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ABSTRACT 

For the past 13 years the documentary portrait has been my passion, and I see my role as 

a media maker much like a scavenger or gleaner as I strive to collect subject matter that 

others may deem as useless or uninteresting. This paper defines my approach and 

methodology as I use the form to share and preserve stories about the elderly women 

living in the margins of society.  My work attempts to reject the traditional documentary 

structure that relies on drama, climax, and resolution, and places emphasis on the 

subject/filmmaker relationship.  I will discuss the experimental and feminist filmmakers 

who have influenced my work as well as the fields of community media and 

participatory arts practice that have led me to a rejection of the separation between 

subject and filmmaker that often occurs in traditional patriarchal documentary film.  I 

approach the narrative in my documentary work in creative stages that experiment with 

various mediums.  For example instead of writing a script I spend time not only having 

conversations with my subject, but with the materials and artifacts from her life.   

 

Throughout the past two years in the Integrated Electronic Arts program at Rensselaer I 

have experimented with video, sound, photography, bookmaking, and installation to 

create three final documentary video portraits of: 1) my grandmother Eloyse, 2) Bernice 

Perry, and 3) Glendora Folsom Buell.  The creative journey I have taken with each of 

these characters to tell their stories begins with my personal childhood story growing up 

as a working class female, and recovering from the traumatic suicide of my uncle.  In my 

future path I will continue to creatively use interdisciplinary media arts and documentary 

portraiture to make community media with underrepresented women and girls, curate 

women’s film nights, and tell elderly women’s stories.  My goal as an artist is to 

highlight the importance of the practice of women doing both ordinary and extraordinary 

things and adding that history to a larger societal narrative.
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1 Introduction: Why Women’s Stories & Portraiture? 

My childhood was non-traditional for suburban Northeast United States. I grew 

up on a junkyard in Chester, Pennsylvania, which my grandfather started after being 

discharged from WWII in 1949.  My earliest childhood memories are salvaging toys, 

coins and other treasures from the back of junk cars after school and on the weekends.  I 

loved getting grease on my face, but especially enjoyed making new memories from 

those, which were left behind in these junked cars.  I didn't realize I was living 

differently from the middle class suburban kids in my school until they found out that 

my family survived off of junk during a show-and-tell activity in school.  “What? Your 

dad doesn't work in an office like mine?”  From that moment I was traumatized when 

my tattooed Harley Davidson-riding father went to any school function and I invented 

reasons for him not to go.  My nickname was Harley in junior high and kids often teased 

me: “Your house is so small I'm surprised it has windows!”   

 

As I grew older and stopped playing in junk cars directly, there were a number of 

tragedies that occurred in my family - most notably the suicide of my uncle Mark in 

1997.  The trauma that the family experienced during this time led to extreme financial 

stress that eventually to the failure of my family's junkyard business.  According to my 

grandmother, “When Mark died, we all fell apart.”  Not long after my uncle's death, I 

picked up a video camera and started to make a film about my grandmother and her 

struggles with the junkyard without her youngest son - searching for beauty and heritage 

among all of the physical and emotional junk.   

 

I am the youngest daughter of my father.  When I was born he told my mother “Oh well, 

we'll try again.” As far as he was concerned, I would never work at the junkyard since I 

was not a boy and to him, I obviously could not work on cars and motorcycles.  I think 

he always wanted a son to pass down the junkyard business, but he never did get that 

wish.  Instead my sister and I went to college and graduate school, and both became 

artists.  Lisa is a photographer and professor at Yale and I am filmmaker who studied at 

NYU and Rensselaer.  Instead of working as a mechanic or scrap dealer, we both make 

art about the junkyard.  Growing up on the margins of the American suburb as a working
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class junkyard kid is an underlying theme of my art and manifests in the subjects and 

characters I am drawn to in my documentary photo and video work.  

 

 

        Figure 1: Portrait of me at the junkyard by Lisa Kereszi, 2003. 

 

During college and graduate school, I spent most of my time filming my grandmother 

and reading feminist theory.  I discovered that many of the class issues that I 

experienced as a child were tied directly to feminist issues.  I learned about the 

matriarchy that exists in many working class families.  As I was filming my grandmother 

I became intrigued by the ways in which matriarchs work both with and against the 

system in various ways for survival.  Many times my grandmother adapted creatively to 

save the junkyard business during various economic twists and turns.  For example, in 

the 1950's-1970's when the business was doing well and my grandfather worked seven 

days a week, Nannie fed the children and kept house as a traditional housewife.  A 



 

 3 

decade later as the business profits started to decline, my grandmother made porcelain 

Santa dolls to sell at local gift shops for $1000 each to pay the taxes.  Eventually after 

massive debt and the deaths of my grandfather and uncle Mark, she crushed cars for 

scrap metal, borrowed money, and made the final decision to sell the junkyard.  How 

was one 70-year-old woman able to take all of this on and outlive most of the men in her 

life?  Resilience. 

 

 

Figure 2: Portrait of my father at the junkyard by Lisa Kereszi, 2003. 

 

During my early years of filmmaking, I began working in the youth and community 

media fields in New York City at various media organizations, including Manhattan's 

public access television station.  At Manhattan Neighborhood Network (MNN) I quickly 

became fascinated with the ways that media was not only an organizing tool for groups 

of people, but a means of survival and sanity for individuals.  The producers found peace 

and purpose as they told the stories of themselves and their communities.  As the 

programming director of MNN, I was lucky enough to meet hundreds of these public 
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access television producers, both young and old, as they shared the stories from their 

community with others worldwide.  Public access is an incredible outlet that gives 

ordinary people voice.  Two of those voices in particular are Bernice Perry and Glendora 

Folsom Buell, women using media to tell stories from their community for over six 

decades.  An essential component to my creative process is to give voice to the 

voiceless.  The stylistic and technical elements are similar: the narrative is guided by the 

subject's voice and a collection of old footage and artifacts are the main devices used to 

illustrate the subject's history and nostalgia.    

 

I use a storytelling formal device, which I refer to as experimental documentary 

portraiture.  I place more emphasis on the details of the character’s life and less on 

drama, climax, and resolution.  Can we only respect a character if we follow her on a 

journey with a beginning, middle, and end?  Must we witness her overcome a great 

conflict in order for us to see her story as important?  I believe that all of the characters 

in my portraits are heroes and deserve our love and respect.  However the films do not 

have a traditional arch constructed from conflict and resolution.  Instead they share their 

stories with us and reveal certain aspects of their lives that tell us something about the 

way they fit into or resist a larger socially constructed world.  As a result, narrative is 

built in non-traditional ways.   

