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opposite page: John Smith, Worst Case Scenario, 2001–2003, stills from a black-and-white and color film in 35 mm transferred to video, 18 minutes.
above: John Smith, The Black Tower, 1985–87, still from a color film in 16 mm, 24 minutes.

Funny Games
Stuart CoMer talkS with john SMith

John Smith’s films and videos, made over the past four decades, are puzzles that won’t be solved. Just when the logic of their structural precision
begins to seem familiar to those acquainted with British and North American experimental filmmaking, Smith’s dark wit diverts the viewer into
unexpected and unruly networks of meaning and absurdity. Smith studied at the Royal College of Art (RCA) in London and is indebted to the
Brechtian outlook of the London Film-Makers’ Co-op, of which he was a member; his explorations of perception and narration open up cinematic
possibilities that remain strikingly prescient and relevant in the digital age. While his work has recently migrated from its roots in London’s East
End to the artist’s travels through the border zones of the Middle East and Cyprus, it has likewise found new, far-flung exhibition venues, from the
recent Berlin Biennale to MoMA PS1 in New York and the RCA, where a retrospective was held; a DVD compilation of his work will be released by
LUX this month. Committed to defamiliarizing what we see and hear but never offering easy experiences of resolution, Smith has produced an
important body of work that reorients our critical bearings as the outpouring of images becomes ever more promiscuous. Tate Modern curator
Stuart Comer talks to the filmmaker about his deft use of strategic ambiguity and disorderly humor.
May 2011

251

STUART COMER: Documentary films are allegedly
about evidence; in your films, the evidence itself often
functions as the “crime.” For instance, in one of your
best-known works, The Girl Chewing Gum [1976],
the voice-over narration, the linguistic clues, are
completely misleading with respect to the image.
JOHN SMITH: When I made The Girl Chewing Gum,
I became aware of just how powerful the word can
be in determining how we understand an image. The
film is composed of only two shots, and what you see
for the first eleven minutes is just a documentary
shot of people on the street in East London in the
1970s. But what you hear is a voice “directing” all
of the action that happens, as if it were a fictional
movie being filmed.
SC: It’s now recognized as a crucial precedent for so
much work today that is concerned with scrambling
the line between fact and fiction. How did you arrive
at such an early conception of both narrative and
formal subterfuge?
JS: Well, I’m not sure, but when I put the voice-over
onto The Girl Chewing Gum, it was a revelation.
I became fascinated by just how ambiguous and
mutable documentary images can be, and by how
powerfully a voice-over can affect the way we see
those images, even when we know that the voiceover is fictitious. After I finished school at the RCA
in 1977, I was asked to make a thirty-minute documentary for Thames Television, part of a series of six
documentaries held together only by the fact that
none of the people who made them had made a film
for television before.
And I thought, “OK, I’ve been offered the opportunity to make a film that will be screened on mainstream TV, I’m going to make an antidocumentary.
I’m going to make a film that actually undermines
documentary while at the same time is one.” I wanted
to work with a subject that would be familiar to
viewers, where there would be an expectation about
how that subject might be addressed, so I decided to
make a film that revolved around living in high-rise
housing. At that time in Britain, the utopian vision
of social housing in apartment blocks was falling
apart, and everyone knew about the issues involved.
SC: That was the ostensible subject.
JS: Yes, but in fact my main aim was to pull apart
ideas about documentary, to expose how documentary “evidence” could be shaped to fit the filmmaker’s
agenda. I recorded people talking about the places
where 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 whether it was
a good place or a bad place, where people were making what could appear to be contradictory statements
about the place, although of course they’re not contradictory at all. They’re only contradictory in the
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opposite page: John Smith,
The Girl Chewing Gum, 1976,
stills from a black-and-white
film in 16 mm, 12 minutes.

this page: John Smith,
Associations, 1975, stills
from a color film in 16 mm,
7 minutes. rebus for
“ass-so-ci-ations.”

