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ABSTRACT 

An exploration of nostalgia, memory, and how we place our existence in 

the world within the context of what has come before us. In an act of self-

exploration, artist Ryan Jenkins allows himself to be overcome with his alternate 

personality, The Archivist, to create a multimedia installation in the West Hall 

Gallery of Rensselaer Polytechnic Institute, which exhibited from April 28-31 from 

5:30-8:30pm, 2016.   How do we decide to compartmentalize our memory for 

safekeeping? How do you prioritize experience for future recall and preservation 

of its accuracy? What do we deem as accurate? How do we stomach the 

dissonance between expectation and reality in our own life experiences? 

 

In This Thesis, the author mirrors the narrative of the multimedia 

installation and creates an artistic document meant to accompany the work.  He 

weaves the artistic narrative of script writing with the obsessive and neurotic 

tendencies of the Archivist.  Much like in his artwork, the tension and struggle 

between Ryan and the Archivist is present as they work together to deeper 

understand their process and relationship through writing.  
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PREFACE 

 
The work of an Archivist: 

“Assess: Not every record has enduring value, and archivists don’t keep every 

record that comes their way. Instead, archivists select records, a process that 

requires an understanding of the historical context in which the records were 

created, the uses for which they were intended, and their relationships to other 

sources. 

Collect and Organize: Archivists arrange and describe the collection of records, 

in accordance with national and international standards of practice. 

Preserve: Because materials in archival collections are unique, specialized, or 

rare, archivists strive to protect records from physical damage and theft so that 

they can be used today and in the future. Increasingly archivists play a key role in 

ensuring that digital records, which may quickly grow obsolete, will be available 

when needed in the future. 

Provide Access: Archivists identify the essential evidence of our society and 

ensure its availability for use by students, teachers, researchers, organization 

leaders, historians, and a wide range of individuals with information needs. Many 

archivists also plan and direct exhibitions, publications, and other outreach 

programs to broaden the use of collections, helping people find and understand 

the information they need.” (Society of American Archivists 2016, sec. 2) 
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Figure 0.1: Director’s notebook page 1, 2013 
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Figure 0.2: Director’s notebook page 2, 2013



 

1 

 
1. SETTING THE SCENE 

 
FADE IN: 
INT. ATTIC ROOM - (CAM) BIRD'S EYE P.O.V 
 

 
Figure 1.1: The Archivist awakes           Figure 1.2: Archivist stretching 
 

SCENE DIRECTION 
 

It is Morning; orange hues fill through the window facing the east. The 
window is dirty, and the space has a feeling of perpetual dust.  The kind of thing 
that can’t be swept, mopped, or sucked away.  Every element of the space feels 
as if effort was given but eventually understood as futile.  There is a lingering 
presence of pride for the space, but it is buried under the detritus of the work.   A 
bed sits on the eastern side of the room beneath the window, flanked by a large 
dresser and various objects; discarded suitcases, filing cabinets, storage boxes.  
The Archivist lay in bed motionless, eyes open staring at the wall across from the 
bed.  

We hear him slowly stretch underneath the sheets.  The bed frame creaks 
and bends as the Archivist stretches out his long and gangly toes around the 
bottom of the frame.     

 
Director Notes: 
 

 I was born in Chelmsford, Massachusetts at a hospital that my dad can 

never remember the name of, which is a trait I somehow out of all things 

inherited from him.  I have an older sister, six years and five months to be exact, 

and while our history is a bit bumpy nothing was outside what I would consider 

the norm of sibling rivalry and competition.  Later on in life we became great 
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friends, and are to this day. I lived in the same house for all of my childhood.  My 

Father worked the same job, in the same plant, in the same city, making the 

same product, for his entire working career.  My mother was a hippy child from 

Vermont who suffered a brutal childhood at the hands of her stepmother and 

absent minded alcoholic Father.  Her biological Mother and Father separated at a 

young age.  Her mother died due to alcohol addiction when she was fourteen.  

To be honest, I know little to nothing about her side of the family, besides the few 

people that remain a part of my life to this day - one of four sisters, and her 

alcoholic brother.  He took me fishing once when I was small and let me shoot 

guns with him.  My Mother’s dedication to us as children, and to the foster 

children we later brought on, stemmed from her revolt against her own 

upbringing.  I always admired her for being able to break the cycle of alcoholism 

and abuse that plagued her family, and while she undoubtedly had to deal with 

that pain mentally, she never showed it to any of us or let her past scare us.  To 

this day I still know very little of the details, and they are not shared with me 

when asked.  I know she rode dirt bikes in Arizona when she was a young teen.  

I know her biological Mother lived there in the desert for a while before her death. 

I know her step Mother put her arm through the wringer on the washing tub. I 

know she never learned to swim because her stepmother would push her head 

under the water as punishment.  

I was deeply reliant on my mother at a very young age for reasons I still 

don’t fully understand.  Reasons that both I, and in turn the Archivist, attempt to 

unearth.  I was a momma’s boy.  I remember in kindergarten my mother would 
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pick me up from school on her lunch break and take me home to watch The Price 

is Right and eat cinnamon toast at the dinner table. She did this because I 

couldn’t handle the idea of not seeing her for such a long period of time.  I 

wouldn’t sleep over at any of my friend’s houses until I was at least 14. Other 

houses and people seemed incredibly threatening and was anxiety inducing.  

The Frosted Flakes just didn’t taste the same at Robert Ronayne’s house down 

the street. That alone was enough to signal to me that spending any significant 

amount of time there was dangerous.   My mom worked nights once my Dad got 

home. I remember lying in bed pinching myself to stay awake so that when she 

got home to kiss me goodnight I would get to talk to her for a while.  I don’t know 

what I was so afraid of back then or what kept me up.  In recent discussions with 

my Sister I learned she used to do the exact same thing, but out of an excitement 

to tell my Mother what had happened over the course of the day.  In many ways I 

think the fear and anxiety my mother had internalized from her trauma because 

something that I subconsciously was aware of as a child.  My sister is the 

complete opposite of me; outgoing, collected, adventuresome, so I find it odd that 

this feeling of insecurity and dread would have skipped over her and just found 

its way into me.  

 I was always provided for, loved, and supported. At the age of 12 when 

my sister went off to college my family become a foster family for emergency 

placements of infants. My father always said that he was Christian but we never 

went to church. If there did indeed end up being a heaven and hell, he hoped our 

foster work would at least get him some type of consideration for moving in 
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upstairs rather than down.  My father loves children, especially infants. 

Regardless of the charity of the act, I think he just wanted to have a few babies 

around again. It was a bizarre experience to watch my father raise other children 

while I was a teenager. I never had a younger sibling. Most of my reflections on 

fatherhood and what it means to be a dad come from watching my father interact 

with our foster placements.  At times I find myself playing with my own son, 

Wyatt, emulating my father and his voice.  This isn’t unique in and of itself, but I 

often realize that I am emulating his relationship and vocal tendencies with our 

foster children, rather than how he interacted with me.  Sometimes I see him with 

his scruffy mop top in the few old home movies we have, playing with us on the 

rug. It feels incredibly foreign; as if that couldn’t possibly be me that is sitting with 

him.    

Over the course of our participation in the foster program we had over 25 

different children placements. Our involvement in the system stopped when we 

took an emergency placement of 4 older sisters, aged 11 to 17, in order to 

prevent them from being separated from each other.  Around this time I left for 

college, and the family that existed at home became something foreign to me.  

