction is clear in your works. You also deal 
with how the formal structure exceeds pure 
structuralism to open itself to the narrative 
element, to the perceptive graft, which is 
sometimes ironic and playful, and at oth-
er times leans toward temporal and spatial 
abstraction, creating a sense of linguistic 
disorientation. You compound the visual lev-
el with the addition of words. How do you 
create this multiplicity of levels despite the 
fact that you adhere to such a precise and 
conclusive form?

JS: It is very important to me that the films 
contain the range of elements that you have 
mentioned. The kind of film work that en-
gages me the most contains a degree of dis-
orientation, where the viewer is not always 

sure what it is that he or she is watching.  
So I aim to make work that is hard to classify 
within a particular genre, combining diverse 
and unexpected approaches and visual and 
auditory languages within a single film. It is 
often the combination of images and sounds 
used for both representational and abstract 
purposes within a single work that gives that 
work its dynamic. Shifting the emphasis of a 
film between narrative/representational and 
formal/abstract concerns encourages the 
viewer to actively engage rather than pas-
sively consume. But my films aren’t general-
ly conceived with this degree of complexity. 
They usually start out as quite simple ideas 
that expand and develop organically over 
time, particularly during editing, where ideas 
are frequently triggered by chance events 
and accidents that occurred during filming. 
The street scene in The Girl Chewing Gum 
was of course largely shaped by chance, as 
I had no idea what would happen in front of 
my camera when I started filming the single 
ten-minute shot. It was during the making of 
this film that I truly came to appreciate the 
potential of chance, and how accidents that 
might at first seem annoying can stimulate 
new directions for a work. For example, the 
boy who we are told has robbed the post of-
fice only exists because there was an alarm 
bell ringing in the street for the whole dura-
tion of the filming and I needed to justify its 
presence on the soundtrack. When I got the 
film back from the laboratory and got ready 
to plan the spoken directions that would lat-
er be added, I was very irritated to discover 
that I had zoomed in on the clock face in a 
very jerky and unprofessional manner. It was 
of course something that I would have to live 
with, but as I am a bit of a technical perfection-
ist I found it extremely annoying. Eventually 
I realized that there was an obvious way out 
of the problem—I was the director of the film 
and could therefore be in complete control 
of my material. So before the shot zoomed 
in on the clock I added the verbal command 
“I want the clock to move jerkily toward me” 
to the soundtrack. To my great relief the clock 
responded to my request obediently and did 
exactly what I asked. 

John Smith, The Girl Chewing Gum (stills), 1976
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ÉMILIE BUJÈS I would like to start with 
your first films and the framework you 
were partaking in, on one side of 
course the London Filmmakers Co-op 1 
and your relation to it, on the other 
hand perhaps there were some other 
influences as well, from the US in 
particular?
JOHN SMITH I never saw much work at 
all until I did my postgraduate course 
at the Royal College of Art which 
I started in 1974, where I made 
Associations and The Girl Chewing 
Gum. I was definitely impressed 
by the American as much as by the 
British filmmakers. As you probably 
know, much of the work that was 
being produced in Britain at that time 
was very dry and formal, and although 
I really liked that work, I was also 
really interested in language, narra-
tive and the power of words. I saw 
some films from North America, in 
particular Michael Snow’s Wavelength, 
and I really liked its mixing of genres 
and its shifts between abstraction 
and representational, narrative inter-
ruptions. Later, I saw quite a few 
other American films that I empa-
thized with, like Robert Nelson’s Bleu 
Shut and Hollis Frampton’s (nostalgia), 
which a lot of people connect with 
my work and The Girl Chewing Gum 
in particular. 

ÉMILIE BUJÈS So you were consciously 
willing to go beyond structuralist film, 
highjacking some of their rules in 
order to push your interest forward.
JOHN SMITH I certainly needed to; most 
of my friends at that time weren’t 
artists or filmmakers and I wanted 
to make work which people who wer-
en’t familiar with experimental film 
would be able to get something from. 
They might not necessarily read all 
the layers but I wanted things to be 

more accessible. Funnily enough, 
after making films like The Girl 
Chewing Gum and Associations, 
I made some very dry formal work. 
But I then had a very strange experi-
ence: there was a big international 
experimental film festival in London 
in 1979 and because I had a film there 
I had a free ticket to go and see 
everything. About half way through 
the festival I started to get really 
pissed off. I was thinking: “God, not 
another fucking structural film which 
goes on for hours and hours and is 
based on just one single formal idea”. 
On the last day of the festival my own 
film Blue Bathroom was shown and 
I was surprised to find that my latest 
work irritated me as much as all the 
other films I had been getting anno-
yed with. It was a revelation that 
caused a shift in my work—with 
Shepherd’s Delight—to making more 
complex films, with a greater variety 
of elements, which were still oppo-
sitional to mainstream film but at the 
same time used a lot of mainstream 
film conventions.

ÉMILIE BUJÈS You often start your films 
with something that is close to you—
quite literally—and could be consid-
ered a documentary element, to then 
bring it somewhere else. Could you 
explain how the writing process takes 
place?
JOHN SMITH It is usually a very gradual 
process. The films that have a big 
writing component in them, like 
The Black Tower, Slow Glass and 
Shepherd’s Delight, usually grow very 
organically and are made over a quite 

Genre Bending  
and Experimental Comedy:  

the work of John Smith

1. The founding members of the London Filmmakers’ 
Co-operative, formed in 1966, included figures such as 
Bob Cobbing, Jeff Keen, Simon Hartog and Stephen Dwoskin. 
It aimed to support the production, distribution and promotion 
of British experimental film practices, and was based on the 
Filmmakers’ Cooperative founded by Jonas Mekas in New York. 
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long period of time, often several 
years. The writing usually starts to 
evolve after the filming has started. 
With The Black Tower I moved house 
in the early 1980s and could see 
the tower across the garden from 
the house. My initial interest in it was 
purely aesthetic and visual, because 
the strangely non-reflective black top 
of the tower looked like a hole cut out 
of the sky, and the shape of the hole 
changed when you saw it from differ-
ent angles. But then I asked my next 
door neighbour, who I didn’t know 
before and who ended up being quite 
an eccentric character, if he knew 
what that building was. And he said: 

“Yes. It is the psychiatric ward of 
the old people’s hospital”, which of 
course was a complete lie. But it was 
quite interesting that he had read it 
in a sinister way, as I had done myself, 
and I thought that I would like to 
write something that explored that 
sinister feeling. 

ÉMILIE BUJÈS So the documentary is fic-
tionalized, sometimes even becoming 
abstract, through verbal language 
and filmic language—with such tools 
as framing which plays here an essen-
tial role... 
JOHN SMITH Yes, absolutely. I am inter-
ested in making hybrid work, which 
includes lots of different elements 
that, if edited successfully, brings 
completely unrelated things together. 
With The Black Tower, I was experi-
menting with the power of narrative 
to create some psychological immer-
sion on the part of the viewer, and at 
the same time exploring a completely 
abstract and constructed dimension 
as well, as I do in quite a lot of my 
films. So the framing is very impor-
tant, and what I was interested in 
is the fact is that the close-up images 
require other images or sounds to 
contextualize them, for example 
these flat color fields that are later 
revealed as objects. But the ultimate 
abstraction of course is the black 
screen: it could be the night time sky 
with no stars or it could be looking at 
the tower on a sunny day; both those 

things would look exactly the same, 
and in fact in the film sometimes I am 
filming the tower, sometimes not. 

ÉMILIE BUJÈS Until the beginning of the 
1990’s you have been filming on film 
stock, to then move on to video; 
how did this change affect your prac-
tice (also in regard to the technical 
specificities of film that you had been 
regularly using as narrative devices), 
and why did you make this decision 
at that moment? 
JOHN SMITH The reason I first started 
working with film is that there wasn’t 
really a choice in the 1970s if you 
wanted to make aesthetically pleas-
ing colored images. Video was an 
absolutely different medium and what 
was available to artists when I first 
started making film was basically 
a heavy camera and separate tape 
recorder that produced very poor 
quality black and white images. But 
by the early 1990’s video technology 
was starting to improve dramatically 
and it became possible to produce 
quite good quality images with cheap, 
lightweight equipment. Also, when 
I made Home Suite, my first video 
in 1993–94, which is one hour and 
half long, each part took me a day 
to make, whereas my films were tak-
ing longer and longer to produce... 
So I was interested in the immediacy, 
and in the fact that you could record 
images and spoken sound at the same 
time and be quite spontaneous, which 
is impossible to do on your own with 
film and which I came back to in the 
Hotel Diaries. Also, film was starting 
to require quite big budgets and 
I didn’t want to be applying for fund-
ing all the time. As a teacher, it was 
important to me as well to make it 
clear to students that you don’t need 
a fortune to make a film, the most 
important thing being to have a good 
idea. 
When digital video came along, 
and especially “Final Cut Pro”, I got 
interested in what that technology 
offered—a lot of the ideas in my work 
have been technology driven—and 
in the fact that I could do everything 
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myself at home. The first video piece 
where I exploited the technology was 
Lost Sound, in which I am for example 
speeding up the action, reversing 
the action or flipping the image over. 
They were all things that were difficult 
to do with film and you would nor-
mally have to go to the laboratory. 

ÉMILIE BUJÈS Does your new work White 
Hole relate to that new technological 
empowerment in some way?
JOHN SMITH Yes, it is another example 
of something that is very easy to do 
using a computer. It is the first piece 
I have made where I zoom in on a still 
image on a computer, a library image 
that I found on the internet. 