 

In my documentary portraits titled A Steady Grind, Bernice Perry: Queen of 

Sinatraland, and A Chat with Glendora, I strive to capture elder women's strength and 

ability to go against the grain of a society that tries to keep them in their rocking chairs. 
In this essay I will highlight my approach and process to making these portraits and the 

ways I am inspired and influenced by the fields of community media, feminist film 

theory, and women’s experimental documentary portraiture.  I will also discuss the ways 

in which my participatory arts practice (PAR) with media and women and girls in the 

Capital Region supports my current and future creative work as a documentarian, artist, 

and curator. 
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2 Approach and Methodology 

 I see my role as an artist and documentarian much like a scavenger or gleaner as 

I strive to collect subject matter that others may deem as useless or uninteresting. I 

search for beauty in these stories.  For example Agnes Varda's documentary The 

Gleaners and I has “a concern for traditional crafts and rituals, with the poor and 

marginalized, and with the everyday minutiae typically excluded from fiction.”1  

Jake Wilson further describes the film:  

 As Varda demonstrates, people can be discovered throughout the 
French countryside gleaning  everything from potatoes to grapes, apples 
to oysters, much as they did hundreds of years ago (though no longer in 
organized groups). More figuratively, there are also urban gleaners who 
salvage scraps from bins, appliances from the side of the road, or 
vegetables from stalls after the markets have closed. And then there's 
Varda herself, a gleaner of images, driving around France with a digital 
camera and a tiny crew (at times, she wields a smaller camera herself, 
permitting an even greater degree of intimacy).2 

I am struck by the way Varda films herself as she films others.  There is a scene in which 

she films her hand closely as the car she is riding in zooms down the highway.  As she 

films the wrinkles in her hands and accepts her mortality and duty in a larger world, the 

viewers may ask “will she soon be a fragment of the past?”  How would the film feel 

different without Varda inserting herself into the narrative and the search for a history?   

 

I feel that it is important as a filmmaker to insert yourself into the film and connect with 

your subjects.  I have a deep adoration and respect for the human beings I film.  Respect 

and love is the foundation to my filmmaking approach.  I agree with the words of the 

documentary filmmaker Heddy Honigmann when she says, “I only film people I like.  A 

film producer told me that I must learn to make films about people I do not like. Why? 

No I don't.  I just won't do that.”3  I have been told that my documentary work has 

particular warmth to it, which comes from the feelings I have for the characters in my 

films.  I too refuse to make films about people and subject matter that I do not believe in.  

This spirit comes directly from my work in the community media field. 
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2.1  Community Media & Media Literacy 

 My work seeks to preserve and empower those who otherwise may go unnoticed 

and/or voiceless in society.  In 1999, I began working with junior high and high school 

youth in Washington Heights in New York City to make videos about their lives. Words 

poured out of the youth in front of the camera as if they had been searching for a way to 

tell their stories for a lifetime already.  Instead of ingesting mass media visions of whom 

they think they should be, they made media about topics that were important to them in 

their neighborhoods such as sexual abuse, racism, drug abuse, and poverty.   In Paulo 

Freire’s “Pedagogy of the Oppressed,” he discusses the power of the teacher and student 

working together to build a model of leadership that works to eliminate oppression. 

“A revolutionary leadership must accordingly practice co-intentional 
education.  Teachers and students (leadership and people), co-intent on 
reality, are both Subjects, not only in the task of unveiling that reality, 
and thereby coming to know it critically, but in the task of re-creating that 
knowledge.”4  

During the Washington Heights youth project, the media educators did not document the 

lives of the marginalized youth. Instead we explored the social issues with the young 

people and discovered creative ways to tell their stories together.  The youth were armed 

with cameras, writing, and editing skills to say it for themselves.  Therefore the youth 

could go out into the world after the media educators left and continue to make media.    

 

Since my first experiences with video existed within the model of youth media, youth 

development, community media, and media literacy, my current documentary practice is 

rooted in subject participation.  For example, in my portraiture work, the women guide 

me towards the subject matter they want to share.  I often ask, “What do you want the 

world to know about yourself? What do you want to leave behind?”  

 

I also incorporate archival footage that the subjects create themselves, such as my 

grandmother’s home movies and artwork, Bernice's music and poetry, and Glendora's 

philosophy books and public access shows.  I am interested in these characters mostly 

because they are women who have documented their lives and use their own voice to 

represent themselves.  I feel my duty is to highlight the importance of the practice of 
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women doing both ordinary and extraordinary things and to add that history to a larger 

societal narrative.   

 

Bernice Perry and Glendora’s stories are vital to the field of media literacy.  These 

women have not only used the medium of community television to tell their stories and 

follow their dreams, but they have lived through six decades of media technology, and 

kept up with it.  In A Chat With Glendora, Glendora says, “I have spent half my life 

moving from format to format.”  She started making her own TV shows and stopped 

relying on studio productions in the 1970’s when the Sony Portapak was introduced. It is 

then that Glendora was able to cover community events such as women’s sports, visits to 

local animal shelters, women’s resource and consciousness raising housing collectives, 

etc.  DeeDee Hallack in the alternative media timeline in her book “Handheld Visions” 

notes: 

1967 – Sony introduces the DV-2400, the world’s first Portapak VTR… 
The Portapak is almost as easy to operate as an audio tape recorder and 
leads to an explosion in do-it-yourself TV, revolutionizing the medium.5 

Coming from early local broadcast television where film and tape did not exist 

Glendora’s show has maintained a live-like quality with no editing.  Instead she adds 

additional commentary and afterthoughts with titles she adds later with her character 

generator as she is burning the content to disc.  To keep up with the rapidly changing 

technology, Glendora currently uses a Flip Camera with no tape and works with a 16-

year-old computer wiz named Devin to upload her shows directly to YouTube.  Due to 

the technology shifts from tape to digital and as Glendora ages, her show content 

transforms.  Glendora no longer goes out into community to get ‘man on the street’ 

interviews, but instead she films her daily routine: from early mornings of spending time 

alone with God to recording her phone messages.  She discusses her current show as 

documentation of “God’s Kaleidoscope” – one that she says only public access 

producers are able to shoot and share with the world. Glendora says, “We are the ones 

there with our cameras, not the mass media.”  The sun, moon, and weather cannot be 

scripted- and Glendora is there everyday to capture unscripted life and share it with 85 

public access cable stations across the country. 
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Bernice Perry started producing public access television programs in her forties after 

suffering a severe leg injury that prevented her from working in the 1970’s.  Her early 

shows covered topics ranging from interviews with Hollywood film producers and 

Burlesque performers, to health advocates. In the 1980’s, she was crowned a Royal Lady 

by a Dutch Prince who had seen her show while visiting New York City, and was 

impressed by her show’s charitable subject matter.  Bernice currently uses her show as a 

vehicle to honor her muse, Mr. Frank Sinatra, and has won various songwriting awards 

by ASCAP (American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers) due to the buzz 

created on her public access TV show titled “Bernice Perry: Frankly Speaking in 

Sinatraland.”  In 1977, Bernice was honored: “The Woman of the Year”, “Poet of the 

Year”, and  “The Queen of Cable TV.”  In her video portrait, she thanks public access 

television for the opportunity for her to follow her dreams.  A homebound woman now 

in her eighties with various debilitating health problems, Bernice says, “If it were not for 

public access TV and my music, I would be dead.”  As some would argue that watching 

TV is an escape from their reality, for Bernice and Glendora making television is their 

reality and lifeline.   