There was a lot of tension and fighting between my parents and the girls.  My 

sister and me never liked how the girls disrespected and treated my parents, and 

I think my sister to this day blames them for the rapid degradation of my mother’s 

health.  My Sister and me were so incredibly privileged to grow up in a loving and 

caring home and found it difficult to deal with watching our parents be the objects 

these girls would lash out against in their frustration.  This gradual alienation from 
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my family and loss of home, coupled with the loss of my mother, marked the 

turning point of a real emotional disconnect with my surroundings. 

 .  This disruption in my later life caught me completely off guard, and there 

is no real way to get an understanding for the reflective nature of my work if we 

don’t have an understanding of where my connection with the world was prior to 

these events.  The work analyzes this mental state as if it is an anomaly, a 

scientific specimen that requires looking into through a magnifying glass, both 

figuratively and literally.  The unexpected illness and death of my mother 

changed my entire perspective on life.   Her death was abrupt and the disease 

had its way with her in about 3 weeks. As far as I knew, all but the last 2 days 

was never life threatening. She died of many things. Maybe it is the nature of the 

medical system, or the nature of my refusal and inability to look at the issue head 

on, but I can’t say I actually know for certain the mixture of conditions that 

brought about her death.  It was found out that she suffered from Scleroderma, 

an autoimmune disease that produces the scarring of skin tissue for no good 

reason. For many people this produces a visible hardening and contraction of the 

skin, but for my mother, it moved to the inside of her lungs. Lungs don’t work so 

well when they are hardened and scarred.  It’s a weird revelation to learn that 

death is all encompassing, that illness pulls you down by one system or disease 

at a time, but it’s the entire system shutting down that ends up being the last 

straw.  Did she die from Scleroderma? Or did she die because they gave her so 

many steroids to fight it that her kidneys failed?  My sister, who lives in London, 

had come home to help my Mother out while she was sick.  She expected to stay 
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for a week or so and do some cleaning and help with dinner.  Since my Mother 

was in the hospital and my father was caring for our four foster sisters alone, she 

ended up staying for almost a month and a half.  The weekend my mother died I 

had driven back to Troy NY, and my sister had gone into Boston to go to the 

aquarium and visit friends. I only mention that to point out how unexpected it was 

to get a call from my father at work telling me I needed to make the 3 hour drive 

back home immediately because my Mother wasn’t doing well. I remember 

driving there in my Mother's old car, a 96 Ford Windstar that was on the verge of 

falling apart if it went over 65 miles per hour.  That was the beginning of the 

unraveling of what i thought was reality for myself; driving in that car with no 

music or radio on, trying to just figure out what was really going on. Could this be 

possible?  My sister was supposed to meet me there and not let me into the 

room my Mother was in because she ended up looking so bad.  Her and my 

Father had decided on that before I had arrived.  I came in through a different 

entrance, unbeknownst to them, and i spent a good 20 minutes sitting with her 

unresponsive on machines before I went looking for them. My sister yelled, “You 

weren’t supposed to see that! You weren’t supposed to see that!” as she came 

crashing out of the elevator doors in tears to find me standing there.  My 

expectations for my emotional connection and sense of meaning in the world 

abruptly fell under attack at the loss of my Mother, and while I feel the initial loss 

is something I have learned to understand if not digest, the tremors and 

implications of the event still rattle my mind and process, continually forcing me 

to feel unsteady, adrift, rudderless.  Her death was vague, as if there wasn’t any 
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sort of clear reason or disease to blame.  There was of course, the scleroderma, 

but to an outsider it just seemed like a cold.  She just seemed a bit under the 

weather, that at any moment things were just going to be fine again.  The devil's 

magic trick of making what seemed mundane takes her life. 

The sense of security and meaning that had been cultivated in me to my 

core had been dislodged, and fueled my transition into making art for myself, 

rather than only working for others in the professional art world.  From that day 

forward I have felt a strong sense of alienation and separation from my body and 

physical experience.  It is as if I was a spectator sitting around a model train set 

watching my life unfold before me.  As my life has moved forward I have had 

trouble digesting and understanding many of the pivotal moments that have 

passed; falling in love, getting married, becoming a father.   The archivist looks 

for the wedges that have been driven into separate me from these moments, if 

not to remove them but to understand them and be aware of them.  He analyzes 

these moments and histories like objects, things that can be tinkered with or 

figured out.  That perhaps a better result can be built, crafted, modeled.  And 

what constitutes a better memory? Is it one that brings up a stronger emotional 

connection to an experience of the past?  Or is it one that most closely 

resembles in exact detail the moment in question? 

And even in saying this, even in reading these pages that come before I 

feel the need to remove them or delete them.   Why is this? And does this really 

get at the heart of the work more than any of my previous writing? It all needs to 

exist there, it need to exist on the page because it is a way for me to explain to 



 

8 

you and myself the conflicted feelings and detachment I have to the process of 

experience and the situation that has unfolded in my life.  The hypocrisy that is 

apparent here is the duality that exists between how I feel and how I expect to 

feel.  Everything that comes before is a performance in writing.  It is a 

dramatization of how connected and close I feel to the histories of my life, not a 

real representation of my relationship with them.  And so there, even in the 

sculptural and film work that I am doing, is the performance of the emotion.  I 

need to perform for myself not just for an audience or viewer, I need to perform 

for myself so that I can attempt to experience the closeness I want to feel; to see 

if I can uncover a lost connection with these people or their stories.  The tension 

is between what I expect to feel like, and how I do feel.  I have heard many times 

in response to my work that it instills emotion, longing, a still calmness in people.  

I have heard that people can resonate with the deep emotional state that I am 

trying to dig into with the works I have created.  The catch lies in the fact that 

those emotions are not there for me as the artist, the work is in an attempt by me 

to perform the act of emotional connection. The dramatization and in a way, 

acted, relationship to my own work is an attempt to trick myself or educate myself 

into developing that emotional connection with my life through the artistic 

process.   
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2. UNDERSTANDING THE ARCHIVE 

 
INT. - AT WRITING DESK 
XCU - HAND WORK, OVERHEAD OBSERVATION, SCANNING THE PAGES 
MS - ESTABLISH LOCATION WITHIN SCENE, ESTABLISH CREATION OF A  
MOMENT 

 

 
Figure 2.1: Sorting the documents         Figure: 2.2: Archivist compares notes 
 

SCENE DIRECTION 
 

After performing his daily morning rituals, the Archivist lumbers across the 
room to his work area.  On the right, is an old flat file desk, hard wood, stained 
dark. It is littered with a collection of notebooks, drawings, diaries, photographs, 
memorabilia, and postcards.  The organization is repeated, a habit.  The Archivist 
reads, and writes, he combines and reorganizes.  Sense must be made of the 
mess. Each bit makes the system more complete and aims to bring the Archive 
into practical order, each iteration leaves us at a new starting point.  The pages 
are worn, chicken scratched, fumbled through, and edited.  Page turns, pen 
scratches, the shuffling of photographs, the jingling of keys. 

 
Director Notes: 
 

In these notebooks, pages, and stacks are the remnants of what I have 

collected over the years to remind me of what I was at certain points in my life.  