ÉMILIE BUJÈS There is an ethnographic 
aspect in several of your films, 
strongly accentuated by the fact that 
your neighbourhood is a recurring 
setting or subject. Has this interest 
of yours evolved over time—alongside 
the metamorphosis of this very neigh-
bourhood—becoming more political 
and perhaps to some extent leading 
to recent works like the Hotel Diaries?
JOHN SMITH Most of my work is triggered 
by personal experience. I consider all 
of my work to be political in a formal 
sense, but it has certainly become 
more overtly political in recent years, 
as political events have impacted 
more directly on my own life, firstly 
in relation to the demolition of my 
house in order to make way for a new 
motorway, as recorded in Blight and 
Home Suite. On a larger scale, the 
Hotel Diaries videos were a direct 
response to the US/British invasions 
of Afghanistan and Iraq, actions 
with which I fundamentally disagree. 
Since 9/11, events in the Middle 
East and Afghanistan have strongly 
affected attitudes and events at home 
too, so international politics are a big-
ger part of my everyday experience 
than they ever were in the 20th 
century. 

ÉMILIE BUJÈS The reccurring personal 
dimension of your work is interestingly 
tightly related to yet another crucial 

element which is humor, to the extent 
that one might think of fake first-  
person films or a fictionalized self 
figure. Humor is also what allows you 
to undermine the very authoritarian 
structure you are building...
JOHN SMITH I hope that the films aren’t 
didactic and I guess particularly with 
the Hotel Diaries I don’t want to be 
lecturing anybody because I have 
nothing special to say. My political 
opinions become pretty predictable 
after about three minutes. Somebody 
said to me a while ago: “Who is the 
person in your film?” It is me really, 
but I do try to undermine my author-
ity, often through humour. 
In Shepherd’s Delight for example 
I am questioning the author’s status 
as well as the authenticity of what 
one is being told. So I deliberately tell 
true stories in ways that make them 
harder to believe. The problem is that 
sometimes people end up thinking 
that I made them up, for example with 
unusual Red cardigan, which is actu-
ally completely factual. 

ÉMILIE BUJÈS In your exhibition at 
La Galerie—entitled “The Kiss”—
objects, which have been represented 
for many years in your films, are not 
only playing once again a very essen-
tial role but also physically present 
in the exhibition space...
JOHN SMITH I guess that the objects in 
the recent works are more intimate, 
more loaded with a sense of personal 
history. At La Galerie I thought it 
would be an interesting experience 
for the viewer to see some of the 
objects that feature in the films dis-
played in a vitrine. If the viewer hasn’t 
already seen the films the immediate 
reaction will be: “What the hell are 
these things?” The objects are given 
importance by the way they are 
displayed. I am very interested in lan-
guage: how we put letters together 
to make words, how we put words 
together to make sentences, how 
we put shots together to make “sen-
tences” in film, but also when we put 
objects together in a row, they 
become like words in a sentence, 



Season: http://ou-la-persistance-des-im
ages.net/00js116m

nIErl6secIactiveIIoffi
cial&

safe0isch.jpg 
⁂

 
John Sm

ith “The K
iss” 

⁂
 

27 Septem
ber–13 D

ecem
ber 2014 

 
 

implying some kind of collective 
meaning. When you arrange things 
neatly in a kind of scientific way, 
it somehow implies that there is a 
connection, a logic. 

ÉMILIE BUJÈS The Girl Chewing Gum is 
seminal work of yours and has been 
abundantly presented; are you get-
ting bored of it or how do you relate 
to it today, and how did its reception 
reshape over time?
JOHN SMITH I still think it is of considera-
ble interest, but sometimes I get a bit 
irritated when I meet somebody who 
says: “You made the Girl Chewing 
Gum, didn’t you; do you still make 
films?” because I have made about 
fifty more films since then. But it’s 
my own fault that the film is so well-
known, because when I first made it 
nobody was very interested in it. But 
I thought it was pretty good so I kept 
on showing it. And if I am doing a lec-
ture screening to introduce people 
to my work, I still often show it in 
order to talk about cinematic illusion, 
and most importantly about how the 
power of the language can determine 
how we read images—which of 
course is something that recurred in 
probably half of my films since that 
point. When I made the film, it had 
nothing to do with time passing. I just 
wanted to film an ordinary street in 
the present day and I wasn’t thinking 
at all about that being any kind of 
historical record. And of course later 
on, I realized that maybe this is the 
longest shot of people walking in the 
street in East London that was made 
in the 1970s. Without the sound track 
it has quite a lot of ethnographic 
interest, which at the time wasn’t 
meant at all. I never imagined that 
this film would still be shown regularly 
nearly 40 years later.

ÉMILIE BUJÈS With your recent Dad’s Stick 
you are rather remote from your emi-
nent humorous tone and on the con-
trary using different strategies to 
express an obviously painful moment; 
would you like to explain a little how 
you worked in that case? 

JOHN SMITH In Dad’s Stick, coming back 
to the question of language, one of 
the things that is very important to 
me is the use of captions rather than 
my usual voice over. I am really inter-
ested in the fact that in the caption 
you can say something that maybe is 
quite emotive, but actually doesn’t 
have any expression to it. There are 
things in it I would never have done in 
a voice over, because it would just be 
too overwhelming emotionally. I was 
very interested for example in the 
part saying: “Dad used to beat me 
with a short piece of plastic washing 
line that he kept behind the television. 
It didn’t happen often. He hated hav-
ing to do it”. To me that line “He hated 
having to do it” could be either fac-
tual or ironic, even humorous—there 
is no vocal expression to suggest how 
it should be interpreted. I was inter-
ested in playing with the fact that the 
film is psychologically very loaded 
but also creates a sort of cool dis-
tance through the use of captions. 
At the same time, it hopefully has an 
immediacy and an intimacy through 
the singing on the sound track that 
humanizes it in a sense. So there is 
this tension between formal manipu-
lation and the human element, an 
interaction that is present in a lot 
of my work. 

Freelance exhibition curator Émilie Bujès is also a programmer 
for the “Visions du Réel” International Film Festival in Nyon, 
Switzerland and La Roche-sur-Yon International Film Festival, 
France. From 2010 to 2014 she was exhibition curator at the 
Centre for Contemporary Art in Geneva. 
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W
e are delighted to be show

casing the w
ork of 

recent Jarm
an A

w
ard w

inner John Sm
ith in the 

Sidney C
ooper G

allery. T
his survey exhibition 

docum
ents Sm

ith’s evolving practice from
 his 

early sem
inal pieces such as The G

irl Chew
ing 

G
um

 and O
m

 through to recent w
orks such as 

D
ad’s Stick and H

orizon (Five Pounds a Belgian). 
N

oted for his contribution to avant-garde 
film

m
aking both nationally and internationally, 

this rolling program
m

e of selected film
s has 

been put together to show
case the richness of 

Sm
ith’s w

ork.

I am
 also very grateful to D

r. A
ndy B

irtw
istle 

R
eader in Film

 and Sound in the D
epartm

ent 
of M

edia, A
rt and D

esign, C
anterbury C

hrist 
C

hurch U
niversity and B

en R
ow

ley, artist 
in residence, for their contribution to this 
catalogue and exhibition.

H
azel Stone

C
urator, Sidney C

ooper G
allery

V
o

ice
The Black Tow

er – H
otel D

iaries – The G
irl Chew

ing 
G

um
 – Soft W

ork

T
he voice has a gentle, relaxed presence. A

 
London accent, but not particularly strong. 
M

aybe a slight lisp, although the speaker tells us 
he can’t hear it him

self. T
he m

onologue seem
s 

to ram
ble, reflecting on everyday personal 

experience (the recent loss of a tooth, the 
exorbitant price of Toblerone purchased from

 
a hotel m

inibar) or the technical problem
s 

of film
m

aking (poor focus, dust on the lens, 
prehardener dirt in the film

 em
ulsion). T

he 
tone is w

arm
, hum

orous, self-m
ocking: “before 

you start to lose interest in this, I should 
preface this video by letting you know

 that I’m
 

actually one of the m
ost fam

ous experim
ental 

film
m

akers in the w
orld”. A

nxious about film
ing 

“corny”, “rom
antic” sunsets at M

argate, the 
voice explains, “I don’t w

ant to get typecast as a 
sunset film

m
aker”. 

T
he use of hum

our, the self-reflexive focus on 
film

m
aking, and the concern w

ith the everyday, 
the personal and the dom

estic, identify the 
w

ork as that of film
m

aker John Sm
ith. A

nd it 
is the voice itself, as m

uch as the them
atic and 

stylistic consistency of his film
s that identifies 

Sm
ith as auteur – a sonic presence inscribed 

across a body of w
ork shot in and around spaces 

and places the film
m

aker has either inhabited or 
visited. W

eaving its w
ay through four decades 

of creative activity the voice is heard in early 

film
s such as The G

irl Chew
ing G

um
 (1976), later 

w
orks including the Black Tow

er (1985-7), and 
the m

ore recent H
otel D

iaries series (2001-7). If 
there is som

ething unm
istakably docum

entary-
like in Sm

ith’s w
ork, then on first hearing 

his ram
bling, casual voice-over seem

s to be 
the very antithesis of the polished narration 
delivered by m

edia professionals in m
ost film

 
and television productions.  W

here voice-
over narration in docum

entary often w
orks to 

constrain and anchor the m
eaning of an im

age, 
Sm

ith’s voice w
orks to m

ultiply, extend and 
com

plicate m
eaning, gently prom

pting us to 
interpret an im

age in surprising, unexpected, 
and som

etim
es troubling w

ays. O
ver one of the 

m
any ‘im

ageless’ black screens that populate 
The Black Tow

er w
e hear the film

’s unseen 
protagonist, voiced by Sm

ith, recalling, “I 
decided to take another look at the tow

er near 
m

y house w
hen I got back, but by the tim

e I 
got there it w

as dark. T
here w

as no m
oon and 

I couldn’t see it over the rooftops. T
hat night 

I dream
t that I w

as im
prisoned in the tow

er. 
M

y body w
as paralysed and only m

y eyes could 
m

ove. A
t first I thought that I w

as in com
plete 

darkness, but after a w
hile I noticed a greyish 

speck w
hich rem

ained in the sam
e place w

hen I 
m

oved m
y eyes. I realised that I w

as facing a flat 
black w

all. I got the feeling that the room
 w

as in 
fact brightly lit but I couldn’t be sure”.  