“Much of my work makes
propositions about images that
we objectively know are untrue.”
—John Smith
simplistic terms that a second-rate conventional television documentary would deal in.
SC: Why did you feel the need to go beyond the structuralist approaches to film and art that held sway at
the time?
JS: From the beginning, although I was very interested in the ideas around, for want of a better word,
structural film or materialist film, I was also always
interested in narrative. There was always an element of humor and play in my work. And there was
a lot more of that in the American work—Michael
Snow, Hollis Frampton, Owen Land—than there
was in the British work.
So, for example, when I first saw Snow’s Wavelength
[1967], that was an incredibly formative moment, to
see the narrative elements in that film—something
I’d been trying to do myself already, not knowing
that other people were working in that way, trying
to integrate what were essentially narrative episodes
inside a formal structure and to create a tension
between these moments of illusion and the constant
reference to the fact that we’re looking at something
that is constructed.
SC: This element of play in your work allows you to
undermine the same rules that you use to structure
your films.
JS: Oh, 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
making work where you set up a framework within
which things operate, where the viewer gradually
gets to learn the language, gets to anticipate what’s
going to happen next—and then expectation is
thwarted. The rules change. Unpredictable things
happen. A new language develops.
SC: Were you looking at Surrealist film?
JS: One of my most magical cinema memories, actu-

ally, is of the first time I ever saw a Surrealist film. I
went to an all-night screening at the Electric Cinema
in Notting Hill Gate when I was about seventeen,
and it was wonderful, because I’d never seen a Buñuel
film before. I went to sleep in Exterminating Angel
and then woke up in Franju’s Judex, I think, and then
went back to sleep and woke up in Borowczyk’s Goto,
l’île d’amour. There was this fantastic merging of
different things.
I only found out later about the story of Breton
and the Surrealists going to the cinema at any time
during the program, and once they actually started
to work out what the narrative was, that was time to
leave and move on to the next cinema.
SC: It’s a great story, because like those kinds of ludic
experiences, your work is also undeniably funny.
JS: The humor comes out of my interest in how different things have different meanings depending on
the context in which they’re presented. An enormous
amount of my work, usually through words, makes
propositions about images that we objectively know
are untrue. But because of the power of language,
it’s easy for us to imagine the scenario that’s being
described. So humor comes out of that, I think, where
you’re looking at something that’s ambiguous and
being given an alternative reading for it. It’s not a
premeditated strategy at all.
That being said, I’m really pleased that the work
does have humor, not least because it’s important to
me to get a reaction to the work. If you make 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 Associations [1975], which is basically a cinematic rebus using magazine images to create visual
puns. Although it uses representational advertising
images in a Pop manner, they are chained to this linguistic game.
JS: All I can say is that I have always had a penchant
for a bad pun, which I can’t quite resist. Wordplay is
just one way of playing with meaning. I was reassured to find that I was not alone, when I got to see
Owen Land’s work. I discovered that both of us
explore puns to the extreme and squeeze out every
last drop of possible meaning from our material.
SC: How did that approach relate to something like
The Black Tower [1985–87]?
JS: Well, almost all my work comes out of personal
experience, things that I might encounter in everyday life and imagine in a different context. The
Black Tower came about because that was a building I could see from the bedroom of the house I
moved into in Leytonstone in East London in the
early 1980s. At the end of the film, there is a shot
across a railway track and a graveyard. You can see
the tower in the distance, and that was actually the
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left: John Smith, The Black Tower,
1985–87, stills from a color film
in 16 mm, 24 minutes.