Spread out before me they are hints and images of my progress and 

development as a person.  To understand it and make sense of the web that is 

front of me is the task of all of the work that I have done.  The Archivist, in a very 
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literal sense takes on this challenge and incorporates all of my previous work into 

his archive as only more fodder for his labor.   The work folds in on itself 

repeatedly, continually, in a hope to better understand the heart of what I am 

searching for both in my art, and life.  The iteration is based upon an internal self-

reflection, a self analysis that tries to get at the root of experience and connection 

to my life throughout my artwork.  I learned that what I was doing with my work 

was finding a way to build a safe distance for myself to address and experience 

the difficult emotions I had in my head, while also play out; or stage; a 

dramatization of the things I wish I was feeling.  It is this construction of this 

frame, scene, image, or diorama, which enables the viewer and the artist to 

create a distance between the topic the work is addressing and them. This 

distance is something that is somewhat counter-intuitive to the idea of making 

work for the sake of better understanding one's archive, to push something 

outside of your personal space in order to achieve a better understanding.  

Despite this, by giving ourselves the ability to perform analysis that exists outside 

of the moment, we enable ourselves to be removed from the scene and think 

about the actions and reactions that are taking place.  We review the game 

footage; we watch how we swing the bat and aim to correct our tendencies we 

did not know existed because we have given ourselves new perspective on the 

past.  New information, new knowledge has been acquired by allowing the event 

to be documented and analyzed externally.  In the moment itself it can be difficult 

to comprehend how we are feeling or the combination of all our past memories 

surfacing to cause a knee jerk reaction to an experience.  To understand the 
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archive, to work within it appropriately, the Archivist must create as objective of a 

system as possible for him to maintain his environment.  He must balance both 

his mad struggle to produce meaning with need to create clear and meticulous 

connections between history and objects.  I use him as an outsider. As a 

character, or piece of me, that tries to work through the archive so that I may 

watch him and learn. The Archivist does not experience for himself. He is in a 

constant state of emulating an emotion or experience so that he may attempt to 

recreate it.  To understand the archive at times does not carry the weight of 

understanding its contents, but instead how to successfully organize and group 

its contents for further reflection.  The struggle for the Archivist, and the struggle 

within my relationship with him, is understand the contents of this ever filling 

archive.  Each day new material is added, each day the sorting must be redone 

to incorporate the new and redefine the old. It is a Sisyphean problem, a futile 

attempt to stop the overflow and to preserve what is important.  
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THE ARCHIVIST’S RESPONSE 
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Figure 2.3: The Archivist on understanding the archive, page 1 
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Figure 2.4: The Archivist on understanding the archive, page 2 
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 Figure 2.5: The Archivist on understanding the archive, page 3 
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Figure 2.6: The Archivist on understanding the archive, page 4 
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3. THE WORKSPACE, THE HOUSE 

 
INT. SHOT @ WORK DESK 
XCU - HOUSE/LABOR 
MS - DESK / TOOLS  
POV - THE LOOKING GLASS, PORTAL TO ANOTHER WORLD 

 

 
Figure 3.1: The Archivist works            Figure 3.2: Peering into his microcosm 

 
SCENE DIRECTION 

 
A small house is placed on a landmass that is supported by a teetering 

stilt like structure.  The Archivist studies his collection of meticulously crafted 
trees and finds one appropriate for the scene.  His hands move slowly, he is 
delicate and works with intent.  He leans forward with his hands brought to his 
eye like a telescope, peering into the world he has once again tried to bring back 
to life.  

 
Director Notes: 

The concept of home and what is resembles in our collective 

consciousness is a core concept running throughout my work. It serves as a 

common ground between me and the viewer, a place that I can bring them into 

that we mutually can share through our collective relationship to home. The 

dream home, the oneiric home as Bachelard referred to it, is a more important 

place for me to bring the viewer than to any specific house, memory, or 

geographic location that either they or I might have. The work is the doorway; it 
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serves as the doormat and threshold to experience. It must convey in itself 

enough information to transcend being vague, but remain its redeeming quality of 

maintaining ambiguity.  The ambiguity of the work enables the viewers focus to 

leave it, it drifts, it allows for the holes to be plugged in with their own personal 

story or memory. The eye is meant to linger and to trigger the mind through the 

experience of the work to bring the viewer into their own world,  “For it is not until 

his eyes have left the page that recollections of my room can become a threshold 

of oneirism for him. “ (Bachelard 1958, 14). 

Bachelard describes the beginning of life in the house, that  “Life begins 

well, it begins enclosed, protected, all warm in the bosom of the house” 

(Bachelard 1958, 7). This is a highly modern, and to be blunt, privileged, 

description of what the house stands for in many people’s lives.  The home was 

and is a place of security and comfort for me, a place that within it holds all of the 

memories and breadcrumbs of my life that I somehow must sift through to make 

meaning and purpose out of my experience.  Sadly, too many people the house 

can be a place of anger or fear.  Part of my deep connection with home is out of 

knowing that my mother and many of the foster children we cared for were not 

privileged enough to experience the warmth of home that Bachelard and myself 

might romantically describe.   The tension between these multiple states of home 

that have existed directly contribute to my lack of a firm relationship with the 

concept of home. The unspoken but sensed trauma of my Mother’s childhood 

trauma, my middle class white picket fence upbringing, experiencing foster care 

first hand, what home becomes after the death of a parent, to becoming a parent 
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myself, all of these separate versions of home exist within me.   The 

romanticizing of the home is something that I don’t expect everyone to relate to, 

but even if it is absent to the viewer, the cultural importance that is given to the 

idea of home as a place that should be a place of safety and nutriment makes it 

still relatable to a greater audience.   

My mother was the glue of the home.  She brought everyone together and 

put the effort in to make family mean something.  She was the emotional core for 

all of us.  She was who we talked to when we needed help or advice.  The loss of 

her as a physical entity created a gaping hole in that house.  My father cleared 

everything out relatively soon after and sold it.  She lingered like a ghost in 

rooms; memory and sensory feeling overlapping to create a feedback loop of 

emotional confrontation.  It was too much for any of us to handle, and while my 

father never admitted to it I don’t think that he could stomach it either.  The house 

lost what it was after that, and so did my family as a whole.  We no longer had 

that central figure that connected our material object of a house, with our mental 

construct of what family, love, and home was.  In Home, I explored my childhood 

house just days before the keys were handed over to the new family that was 

buying it.  I lingered through the spaces trying to feel the presence of warmth, 

belonging, and love that I had expected of a childhood home.  I was hunting and 

searching for something that I could not find.  I was searching for that resounding 

feeling of relief that we all share when we pass through the threshold of a door 

and say to ourselves, “I am home”.   I found objects that had been left behind, 

things that I scrambled to find important meaning behind in order to validate 
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taking them and not letting them be thrown out.  I found remnants and clues to 

the people that had once lived here.  A place that I had championed as the last 

refuge of safety and love, now felt alien, barren, craterous.  I took the footage 

that I had gathered from my visit and cut it together with old home videos that 

took place in those same rooms of that house.  I tried to create a parallel world 

where the life of these spaces still existed or existed in tandem with this now 

empty shell of a home. I had come to the house haunted, unresolved, expecting 

to find some kind of closure to the loss of the house.  Instead, I left feeling just as 

lost as I had when I arrived. 

Figure 3.3 & 3.4: Stills from Home, Ryan Jenkins, 2013 

 If I were asked to name the chief benefit of the house, I should say: the 
house shelters day-dreaming, the house protects the dreamer, the house allows 
one to dream in peace. Thought and experience are not the only things that 
sanction human values. (Bachelard 1958, 14) 

 
 The house, the blanket fort, is a space for creativity and comfort in self-

identity.  From digging deep into the closet and creating forts, to the typical 

teenager tension of securing your bedroom for you, the house is where you find 

yourself creating a sacred identity of who and what you are.  It is where you hide 

when you need to hide, where you find yourself retreating to when you feel the 

most threatened and lost.  I see my son doing it as well. He has developed 

places of meaning.  He has cubbies, tents, and forts that he has defined as his 
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and where he visibly is most at peace.  The house, and his individual versions of 

his house, is where he brings himself to create, read, and imagine.  And in 

contrast, my 84-year-old grandmother has become quite ill.  She has trouble 

staying upright and has fallen and broken several bones in the last month.  Each 

time it gets worse and each time they try their best to pry her away from her 

home of the last twenty years to place her somewhere safer.  And still, she fights 

tooth and nail to cling to the one thing that provides identity and comfort to her 

that she has left, her home.  Her husband passed away long ago, her children 

have all grown up and moved far and wide, and she is left with her cat and her 

home.  Both things define her, both things are tied to how she defines herself.  