LIS
T
E
N
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In m
ost film

m
aking practices a black screen 

w
ould be thought of as the absence of an im

age 
– an em

pty fram
e devoid of m

eaning. B
ut in 

response to the suggestions of the voice-over, 
in The Black Tow

er this sam
e black screen com

es 
to represent a m

oonless night sky, the darkness 
of an unlit room

, and then the black w
all of 

the tow
er that haunts the film

’s protagonist. 
So persuasive is the voice-over that w

e m
ay 

ourselves search the screen for the grey 
m

ark described by the narrator. H
eard in the 

gallery Sm
ith’s hypnotic voice transform

s the 
nothingness of the black screen into an im

age 
invested w

ith m
eaning. A

t the sam
e tim

e, aw
are 

of the fact that w
e are in fact also looking at 

‘nothing’, w
e m

ay becom
e m

ore aw
are of the 

space around us – aw
are of the m

echanics of 
projection, the m

ateriality of the screen, the 
space of the gallery. T

he suggestive pow
er of 

the voice-over m
ay appear to rest prim

arily 
on Sm

ith’s linguistic skills, but this w
ould be 

ignore the role played by the voice itself. In 
its casual, spontaneous, im

provisatory feel, 
Sm

ith’s voice-overs feel w
holly unlike the Voice 

of G
od narration of the classic docum

entary 
tradition. B

ut nevertheless, Sm
ith’s voice-over 

m
anoeuvres the spectator into position – 

guiding, nudging and leading us to the point at 
w

hich a new
 perspective w

ill suddenly becom
e 

evident. In distracting us from
 the m

anipulatory 
pow

er of Sm
ith’s disem

bodied voice, the casual 
tone serves to create a self-reflexive space 
in w

hich w
e m

ay becom
e aw

are of our ow
n 

im
aginative engagem

ent w
ith the film

s – aw
are 

that w
e are investing an im

age w
ith m

eaning, 
m

aking connections, finding our ow
n w

ay. 
Paradoxically this self-aw

areness is m
ost acute 

w
hen Sm

ith reveals his hand, letting us know
 

that he knew
 exactly w

hat w
e w

ere thinking 
all along, and thus laying bare the film

m
aker’s 

control over the audience, the m
anipulatory 

pow
er of cinem

a, the m
ediated nature of 

representation.

T
his pow

er of the voice is central to the 
im

pact m
ade by a num

ber of the videos in the 
H

otel D
iaries series. In D

irty Pictures (2007) 
Sm

ith relates a distressing scene w
itnessed 

at a crossing point on the Separation W
all in 

B
ethlehem

. A
s Sm

ith describes the technology 
of the checkpoint, his cam

era plays across the 
furniture in his hotel room

 in East Jerusalem
. 

C
onjured by the descriptive pow

er of the 
im

provised voice-over, the fam
iliar m

ise-en-
scene of his im

m
ediate surroundings begins 

to double and recreate the Israeli checkpoint 
– the door on a dressing table stands in for 
a turnstile, the shelf holding his suitcase 
becom

es a conveyor belt transporting personal 
belongings through an x-ray m

achine, w
hile his 

drifting handheld cam
eraw

ork m
im

ics the zigzag 
passage of travellers through the checkpoint 
facility itself. T

here, on the previous day, Sm
ith 

had w
itnessed a distraught, disabled Palestinian 

w
om

an being refused access to the other side 
of the w

all after repeatedly setting off the alarm
 

on a security scanner. Follow
ing a num

ber 
of unsuccessful attem

pts she is ordered to 

rem
ove her orthopaedic shoes and hobbles 

through the security arch, only to be refused 
entry yet again. Lying innocently on the floor 
of his room

 - in the w
estern tourist’s privileged 

space of com
fort and leisure - his ow

n shoes 
return and transport us to the plight of the 
Palestinian w

om
an as Sm

ith explains that he 
had been w

aved through the checkpoint, his 
B

ritish passport given only the m
ost cursory 

of inspections by the Israeli security staff. H
ere 

the everyday, unrem
arkable m

ise-en-scene of 
travel is m

ade m
eaningful through the pow

er 
of spoken narrative, as Sm

ith anim
ates and 

refram
es the m

undane surroundings of his hotel 
room

, charging even the prosaic im
age of a pair 

of shoes w
ith political significance.

A
m

b
ie

n
t so

u
n

d
Lost Sound

Stanw
ay C

ourt N
1. Sunday A

pril 12th. B
irdsong, 

traffic passing in the distance. T
he w

hipping 
and crackling of abandoned audiocassette tape 
anim

ated by the w
ind. A

 jet passes overhead, 
and w

e catch a short snatch of w
hat m

ight be 
A

rabic m
usic, m

uffled and indistinct. T
he sound 

is accom
panied by a shot of cassette tape caught 

around iron railings, trailing like stream
ers in the 

breeze. O
n first hearing, the soundtrack seem

s 
to consist only of am

bient sound – recorded 
on location w

ith the im
age, lam

inated to it. 
T

his is the unrem
arkable, everyday background 

noise of the urban environm
ent: sounds that 

w
e hear, but rarely listen to - sounds that, 

under norm
al circum

stances, barely inscribe 
them

selves on our consciousness. T
he location 

recording helps to give the video a docum
entary 

aesthetic, bolstered by the precise details of 
location and date given onscreen. T

he very 
m

undanity of the soundtrack suggests a lack 
of m

ediation - a guarantee of the indexicality 
and objectivity of the recording. T

he m
usic 

w
e hear could be am

bient sound, issuing from
 

som
e unseen source in Stanw

ay C
ourt. B

ut in 
fact it has been harvested from

 the abandoned 
audio tape w

e see in the shot. In this w
ay Lost 

Sound (1998-2001) docum
ents fragm

ents of 
discarded cassette tape found by Sm

ith and his 
collaborator G

raem
e M

iller in a sm
all area of 

East London. T
he tape is shot in situ, w

rapped 
around clum

ps of grass, snagged by the peeling 
bark of a tree, stuck behind a satellite dish, 
subm

erged in a kerbside puddle. A
t one level 

Lost Sound is a video in w
hich little seem

s to 
be happening: m

uch of the project features 
static shots of street furniture, tree trunks, 
fences, aerials. Sim

ilarly, the am
bient sounds 

recorded in these locations present fam
iliar 

and unrem
arkable urban soundscapes, varying 

in density depending on location, tim
e of day, 

and proxim
ity to roads, factories, shops and the 

flight paths of aircraft. H
ow

ever, as the video 
develops Sm

ith and M
iller quickly begin building 

form
al, narrative and m

usical connections 
betw

een places, events and sounds. 

H
ow

’s Street E2. M
onday A

pril 13th. R
ap m

usic 
accom

panies a shot of tape caught on barbed 
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ire - a chance juxtaposition of sound and 

im
age suggesting em

battlem
ent, ghettoisation, 

resistance to the problem
s of urban decay. 

A
n old rusting, w

recked car located behind 
the w

ire seem
s to speak of the deprivation 

of this grim
 inner city environm

ent. A
s w

e 
contem

plate this im
age, w

e hear the sound of 
a car being started som

ew
here offscreen – a 

fortuitous com
bination of sound and im

age 
that creates a nice gag about a vehicle that’s 
going now

here?  O
r Sm

ith beginning to show
 

his hand, subtly com
bining, aligning, juxtaposing 

sounds and im
ages to gently suggest m

eaning 
or to create a particular effect. W

e can’t be 
sure. B

ut w
hile in som

e sequences there is little 
visual evidence of artistic intervention beyond 
fram

ing and com
position, the soundtrack 

increasingly announces itself as a construction. 
Sm

ith layers and orchestrates sections of 
am

bient sound in such a w
ay that, although 

rem
aining lam

inated to the im
age, they form

 a 
subtle, alm

ost undetectable m
usique concrète 

of the environm
ent. A

t the sam
e tim

e w
e find 

ourselves listening to sounds that distinguish 
them

selves from
 the form

less banality of the 
everyday soundscape. W

hat m
arks these 

particular sounds is their ability, w
hen sutured 

to the im
age, to create m

eaning – their ability 
to signify som

ething other than their ow
n 

indexical status as w
itness to the w

orld.

W
hitby Street E1. Sunday M

ay 17th. A
 can 

rattling dow
n a street. Voices of a m

an and 
young child. A

n em
pty piece of w

all above 

it out.” Sim
ple, stark piano chords create an 

understated elegiac tone, lending the sequence 
an undertow

 of sadness, loss. A
ccom

panying 
this w

e see im
ages of w

orkm
en in hard hats 

reducing houses to piles of rubble. W
ith an old 

joist, a pickaxe, or bare hands, w
alls are pushed 

over or pulled apart, the sync sound of these 
shots entering the m

ix as another elem
ent of 

Sm
ith’s elegant and m

oving m
usique concrète 

of dem
olition. T

he voices w
e hear are those 

of unseen residents, forced to leave their East 
London hom

es as a result of the construction of 
the M

11 link road in the m
id-1990s.