right, from top: John Smith,
Six Years Later (Hotel Diaries 8),
2007, still from a color video,
9 minutes. John Smith, Throwing
Stones (Hotel Diaries 3), 2004,
still from a color video, 11 minutes.
John Smith, Frozen War (Hotel
Diaries 1), 2001, still from
a color video, 11 minutes.
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“In The Black Tower, I wanted to
shift between representation and
abstraction so that the black we
see on the screen could just be an
absence of image. But it could just
as easily be a perfectly represented
night sky. They would look exactly
the same.” —John Smith

view from my bedroom window when I moved into
this place.
The “narrative” of The Black Tower is about somebody who notices a building. The building follows
him around, he keeps seeing it in different places,
and it eventually leads to his mental breakdown. But
it comes out of that very real and ordinary experience
most of us have when we travel in an area where there
is a distinctive tall building that pops up in unpredictable places, wherever you might be.
I filmed the tower from as many different positions as I could, and I framed it so that it appeared as
though it were in a different place in each of the
shots. So, for example, it’s actually in the city, but
at one time I see it over some trees, and I frame it so
the only other thing you can see around it is trees—
suggesting that the tower has gone to the country. I
constructed a narrative around the places that these
images suggested: One image showed the tower next
to a hospital, so I knew my protagonist would get
sick. Another showed it behind a high wall, so I
decided he would visit a prison. Another showed it
looming over a graveyard, so I knew that he had to
die. The narrative is a deliberate pastiche of a supernatural short story; the specific details were not
important to me. I was more interested in the power
of stories generally, how stories can determine the
reading of images and how they can transport us to
imaginary places.
SC: The Black Tower, then, seems like a bridge
between earlier films, like The Girl Chewing Gum,
and later projects like “Hotel Diaries” [2001–2007].
One becomes highly aware of the frame as a border
between inside and outside, between us and them—
there’s a sense of paranoia, even surveillance, that
really builds throughout the film.
JS: Yes, The Black Tower is probably the first film

where I’m dealing largely with what you don’t see and
what’s actually excluded from one’s vision. The film
restricts visual information in two different ways.
One is through framing: I film in very tight close-up
at times, so although you’re looking at a representational image, you’ve got no idea of what it represents,
because you’re just looking at a flat color field. So,
for example, you might be looking at a clear blue sky.
But there’s just a sky-blue surface. Or you might see
something that looks exactly like that same surface,
and then a teacup gets placed on it, and you realize
it’s a kitchen work top of the same color.
The other kind of not-revealing has to do with
darkness. For nearly half of The Black Tower, there’s
no image on the screen. The image is completely
black. I wanted to shift between representation and
abstraction so that the black we see on the screen
could just be an absence of image. It could just be
black film leader. But it could just as easily be a photographic image of a perfectly represented night sky,
or the surface of the wall of a black building in the
middle of the day in bright sunlight. All of those
images would look exactly the same.
SC: I love the persistent idea of the monochrome in
the film.
JS: In some ways it’s my most extreme film: At one
end it’s completely naturalistic, illusionistic mainstream cinema, and at the other it’s total abstraction.
I was trying to make a piece that moves backward
and forward between those two things. We get psychologically involved in a story but are then constantly
reminded that in fact we’re looking at something
that’s complete artifice. So there’s this controlling
and releasing going on in the film.
SC: That oscillation seems related to the kind of
urbanism that your films propose, of engaging with
the fact of a city or location—and then with its depiction and representation. It’s an investigation of the
politics of spaces and pictures. And I think it bears
mentioning that in your newer work, you have
increasingly been addressing specific political situations and global concerns that are quite far removed
from the everyday in the East End.
JS: Yes. In “Hotel Diaries,” I use my hotel rooms as
found film sets and find ways of manipulating the
meanings of the objects, pictures, and furnishings
that I find there to make metaphoric connections
with events occurring in the world outside. So
although “Hotel Diaries” addresses issues that are
outside my own experience, it’s also centered on my
familiarity with the mundane minutiae of these different hotel rooms. These works come out of the fact
that because of the pervasive horrors of the world, all
the wars that are happening in the world at the
moment, everything inevitably reminds you of them.
SC: Where was the first “Hotel Diary” shot?