We store our dreams here, our memories, our fears, and our secrets.  A house 

can exists as a specific and highly detailed object in reality, but often times our 

mental version of what a house or home is is completely fabricated within 

ourselves.  The architectural description of a feature may bring back vivid 

memories or experiences, but the connection that we establish with the home is 

not from visiting it or viewing it in a concrete way, but in all at once reliving what it 

is to us.  

The question is not, specifically with my sculptural work, which house this 

model is supposed to represent, or what this specific house means to me as the 

Artist.  The houses I model do indeed have historical and personal significance to 

me and originate in parts of my life that hold weight and importance, but the 

home that is pictured is vague enough to serve as a trigger for the viewers own 

interpretations and emotional connections to home, place, and the meaning of 
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those objects.  For instance, Diorama Study #1 is a loose recreation of a 

childhood vacation home.  It is not architecturally exact by any means.  The 

house is deep within the box untouchable and buried behind the trees. It’s hearth 

warm with smoke pouring from its chimney.  It invites all of us to just push along 

and crest over that hill, to let our mind slip through the peephole, enter the door, 

and warm ourselves by the fire.  

We are hypnotized by solitude, hypnotized by the gaze of the solitary 
house; and the tie that binds us to it is so strong that we begin to dream of 
nothing but a solitary house in the night. (Bachelard 1957, 36-37) 
 

Figure 3.5 & 3.6: Images of Diorama Study #1, Ryan Jenkins, 2014 

The work strives for a presence of personality and story, that it is a place 

that someone was just in or just lived in.  It stinks of a story wanting to be told, a 

film set about to call action.  the work has to situate itself within the lines of 

setting a spark and telling my personal story.  Too much information shatters the 

ability of the viewer to supplant themselves into the home as their own. 

Bachelard further states, “...in this way we receive the benefits of this evocation 

without its exaggerations; our most personal recollections can come and live 

here” ( Bachelard 1957, 39).  The viewer is invited to come and pull up a chair, to 
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make this home their own to hold their deepest connections to the meaning of 

the word.  

 I remember and recreate in Diorama Study #2 the diamond pattern 

wallpaper of my parent’s bedroom. I remember how it slowly faded over the 

years from an antique white to something more like khaki.  I remember the hutch 

my father kept his pocketknife and wallet in next to his bed there. He used to cut 

up an apple while we watched Star Trek and fed it to us like little birds while we 

watched TV in bed.  The room is made entirely by hand, and ripped and torn 

from the rest of the house.  The memory of this room exists in my head as a 

singular entity, devoid of the rest of the house, recalled and revisited when 

needed within the vacuum of memory and nostalgia that the archivist fights to 

maintain order within.  The oneiric home, the dream home, recreated within its 

dream world in which it lives. 

If I said more, the reader, back in his own room, would not open that 
unique wardrobe, with its unique smell, which is the signature of intimacy.  
Paradoxically, in order to suggest the values of intimacy, we have to 
induce in the reader a state of suspending reading.  For it is not until his 
eyes have left the page that recollections of my room can become a 
threshold of oneirism for him. (Bachelard 1957, 14) 

 

 
Figure 3.7 & 3.8: Images of Diorama Study #2, Ryan Jenkins, 2015 
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THE ARCHIVIST’S RESPONSE 
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Figure 3.9: The Archivist’s response to the workspace, page 1 
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Figure 3.10: The Archivist’s response to the workspace, page 2 
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Figure 3.11: The Archivist’s response to the workspace, page 3 
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Figure 3.12: The Archivist’s response to the workspace, page 4 
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4. THE DOOR 
 
INT. SHOT  
MCU PROFILE SHOT AT DESK 
ECU AT DOOR 
EST AT LAWN CHAIR / DIORAMA STUDIES 
 

 
Figure 4.1: Face of concern                   Figure 4.2: The Archivist and his door 

 
SCENE DIRECTION 

 
The Archivist, sitting at his desk, snaps his attention upwards towards the 

door directly in front of him.  He breathes heavily, locked onto the crack in the 
door in front of him. Shaking, tense, he slowly leans forward to try and see what 
he can see beyond the threshold. 

We hear his nervous sniffles, the scraping of his rough hands across the 
chipped paint of the door.  His breathing becomes rapid, his breaths heavier, the 
slight chatter of his teeth can be heard through his raspy exhales. 
 
Director Notes: 
 

I remember feeling a creeping sense of what I feel now back when I was 

in high school.  I remember falling in love for the first time, or what I felt like falling 

in love should be.  I remember laying on the hood of her car and having a rather 

80’s brat pack movie moment staring up into the stars and talking about what 

love was to us as inexperienced 16 year olds.  I don’t remember the conversation 

at all to be honest; I don’t remember much of any detail that I haven’t already 

mentioned here.  I do have a concrete grasp though of feeling like I was 
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experiencing the entire interaction in third person.  I was a large pulsating eyeball 

that was watching this whole drama unfold and all I had to do was say the right 

things and play the right part to make it feel “correct” for my expectations.  I even 

recall no longer looking at the sky, but looking at this floating third eye, this 

floating lens, and speaking to it rather than to whom I was with.  Suddenly, a 

moment that I had imagine would be something that reinvigorated my sense of 

connection to the beauty in life, because a completely detached theatrical 

experience that I was trying to play out to the best of my ability.  I drove home 

with no music on, blank, completely lost. 

this distance and alienation I have felt is something that until recently I 

didn’t make attempts to unpack.  It was something I had accepted as who I was, 

a dull ache that I could not overcome. Lewis describes this feeling in A Grief 

Observed as, “The agonies, the mad midnight moments, must, in the course of 

nature, die away.  But what will follow? Just this Apathy, this dead flatness? will 

there come a time when I no longer ask why the world is like a mean street, 

because I shall take the squalor as normal? Does grief finally subside into 

boredom tinged by faint nausea?” (Lewis 1961, 41).  I have struggled with this 

feeling since as far back as I can remember, but losing my mother made it a core 

part of my being.  It has become something I cannot shake or get passed, a door 

that I have trouble opening.  