W
ith the exception of Lost Sound, com

posed 
or recorded m

usic has never been a dom
inant 

feature of Sm
ith’s w

ork. It is heard briefly in 
Leading Light (1975), one of Sm

ith’s earliest 
film

s, in w
hich he tracks the m

ovem
ent of 

light across a dom
estic interior. H

ere m
usic is 

introduced into the otherw
ise silent film

 only 
w

hen sunlight falls onto a record player sitting 
on the floor of the room

, the volum
e of the 

m
usic determ

ined by the am
ount of light playing 

across it  (an audiovisual figure that w
ill rem

erge 
in Lost Sound). Flam

enco guitar is heard briefly 
in The Black Tow

er as the film
’s protagonist 

contem
plates an ornate plaster m

oulding in his 
bedroom

, reim
agined as “the sleeping M

exican 
w

ho sat cross-legged on m
y ceiling”. M

ore 
recently a quick blast of A

cker B
ilk’s Stranger on 

the Shore finds its w
ay into Soft W

ork (2012).

a lock-up unit. In the street below
, the m

an 
carries the child in his arm

s, entertaining the 
infant by striking an em

pty can w
ith a broom

, 
as if playing polo. T

he w
ind blow

s a piece of 
cassette tape caught in the w

all into the top 
right hand corner of the fram

e. A
s it enters 

the shot a slightly fuzzy recording of a fem
ale 

Soul singer is heard on the soundtrack. T
he 

w
ind subsides, the tape disappears from

 
view

, and the m
usic cuts out. H

ere Sm
ith 

playfully suggests that the m
ovem

ent of the 
tape som

ehow
 creates the sound w

e hear, 
challenging our com

m
on understanding of the 

causal relationship betw
een sound and im

age, 
underm

ining our belief in the veracity and 
objectivity of w

hat at first appeared to be an 
alm

ost forensic docum
entary project. A

s Lost 
Sound builds, other exam

ples of this type begin 
to appear: the chevrons on a roundabout <<

 
cue Sm

ith to repeatedly rew
ind the section of 

video in w
hich they feature; w

hen a w
eather 

vane on top of a school roof sw
ings to indicate 

a change in w
ind direction, the sound from

 
the harvested cassette plays in reverse; tape 
lying on the floor at a street m

arket appears 
to produce sound w

hen sunlight falls upon it, 
but becom

es silent w
hen shadow

s cast by of 
passing shoppers throw

 it into shade. H
ere, 

as in other w
orks, the connections that Sm

ith 
forges betw

een sound and im
age alert us to the 

processes of signification, alert us to the fact 
that m

eaning is an effect generated by com
bining 

sounds and im
ages in particular w

ays. T
he 

very im
possibility, yet absolute plausibility, of 

the events he creates from
 his sonic and visual 

source m
aterials alert us to the m

ediated nature 
of representation, as w

ell as our ow
n acts of 

perception and involvem
ent in m

eaning m
aking. 

W
hat presents itself as natural, w

e com
e to 

realise m
ore and m

ore, has been selected, 
arranged, organised  – an orchestration of 
individual m

om
ents sifted from

 m
any hours of 

videotape. By the tim
e w

e reach the closing 
sequences of Lost Sound the authorial control 
that w

as at first hidden has becom
es w

holly 
evident, as Sm

ith repeatedly loops increasingly 
brief sections of footage to create a rhythm

ic 
and progressively m

ore abstract audiovisual 
m

usique concrète. W
ith characteristic elegance 

and w
it, Sm

ith’s collaboration w
ith M

iller opens 
our eyes and ears to both the w

orld around 
us and to the m

ediation of that w
orld through 

cinem
atic experience.

M
u

sic
Blight 

T
he heavy im

pact m
ade by a sledgeham

m
er 

is looped to create a rhythm
ic foundation for 

other sounds gathered around it: splintering 
w

ood, crum
bling m

asonry – the sounds of 
dem

olition. Fragm
ents of speech. D

ifferent 
voices located in am

ongst the soundscape of 
destruction: “red brick tiles”, “plaster roses”, 
“im

itation prim
roses”. A

 m
an’s voice, the 

w
ord “sorry” repeated several tim

es, takes its 
place w

ith other shards of speech: “knock the 
w

all dow
n”, “splinters everyw

here”, “gouge 
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T
he result of a collaboration w

ith the 
com

poser Jocelyn Pook, Blight (1994-6) is 
perhaps the m

ost m
usical of all Sm

ith’s film
s, 

w
eaving speech, m

usic and location sound 
into a sophisticated and em

otionally pow
erful 

continuum
, blurring the distinctions betw

een 
com

position, sound design and editing. If Sm
ith 

has alw
ays been an ear-m

inded film
m

aker - 
attuned to the sounds of the environm

ent and 
the rhythm

s of speech  – then the collaboration 
w

ith Pook appears to have intensified the 
m

usicality that has alw
ays been inherent in his 

approach to sound. T
his m

usicality is evident 
from

 the very first m
om

ents of the film
, as the 

D
oppler sw

ish of passing cars gives w
ay to the 

creaking of w
ood, the crunch of falling rubble, 

and the repeated phase “Jordan and K
im

” – a 
m

other, perhaps, calling her children in from
 

the street. A
s the sequence gradually builds 

in com
plexity, texture and depth, it becom

es 
evident that Sm

ith is a com
poser, choosing, 

placing and com
bining sounds as m

uch for 
their affective im

pact as for w
hat they m

ight 
m

ean or represent. T
he m

usical qualities of the 
w

om
an’s voice seem

 to be w
hat has m

otivated 
the extraction of this particular phrase from

 
w

hat w
as presum

ably once a longer recording 
– a technique that is used elsew

here in the film
, 

generating poignant leitm
otifs from

 fragm
ents 

of everyday speech. It is precisely this m
ix and 

play betw
een m

ateriality, form
 and m

eaning 
that identifies John Sm

ith as an original voice in 
experim

ental cinem
a. 

For Sm
ith hum

our, experim
entation, and 

reflexivity are never goals in them
selves, but 

part and parcel of cinem
a’s potential to engage 

w
ith the w

orld and our understanding of it. In 
investigating w

hat is at stake in the creation and 
transm

ission of m
eaning Sm

ith brings us back to 
the social sphere, rem

inding us that the practice 
of art is political, and has political potential. A

nd 
w

hat distinguishes Sm
ith’s w

ork, in this regard, 
is its lively, entertaining, thoughtful and playful 
sensitivity to sound - prom

pting us to take 
pleasure in listening, prom

pting us to listen.

A
ndy B

irtw
istle



Artists’ movies

John Smith: Of process and puns

The entrance to John Smith’s solo show at the RCA. Photo: Lauren Winsor

John Smith makes the mundane strange and the avant-garde
funny. With three new works on show at his largest ever UK
retrospective, he talks to Nick Bradshaw about his special brand of
trompe l’oeil Brechtianism

For anyone labouring under the impression that experimental movies are
invariably arid exercises in academic formalism, John Smith’s films and
videos come as a great spritzer. Lifelong card-carrying structuralist-
materialist he may be – his works want you to notice their physical or,
more often, linguistic construction – but they typically do so by teasing and
subverting narrative rather than rejecting it out of hand. They’re also
delightfully funny, using humour to play up the different meanings of an
image, or more and less accustomed ways of seeing. His most famous film,
The Girl Chewing Gum (1976; distributed on the British Cinema 16 DVD),
presents Dalston street footage as rushes directed by an audible,
increasingly megalomaniac director; The Waste Land (1999) finds the film-
maker himself reciting TS Eliot in the bogs of his local boozer. (Only Smith
could see poetry in the reflection of a loo-door sign.)

To put it another way, he’s an arch proponent of puns. Om (1986)
conflates stereotypes of a chanting Eastern mystic and East End bovver
boy. Associations (1975) features a dry reading from Herbert H. Clark’s
Word Associations and Linguistic Theory flickeringly illustrated /
counterpointed by static images of homonyms for the words being read
(the film’s title, for instance, is visualised as an ass, a sewing machine, the
sea and a group of Asian girls); the comedy of the piece is in trying to
keep up with Smith’s increasingly rapid-fire, off-the-wall wordplay.

Smith has said that The Girl Chewing Gum was inspired by proposed stop-
and-search laws which would empower the police’s prejudicial worldview,
but over the years the politics of his pieces have become franker, much as
he has increasingly used himself as a character and subject in his films.
Home Suite (1993-94) explores the memories conjured by his own East
London home as he was being evicted to make way for the M11 Link Road
(a devastation further explored in the beautiful protest musical Blight
(1996)); his Hotel Diaries (2001-07) is a series of startlingly unadorned
single-shot video monologues, in which the film-maker, camcorder in hand
as he sits in hotel rooms around the world, finds consistently remarkable
ways to relate the microcosms of his surroundings to the ongoing
calamities of the Middle East.

Smith graduated from the Royal College of Art in 1977 and has now come
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full circle, presenting his largest ever UK retrospective under the auspices
of the college’s Curating Contemporary Art MA-degree students. Smith
used to prefer to cinema screenings to galleries, but the RCA show runs
the gamut, incorporating a mix of free-standing 16mm and video
projectors, video monitors and dedicated cinema spaces. It includes his
first high-definition video piece – Flag Mountain (2010), shot across the
divided rooftops of Nicosia in Cyprus – and two new installations which
reconfigure older works. Double Shutter takes two of the three sections of
1979’s Blue Bathroom, featuring alternating double exposures (by night
and day) of an electric fan and a bathroom ventilator, and screens them on
opposite walls, conjuring strange intimations of visual and physical
interactions across the room. In Third Attempt, two prior attempts to
record Smith singing ‘The 12 Days of Christmas’ across so many days – the
16mm 7P (1978) and standard-def video Regression (1999) – are screened
side-by-side, a dialogue across time that encapsulates the exhibition
entire.

NB: How does it feel to be bringing everything back to your almer
mater after 35-odd years?

JS: Thirty three, since I left. It’s kind of strange. When I was a student the
film school was round the back of the Natural History Museum, in a prefab
building they used to stuff dead animals in, and I only ever used to go up
to the main building to go to the bar, or watch The Clash playing or
something. I never knew the gallery space existed until I went along to do
this show and found how enormous it was.