 

              Figure 3: Excerpt from The Greenwich Village News, 1978. 
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In contrast to Glendora’s efforts to keep up with technology, Bernice has only upgraded 

to a miniDV camcorder and has hundreds of old shows on one and two inch reel to reel 

videotape.  She says that some her best shows are on those reels, but she has no 

resources to pay for transfers and archiving.  I called the NYC Film Archives and the 

New York Public Library to see if they could assist in archiving her work, stating that 

she has contributed to and documented so much of the New York City landscape. 

However they will only archive media produced by the city government and its agencies.  

This brings up a few vital questions: Whose lives are deemed as important enough to 

preserve?  Whose stories are included in the larger historical narrative?  How are the 

stories told in public access television any less important than those told in the 

mainstream media?  How long will public access TV even last as many municipalities 

are having difficulty renegotiating franchise agreements with cable conglomerates, and 

many people are using the internet as their main source of entertainment and 

information?  Both Bernice and Glendora’s video portraits call into question: what 

happens to our ability to document our lives when technology is moving so fast? 

2.2  Feminist Documentary Film Tradition 

“Feminist documentary filmmaking is a cinematic genre congruent with a 
political movement, the contemporary women’s movement.”  

-Julia Lesage6 

 Through our work, female filmmakers have revised and resisted mainstream 

cinema by telling our own stories, and has subsequently created space for the female 

voice and experience in the United States.  The modes used by female documentary 

filmmakers have both deconstructed traditional filmmaking to gain political voice in 

society.  Women began to make films in this light during the late 1960’s and early 

1970’s to raise public consciousness-raising of the anti-war movement.7  Feminist 

documentary filmmakers have primarily used interviews and montage in new ways to 

soften the dividing line between filmmaker and subject.  The filmmaker identifies 

personally with her subjects by sharing the political goals of the project: to create a sense 

of what the term “woman” can mean in our society.  In my video portraitures I strive to 

add to this tradition through emphasizing the importance of women crossing 



 

 10 

generational lines to spark a conversation about the celebration and preservation of our 

personal and collective stories.  I also strive to uncover the power of this conversation to 

resist the “Other”8 stance, which further oppresses elderly women in Western society.  

 

When women make film, it is a political act in itself since women have historically been 

misrepresented in dominant forms of cinema, literature, and art.  The woman’s personal 

film further takes women out of the margins because she represents herself.  In Laura 

Mulvey’s legendary essay “Visual Pleasure and the Narrative Cinema,” she reveals 

ways that represent woman as “Other” manifests through viewing relations between 

viewer to images on the screen.9 By allowing man to live out his fantasies and 

obsessions by imposing a silent image of the woman, she becomes the bearer of 

meaning, not the maker of meaning. It is important to look at this theory when trying to 

understand how, and in which cultural locations, women have been forced into the 

position of the “Other”.  Although Mulvey discusses narrative, not documentary film, 

she illustrates how the image of woman is not only historically, but also psychologically 

connected to the role of spectacle, as the role of man guides the narrative. 

 

Gloria Gibson's “Identities Unmasked/Empowerment Unleashed” discusses how female 

documentary filmmakers make films very differently than the documentary male 

filmmaker.10 Specifically, the traditional voiceover is transformed into a conversation 

between women, and different verbal and visual techniques communicate women’s 

issues and women centered contexts.  Therefore these films create a new language for 

discourse.  Feminist theory and feminist filmmaking is closely linked, in that, both 

assess the ways women have dealt with oppression in American society.  How do these 

filmmakers choose to depict each woman’s resistance to oppressive social and cultural 

forces, celebrate their identities, and promote personal and communal empowerment?  

How do they expose the social construction of ‘woman’?  The Black women’s 

filmmaking tradition is vital to note since sexism, racism, classism, ageism, and 

homophobia are inseparable in this society. Therefore, filmmaking creates an outlet for 

the marginalized woman to be heard and for American society to acknowledge that the 

everyday experiences of these women encompass more than gender.  Marginalized 
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women have used the camera to document their lives and communities, resisting the 

society that writes oppressive cultural scripts and making films which reveal the real 

lives and struggles of marginalized women to write histories which have been denied in 

mainstream, white male history. When the female filmmaker turns the camera inward on 

herself, what is authentic within the structure of this type of work is the empowerment 

process for all women.  In the next section, I will discuss inspirational female 

filmmakers whom have resisted the traditional notion of narrativity in experimental 

portrait and autobiographical works. 

2.3  Women’s Experimental Documentary Film Influences 

A few notable female experimental documentary filmmakers and some of their 

specific works have directly influenced my practice and rejections of traditional 

narrative.  These women include Su Friedrich, Sadie Benning, Linda Montano, and 

Michelle Citron.  In this section I will discuss their modes of creating narrative and 

playing with the fine line of truth and fiction in storytelling. 

 

 

Figure 4: Still from Su Friedrich’s The Ties That Bind, 1984. 
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2.3.1 Su Friedrich 

Su Friedrich’s film The Ties That Bind is a story about her mother’s life growing up 

in Nazi Germany.  She interviews her mother extensively about her childhood and 

feelings about being an Anti-Nazi German living in Germany.  There is clearly a 

connection between Su and her mother; however, we do not witness this part of the 

narrative in traditional ways of seeing mother and daughter together on the screen.  

Instead Friedrich inserts her voice by animated text that are questions and statements that 

sometimes disagree with her mother.  For example, Friedrich inserts the word “No!” on 

a black slate as her mother describes that she has no knowledge of the Nazi 

concentration camps near her childhood home.  Friedrich also recreates scenarios to 

overlay her mother’s narration and insert herself as the maker of the narrative.  For 

example, as her mother talks about the hiding her anti-Nazi sentiments while 

simultaneously helping Jewish students at school, Friedrich appears to be staged 

collecting and opening anti-communist mail in her home.  She is not only illustrating a 

personal connection and reflection to her mother’s story, but this also introduces the 

viewers to her current political reality.  The Ties That Bind is a portrait of her mother’s 

life that uses non-traditional methods of text and recreations to create not only a 

narrative about a mother and daughter connecting, but also the preservation of a piece of 

history.  Alongside her original material, she uses found footage elements such as home 

movies, television imagery, feature films, educational films, newsreels, and early cinema 

in addition to incorporating found photographs, illustrations, diagrams, and archival 

newspaper clippings into the film.11  Similar to my work, Su’s subjects’ lives are often 

described by the physical objects that they collect. The connections between sound, 

imagery, and text is what builds the structure of this piece. 
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        Figure 5: Still from Sadie Benning’s If Every Girl Had A Diary, 1993. 