JS: In Ireland in October 2001. So it was only a few
weeks after 9/11. It came out of a very immediate,
traumatic experience, and I happened to have my
video camera with me, and I decided I was going to
start filming and talking. It was a completely spontaneous piece of work.
SC: That actually raises a question about shifts in
technology. During the Film-Makers’ Co-op years,
you were working primarily with 16-mm film. Now,
like many artists, you’ve made a shift to video, which
is a more portable medium and allows you to work
in a very different way. Was that a natural transition
for you?
JS: Sort of. I never made any video work at all until
1993, when I made a series of three video pieces that
ended up as one longer piece called Home Suite
[1993–94], which is similar in form to “Hotel
Diaries.” It’s three long shots, each about half an
hour long, where the shot is framed mainly in
close-up, traveling around the interior of a house
that I lived in at the time.
But I think the reason I started working with video
had indeed very much to do with technology. I’ve
always worked on my own; I don’t usually like working with other people. So I rarely worked with synced
sound, and I nearly always filmed and recorded my
sound at separate times. When portable, affordable
video came along, where you could get really good
images and record sound simultaneously, I was
excited. It enabled me to be spontaneous and work
very quickly, which was a refreshing change from the
long-winded process of 16-mm production.
I’ve been working entirely on video for some years
now, but in two quite different ways. There are some
pieces that retain that spontaneity of video, but in
others I’m using it in as close a way to film as I can,
especially now that HD has become affordable.
SC: For many filmmakers associated with the Co-op
or with structuralism, it is a real problem to show
their films transferred to video. Is that something that
bothers you?
JS: For most of my work, it isn’t an issue at all.
Although it’s about construction, most of my work is
not concerned with the physicality of the material.
That being said, there are a number of films I cannot bear to show on video—those that are edited in
camera, like Leading Light [1975] and my first
Hackney Marshes film [1977], which is shot on a
Bolex camera; when you start a Bolex, the first frame
of the film is slightly overexposed. So whenever
the camera starts and stops, you get this slight flash
on every cut. In these films, the materiality of the
medium is important—I just can’t bear to see those
flash frames transferred onto video; they make no
sense that way.
SC: Much of your work in the past few years has
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John Smith, Flag Mountain,
2010, still from a color hD video,
8 minutes.

“‘Hotel Diaries’ comes out of the
fact that because of the pervasive
horrors of the world, all the wars that
are happening in the world at the
moment, everything and every detail
inevitably reminds you of them.”
—John Smith
been seen as often in exhibitions and galleries as it
has in the cinema, notably in the recent Berlin
Biennale and in your survey at the RCA in 2010.
JS: For me, the big issue in relation to gallery exhibition is that the majority of my work is linear, durational work, and ideally I want people to come in at
the beginning and stay right until the end, and I certainly don’t want them coming in at the middle and
leaving in the middle or, even worse, coming in at the
middle and leaving a minute and a half later. So the
fact that my films are shown a lot in galleries now has
certainly influenced my recent work. For example,
I much prefer Flag Mountain [2010] as a gallery
installation than as a linear film—it was conceived
with a looped exhibition format in mind. The sound
track of that film, which was shot in Nicosia, Cyprus,
starts off with the sound of a Muslim call to prayer,
transitions to the Turkish national anthem, and ends
with bells from a Greek Orthodox church. So if we
look at it as a linear work, it ends with Christianity,
that’s the resolution. But that’s certainly not something I’m trying to suggest in the film. What I’m trying to suggest, rather, is a continuous dialogue—or a
lack thereof, but a kind of ongoing back-and-forth—
between two different communities, whether political, ethnic, or religious. So the continuous looping,
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with no titles and no apparent beginning or end, is
crucial to the reading of the work.
SC: How does this extremely open-ended form square
with your fascination with didactics? Shepherd’s
Delight [1980–84], for instance, takes the form of a
lecture. There is an idea of pedagogy, or even something official or authoritarian that you’re taking the
piss out of.
JS: My films are very antiauthoritarian in general.
When the work starts to become authoritarian itself,
it has to eat its own tail. It has to destroy itself.
I was thinking recently about Brecht’s ideas about
alienation, the lasting impact that they had on me,
and the structural filmmaker’s idea that you must
always draw attention to construction. For a long
time, I wondered whether my obsessive need to
reveal artifice and construction might just come from
a kind of accidental indoctrination, almost a religion
attained because of the time I happened to go to film
school. But then I realized it’s much simpler. On a
purely visceral level, the film and video work by other
people that engages me the most is the work that
makes me aware of its construction and draws attention to its artifice. And it’s not necessarily to do with
the physical splice, it might be virtual, it might just
have to do with somebody dragging something along
on a time line. Forgetting about the politics of it all,
which I nevertheless still agree with, it’s ironic that
the thing that excites me most about the critical strategy of alienation, or baring the device, is that it
engages me in such a physical way.
SC: Your interest in the way film is installed, the way
it engages bodily experience, harks back to the Co-op
years, when there were also a lot of projection-based
performances. Is that type of expanded cinema something you ever engaged?
JS: Well, only in that before I ever made my own
films I used to do light shows for bands. That was
how I got interested in filmmaking.
SC: Were they psychedelic light shows?
JS: Yes. From the age of seventeen, I used to do the
light shows at the local college with a couple of friends.
When the student union had money, they used to get
really big bands in and pay us to do a light show every
couple of weeks. My friend’s father ran a photographic
shop in Dalston, down the road from where we are
sitting now in Hackney. And one of the things that he
sold was ex-government, ex-army photographic equipment. It meant that we could get hold of 16-mm film
projectors for almost nothing, and also found footage,
instructional documentary films with names like Your
Skin or Your Hair and Scalp, which were quite fun. As
well as having live action, they’d also have animation
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