I’ve had some intermittent contact with the place over the years since I
left, showing my work, doing a couple of tutorials. I hadn’t met this
particular group of students on the Curating Contemporary Art course
before, but apparently they wanted to do a solo show with somebody, and
when they saw The Girl Chewing Gum, that was something they could all
agree on.

The Girl Chewing Gum (1976)

How do you feel about that film still being your trailer?

I’ve mixed feelings. I find it quite funny, because when I first made that
film I thought it was quite interesting, but nobody else did. I remember
sending it to the Edinburgh Film Festival and it getting rejected, I guess
because it’s a film that deals with film language and formal ideas but is
also comic, which at the time was maybe a little problematic in the world I
inhabited. I kept showing it for a couple of years before anybody took an
interest. Maybe it’s my own fault that it’s now become one of my most
popular films; I certainly made it pretty familiar. I still tend to show it in
any selection of my work, because it’s a good introduction to ideas about
cinema, where I’m coming from, the power of the voiceover, illusionism
and all those things.

Of the earlier pieces in the show, ‘The Hut’ and ‘Leading Light’
seem to embody the two poles of your interests. There’s a
documentary appreciation of the world in ‘Leading Light’, and a
total mangling of it in ‘The Hut’.

That’s true. Most of the work falls between those poles and shifts in and
out of naturalism and representation on the one hand and extreme
abstractions on the other. Films like The Black Tower are very much to do
with the way one can move between illusionistic involvement and
awareness of construction, abstraction and representation.

And you’re still doing that today with ‘Flag Mountain’.

Well, we only have a few ideas in life, don’t we? That’s the thing about
showing a lot of work together; you realise you’re giving away that you
have certain motifs through lots of your work. The whole idea of windows
by day and by night, that positive and negative aspect which runs from
Leading Light to the Double Shutter piece and Flag Mountain, is really
recurrent, as is the animation of the real world by matching framings, the
pixellation of objects. I have to remind myself that you might see a
hundred reworkings by a painter of the same image, because I always
want the new work to be something I haven’t done before, and obviously
that gets harder as time goes on.

‘Leading Light’ reminds me of certain contemplative artists who
one wouldn’t normally associate with you – Nathaniel Dorsky, or
other American artists who play directly with light on film. Do you
feel a part of that conversation across the Atlantic?



Yes, and when I was first making work I was really interested in a lot of
the American stuff – the obvious, Michael Snow’s incorporation of narrative
elements within the formal structure, and also the humour of a lot of that
work. I thought there was a bit more poetry or humour there than in much
of the English stuff. I really like the work of some of my contemporaries,
but there was quite a lot of rather mechanistic work made in structural
film-making in Britain. By myself included sometimes, I think.

Was your interest in narrative also seen as deviant in the
structuralist world?

I don’t think so. People ask me that question a lot; the work didn’t
particularly fit in, but I don’t think people had problems with my work any
more than I had with theirs. I just personally had a fascination with
narrative, and wanted to have a narrative element in the work. I’ve said it
before; I have a love/hate relationship with the power of cinema, so I love
that immersion in another world, but I also know it’s kind of naughty, in
Brechtian terms.

Failing to demystify?

Yes! It’s very ingrained in me that I have to demystify everything. I
wouldn’t be happy if I made work which didn’t draw attention to its
construction.

Double Shutter (2010) Photo: Lauren Winsor

Your experiments with process and phasing remind me of Steve
Reich’s early music. What’s happening with ‘Double Shutter’? It
gives the strange sensation of sitting in a light-and-wind tunnel.

I made quite a few films which I don’t show any more which are very
process-based, and simple, formal ideas: for example a ten-minute film
with a self-explanatory title, Subjective Tick-Tocks (1975), which is just a
metronome swinging backwards and forwards for the length of one 400-
foot roll of film, with the camera panning backwards and forwards across
the metronome in different rhythms. I was interested in how a camera
movement might affect your perception of audio rhythms. And when I
made The Hut I was interested in perceptual psychology and the
perception of visual rhythms – how easy it would be to perceive rhythmic
cutting.

Double Shutter is actually really simple in its construction; there’s no
editing at all. It’s all single shots, and to do with alternating images,
masking the day or the night image. So the piece with the electric fan is
simply two superimposed images of a fan by day and by night – with the
lights off by day, so it’s silhouetted, and on by night, when the
background’s dark. And it’s filmed through another fan, masking the day or
the night image. So it’s two parts come together to form a single image –
if you took the alternating device away you’d just be looking at a
seemingly naturalistic image of a fan in the daytime with the lights on. I
also had both fans on a dimmer switch so I could play with their speeds.

Which interact with the camera shutter.

Right, the wagon-wheel effect. So that film’s actually triple-shutter, the
camera shutter and the two fans. Whereas the other part, with the
bathroom ventilator and the cardboard flag going up, is completely
manual; although the image becomes quite complex, it’s literally
somebody bringing a piece of cardboard towards the camera until the
image is obscured, then walking away again, initially just by day and then
the night images comes in, and you get quite complex patterns between
the two.

It’s funny, because at the time I made the original film, the audience for
artists’ film were basically artist film-makers, and lots of us were all
dealing with related ideas. Nowadays people are always asking “How did
you do that?”



Third Attempt (2010), featuring Regression (left, 1999) and 7P (right, 1978)
Photo: Lauren Winsor

‘Third Attempt’, like the whole exhibition, shows some of the
things that have been changing in your work over time – one of
which is foregrounding yourself in your work. Has that become
easier?

Absolutely. When I made The Girl Chewing Gum I used my own voice, but
couldn’t bear to listen to it – I remember playing around in the RCA
dubbing studio trying to disguise it, make myself sound more grown-up.
But now it’s been tuned by years of cigarettes and whisky...

I still feel slightly uncomfortable with some of the more confessional
aspects of the work, but take a sort of masochistic pleasure in making
myself squirm. Particularly in the Hotel Diaries, which are improvised single
takes, I’ll say something and think “Fucking hell, that was embarrassing”,
but I’m stuck with it. But it’s quite a deliberate device to have that level of
mistake in those pieces. I don’t want to be didactic because I’ve got
nothing special to say; I’m sure my armchair-socialist opinions are very
irritating for a lot of people. I hope the spontaneity makes them less like a
lecture; I’m more interested in sharing concerns and cathartically – for
myself – ranting... I really like that the Hotel Diaries pieces have given me
the opportunity to go around the world and slag off my government’s
involvement in Iraq and Afghanistan.

The unedited aspects seems quite radical not only in the context of
your earlier works, but also given how heavily processed TV has
become.

They’re wilfully simple. I’ve got myself into trouble at film festivals when
I’ve won prizes for those films, particularly in Cork when I won the main
prize for Museum Piece. I had to make a speech, and I said that it gave me
particular pleasure to get a prize for this film because I’m a great believer
in economy, and this film cost €7, or the price of one DV tape. And
afterwards I had so many really angry young film-makers coming up to
me, saying “I borrowed £10,000 to make my film, and yours is a load of
shit!”

What does sometimes upset me if people don’t tune into those pieces is
when they ask, “Did you plan what you were going to say, or did you just
switch on the camera and wave it around?” Actually, apart from Frozen
War, the first piece, which is spontaneous, they’re all planned: I know what
I’m going to be looking at when I’m talking about a particular thing, and
there are lots of connections between image and sound. But maybe people
just don’t get the metaphorical significance of talking about Yasser Arafat
having just died while the camera’s looking at an empty bed, those sorts of
things.

Dirty Pictures (2007), from Hotel Diaries

Again in ‘Third Attempt’, you’ve got 16mm and video playing across
each other, and you talk about finding video in some ways more
useful and convenient. Is that your final judgement?

No, not at all. The reason it’s called Third Attempt is that whereas the film
I made in 1978 has those physical qualities of film that I talk about in the
video – it’s really raw, the splices move and there’s a lot of grain – after I’d
made the video piece I felt it was a bit sanitised, and I missed the kicks on
the splices, the dirt and the raucous singing. I wanted to inject that
anarchic element into the piece again, so I was really excited by the idea of



showing the two pieces together.

Also, there’s a lot of shit talked about the differences between film and
video, so I was really interested to put two comparable film and video
images next to each other – a similar thing in exactly the same
circumstances, exactly the same size, two projectors of fairly equal
luminosity – and see what they look like. Hopefully there’s a dialogue
between the two technologies as well as a literal one within the piece.

Flag Mountain (2010)

Is ‘Flag Mountain’ the first piece you’ve shot on HD?

Yes. Specifically just for the subject, really, because it is such a wide shot
of a landscape – it looks like shit on standard definition. When I first shot it
I was slightly disappointed with the quality of the image, before I realised
that even what you might call a close up at the end is an extremely wide
shot, in which a person is only so high. Unfortunately I’ve always been
obsessed with focus in images, and it’s kind of censored the way I’ve
framed things. There are very few wide shots in any of my films, and it’s
not because I don’t like wide shots, it’s just that they don’t look that sharp
in 16mm, or standard-definition video. So it’s quite interesting how the
technology affects how one frames things. That said, I do use the close-up
very much as a device to mystify, so you’re wondering what’s going on
outside the frame.

I was really pleased with the footage after I shot it. In terms of showing it,
I don’t want to show it on standard definition, which is all most festivals
have, so I’ve got to get a film print made if I want to show it. I didn’t
realise you have to get a Dolby track made for 35mm prints now –
something to do with Dolby having something sewn up, but I think the
print is going to cost me about £5,000.

At the RCA you’re showing the film in a continuous loop with an
invisible join. That presumably won’t be possible when you take it
to festivals?

No, and I think I really like it much better as a loop. The linear film starts
with the little Greek flag blowing in the breeze, then you hear the Muezzin
call to prayer, the camera hones in on the mosque, you get all the
psychedelic stuff and when the camera pulls out again you hear all the
church bells. It’s kind of problematic for me that one is a resolution – is
Christianity what we’re left with? I know it’s not really a resolution, but it is
an order: Muezzin, Turkish national anthem, church bells. I like the
circularity of just moving in and out, across a landscape and between
different cultures, without any sense of a resolution.