2.3.2 Sadie Benning  

Sadie Benning’s early video diaries were created with a black and white Fisher 

Price Pixel Vision camera given to her by her father (famous experimental film pioneer 

James Benning), when she was 13-years-old.  She started documenting her stories 

informally in her video diary A New Year when her friend was raped, and a drug dealer 

went on a shooting spree in her neighborhood. The video confessions about these 

traumatic and curious events sparked the beginning of a series of video diaries that 

challenge the popular notion that effective storytelling requires a linear format, and 

questions the ways women’s identity is formed through popular culture such as 

television, advertising, and music.  Benning uses her voice and constructs memories to 

create multiple identities and represents herself though performance.  This confessional, 

autobiographical tone is similar to the tradition of women’s autobiographical writing in 

the form of video diaries. Benning’s video diaries are much like the models from 

women’s film streaming from 1970’s feminism, yet Benning puts a contemporary edge 

onto her work since she has been defined as a “self-possessed ‘queer’ who takes 

emphasis from identity and places it on performance.”12  

 

Catherine Russell, in her essay “Autoethnography: Journeys of the Self” discusses the 

implications of the primitive video form: 

“When transferred onto videotape, Pixel Vision images are surrounded by 
a thick black border, much like a peep show. Therefore, the big picture is 
always out of reach, drawing the filmmaker to the specificity of everyday 
life. Benning’s films show that identity is inscribed in history and 
technologies of representation.”13 
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The form of Pixel Vision in itself is an integral aspect of her process of creating a 

narrative and revealing the “Self”.  Her dark and grainy pixel visions are playful, 

investigative, and philosophical. As the camera is main informant of Benning, we hear 

the camera rolling and the harsh edits that occur during filming which fragments her 

body and voice.  When Benning captures pieces of everyday life, she challenges the 

ways storytelling has traditionally been constructed and practiced. For example, she tells 

stories from her life as they are happening.  In other words, her voice reacts and reflects: 

it does not report a linear string of events.   

 

Sadie Benning's adolescent video diaries explore self-definition by tracing the objects in 

her room, performing on camera, and writing bits of socio-political concerns on scraps 

of paper. Benning constructs a dialogue between her identities by using her speaking 

voice and the handwritten notes on scraps of lined notebook paper.  The metaphors in 

Benning’s works are created by her relationship to the material items in her room.  She is 

searching for herself, and constructing her self-image as she plays with toy cars and 

twists Barbie dolls into intimate poses.  When Sadie tests her equipment and films the 

inside of her drawers and cabinets in If Every Girl Had A Diary, it is a defining moment 

of self-expression.  When chaotic clips from television and radio are juxtaposed with 

illegible tabloid headline images, the connection is metamorphic as the camera does not 

stay fixed on one headline.  When the viewers are unable to make sense out of the news 

headlines, and Benning scribbles concerns on paper, she is building a narrative from her 

larger questions of existence.  Questions about the “Self’s” relationship to society and 

how identity is shaped through mainstream representation and storytelling.   

 

Sadie Benning’s techniques have inspired my use of Pop’s scrapbooks.  As a way for an 

outcast to mediate sanity in an insane world, my grandfather and Benning had a lot in 

common. 
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Figure 6: Still from Linda Montano’s Mitchell’s Death, 1978. 

2.3.3 Linda Montano 

Media artist Linda Montano was originally trained as a sculptor and began using 

performance and video in the 1970's.  Her early work addressed the negotiation of the 

“Self” and personal transformation, and is critical to women's video as makers and 

subjects.  Montano's autobiographical work, which is often concerned with personal and 

spiritual discipline, is inspired by study in Yoga and Zen practice which she uses as a 

technique to build narrative.  In Mitchell's Death (1978), Montano uses performance and 

meditation as a storytelling mode as well as a means of personal transformation and 

catharsis as she mourns the tragic and sudden death of her ex-husband.   

 

Narrative and autobiographical writing such as journaling can be an effective mode of 

healing from trauma.  In this sense narrative has two meanings:  1) a story constructed to 

describe a series of events, and 2) psychological processes in self-identity, memory and 

meaning-making.  Montano's mode of performative storytelling combines journaling and 

shamanic ritual practice as she meditates.  In Heinz Insu Fenkl's 2004 article 

“Storytelling and Healing,” he explores the shaman's ritual of storytelling as a performed 

narrative. When a story is told about the self, the subject of the narrative becomes its 

audience.14  Many of these shamanic rituals are performed publicly for entire 

communities.  Linda Montano appears to be playing the role of the shaman in this 22-

minute video. As she describes every horrid moment from the day of Mitchell's death 

(wondering if it was suicide, seeing his swollen body on a metal slab, having 
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uncomfortable moments with his family members), she constructs an emotional portrait 

and engages the viewers in her healing process. Montano subverts the traditional mode 

by telling a linear story about death and loss, forcing the viewers to look only at her face 

and listen to her words.   I see Mitchell’s Death as a critical piece of feminist portraiture, 

rooted in the emotional and spiritual narrative. When I viewed this tape for the first time, 

I felt an instant connection to Montano’s work.  Although she heals through 

performative meditation, and my approach was in documentary form, my video camera 

was the tool that made my uncle’s death real.  His suicide was a shock for me for the 

first six months, but once I picked up that video camera and saw that he was not there 

and was never going to be there, reality kicked in.  The video camera became my diary, 

as I taped those around me dealing with his death. 

2.4  Cultural Artifacts 

The significant value I place on the preservation of the history of the 

underrepresented leads me to question how we construct history. Whose lives are 

considered important enough to make their way into the public narratives that carpet our 

collective past? This fabric is not just made of presidents, inventors, and big 

businessmen, but everyday people like my grandmother, Bernice, and Glendora. We 

often witness the lives and artifacts of those human beings who are prominent historical 

figures, and have access to the details of their lives. The women in my films see their 

own lives as important enough to be recorded.  They have made a history for us, and I’m 

presenting this history so that its truths can be added to the larger story. I want all of us 

to be included.  

 “To recollect ones life in order to narrate it is not universal.  The 
man who delights in drawing his own image believes himself worthy of a 
special interest, which is due to specific cultural constructions found in 
civilization…. Man's memory is witnessing of himself and gives meaning 
of his won mythic tale.”  - Gusdorf, Georges15 

 

I am intrigued by the ways the women in my films engage in this process.  One of the 

methods is what people collect and leave behind when they pass.  These artifacts tell 

stories about peoples lives and how they exist at a certain moment in history.  The 
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current work I do is about people in their 80's who grew up during the Great Depression, 

and those times when industrialization and mass production meant something very 

different than it does to younger generations.  During the 1920 - 1940's the working class 

were the laborers, where now the working class are often the working poor who live on 

minimum wage jobs.  Where is the pride in working those jobs now?  I wonder if the 

artifacts that my characters cling to and/or leave behind will be very different than those 

of the people growing up in my generation where technology is the equivalent to 

industrialization.  Now people do not necessarily make scrapbooks and memory boxes, 

but instead they make Facebook and Myspace pages.   

2.4.1 Michelle Citron’s Daughter Rite 

 Home movies are a specific cultural artifact that I find intriguing.  The work of 

Michelle Citron informs my art as she deconstructs her family's home movies to create a 

new narrative.  One that addresses the pain she endured as a child.  Her film Daughter 

Rite is one of the first memoir films that I watched when I was a graduate student at 

NYU’s Gallatin School that made me think about the power of rewriting family history 

and the search for heritage.  Last year I created the video titled The Departure from old 

home movies of men in my family who have died.  The film was motivated by my 

complicated sadness surrounding their deaths and is my attempt to say goodbye to them.  