Why am I able to watch Lost Book Found (1996), a film by Jem Cohen, 

and experience a sense of loss and struggle that is stronger than the ones I have 

experienced in my own life first hand? There is such wonder and mysticism in the 
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narrator and his rambling story about a notebook found left behind in a gutter in 

NYC that had been fished out and given to him.  Within it were  various lists and 

writings that belonged to a man he did not know, with meanings he does not 

comprehend. The unknown narrator grows attached to the story and organization 

process of this ghost of a man.  How is it that something that has no resolution or 

clear meaning to it, resonates a sense of longing and emotion in me stronger 

than the experiences I have had directly in front of my nose?  It is what started to 

define for me what I truly defined Art as, as something that makes us more in 

touch with the mystical and magical experience of being alive. Why is this 

wonder and excitement in the mysteries of life absent in my own experience?  Is 

it absent because my life is simply, well, boring? Have I chosen an unfolding of 

ever increasingly boring and safe life decisions that I have created a situation for 

myself that could only result in the numbness I feel towards most experiences? I 

have done quite a bit in my life that I figured would register at this point, falling in 

love, having a son, getting married, losing loved ones, and one would think 

something by this point would have resonated within me.  Something for sure 

would have brought me deeper within myself.  I still find I get more out of 

experiencing these stories than from reflecting on or experiencing my own life.  I 

wanted to find this for myself; make my own stories and narrative as powerful 

and interesting.  What was I missing? What could I dissect around me and add to 

my mental archive to try and understand how I got here.  I wanted to prove to 

myself that I could find a way to connect, and this started my journey into making 

my own work.  
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My early video work was observational documents of my immediate 

surroundings inspired by the works of Jem Cohen, Frederick Wiseman, and D.A. 

Pennebaker.  These videos began the collection of documents for the archive 

and the exploration of my alienation.  Works of mine like Tea with Nana, Prince 

Edward Island, Uncle Sam, Wresting in Troy New York, and Father all searched 

to find narrative and meaning in my surroundings and relationships. At the time I 

viewed them as a cinema verite experiment, like Pierre Perrault’s, Pour Les Suite 

Du Monde (1963).  In this film the people of L'Isle-aux-Coudres agree to allow 

Perrault to document their final Beluga Whale hunt, a long-standing tradition 

within their community. While the film is a passive documentation of this process, 

the real heart of the film is more about memory and the history of a people that 

shines through their storytelling. In this tradition of the hunt we uncover the 

stories and culture of these people, who they are, and what they find meaning in. 

Uncle Sam, and Wrestling in Troy New York, were both similar in this regard.  

Both films documented the action of tradition, ritual, and spectacle, as a way to 

reflect on the place I was living in.  The spectacle of the parade, the unity that 

one feels when part of an audience at a sporting event, these were both things 

that brought people together and fought the feelings of alienation, and the dull 

ache of boredom. These were events happening right around where I lived in 

North Troy; part of my community and surroundings that I felt like an actor in 

rather than a participant.  I filmed the events through the people there.  The 

action I wanted to capture was the digestion of the spectacle.  Like an X-ray I 

wanted to see it pass through the mouth, down the esophagus, into the stomach.  
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If i could find a way to capture the moment I could understand the science behind 

it.  I looked for the human moments between viewers to try and find the traces of 

the spectacle that brought them together in that moment.  As stated earlier, at the 

time I thought I was simply following in the footsteps of observational 

documentarians before me, but in hindsight now it is obvious that I was out 

hunting for a feeling.  With camera in hand I wanted to try and capture the inner 

workings of these magical moments so that I could claim them understood, 

archived, rationally resolved.  Like the Archivist fighting his solitude by creating a 

dense collection of ephemera and microcosms, I too sought to document and 

create snapshots of reality that I could reference and reflect on for 

understanding.  

Figures 4.3 & 4.4: Stills from Wrestling in Troy, New York, Ryan Jenkins, 2013 

Figures 4.5 & 4.6: Stills from Uncle Sam, Ryan Jenkins, 2013 

   Tea with Nana is similar in its attempt to stage or set up a conversation 

that through its initiation brings about other reflections on family, aging, and love.  
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My Nana, Lillian Jenkins, sits with me at a table where we share muffins and 

discuss the history of her favorite place on earth, Maine.  Maine is where our 

family spent its summer for as long as I can remember.  My father went there 

every summer as a child and it is a tradition that has continued through to my son 

as well.  She walks me through how it came to be, pausing on the moments she 

remembers vividly.  

 

 
Figure 4.7: Still from Tea With Nana, Ryan Jenkins, 2012 

 
 When my Grandmother talks so fondly of her past I can’t help but think 

she figured something out that I haven’t, that her life was filled with something 

that I have yet to find.  My Alienation that is referenced earlier feeds the desire to 

try and find the heartfelt and true connection with my grandmother.  Not only do I 

feel like she has figured out something that I have not, but I feel like through this 

mutual sharing of experience and history perhaps I can find a stable ground 

where her and I can connect in a way, which feels solid and real.   In my life I 

have played my role as the grandson and her as my Nana, but I know who she 

truly is even less than I know who I myself truly am.  Whether or not it is a desire 
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for distraction or a roundabout process, works like Father and Tea With Nana, 

hope to find the connection with myself through the connection and 

understanding of others.  

The Archivist, in his search for meaning and order uses these stories of 

nostalgia to try and find some way to root himself in the world.  Rybczynski 

writes, “…Is it simply a curious anachronism, this desire for tradition, or is it a 

reflection of a deeper dissatisfaction with the surroundings that our modern world 

has created? What are we missing that we looks so hard for in the past.” (1987, 

13), and then later, ““This acute awareness of tradition is a modern phenomenon 

that reflects a desire for custom and routine in a world characterized by constant 

change and innovation. Reverence for the past has become so strong that when 

traditions do not exist they are frequently invented” (1987, 9).  Myself, and the 

Archivist through me, use these Antiques of the past to ground our relationships 

and our identities in some kind of history and tradition.  We strive for story and 

artifact to make the meaning of our life more tangible, we fight off the alienation 

with the stories we make for ourselves.  The archivist is outfitted with objects of 

wear and use for a reason.  He surrounds himself with and makes objects that 

hold this aura of being man made, labor intensive, a character of their own.  He 

fights against blandness of the modern age of reproduction. He physically 

embodies the emotional alienation that I experience.  He lives in solitude, in a 

room in which he is constantly tempted to leave.  He loads his wagon and mind 

with the weight of things he wants to bring through that door with him, yet he 

cannot muster the strength to exit.  It is too much to attempt to maintain the 
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meticulous memory of the past while still allowing himself to step beyond the 

threshold and remove himself from solitude. Throughout the film he slowly 

becomes more aware of his actions.  He addresses the alienation and tension 

that exists between the reality and the world that he is constantly trying to build 

around himself.  His exit is possible, he dreams of it, but it requires for him to 

shed all that he has worked for.   
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Figure 4.8: The Archivist’s response to the door, page 1 
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Figure 4.9: The Archivist’s response to the door, page 2 



 

40 

 

Figure: 4.10: The Archivist’s response to the door, page 3 
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5. LEAVING 

EST. SHOT - ARCHIVIST IN CHAIR AT DESK 
XCU - HAIR FALLING  / PROFILE OF HEAD  
MS - SIDE/REAR VIEW APPROACHING AND OPENING DOOR 
CUT TO BLACK / QUEUE MUSIC 
 

  
Figure 5.1: The Archivist shaving           Figure 5.2: The Archivist leaves 
 

The Archivist sniffles as he raises the buzzer to his head.  He stares 
forward blankly as he starts to lop off large sections of his hair.  Hair falls 
haphazardly across his lap.  He immerges lighter, stands, turns his back on his 
collection, and heads for the door. He opens it with a sharp yank.  The door 
creaks and swings open. As he turns to look back into his space one last time, an 
unknown woman's hand immerges from the opening to touch his cheek.  
 