There are quite a few pieces in the show where I’ve deliberately taken the
titles off; even if there’s black between them, they are a repeating cycle.
So for example I’m much happier with The Kiss, the piece with a lily, as a
continuous, rotating loop. When people see it just once they think, “How is
that done? What have I been looking at?” Hopefully if you’re interested in
watching it again you can get beyond that.

Hotel Diaries (2001-07) Photo: Lauren Winsor

Were you surprised to find yourself so happy with a gallery
installation of all this work? Did you used to fight against that
world more?

I’ve been showing quite a lot in galleries for about 15 years now –



generally in group shows, but I’ve done six or seven one-person shows.
Originally I saw it as a compromise – how do I get things as close as
possible to a cinema? Whereas nowadays I feel as though a lot of the work
really benefits from being show in this way. I guess what’s most important
is to acknowledge the needs of individual works. So at the RCA, Slow Glass
and The Black Tower are showing in a cinema environment, with
advertised screening times, and a countdown between pieces so that
between screenings you don’t think it’s broken down. And did you notice
that the Hotel Diaries pieces can be restarted by the viewer? Nobody
notices! That’s the one thing I’m disappointed by – the button is very
discreet.

In ‘Regression’ you make some barbed points about commodified
art and limited-edition movies. What do feel now about file trading
and digital exchange?

I feel really fine about it; disseminate as much as possible, basically. But
my attitude to that has completely changed over the years. I remember
when the ICA approached the London Film-makers’ Co-op to put lots of our
work into its old videotheque library, offering 10p or something every time
somebody watches a film, and we unanimously said “No way, our work has
to be shown on film, and you’ve got to pay a rental fee if anyone wants to
see the film.” Then in, I guess, the mid-1990s I did some VHS tapes with
the old London Electronic Arts: two anthology tapes for £20, and it was 20
years of my work, so a quid a year! At the time I thought, I’m probably
going to lose some rentals, which no doubt I did, but so many more people
got to know my work, and even if I’d been giving those tapes away they
would have had rewards in terms of other opportunities and screenings.
And people now only really hire film work if it’s going to be installed in a
gallery; I think educational institutions have all got bootleg VHSs and
DVDs. And I show other artists’ work the same way myself.

And in terms of the “shit that gets talked about the differences
between film and video”, what work were you not happy to put on
VHS?

Well, the pieces that you see on film at the RCA. Quite a lot of my early
work was to do with the materiality of film, so Leading Light, Hackney
Marshes – they’re both edited in camera, both have flash frames when the
camera starts up... somehow I can’t bear to look at a flash frame on video.
Whereas the majority of my work has got nothing to do with that; it’s to do
with the language of film, but not the materials. So The Girl Chewing Gun,
The Black Tower, Slow Glass – I’m now happier to show lots of those films
on video, because you can get very decent video projectors now, prints
don’t wear out, and you can send tapes all over the world for only a few
quid and not worry about risking your print with an unsure festival.

The one compromise at this show is that Double Shutter is in a way a film
idea, to do with the strobing of the shutter, but I also wanted to show it
big, and you wouldn’t get a 16mm projector that was bright enough to
show it on that scale. Anyway, the RCA couldn’t afford to get prints made
of that piece as well, so the decision was made for us. But otherwise
there’s an integrity about what’s showing on film and what on video.

Lost Sound (2001)

‘Lost Sound’ brings us to audiotape, and back to your documentary
side. It also reminds me of Agnès Varda and her gleaners.

The Gleaners & I? Yeah, I like that very much, it’s a fantastic piece. But
finding subject-matter close to home has always been very important to
me. Actually Graeme Miller and I – we collaborated on Lost Sound – are
redoing an installation version, which involves finding a piece of tape in the
street and projecting it onto two sides of a screen, so the A-side and the B-
side of the tape. The rule is basically to take a walk from the gallery where
the work’s going to be shown in a spiral until you find a piece of audio
tape, and that piece becomes the subject of the work. And however long it
is, that’s the duration of the shot that’s looped and repeated. I’m still a
sucker for structuralist ideas!

People are asking us: Do you think you’ll find any tape? And it’ll be quite
interesting if we don’t, because we’ve got to perform the piece that night.
So we’re getting up early in the morning, and there’s a writer who’s going
to document our travels. But I suspect we probably will find the tape,
because if you look for things you find them, that’s the kind of philosophy
that runs through a lot of my work.



Nothing in any of my films is researched; I come across things. Flag
Mountain is literally the view from an apartment that I accidentally ended
up staying in in Nicosia in 1997. I went back last summer, booked the
same apartment and shot the film. And similarly Worst Case Scenario –
that’s shot from a hotel room that they put me in for the Viennale. Two
years later I phoned the hotel, said I really want to stay in the same
grubby room – they thought I was a bit crazy – and barricaded myself in
for a week with a camera pointing out the window.

There’s the wonderful quote in the catalogue that “a literal reading
of all your films’ narratives would lead one to presume that you’re
an alcoholic with mental health problems.”

Yeah, my wife laughed at that.

But maybe it’s the world that turns one into an alcoholic with
mental health problems?

Well, I did have a bottle of wine last night...

‘Flag Mountain’ screens in competition at the Oberhausen Film Festival in
May. John Smith Solo Show is documented on its dedicated website.
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On the Street where You Live: The Films of John Smith
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… the films are based on the premise that pro-filmic events are secondary
to filmic construction in the creation of meaning, that if you look hard
enough all meanings can be found or produced close to home.

– John Smith (1)

John Smith is a master of withholding, his films are full implication rather
than action.

– Cornelia Parker (2)

The films of John Smith create a world from the “simple” experiences of living,
breathing and being a filmmaker or artist in a particular place and time. Smith’s
often humorous films produced over the last 30 years have inventively documented and probed his immediate
surroundings, often not even moving much beyond the front door of his various abodes in a small area of East
London (predominantly Leytonstone). Nevertheless, it would be wrong to describe Smith’s films as overly
delicate, preciously insular or purely personal – assignations that the previous description might suggest – as his
work sees within the minutiae of familiar surroundings a range of philosophical, aesthetic, technical and
quotidian challenges and revelations that extend far beyond the realm of much other comparable cinema;
bringing his work closest to such observational essay filmmakers as Patrick Keiller (with whom he shares a
definitive, though in Smith’s case somewhat ramshackle, southern Englishness), Jerome Hill and Agnès Varda (in
fact Varda’s 1975 film Daguerréotypes, a playful and personal documentary spun around the people who live in
her street, is very reminiscent of Smith’s work). In film after film, Smith explores the cracks within and the
tribulations of the world he confronts everyday, taking a closer look at and often transforming (verbally,
associatively, just by observing from a different angle) things like a pane of glass, the discolorations of a mouldy
ceiling, a hospital water-tower, the archaeology of an ancient toilet, an old shepherd’s proverb, or a work he
was unhappy with some 20 odd years before. In the process, he makes us look more closely, not just at his films
and the cinema generally, but our own surroundings, the everyday world that engulfs us but that we probably
routinely dismiss as a suitable subject for contemplation, art and imagination (I would add revelation to this list,
but such a term seems inappropriate to describe the gentle, temporal and unpretentious pleasures of Smith’s
work).

Such a description might suggest that Smith’s cinema is closest to that of such personality-based
documentarians as Ross McElwee (Sherman’s March), Andrew Kötting (Gallivant) and even Nick Broomfield, but
his work routinely, matter-of-factly, asks and “stages” more probing questions about film form, and what can
constitute the “subject” of cinema, than any of these other filmmakers. Although he sometimes appears on
camera and is often heard on the soundtrack – as character or more often “himself” – Smith’s films lack the
ego-driven intensity and staged self-indulgence of McElwee and Broomfield (even more self-effacing than
such closely-aligned filmmakers as Varda). Smith’s often personal cinema is much closer in scope and sensibility
to a Stan Brakhage film like The Child’s Garden and the Serious Sea, a work through which the filmmaker
discovers a world at the bottom of his garden. But Smith’s cinema is less self-consciously visionary, abstract and
preoccupied with finding new modes of vision than Brakhage’s. Brakhage probed his immediate environments
for revelations of vision and event, Smith just wants to look a little closer, to stay and “brew” for a while, to see
new combinations and cut-price visions in the built but organic worlds that surround him. As Cornelia Parker
evocatively suggests:

It’s as if by choosing as his subject the ordinary everyday things that surround us all and by scrutinising
them closely, turning them over and inside out, he can find all the hidden complexity of the universe. The

  

 

  

   

   

    

   

  

   

   

  

   

   
   



whole world brewing in a ‘Teasmade’. (3)

While Brakhage attempts to transform vision through his often deliberately unfocused, haphazardly composed
images (to see outside of the constraints of practiced modes of vision), Smith mainly just wants to show, record
and document his world through a sometimes mobile (more so when Smith moves to video in the mid-1990s)
but more often than not closed-off camera (a conversational camera nevertheless that accompanies the words
that fill many of his soundtracks). In the process, time and its critical impact on place becomes the key, gently
moving leitmotif of his “economic” and prosaic cinema.