This short piece demonstrates that home movies can create new narratives that resist the 

ritual American home movie moments, such as birthday parties and picnics.  Instead 

they can be used as a way to heal from traumatic moments and make a larger statement 

about truth and ritual.  I will discuss The Departure in more detail in the following 

section. 

 
Figure 7: Still from Michelle Citron’s film Daughter Rite, 1979. 



 

 18 

 

Figure 8: Still from my video The Departure, 2009. 

 

The theme of junk and collection of artifacts runs throughout my work, and I use 

artifacts to build narratives in my videos.  Before completing the film A Steady Grind, I 

worked with my family's archival footage to explore how to tell the story of my 

grandmother and the junkyard.  I have used my grandmother’s home movies in various 

ways and I will discuss the scrapbooks that belonged to my grandfather below:  the book 

project helped me make a decision about how I wanted to tell the story of the junkyard 

through my grandmother's eyes. 

 

Over the past two years I have been able to acknowledge sound as a cultural artifact.  

After experiencing Pauline Oliveros’ Deep Listening class during the Fall of 2009, I was 

able to discover emotional connections between myself and sound.  As I edited A Steady 

Grind I began to pay deeper attention to the junkyard ambient sound that existed in my 

video footage of the junkyard.  I collected selections of this sound and made a 10-minute 

audio piece that I felt captured the essence of the junkyard.  This audio piece became an 

integral part of The Departure, as well as Pop’s Scrapbook and A Steady Grind.  Each 

sound of metal crushing, glass breaking, and bird singing is a remnant of the past that no 

member of my family will ever hear again since the selling of the land and business.  

Therefore the sound recordings are just as powerful on a physical and emotional level as 

the photos that were taken of my grandfather in 1949 when he first started the business. 

 



 

 19 

3 Creative Thesis Works 

3.1  A Steady Grind (2009, 60 minutes, miniDV) 

A portrait of Eloyse Kereszi, a fiery grandmother with a mouth like a 
sailor, who runs Joe's Junkyard in Chester, Pennsylvania.  Eloyse 
inherited her husband's 54-year-old business in 1991 when he died of a 
heart attack on the junkyard soil. He was preparing to have heart surgery, 
but walked out of the hospital with his IV still attached and went to the 
junkyard for his final day of work. At this time Eloyse was 60 years old, 
but retirement was not an option due to thousands of dollars of tax debt, 
her failing health, and her living son's financial dependence on the 
business. For over a decade, she maintained faith in the family's ability to 
overcome these hardships, but as she slipped further into tax debt and ill 
health, Eloyse began to come to terms with the traumatic loss of her 
husband and sons, and was faced with the decision to sell the junkyard.   

Eloyse is my grandmother. 

 

Figure 9: Portrait of my grandmother at the junkyard by Lisa Kereszi, 1998. 

 

I started this portrait of my grandmother when I was in college and finished 

shooting when working towards a Master’s degree at NYU.  The film is a document of 

an 11-year journey that I have taken with my grandmother and also illustrates the 

matriarchy that exists in many working class families as well as the financial challenges 

that small family-run businesses face. It is a film about my grandmother's resilience as 

she takes on the failing junkyard business. As her health and the health of my father had 

worsened over the years, my camera lens helped me to deal with the pain and 

helplessness I was feeling over my family's situation.  In the process of making this film 
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I discovered that the junkyard of my childhood, once a symbol of success and livelihood 

to me, had become a witness to death, dysfunction, and deterioration.  I will discuss the 

creative process of completing the film and begins the journey of documenting my 

grandfather's scrapbook, a project I have completed during my time in the iEAR 

Program. 

 

 

        Figure 10: Still from 1950’s Super 8 home movies used in the portrait, A Steady Grind. 

3.1.1 Pop’s Scrapbook- Installation & Book Project 

In my research for A Steady Grind, I discovered my grandfather's scrapbooks.  

He started to make these scrapbooks out of huge pads of construction paper and duct 

tape in the 1970's after the death of his second oldest son, Rocky who went on a drunken 

shooting rampage and was shot by a police officer in 1974.  I was always told that he 

was killed in a motorcycle accident.  I found the newspaper article revealing the truth in 

the scrapbook two decades later. I became obsessed with these scrapbooks and the 

bittersweet images of my grandfather's attempt to treat his depression and make sense of 

his place in his utterly tragic world.  He would do this by taping family photos alongside 

gruesome newspaper clippings from strangers' lives and ugly moments in history.   Here 

is where I discovered the truth about the family tragedies that had been kept from me. In 

addition to learning about the family secrets that my grandfather chronicled in his 

albums, I also got a peak into his psyche and the pain he was feeling about being alive 

and experiencing loss.  He would write not only names and dates on family photos, but 
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also notes that expressed his fear and depression. The newspaper clippings that he taped 

next to family portraits appeared to offer comfort in his pain, as the tragedies of others 

made him not feel alone in his grief.  He may have not identified as an artist in the 

traditional sense, yet he was undergoing self-instructed art therapy. Over the past 11 

years, I have become very close to this scrapbook as I have shot it over and over again 

with both video and still cameras.   

 

Originally I was solely going to use these images to help tell the story of the junkyard in 

A Steady Grind as b-roll, however the installation emerged out of my need to tell Pop's 

story separate from the story my grandmother tells.  My grandmother is the one who hid 

the truth from me about Rocky and other family secrets for so many years.  The 

scrapbook project titled Pop's Scrapbook allowed me to sit with them and let them tell 

me their own story. Over time, his story became mine.  

 

 

Figure 11: Page from Pop’s Scrapbook. 
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As I found family artifacts including home movies, I began to ask questions about the 

truth of the narrative that my family had been telling me for years.  Were those 

narratives documented within these home movies?  If we documented these moments, 

would they continue to haunt us?  In my work I use home movies as a form of healing 

from my family's tragic past.  My grandfather purchased a Super-8 camera for my 

grandmother in the 1950's so they could document the growth of their children and 

junkyard business.  There are many hours of footage of my father and his brothers 

jumping on rusted-out Buicks and numerous birthdays and Christenings, all shot by my 

grandmother.  Why were there no movies of my grandfather hitting his wife and 

terrorizing his children?  Why no scenes with sleepless nights and tax debt?  Of course 

these moments are not documented because no one wants to remember them or let others 

publicly witness the grotesque and challenging moments of our lives.  However, these 

are the events that the entire family cannot get out of our heads.   To answer some of 

these questions for myself, I made the short video titled The Departure that I will 

describe in the next section. 