Director Notes: 

 If I can find a way to remove myself from the need to make sense of my 

lack of feeling, from my alienation from experience, will I be able to find some 

way to overcome it? Has the development of this character that sits stuck, 

rudderless, become some kind of coping mechanism?  Has it only prevented me 

from overcoming my own issues with the topics my work addresses? The 

archivist finds a way to break from the routine, to make his day something more 

than habit.  In his ritualistic shaving he begins the process of shedding his 

connection to the simulacra that surround him.  The labor is present in his 

unkempt beard and hair.  As it falls into his lap we see he slowly becomes more 

aware of his surroundings, of what he is about to do. In a haze he must turn his 
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back on all of his work that has defined his self worth and meaning and refuse to 

let it restrain him.  With one last look back at his wagon of work and memory, he 

turns to the door and wildly flings it open.  He takes one last look back at his 

home, his cocoon, when a lone female hand darts out from the void to touch his 

face, to grab him.  The screen goes dark, and we listen to the song, the song that 

my mother sang to me as she rocked me to sleep. It is the song that my mother 

sang to wake us on the weekends while she made pancakes in the kitchen.  She 

would sing it like an opera singer at the top of voice and we would yell and stomp 

for there to be quiet as we wanted to be lazy teenagers that slept till noon.  It was 

the song my father sang to her while she lay unconscious on her deathbed, the 

song I remember singing to myself as I drove that old piece of crap minivan 

home to see her die, it is the song I would hear my sister sing to herself as she 

pushed our Mother’s ashes out to sea, it is the song I sang to my wife during 

labor to try to calm her, It is the song I sang to my song as I rocked him to sleep, 

It is the song my son now sings to me as I tuck him in at night.. 

 The question becomes, what has happened to the Archivist? Has he been 

saved? To be saved requires that we admit that the place he was in was one of 

turmoil, one that he did not want to be in.  Is it a prison or a home?  Is it a place 

of comfort and security, or a place of psychosis and neurotic addiction?  The 

space exists as both to the Archivist. The Sisyphean nature of his work, to 

capture true experience and memory puts him on a impossible quest.  It is 

unclear, ambiguous, as to whether or not the Archivist is able to escape the 

home that he has made for himself deep in the attic. It is unclear if at the end he 
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really wants to leave, if he is excited to leave, or what he has found on the other 

side of the door.  It is the same fear that I have, manifested.  To leave the door is 

to put behind you all of the things that you hold dear.  It is accepting that you 

failed at achieving your goal; that the Archive has failed its mission.  Must I admit 

my failure of my work, move on, cleanse myself, and leave it all behind?  I started 

this work, and invoking the character of the Archivist, to create another character 

for me to explore my relationship to my passed.  In doing so, I fear that I have 

created a new outlet for me to channel my anxiety through.  I have created 

another pallet and medium that I can safely create from a distance within.  That 

while he is me he is clearly NOT me, that the Archivist can have his struggles but 

I still remain unaffected.  I still come down from the attic when the work is 

finished.  I come down for dinner and sit at the table and everything that has 

happened in the attic still tumbles around in my head.   I have started to wear 

shirts and ties, the kind the Archivist wears and the one my father wears.  I have 

started to save clippings of things, write more notes.  I used to keep journals but I 

never sorted them.  I sort them now.   I worry that I have opened a floodgate 

sometimes.  That I have turned on a part of who I am that we may all have, but 

don’t let run free in the house.   

We loop back to the beginning of the film, the light fades up, his beard has 

returned, his sleepy demeanor has returned. It is left to the viewer to decide his 

fate.  Perhaps his eternal struggle of the archive is realized.  There is no escape, 

and if he does try to escape he is returned back at square one to continue the 

labor of his duty.  Maybe every day he gets a bit further, maybe this time he will 
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do things right.  He will find his way past the defenses of the room and make a 

clean break from all that he has made and emerge anew, free.  Or has he finally 

reached his goal? Has he finally achieved truth and meaning in the archive and 

his work is finally done? Has he finally transcended beyond his work and been 

accepted into the dream world that he has tried so hard to create?  The array of 

decisions reflects the uncertainty I have with my entire process. The basis of why 

the work continues to be so self-reflexive and iterative upon itself because the 

labor of it, the work of the process, is the interesting part of the journey.  I don’t 

know, honestly, if I am making progress towards understanding this life any 

better than before I started.  I don’t know if I am actually worse off, creating yet 

another facade and alter ego for myself to hide behind which keeps everything 

that I don’t want to deal with at bay.  But that is what the work is for, the act of 

trying to understand and digest the world around me.  It is not supposed to 

digest, analyze, and create a clear result.  In that way, the work achieves the 

goal and then some.   
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Figure 5.3: The Archivist’s response to leaving, page 1 
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Figure 5.4: The Archivist’s response to leaving, page 2 
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6. BLOCKING THE SCENE / DRESS REHEARSALS 

 
Crew Call: April 28 - 29 - 30, 5:30PM EST to 8:30 PM EST 
Dress: Day 1 and 3 casual Blacks/show prep black, Day 2 as Archivist 
Scene Blocking: April 21 - 28, Full Day  
 
6.1 Technical Spec and Design Document: 
 

When entering the space you are met with an abrupt corridor that leads 

towards the other end of the gallery.  It is dimly lit, and on your right you pass by 

the exposed back end a constructed wall, including the framing of an old window.  

There are bits of theatrical lighting and cabling strewn about the back face of this 

wall.  At the end of the hallway you take a sharp right and are implanted into a 

fully furnished living space that closely resembles that of the workspace of the 

Archivist. Immediately on your right, close enough to catch your clothing if you 

are not careful, Sits Diorama study #1, on a small desk, lit with a small lamp that 

is hung from a pulley up above you. 

 
Figure 6.1.1: Lamp, pulley, and Diorama Study #1 

 In the middle of the room, on top of two old Kilim rugs, are three pairs of 

chairs. Eight chairs in total in the room but six specifically are in front of you. 
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They are split down the middle, three on the left, three on the right, with a 

walkway down the middle as well as enough room on the left and right of them to 

stand and walk about. Straight ahead of the chairs is a drop down projection 

screen.  The quality of the screen is above average, but not a fold out or proper 

cinema screen.  It has the presence of wear, slightly used and bares 

resemblance to an older era where someone may have a similar screen to watch 

8mm or 16mm home movies. 

  
Figure 6.1.2: Full installation from back of gallery 

 Below the screen sits a remnant of Diorama Study #2 and the Archivists 

wagon. Diorama study #2 sits upon its landmass on a small coffee table and is 

populated with various small trees and its associated hand made model of a 

room, emulating the broken down wall section that is on one's right when looking 

at the screen, directly next to Diorama Study #1.  The wall is broken and 

misplaced, as if it has been summoned or implanted into the wall.  A light shines 

behind the glass as the window looks out into the clouds.  
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Figure 6.1.3 & 6.1.4: Diorama Study #2, on south and east wall 

 Directly Across from the Diorama Study #1, is Time Heals Everything Until 

it Doesn’t, faintly glowing atop a museum display case. In the display case is a 

small bust of a woman, binoculars, a shoe shine kit, and various other objects 

relevant to the Archivists identity.   

Figure 6.1.5 & 6.1.6: Time Heals Everything Until it Doesn’t, Ryan Jenkins, 2015 

To the right of the display case, sits a small version of the Archivists work 

desk.  On it sits the beginnings of a new work; a land mass that is featured in the 

film propped up upon a stilt structure.  To the left of the desk is his collection of 

small trees, photographic references, hand tools, and a collection of postcards.  

Above the work desk the Archivists mind map is mounted with various objects 

and drawings pinned to it.  Some are reference drawings from notebooks and 

pieces of building and crafting material. 
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Figure 6.1.7 & 6.1.8: The workspace of the Archivist 

 Further right, or deeper into the space, is the Archivists notebooks and 

writing desk.  A small fan sits on the old drafting table.  It is littered with the 

notebooks and diaries of the Archivist, as well as all of the materials used in the 

film to sort and organize. There are four pictures of family members, a small 

stone, a key, a roll of twine, a magnifying glass, and a pen. Crammed to the brim 

with small manila envelopes, sits an old rolodex case.  