we used to do was project 16-mm film loops from
multiple projectors, and I was just amazed at how I
could select a little bit of film to make a loop from
one of these found-footage films, show several loops
on several different projectors, and all of a sudden,
completely accidentally, all of these relationships
would occur between one image and the next. I discovered that you can put any two images together
with each other, and it’s going to create a meaning.
Coincidences will always occur. By projecting images
next to each other or superimposing them, I discovered a process of live editing.
In fact, the first 16-mm film I made was a film
called Triangles [1972], which was an abstract animation cut to the Velvet Underground song “White
Light/White Heat.” I made the film from loops that
I had shot for the light show, three little painted
black-and-white cardboard triangles that I animated.
When I converted it into a single-screen film, I put
different loops of film through a printer and superimposed them. But I also used exactly the same sort
of process I was using in the light show, which
involved projecting different black-and-white highcontrast film loops through colored gels, spinning
wheels of color gels, which changed the colors and
alternated colors—superimposing two colors makes
a third color and all of that. So it was very simple.
SC: Did that ever bring you into contact with people
like Gustav Metzger and the Boyle Family, who were
artists but also famously produced light environments
for the likes of Soft Machine and Jimi Hendrix?
JS: No. But I was really interested in Mark Boyle. At
the time, I bought this book about him called Journey
to the Surface of the Earth [1970]. There are fantastic descriptions of many of the things the Boyle
Family did, like the “sensual laboratory,” for which
they projected blown-up details of the human body
as part of a live performance, as well as the light
shows with Soft Machine, of course, which were
more like what I was doing.
I have always cited Truffaut’s Day for Night as the
inspiration for The Girl Chewing Gum. But actually,
I was recently looking at the Boyle book again and
rediscovered a description of a performance that
recounts how he invited people to a backstreet somewhere, and they went into the back entrance of a
building and found themselves in this auditorium,
like a little cinema, in a grubby theater-type space
with curtains across the screen at the front. And
when everybody sat down, the curtains were opened
to reveal the view through a shopwindow onto a
street. So the audience watched what was going on
in the street: real life as performance.
John Smith’s films Associations, The Girl Chewing Gum, and Om can be
seen at the 42nd Art Basel in June; a new installation work by Smith will
feature in a solo exhibition at PEER in London this October.
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left: John Smith, Shepherd’s Delight,
1980–84, stills from a color film
in 16 mm, 35 minutes.
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right: John Smith, Triangles, 1972,
stills from a color film in 16 mm,
3 minutes.
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