3.1.2 The Departure 

“There is no importance to what is real and what is not, it is all a matter 
of interpretation.  When dealing with a person’s past, the truth is not 
relevant to that person’s vision of the truth.  It is what they remember as 
true which forms identity.” – Michelle Citron16 

In The Departure I manipulate my grandmother's home movies by attempting to 

create a narrative demonstrating my family's dysfunction and pain of loss.  Unlike 

Michelle Citron, I did not bring scripted actors into the piece to discuss the underlying 

issues.  Instead I wove together different characters and their actions as a metaphor for 

the death and dysfunction that came later into their lives.  I attempted to create my own 

narrative form - an interpretation of the truth.  In the first scene, a young man dressed in 

military clothing prepares to leave his family.  There is nervous tension on his face and 

body as the female family members take photos and the children gather around to wave 

goodbye.  This scene, which is longer than those which follow, prepare the audience for 

a journey that the family is going to take, which ends in my uncle's suicide.  Each scene 

symbolizes a different traumatic event of my family's history.  Images of my 
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grandmother hanging laundry and my grandfather boxing symbolize the traditional 

gender roles that trapped them: aggressive male head of home and the submissive 

victimized wife.  The slow haunting music lies under the images and is almost 

dreamlike.  In the next scene, my six-year-old father plays with a toy gun as he rolls 

around on the floor - he later held a real gun to his head to threaten my mother to never 

leave him.   That scene leads to my uncle Mark in the playpen, who was the one who did 

take his life thirty-six years later.  Interwoven are scenes of ritual family functions such 

as a trip to the amusement park and a family picnic.  The only scene that I make slow 

motion is the last shot of my uncle Mark as an exuberant child who is backing away 

slowly from the camera.  That is the moment in the video where I finally say goodbye.  

Like Montano and Citron my work on family heritage and grief seeks to build a bridge 

between conscious and unconscious by helping to identify and work through layers of 

personal history.  As I reconstruct the ritual of home movie-making, I create a visual 

record and a lasting memorial of my family including those traumatic events that have 

defined us for decades.  

 

This particular video plays a key role in an installation titled Pop’s Scrapbook that was 

the beginning of the journey that became a one yearlong book project.  I had originally 

set out to print the digital portraits I had taken of the scrapbooks for the film and noticed 

that the images were flat and dark and needed a great deal of color correction to bring 

back to life.  Therefore a large portion of the time spent on this installation was revisiting 

the scrapbooks and scanning them at a high resolution.  The scans allow us to see 

detailed fingerprints and even blood droppings caused by my grandfather’s papercuts.  

During the Spring 2009 show at the Contemporary Art Center at the Woodside Church,17  

I hung the images up in a non-linear order based on size, color, and contrast – essentially 

arranged by instinct. I set up sound in the room made up of audio remnants from the 

junkyard that I shot with a video camera. I was always so struck by how calming the 

sounds were at the junkyard - almost meditational. I remember lying on a hood of a car 

when I was taking a break from shooting video and feeling as if I was on the beach and 

the traffic and airplanes were the ocean.  As I listened to the audio from the video 

recordings and thought about the scrapbooks I heard the audio as the soundtrack to my 
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grandfather's life.  He would work here at the junkyard all day long and then go home to 

work on his scrapbooks in his room at night.  I paired these two elements together in the 

installation to attempt to create a visual and audio memorial for my grandfather and to 

celebrate the ways he coped with his trauma though writing his own story.   

 

           

                    Figure 12: Still from Fall 2009 Graduate Art Show installation titled Pop’s Scrapbook. 

 

As the installation and book evolved I created a second installation for the Fall 2009 

grad show at West Hall.  This time, I added the junkyard audio soundtrack to The 

Departure video (layered with a solemn and dreary track written and performed by 

Chuck Stern) and projected it onto a blank wall in front of a desk where the final hand 

bound book  laid.  As a desk lamp shone on the book I invited viewers to sit down, flip 

through, and read the book as the video looped in front of them.   
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The book project is complete as a hand-sewn and duct taped mockup that I would like to 

eventually have published.  It is as much my story as it is his.  I have also collected other 

people’s stories of Pop to try to get a sense of him outside my own memories and those 

taped within the scrapbooks.  To some, Pop was a hardworking man who put his family 

first.  To others, he was an abusive man with a mean streak.  To himself, he was a failure 

to society.  Who do we believe?  Is it important?  Pop places himself in a historical time 

in this country as he constructs the narrative of his life by not only cutting out certain 

articles, but by circling those elements of text that touched him and those in which he 

related to.  Who was Pop leaving these artifacts behind for?  Did he intend for us to find 

it, or were the books private for him to use as a coping mechanism for the things in life 

that caused him pain?  These books are a search for truth and preservation of memory, 

but also a remnant that uncovers the beauty that can exist within sadness and tragedy.  In 

this case for me the beauty is not only the images he makes in each page, but the 

preservation of the spirits of the men in my family who have passed – Rock, Mark, Pop.  

I also find a peace in the traumatic discovery of these events and my Pop's psyche - 

therefore the construction of these books is part of my healing process.  I decided to 

insert my search in the pages of the books by having discussions with family members 

and old customers of Pop.  I recently found documents that Pop left behind in my 

grandmother’s drawers just last year, nineteen years after his death.  Together, these 

elements reflect my exploration of his artifacts as an attempt to construct a narrative and 

reality from scraps of paper, tape, and memories. 

 

 

          Figure 13: Page from Pop’s Scrapbook with body donor documents found in 2009. 
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As a result of the Pop's Scrapbook project, I was able to see clearly that the stories of my 

grandfather and grandmother were separate.  I did not feel pressure to use the scrapbooks 

heavily in the film because they were my grandfather's narrative and A Steady Grind was 

a portrait of my grandmother.  

3.1.3 The Completion of A Steady Grind 

 
Figure 14: Me and my grandmother making A Steady Grind in 2003. Photo by Lisa Kereszi. 

 

I had three or four different cuts of A Steady Grind between 1999 and 2005, and I 

finally realized that I needed to revisit the film in 2008 upon entering this MFA program 

at Rensselaer.   I scrounged up enough money to pay my filmmaker friend and iEAR 

MFA grad, Penny Lane to cut a rough edit of the piece.  I had redigitized more than 80+ 

hours of footage the year before and was looking for someone to take the film out of my 

hands for a few months.  Giving up the power was easy for me, not only because I 

trusted Penny, but because I knew that I needed mental space away from the footage.  

After a month of editing scenes that I would have never left in (like my father’s stroke 

scene), Penny had created a narrative arch that honored my grandmother’s character, 

which had chronicled her failing health, the failing business, but illustrated her resilience 
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simultaneously.  The main ingredient that Penny put in the edit that I had left out, was 

myself as a character.  There were images of me with my grandmother (making pies, 

planting a garden, etc.) that I had deemed as useless before, because I had attempted to 

make a film without me in it! 

 

After Penny handed a solid assembly off to me in the summer or 2008, I opened up the 

project again and worked towards a fine edit, along with the Pop’s Scrapbook project 

and the Bernice Perry video.  I made a few different cuts of the film from her structure, 

and added more of myself in each cut.  I left in the scenes of my image with my 

grandmother and sought out those moments when I spoke to her from behind the camera. 