 
Figure 6.1.9 & 6.1.10: The writing desk of the Archivist 

Opposite of the writing desk, equally deep within the space but on the 

opposing side is the Archivists bed.  It is illuminated with a single dangling work 

light with a 10 watt bulb that provides a faint glow to that corner of the room.  

Beside him is a night table with a small glass of water, below him his metal tin 
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that contains his sleeping blanket sits next to his work boots.   Above the bed 

hangs his work clothing on hangers as well as a pair of safety glasses. 

 
Figure 6.1.11 & 6.1.12: The sleeping quarters 

 Stretching out from the wall at the foot of the bed is a long wooden 

shelving unit, housing a myriad of books /encyclopedia/reference materials. Each 

shelf has small paper labels that have been rewritten over multiple times, and 

various tags and labels are strewn about. On the top shelf sits a globe, some 

human body scale reference models, a German nesting doll, and some tools. 

The bottom shelf is full of containers of doorknobs, locking mechanisms, and 

scraps of shims and wood. There is also a small children’s puzzle of France. 

 
Figure 6.1.13 & 6.1.14: Storage and shelving units 
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6.2: DIRECTOR NOTES, DAYS 1 & 3 

It was important that the entrance into the space felt like you were entering 

a new world while maintaining that the room had been supplanted into the 

gallery.  Much like the worlds and houses within the sculptures present, the 

Archivists room is an experiment in world building and understanding through the 

act of building. The Room itself should be immersive, but the gallery should be 

present so that my relationship as a builder, as Ryan, still lingers in the space.  

This is why the second unconventional door of the gallery was used, and also 

why the dividers of the gallery were not treated with the same plaster appearance 

canvas cloth that was used on the other side, or the interior, of the room.  The 

viewer walks in and is forced down a small hallway. They turn a small corner at 

the end and immediately are brought into an entirely different space and 

environment. There is no way to be in the gallery once that corner is turned 

without feeling like one is within the space, part of the room, part of the 

Archivist’s world.  The viewer should feel the tension of their invasion into the 

space.  That they have entered the private space of another, and that another 

may return at any moment perplexed as to how they got here. I had spent two 

weeks there installing and working.  It started to smell like the set at home. It 

started to feel like the space he would inhabit.  The old wood and the musty 

objects had the time to breathe into the space and fill it with the universal smell of 

an attic.  The white walled cleanliness of the gallery had been thoroughly ground 

into the background by the time the show was open. The lines became more 

blurred between The Archivists workspace as a set, and my workspace and 
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process as an artist.  The workspace of the Archivist quite literally became the 

workspace and process of mine.  I started out by populating and composing a 

space for film, but now I was truly building that space as an object within the 

context of the gallery and my process.  It started out being that the space of the 

Archivist was a reflection of how my mind attempts to compartmentalize and 

bring meaning to experience and history, but yet now I have become the artist 

emulating the environment of the Archivist here within the gallery.  The tables 

have turned on themselves, and in a way the Archivist at times has taken over 

the process entirely.  

 The interior of the space and the presentation of the film was a struggle.  

Until the environment was populated, it was hard to distinguish the differentiation 

between the work as cinema, and as installation.  Particularly, the use and 

presence of seating within the gallery felt at times awkward, or at tension with my 

desire for the audiences to explore and inhabit the space rather than sit and 

observe.  If the seating is staggered much like traditional theatre or cinema, does 

it turn the environment into a viewing experience rather than an immersive and 

exploratory space? Does it limit the viewer in their ability to explore the space of 

the Archivist and piece together the narrative from the objects that surround 

them? I compromised and did use seating in the gallery, but very limited seating.   

There was only 6 chairs seated in the space that did not necessarily feel part of 

the installation environment.  Two extras were placed at the workspaces of the 

Archivist, but were intentionally made to feel more part of the set then a place for 

viewing. The seating was arranged in a cinema fashion, two rows at a slight 
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angle with a small gap in the middle for foot traffic.  The chairs themselves are an 

assortment of found and old wooden chairs, to continue the aesthetic of the 

space and to not bring the presence of seating fully into a cinema environment. 

The seating still feels part of the magic of the space, it has the same worn down 

antique aesthetic and helps to provide seating and viewing while not removing 

you from the environment.  

 The sculptures are littered throughout the space so the viewer would need 

to explore the environment and the archive in order to find them.  Likewise, being 

drawn to the glowing sculptures helped to initiate people into moving about the 

space and digging through the notebooks, drawings, and storage systems of the 

Archivist. The original thought behind the film before the installation existed was 

for there to be a way to bring all of my sculptural work together into one work that 

explains the relationship between all of these individual pieces.  Something that 

could bridge the gap between the different works and provide the backstory and 

process that unifies them and my previous film work into one body of work.  The 

relationship between seeing the objects on screen, and then identifying them and 

making note of them in the space helps to bring the observer out of their seat and 

to become more comfortable interacting with the room. 
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6.3: PERFORMER NOTES, DAY 2 
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Figure 6.3.1: The Archivist’s performance notes, page 1 
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Figure 6.3.2: The Archivist’s performance notes, page 2 
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6.4: DIRECTOR RESPONSE, DAY 2 

I had the great opportunity to experiment with the work and to take 

advantage of the fact that we would have three days to work out what the work 

actually is when it is inside a gallery.  I had planned for it to be just like it was on 

days one and three for months, and I was prepared for that conceptually, aware 

of my decisions.  I wanted to see how the space felt with him present; to be fully 

immersed in a space that is clearly his while he still inhabits the space.  Would 

his presence within the space help to make people more connected to the film 

and the struggle of the Archivist? Would the increased voyeuristic experience 

lend to our understanding of the Archivist and his connection to the work?  It was 

decided on Friday the 29th, the day of second showing, that I would try to allow 

the Archivist to occupy the space during its presentation.   

 It felt like there wasn’t enough planning, that his movements and actions 

in the space felt forced and without direction.  The shift of the viewer was torn 

between interacting with the space as an installation, and sitting and viewing the 

work passively as a performance.  It didn’t help that he was completely frozen,  

but that is who he is.  Put in the spotlight he immediately reverted to what he 

knows best, the routine.  His actions in the space became a mirror of the film, 

shadowing the cycle and narrative arc of the film.  He became a quiet 

background noise that inhabited the space, neither contributing nor truly blending 

in.   
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I had always loved the idea of feeling like you are walking into an empty 

house and not knowing where the owner might be.  There is an overwhelming 

sense of dread at being discovered; that what you are invading is so personal 

that the simple act of being there unattended feels like you are trespassing.  I 

wanted that invasion into someone's life to be what the viewer felt and worked 

through while being within the Archivists space.  Flipping through notebooks and 

table items, the viewer can hope to uncover more of who the Archivist is and by 

their own efforts further understand his psyche and personality.  At a certain 

point, it feels like the meta iterations of the work becomes too much, that having 

the Archivist manifest within the space is a simulation of the film rather than an 

accompaniment that adds more to the work.   The ghost like presence of the 

Archivist and his objects is lost, and instead his presence removes the mystery of 

the space that invokes exploration and tactile interaction.  He should feel like a 

mystery.  The Archivist is not a real person.  He is a manifestation.  He is a 

character than can live in the make believe world of film and in the make believe 

world of my psyche, but for him to exists as a real character that people can 

touch and interact with makes him too alive.  Ideally, the Archivist is someone 

that we all might have within us.  He is the man back in the depths of our own 

mental attics organizes our shoeboxes of Polaroids and mental snapshots.   