Smith’s cinema is difficult to encapsulate and describe, moving across the categories and boundaries of
documentary, fictional narrative, conceptual art and the contemporary artists’ film, as well as various other forms
of avant-garde cinema. Smith himself is somewhat uncomfortable (though characteristically accepting) with any
attempts to pigeon-hole his work – it is perhaps best to say that along with the often artisan work of filmmakers
such as Varda, Chris Marker, Corinne and Arthur Cantrill (to take an Australian example), and (sometimes) Derek
Jarman and Chantal Akerman, it documents the day-to-day process or act of filmmaking, and art as a quotidian,
living and incorporative process rather than as a rarefied means of heightened expression. Like all such cinema
it can therefore be fitted into no single category, open to the vagaries, digressions and often-extended time-
frames of filming, gathering, contemplating. Such cinema is still determined by choices, selections and
exclusions and combinations made by the filmmaker (there is little that is sordid, salacious or even traumatic
about their films) but is more open to “new” possibilities of content, style and representation (including the
impact of changing technology). These films are also much more likely to refer to their own conditions of
production – a point of almost constant awareness for Smith – as well as the spectator’s relationship to what is
unfolding on the screen.

In so doing, Smith’s films often explore several of the key parameters of cinematic form but in a fashion unlike
the more strident works of conceptual and structuralist cinema (a context of largely Co-op-fuelled, London-
based filmmaking from which Smith emerged in the early to mid-1970s). As A.L. Rees has suggested, two of his
earliest films – Associations (1975) and The Girl Chewing Gum (1976), both made while Smith was still a
Masters student at the Royal College of Art – establish the key formal questions and experiments that propel
pretty much all his subsequent work (4). Though similar in many respects, these two films contrast, respectively,
droll explorations of cinematic montage and the sequence shot. Nevertheless, I think it would be incorrect to
suggest that there is anything particularly schematic about Smith’s exploration of these two key parameters of
avant-garde cinema – his films are too playful and idiosyncratic to allow this – but such forms do create a
structure upon which he hangs multiple digressions, associations, observations and jokes (creating a potent
contrast to the often painfully playful work of Peter Greenaway in this mode – Smith’s films are often genuinely
funny).

The principles of montage and the long take are also extended to the soundtrack of his films. Often filled with
puns, associations, long digressions, personal testimonies, linguistic explorations and poetic reveries of thought
and language (just listen to the enjoyment at the sound words and their combinations the glazier-narrator
appears to experience at points in Slow Glass [1988-91]), Smith’s soundtracks alternate between a variety of
connections and disconnections between sound and image, long, extended stories (for example. the Poe-like
narration of The Black Tower [1985-7]) and collections of alliterative and even “found” words (and music in Lost
Sound [1998-2001]). Smith is also fascinated with the associative relationships thrown up by the dialectical
contrast between sound and image (a semiotic obsession he shares with Godard), often running words and
sounds over a collection of images in a manner that makes us question their connection and thus the “fidelity” of
either component.

Such an approach produces its most hilarious and profound effects
in The Girl Chewing Gum. The film consists of only two shots
showing, in turn, a bustling streetscape in East London and a
pylon-blighted country landscape that the narrator claims is “15-
miles” away. These two shots are matched to a combination of
ambient sound and matter-of-fact but somewhat urgent voiceover
narration. On the soundtrack, the narrator appears to be directing
all of the elements of the scene we are watching, moving even
the fixed, concrete elements of the world – buildings, sky, etc. –
to agree with his vision. The film does indeed look like a

documentary – and, of course, in a Griersonian sense, in many ways it still is. At first, the spectator is carried
along by the central conceit of the film’s formal structure, taken in by the familiarity of its sound and image
combinations. It soon becomes apparent – as the relation between image and sound starts to lag, flocks of birds
are instructed to fly through the frame, an outdoor wall clock is instructed to move its hands – that the
voiceover is actually recorded after the fact, and that the film is predominantly an examination of the
interpretative pre-eminence of sound, and particularly word, over image (Associations explores similar territory
by presenting a stream of variously associative images culled from Sunday supplement colour spreads that
“respond” to the soundtrack). The Girl Chewing Gum could easily have become a throwaway parody of
conventional documentary form – as is true of most contemporary mockumentaries which use the revelation of
their fictionalised “reality” as both punch-line and central point – but instead it powerfully explores the links

  



between image and sound, constantly making us aware – through a variety of subtle methods – of the multiple
ways in which such films tend to guide our reading of the image, while taking on, at times, an almost surreal
dimension. A key to Smith’s achievement in this film lies in extending this conceit to almost breaking point,
reconfiguring the relationship we commonly allow to be created between sound and image. But, as Nicky
Hamlyn suggests, this is fuelled by both a questioning and celebratory attitude towards such techniques: “He
delights in the power of narration at the same time as he questions it” (5).

Throughout most of the first, extended shot of The Girl Chewing Gum an alarm is heard on the soundtrack. It is
not until towards the end of this shot that the narrator draws attention to this element (in a way he hasn’t
addressed the soundtrack before) and relates it to an action unfolding on the screen – a young man in a coat
walking into frame is said to have just robbed the local post-office, the narrator describing his sweaty hand on
the gun in his pocket. Despite all that has come before, for a short time we wonder whether this is indeed true,
if in fact it is a conceivable interpretation of the combination of the alarm on the soundtrack and the way the
man walks through the frame. This quizzical moment pinpoints a key dimension of Smith’s cinema. Unlike many
of his counterparts in the British avant-garde, Smith is mostly interested in the juxtaposition of verbal, cinematic
and gestural language with forms of narrative storytelling. In some ways he uses his immediate surroundings
and day-to-day experiences to discover the raw materials and new possibilities for this storytelling. In the first
long take of Home Suite ([1993-4] his first long-form video work) these stories and legends are wound around a
soon to be replaced, ancient-looking toilet, spinning out in the third and final shot of the film (its three shots are
96-minutes long altogether) to incorporate the destruction of the whole neighbourhood around Smith’s home
to make way for the M11 Link Road, a project which completely ignores and obliterates anything of local
topographical and cultural significance. Smith’s most inventive use of the “bricolage” of reframed or “found”
images and voiceover narration is found in The Black Tower. Smith utilises the variously reframed, “ominous”
image of a hospital’s water-tower – a built form that can actually be seen from the back of his house, across a
graveyard – to weave a disturbing, symbolic tale of urban transformation and dread. Over the last 20 years,
Smith’s films have become understandably preoccupied and concerned with changes in the topography of East
London. The title of one of Smith’s most celebrated films, Blight (1994-6), indicating a shift of perspective, a
somewhat bleaker and more direct vision of urban decay and supposed renewal. It is quite revealing that this
film also includes Smith’s most composed soundtrack, a combination of residents’ testimonies and specially
recorded, emotive music orchestrated by Jocelyn Pook.

As suggested earlier in this article, the key concerns of Smith’s cinema are time and place. Two of the
filmmaker’s most profound examinations of these pockmarked terrains are Slow Glass and Lost Sound. Slow
Glass is an extended work structured around the combination of a digressive, at times annoying but ultimately
quite moving voiceover of an old-fashioned glazier (voiced by sometime collaborator Ian Bourn) and a series of
images largely “containing” glass forms and objects. In many ways it is an emblematic Smith film. Shot and
compiled over a period of three years, it is testament to the painstaking, temporally defined approach that the
filmmaker often takes to his work, documenting small and more dramatic changes in architecture, light and
topography (it often shows the “same” place with the same framing at two or more different points in time). The
film takes glass as its central metaphor, highlighting its definition as a liquid rather than a solid form (and thus, in
the process, questioning the solidity of things that are seen through it). It is a film that dwells on both drastic and
gradual change, but that is ultimately about a more general impermanence of things (buildings, professions,
objects and even modes of expression). In a manner typical of Smith’s work, it makes us contemplate the
apparatus of lenses, viewfinders, mirrors and screens through which we watch cinema, Slow Glass included.

One of Smith’s most recent films, Lost Sound is equally
responsive to the peculiarities and temporality of place. It is
also a somewhat melancholy examination of both discarded
sounds (shown in the “physical” form of strands of audio-
tape) and a blighted urban landscape. It is in many ways a
conceptual or process work – Smith and his collaborator
Graeme Miller scouted a limited area of East London over an
extended period of time to find strands of discarded audio-
tape; these “discoveries” were then filmed in situ, ambient
location sound recorded, the tape itself “recovered”, digitised
and then played over the recorded images and sounds.
Typically, the subsequent combination of image and sound registers as both documentation and as a controlling
and manipulating aesthetic technique (for example, it is sometimes reversed or played backwards, matching
similar visual experimentation). Lost Sound emerges as a strangely moving film that indirectly documents the
changing topography and impermanent occupation of the East London landscape – surprisingly the majority of
found music on this tape is of East Asian or African origin or derivation. Like Slow Glass, Lost Sound lets us hear,
taste and see the impermanence of things, the ephemeral details of sound, image, light, macro and microscopic
events that make up a community. Although Smith’s films are wonderfully non-systematic in their portrait of a
specific community structured upon its environment, they are also profound, humorous and small-scale
manifestations of a much more universal human experience.

When watching much of Smith’s work I am also reminded of an episode of the classic British comedy Hancock’s
Half Hour. In this particular instalment Hancock spends the entire duration of the show just wandering about his



home, spending time interacting with the small details of the bed-sit world that surrounds him. The drama of
this episode is not conventionally dramatic, its solipsism not necessarily problematic, and its philosophical bent
not particularly existential, and yet its insights into the way people relate to their environment are gently
profound. It is from similar small moments and observations that John Smith creates such an equally captivating,
garden-variety universe. He moves hesitantly from the micro to the macrocosmic, and from the world inside a
bathroom, a toilet or bedroom to the street outside. As Smith himself self-deprecatingly states: “If I’m planning
a film I’ll start with one shot, and there won’t be a second unless there’s a reason for it. Basically, you’re starting
with your navel and then moving out from that” (6).

A retrospective of John Smith’s work is being shown at the Melbourne Cinémathèque on Wednesday November
26 at 6:30pm (screening at the Australian Centre for the Moving Image) and on Thursday November 27 at
7:00pm (screening at RMIT University’s Radio Theatre). Installation and film works by Smith and Miranda
Pennell are also being exhibited at Performance Space in Sydney from December 3-13, see here.