 

But how was I to tie it all together?  This is when I was able to use elements of the Pop’s 

Scrapbook installation as transitional moments to give the viewers space and breath and 

to illustrate my search of the past.  I revisited the home movie footage that my 

grandmother took from the 1950’s - 1970’s and reshot the pages of my grandfather’s 

scrapbook, but closer than I had ever before.  This footage would become the thread that 

connected me to my grandmother’s past and future before, during, and after the 

existence of the junkyard that caused her so much pain.  These are the most experimental 

aspects of the film other than the sound. 

 

Sound was the final key element that I needed to complete the portrait during the 

summer of 2009. As a result of shooting over a decade and using various cameras and 

microphones, the sound recordings throughout the film were junky to say the least.   

Therefore I hired a professional sound designer, Jesse Stiles a past graduate of the iEAR 

program, to work on noise reduction as well as to work on creating a soundscape to the 

film that would match the various layers of existing sound recording. 

 

I used a collection of junkyard field recordings in my installation and wanted to use the 

10-minute piece as the soundtrack to A Steady Grind as well.  I worked with Jesse to 

create a soundmix that incorporated the installation track, and also added dramatic 

elements such as sledgehammers and cars crushing to place emphasis on critical 
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moments of my grandmother’s stories, which she narrated.  For example, when my 

Uncle Mark committed suicide in the junkyard office in September 1998, he was on the 

phone with my grandmother and his estranged wife.  To add an element of mystery and 

recreated truth we added a recording of a ringing phone (that was never answered) as my 

grandmother told the story of his death.  There were various experimental uses of sound 

like this that added depth to the narrative of my grandmother’s portrait.  By adding 

junkyard sound as punctuation to her stories, we created an emotional element that did 

not exist prior to the sound mix. 

3.2  Bernice Perry: Queen of Sinatraland (2008, 12 minutes, 
miniDV) 

Bernice Perry is an 83-year-old songwriter who has been producing her 
own public access television show for four decades. Her life and work, 
inspired by Frank Sinatra, has a haunting quality that forces us to ask 
questions about definitions of celebrity, nostalgia and reality. 

 

 

Figure 15: Portrait of Bernice Perry, 2006. 

 

For one year before meeting Bernice in person, I watched her show every Friday at 

noon on Manhattan Public Access TV in my office where I worked.  I was both stunned 

by and in awe of her character, artistic technique, and extreme dedication to her show.  

Her obsession with Frank Sinatra was especially intriguing to me.  I could not wrap my 

head around how this was possible with knowing only a fraction of Frank's Hollywood 
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character as a womanizer, drunk, and mobster.  Before I began filming Bernice's portrait, 

I had watched her cable show and spoken to her many times on the phone. In one 

particular conversation she had mentioned that she no longer had room for herself in her 

apartment, due to the hundreds of show tapes, Frank Sinatra albums, and old 

photographs.  I had this vivid image in my mind of her being forced out of her home by 

her memories.  The connection between Bernice's story and the junkyard was striking! 

The project fulfilled my need to find treasures in what others perceive as junk. Although 

Bernice is viewed as an outcast by many, she takes control of her representation through 

the production of her cable access television show, artwork, and music.  Her life and 

passion forces us to ask questions about nostalgia, survival, and reality.  A Steady Grind 

asks the same questions and also brings up the dilemma surrounding beauty vs. tragedy.  

Do we not all walk on this edge daily?  

 

I wanted to meet Bernice in person despite co-workers' warnings that her apartment was 

roach infested and that her body was covered with bedsores. I went to her house anyway 

and completely fell in love with her: her wig, makeup, artwork, and photos that were 

pasted and tacked on every inch of her financial district apartment's walls. There were no 

roaches and no bedsores. As she began to tell me stories of her childhood in a children's 

home and her history, I started to find yet another bittersweet connection between beauty 

and tragedy in Bernice's life and the way she chooses to heal from those moments to 

represent herself through her music and cable show. I started to film and photograph 

Bernice over a two-week period.  She directed me the entire time making sure the sound 

was correct and that I was getting her good side. Bernice immediately forced me to think 

a lot about the ways we all choose to fill up space in our reality. 
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      Figure 16: Still from Bernice Perry: Queen of Sinatraland, 2008. 

3.2.1 Character Study of Bernice 

Below is a brief character study I wrote about Bernice when I first started the 

project in 2006: 

Bernice Perry grew up in a children's home in Long Island, NY when her 
mother abandoned Bernice and her sister.  Her mother died recently after 
the girls were admitted into the home when Bernice was 8 years old.  She 
talks about escaping her childhood by listening to Frank Sinatra on the 
radio in the home. She would dance and sing to his songs while dreaming 
of being a star. 

After leaving the children’s home, Bernice took charge of her life.  She 
wrote her first song lyrics In the Hush of a Lifetime dedicated to Frank 
Sinatra as the age of 17 and won a songwriting contest in Coney Island, 
which published the song and entered her into ASCAP (American 
Association of Composers, Authors, Publishers) where she has received 
many awards for her songs over the decades.  Shortly after her award she 
became involved in show business under the name Rene Perry - which is 
her sister's name because she thought it sounded more glamorous and 
French.  She was discovered in a diner in the West Village where many 
famous show producers frequented. A stunning and gorgeous young 
woman, she went on an audition, but lied about being able to dance.  She 
got the job as a showgirl anyway. She was a dancer for about 6 months, 
but gave up show business due to the demeaning misogynist nature of the 
business (going to hotel rooms for auditions with male producers). 

Bernice got married and had two daughters at the age of 18. Her marriage 
ended after she had a life threatening surgery on her feet where her 
husband failed to be supportive of her.  She locked the doors and told him 
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never to return.  After two blood transfusions and being near close to 
death Bernice told herself that if she were to survive she would dedicate 
her life to Frank Sinatra, which led to decades of sending Frank gifts – 
many of which were handmade. As a single mother she supported herself 
by working as a telephone operator at the Copacabana for most of her life 
until she had an accident at work that made it impossible for her to 
continue.  On public assistance, Bernice started her cable show which was 
an interview show for celebrities and ‘do-gooders’.  She also used the 
show as a platform to express her adoration for Frank Sinatra by reading 
the poems she had written for him - each line beginning with the letters of 
his name.  Her show would also highlight performers playing her music, 
which has been described by critics as haunting, yet magical. She says 
she has a spiritual relationship with Mr. Frank Sinatra and to this day he 
is her inspiration.   

In her home now in the Financial District of Manhattan, Bernice is 
surrounded by memorabilia of better times - when she was young, 
vibrant, and healthy.  She says she has no room for herself in her 
apartment as she is cluttered by all of her tapes, papers, photos, thank you 
letters from Frank, medical supplies, and newspaper clippings. Her body 
is worn, therefore she yearns for the past.  The musical play she has 
written about her life is called “Woman of Destiny”, which she hopes still 
to have produced.  Bernice, 83 still writes songs and airs her TV show: 
the two things she says that keep her alive. 