When he becomes a living character walking in the space the environment 

becomes about him specifically, a theatrical performance about him rather than a 

vehicle for people to input their own archivist into the space.  The process of 

record keeping and our relationship to objects is taken over once we identify the 
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Archivist in the space as an actual breathing character.  Let me reiterate a quote 

I used earlier from Bachelard, that “...in this way we receive the benefits of this 

evocation without its exaggerations; our most personal recollections can come 

and live here” (Bachelard 1958, 39). In the same way the specificity of the home 

threatens the ability of the viewer to implant themselves into the work, the 

presence of the Archivist threatens the ability of the viewer to make the mythical 

dream space of the Archivist one of their own.  No longer are we left with our 

eyes lingering from object to object, trying to discern the relationship and 

mirroring of the film to the environment, but instead find ourselves trying to 

understand a man.  The Archivist no longer serves as a metaphor for a mental 

state of struggle, but becomes a noun, a living and breathing entity.  
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7. EPILOGUE 
 

The MFA process has been an experiment of self-discovery for me.  I can 

remember when I decided to apply to the program. I remember trying to think of 

what it would be like to consider myself an Artist.  Did I have what it took, or the 

ideas that warranted the push into trying to make myself an Artist, not just an 

engineer or production worker? I have been able to learn from and work with a 

myriad of amazing artists, and in hindsight this great opportunity really crushed 

my perception of my own self worth and credibility as an artist. When I was 

making some of my first films I was traveling around the northeast with Jem 

Cohen helping him work on his performance and installation of There is an 

Anchor, and designing a smaller run structural work for Brent Green to 

accompany his Sundance New Frontiers project To Many Man Such Strange 

Fates Were Given.  Every bit of their work meant so much to them.  It was part of 

them, something that they could not contain and they could not help but produce.  

Whether they were an artist or not this is what they would have been doing with 

their lives.  If their careers had failed miserably they might not have done 

anything differently.  They were so secure and confident in what their work was 

about and why they were pursuing it.  Brent explained to me once how life is so 

magical to him.  That he sees and feels all the wonderful moments and is in 

complete awe of them and their existence.  He takes these moments and turns 

them around into these beautiful films and sculptures that he believes truly 

presents a magical moment to the viewer. I felt so inadequate in comparison. I 

didn’t know what it meant to define myself as an artist, or what my own personal 
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aesthetics really were.  In critique class I don’t think I called myself an Artist until 

my third year here in the program.  So much of my professional life is lumped into 

problem solving, building, and engineering, that I always approached my artwork 

from that perspective.  I was an engineer executing an idea with craft, an artisan, 

something that was clearly not an artist because I did not contain the emotional 

connection to my work that I felt I should.  It felt wrong to claim myself as an artist 

when I felt so lost with what I really was making my work about.  I felt like a 

hobbyist trying to make art.  The same level of meticulous craft that has shaped 

my career became the basis of my artwork.  I hid behind the precision of the craft 

because it was what I knew I could produce.  It took several years of using those 

skills to hone my own personal craft and aesthetic before I began to really 

understand what the work I was interested in making was really about.  I used to 

loathe the critique that started with, “but yea, so, what does the work mean?”  I 

realize now that that was because I was not being explicit in what ideas I wanted 

to be exploring in the work; how I grounded and defined myself as an artist within 

my creative process.  Once I started working with sculptural elements and 

ventured out of my comfort zone of film and video, I began to find myself in my 

work.  I distanced myself from the familiar craft of film making and forced myself 

to start from someplace conceptual, rather than from form.  When I began 

working in sculpture I was stepping into something so new that the only way to 

really start was to feel confident in what the piece would be about.  There wasn’t 

the option of just filming as much content as possible and then figuring it out 

later.  It was at this time that I started feeling like my work was validated as “Art”, 
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that I no longer was an engineer trying to adopt the persona of an Artist in 

attempt to fit in, but that I was actually having a relationship with the objects that I 

was making that validated it as “Art”.  I had been trying to be an artist; I was 

pretending to be an artist.  It wasn’t until I allowed the work to originate from 

myself, rather than from my medium or skillset, that I began to define myself as 

one. Once I did that, I found my confidence in defining what the work is to me. 

I am working with various mediums to explore the dissonance between 

expectation and reality in order to better understand the way I digest and 

comprehend the world that surrounds me.  I use personal story, narrative, and 

memory to serve as a basis for where my imagery comes from.  My deep drive to 

meticulously explore and analyze my life is reflected in my aesthetic choices and 

approach to the work.  My hands get dirty; I work with the small details; the labor 

of the work and its process of discovery is what drives the finished product.  I 

remember sitting with my Advisor in his office holding back tears trying to explain 

what my work was really about.  Trying to express and digest my own deep 

frustration with not being able to form a relationship with my work.  I was fighting 

so hard to try and make something that resonated with me, and was feeling so 

lost.  I ended up calling my Father that night as I drove home and tried to find 

some type of guidance or comfort in him.  My voice was choked, but he only 

wanted to talk about the New England Patriots football game.  I had been 

reaching out in so many ways, both in personal relationships and in my art, and 

all the attempts felt like they were failing me.  It was a true struggle to come to a 

point where I can say what was mentioned earlier in this paragraph with 
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confidence.  The work to me is something that was supposed to provide clarity 

and understanding. It was supposed to bring me one step closer to feeling whole 

in the world.  Instead, this disconnect with my work plagued me for so long as 

another cul-de-sac at the end of the road.  Instead of providing clarity to my 

feelings of alienation, it further alienated me and made me angry that I couldn’t 

somehow make it all work.  It was just another failed attempt at communication 

with my father.  It was another failure at feeling close to something. 

My goal was always to create work that evoked a better understanding of 

an emotion or experience.  I made work about the loss of my Mother hoping to 

better understand that loss and come to grips with it. I made a film about my 

grandmother in hopes of getting closer to her as a person before she left us.  I 

made work about my son, my father, and my wife, all because I wanted to 

discover something in the process.  Instead, I have learned that the work itself 

and its particular subjects never seem to provide clarity.  It is not the expectation 

and result of the finished work, it is my relationship to the process and my artistic 

practice that has provided me a type of comfort and solace.  Regardless of how 

successful the previous works were in achieving my personal goals, I have 

learned a new language to talk about them with myself.  I have found a way for 

me to channel what I want to explore in my work that feels right, comfortable, and 

I can identify with.  I wanted to identify with my subject matter, but I have instead 

found identity and meaning in the process of making art.  The attempt to feel and 

connect with the world around me, and the struggle that that brings is reflected in 

my process and content.  The archivist, myself, the artist, we are all one.  We are 
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all struggling in our own ways, lacking in our character.  At times I am all of them 

and at times I am just one of them.  This entire experience of creating work has 

taught me not to be afraid of these personalities and versions of myself.  That 

perhaps, the alienation I feel to the world is a symptom of my alienation of the 

various versions of myself.  My identity is not singular, but instead it is a 

combination of all of the iterations of myself in one.  This work starts to document 

the weaving of these different people into one. It creates a space where all of 

them coalesce into one moment. The sum of their parts creates something that 

none of them could do on their own.  They are all searching for the connection 

that I desire, and perhaps if we work together we can find it.  

 

Figure 7.1: Behind the scenes still of The Archivist 
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