Endnotes
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Rooms with a View: Watching John Smith’s Hotel
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Watching John Smith’s playfully inquisitive, profoundly
interiorised and often “hushed” Hotel Diaries is a
curious and sometimes unsettling experience.
Comprised of eight episodes (though the Rotterdam
entries * “Pyramids”/“Skunk” * are always screened as a
double episode) shot over a six-year period in a range
of European and Middle-Eastern cities (Cork, Berlin,
Winterthur, Bristol, Rotterdam, Bethlehem/Jerusalem)
it provides an intimate, mischievous and sometimes
angry response to the political events occurring
outside – and often at some distance from – the
various hotel rooms that Smith occupies and blithely

comments upon. Shot intermittently but pointedly in a range of cities Smith was visiting, often to introduce
screenings of his films at various festivals, it is predominantly concerned with the dislocation or disconnection
between the world inside the often-unitary hotel rooms and that found or seen outside. For example, Smith
opens the final episode with a quick visual survey of his nondescript hotel room playfully situating each
transferable object in a different city. Like many of Smith’s films Hotel Diaries seems carefully structured and
circumstantial, premeditated and improvised. Initially conceived in Cork in October 2001, its development as a
longer-form project only took shape once the various episodes – screened individually at numerous locations
across this period and also as an installation of side-by-side monitors – started to suggest a “complete” work.
The final episode, “Six Years Later” (shot on the 20th of October 2007), is therefore an explicit attempt to unify
and further structure the work, returning to a different, more modern hotel in Cork almost six years to the day
after the first, slightly panicked episode. Characteristically, it provides both something of a conclusion and a
more open-ended, circumspect, faltering coda.

As some other commentators have suggested, Hotel Diaries is something of a departure for Smith. Most of the
films he has made over the last 40 years have concerned themselves with his immediate or local environment,
sometimes not moving beyond the neighbourhood streets of his East London home. In its more extreme form,
such as the three shot, 96-minute video work Home Suite (1994), Smith can find enough fascination and points
of contemplation within the interior of his own domestic environment (the well-used toilet a particular source
of inspiration for this film). In this regard, Hotel Diaries is a continuation of these earlier works, but it also moves
Smith out from the familiar terrain of home to the anonymous spaces and experiences characteristic of
international tourism (there are numerous plays in the film on the comforting and alienating uniformity of hotel
interiors). Nevertheless, although Smith views the various hotel rooms he ventures into with a wary eye, he is
often quite complimentary about a particular item of décor, a specific arrangement of objects, or the comforting
lived-in wear-and-tear of some of the establishments he visits. Hotel Diaries is also the most explicitly or
straightforwardly political of all the films Smith has made. Nevertheless, it would be incorrect to say that his
earlier films are not also political in terms of their concern for local environments, cultures, languages and even
temporalities, and the ways in which these are questioned and obliterated by modernisation and urban
development. This engaged localism is a key element of such works as Lost Sound (2001), Home Suite, Slow
Glass (1991) and Blight (1996). In this regard, Hotel Diaries continues a preoccupation with the relationship
between the local and the global, the micro and the macroscopic, the world inside an anonymous hotel room
and that teeming outside.

The first part of the “series” – “Frozen War” – is in many ways the most striking, immediate and questioning
section of this intermittently created work. Filmed less than a month after the September 11 attacks on New
York’s World Trade Center, it finds a profound metaphor for the discomfort and dread provoked by those events



– and their aftermath – in the frozen image Smith finds on his television set when he returns to his room around
1:41 in the morning. It would be tempting to discuss Smith’s response to this troublingly stilled image in terms
that allude to Roland Barthes’ key distinction between photography and cinema in Camera Lucida: Reflections
on Photography: the deathly frozen countenance of the snapshot against the continuum of the moving image.
In this regard, part of what fascinates and worries Smith is the tearing out of an image from a continuum, an
arresting of temporality that speaks to the seemingly overwhelming calamity of specific global events and their
localised implications. But Smith’s response to this image is more circumspect and situated than it might first
appear. Although he wonders what has happened to the BBC transmitter and studio in London to affect this
“failure” of continuity and information, he is more concerned about what this can also tell us about the
multitude of civilian deaths meted out “simultaneously” by both Britain and the United States in the bombing of
Afghanistan, then in its second night of execution. As in much of Smith’s work, there is a profound sense of
relativity and sympathy at play here. Although the film is restricted to the filmmaker’s immediate surroundings
and visual perspective – and none of the eight episodes moves beyond the corridor outside the room, only
seeing the filmmaker when he is reflected in a mirror or shiny surface – it uses the immediate materials of this
environment to suggest a series of pointed but strangely organic connections to the world outside.

Of course, part of what worries and concerns Smith in this series of films is a sense of impotence, an anger at the
mundane worlds we routinely occupy and think about while acts of aggression, prejudice and imperialism are
carried out in our names. But Smith is also profoundly interested in the objects and signs he encounters,
bringing an off-the-cuff inquisitiveness to his and our encounters with, for example, the lifting tiles of the roof
of a hotel room in Bethlehem, a glass partition to the bathroom in Berlin, the ironically Orwellian nomenclature
and implications of Room 101 in Winterthur, the snacks and mini-bars he finds in various locations. As in many of
Smith’s films, these encounters with the immediate physical environment are guided by the filmmaker’s chatty
and exploratory voiceover. (Actually, it isn’t strictly a voiceover as it is seemingly produced – often in the
hushed tones of early morning – at the same time as the images are captured.) It is this voiceover and Smith’s
palpably physical camerawork that acts to draw explicit, implicit and sometimes unexpected connections
between the often-disparate elements that are drawn into the film’s web or ambit. At times this approach can
seem a little too calculated, such as when the second episode, “Museum Piece” – probably the most artfully
constructed in the series – ends with a droll reference to Schindler’s List (Steven Spielberg, 1993) in the
context of a story about Smith’s feeling of apprehensiveness at going inside Berlin’s Jewish Museum due to
contemporary Israeli military actions and government policy.

My description of Hotel Diaries may make it sound as if it is an overly sober and humourless work – but nothing
could be further from the truth. Although “Frozen War” questions the import and meaning of an image severed
from the continuous chatter of information and communication that characterises the BBC’s 24-hour news
service, it is also concerned with the world – both immediate and somewhat more distant – around this image.
Many of the other episodes of this series are more playfully occupied with the quirky and idiosyncratic details of
décor that mark each distinct hotel room, but “Frozen War” finds its key point of contrast or comic/cosmic
comparison in “the stool thing for putting suitcases on” that stands next to the television set. As the shot unfolds
in real time – all but one of the eight episodes is made up of a single take (the exception, “Dirty Pictures”, has
only two) – Smith becomes distracted from his off-the-cuff discussion of the image on screen by the ubiquity
and ultimate pointlessness of this particular object: “That really is such a useless fucking bit of furniture”. In
many respects Smith’s films are preoccupied by mise en scène, as well as with the ability to craft stories – or
fragments of stories – from the bits of information that dot our immediate environments. It is a gently essayistic,
conversational cinema of connections or connectivity that can effortlessly range across such subjects as the
filmmaker’s supposed lisp, Berlin’s Jewish Museum, Israel’s appalling activities in Palestine, the wall of a
bathroom, the magic of an electric blind we can’t see, a silent screening of Federico Fellini’s La Strada (1954) in
a bar downstairs, the Holocaust, the odd fruit patterns on the hallway carpet, and a characteristic pun on the title
Schindler’s List. The wonder of Smith’s cinema is that he can make such surprising connections seem
completely natural, almost inevitable, and combine this with a pointed critique of foreign policy and the
outrageous activities of various nation-states. There is also a wonderful, characteristically open, improvised and
self-deprecating moment when, as he reaches the end of the hall and his frame is filled with the nondescript
image of a blank wall, Smith states: “I’ll leave that bit of space for the imagination”.

Although Hotel Diaries returns to Cork for its final episode, both neatly summarising the concerns and circularity
of the previous sections and questioning the possibility of saying something complete or conclusive about
anything (“Anyway, I don’t really know where I’m going with this”), it is the penultimate episode – “Dirty
Pictures” – that provides the series’ logical conclusion or denouement. All of the previous episodes have
incorporated discussion and condemnation of Israeli and Western actions in the Middle East, providing
information (in voiceover, on televisions screens, across the text crawl added to Smith’s images on one episode)
about parallel events occurring in Palestine, Iraq, Afghanistan and the West (such as the re-election of Bush,
British military atrocities, the initial bombings of Afghanistan, Blair’s appointment as a Middle-Eastern envoy,
etc). This incessant but subtly integrated material suggests that the key approach of Hotel Diaries will be to
maintain a sense of explicit distance (or distanciation) between the European hotel rooms that the filmmaker is
billeted in and the events occurring in far away Iraq, Afghanistan and Palestine. It is therefore something of a
surprise when we realise that Smith is in a hotel room in Bethlehem, his camera showing the wall that separates
Palestinian and Israeli territory. This is the only episode of the film that is shot during daytime and is divided into
two parts, metaphorically recognising the key division between Palestine and Israel and the physical and



metaphorical spaces or places that each occupies. In the second half of this episode Smith returns to the
footage he had previously shot in the Bethlehem Inn and expresses dissatisfaction with both the quality of the
images and the lack of a contextualising voiceover for the material he shot through his hotel room window. This
second section is dominated by his account of crossing the checkpoint between Bethlehem and East Jerusalem
(occupied by Israel) and has little of the humour that structures other sections. But there is still a striking
continuity between this episode and those that have preceded it. From the safety of his securely positioned
hotel room Smith summons the world outside, providing a set of troubling connections and parallel stories that
disable our ability to simply close the door and immerse ourselves in the bland comforts and décor of modern
life.

Hotel Diaries  (2001-2007 Britain 81 mins)
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