 

       Figure 17: Still from Bernice Perry: Queen of Sinatraland, 2008. 

3.2.2 Reality or Fantasy: Does it matter? 

I took a more experimental approach in making Bernice’s piece than the others 

because I wanted to capture and illustrate her escapism and coping mechanisms from her 

harsh childhood and painful elderly years.  I felt that creating fantasy transitions and 

soundscape would be effective.  In her portrait I combined interview footage, her old TV 

shows, and Frank Sinatra movies and music to show the connection of Bernice and 
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Frank- even if the connection was mostly fantasy for Bernice.  The transitions in the 

piece superimpose Bernice with the starlets Sinatra acted with on stage and the image 

was slowed down subtly in various moments to create a dreamlike effect.  The score was 

made up of Frank’s music and a song titled “Bernice” composed by Chuck Stern who 

spent one day interviewing Bernice with me.  In his notes he wrote down a few things 

that Bernice said when she read her poetry to us.  When Bernice said “reflections of 

tinsel time,” Chuck was inspired to create the track that runs throughout the portrait.  It 

is slow and slightly sad, but delicate and gentle.  Much like Bernice. 

 

At my iEAR critique session in the Fall 2008, my video portrait of Bernice sparked 

much debate in the room about exploitation and whether Bernice was crazy or not.  

More than half of the room appeared to identify with Bernice and defended her mental 

health.    My defense to the exploitation comment was that this is Bernice’s reality – one 

where she has used fantasy to cope with the things that cause her pain in her life.  I find 

beauty and strength in that.  I think we all as humans have these things to obsess about in 

order to take pain away and distract us from seeing ourselves in a negative way.  Some 

people at the critique session felt that I needed to highlight more moments of her cable 

TV show career instead of her relationship with Frank Sinatra, and that I was 

constructing her image as a mad woman.  I ask, “What experiences, obsessions and 

judgments did these viewers bring when watching?” As I have discussed before I direct 

my subjects/characters to tell me what they want to share about themselves with the 

world.  During the interview sessions, Bernice spoke constantly about Frank being her 

inspiration and it was very clear to me that this is the story she wanted me to share with 

others.  When I showed Bernice her video portrait she said, “It was a beautiful story 

about me and Frank.  Thank you.  I just wish you didn’t use so many close ups of my 

face.” 

 

Bernice Perry: Queen of Sinatraland is about nostalgia, celebrity, and reality.  How do 

we define reality for ourselves?  We all have obsessions that control us just as intensely 

as Frank exists in every breath of Bernice.  This film is a monument to Bernice's reality 

as well as all of our reality. 
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3.3  A Chat with Glendora  (2010, 58 minutes, miniDV) 

Glendora Folsom Buell is a physicist, philosopher, and self-made 
television personality who continues to create weekly public access 
television programs at age 81.  In this feature documentary portrait, 
Glendora describes the early days of local broadcast and cable TV and its 
connection to her search for God, justice, and happiness.  As she prepares 
for her death and plans her funeral throughout the course of the film she 
attempts to preserve the legacy of community television and the everyday 
local voices that she has captured in her six-decade career.  The film seeks 
to uncover the unique power in Glendora's self-representation and 
solidifies the importance to preserve all of our stories and to write our 
collective histories. 

 

 

      Figure 18: Glendora and her Portapak in 1974. 

 

Similar to my relationship with Bernice, I met Glendora when I worked at MNN where 

we had a phone relationship for about a year before I went to Kinderhook, NY to film 

her.  At the time I was working on creating original programming at MNN and intended 

to make a short 28-minute, three episode series about the elder women of public access 

television.  The project of course became bigger.   Every time I thought I was done 

shooting with her, she reveals a more fascinating element about herself.   

 

Glendora’s story is about preserving her story.  She first began writing down 

autobiographical details on paper and then made audio tape recordings until she 
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discovered the Sony Portapak in the 1970's.  She then started making videotapes of her 

public access TV shows that covered local community events.  As we move into the 

digital age, will there even be public access TV?  Will there be television at all? What is 

the importance of cataloging our lives?  Where does our story go when we die and our 

body disintegrates?  Are artifacts the only way to keep our legacies alive and histories 

preserved? As Glendora prepares for her physical death, she is also trying to preserve the 

death of television and the physicality of videotape. 

3.3.1 A Chat With Glendora Installation 

Similar to my process with A Steady Grind, but over a period of three years instead 

of eleven, I came to complete the portrait A Chat With Glendora through experimenting 

with video, photography, sound, and installation.  As a result of having the enormous job 

sorting through the many elements of Glendora’s life, I used the opportunity of the Fall 

2009 grad show to formally catalogue and sort through her materials.  I created an 

interactive installation where I set up my studio with some of the artifacts from 

Glendora's life. The overwhelming feeling of the room and its materials reflects the 

place I was at approximately six months prior in the process of making Glendora's 

portrait. 

 

                             Figure 19: A Chat With Glendora installation at West Hall in 2009. 
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Below is signage text from the installation: 

You are invited to enter my studio and experience scenes and artifacts 
from the life of Glendora Folsom Buell.  In order to fully visit all of the 
materials in this room, I have calculated that you would need to spend 
approximately 8 hours listening, reading, watching, and looking.  Please 
spend as little or as long as you wish here.  There are five elements that I 
have located below in my archive from Glendora's life that I have 
collected over the past 3 years of knowing her.   

Please visit the following areas:  

1) Artifacts such as books, letters, instructions & lists.  

2) Clips from 37 years of TV shows & local commercials. 

3) Phone messages and audio recordings from Glendora.  

4) Still portraits and old photographs.  

5) Scenes I have documented with my video camera. 

Here you are a witness to this phase of my process – sorting and 
cataloging the collection in order to construct her portrait. The threads 
that tie these artifacts together are Public Access Television, technology, 
and Love & Happiness.    

 

Figure 20: Glendora and The Glendora/Franklyn Living Trust Museum, 2007. 
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3.3.2 The Completion of A Chat With Glendora 

I interviewed Glendora about her history with public access television, and 

learned that she dedicated most of her life to suing cable companies and corrupt judges. 

She used her show in the 1980’s and 1990’s to expose the depravities of the courts.  I 

was impressed by Glendora’s dedication to standing up for what she felt was right and 

also the fact that she always represents herself in court.  During one of our first shoots, I 

was introduced to the “Glendora/Franklyn Living Trust Museum,” which holds her and 

her late husband’s life contents such as newspaper clippings, clothing, broken 

electronics, old photographs, television shows, etc. I was excited to go on a tour of this 

museum and assumed it existed in a building.  I was surprised to find that Glendora’s 

museum is housed in a tractor-trailer body parked behind a woodstove warehouse in 

Ghent, New York.  She obsessively catalogues the contents and moves things back and 

forth from her home, which she calls The Happy House, to the museum on a weekly 

basis.  My first reaction was that she was a bit delusional, but I quickly became 

enchanted by her need to preserve the history that she and her husband dedicated their 

entire lives for.  Franklyn Buell was a local newspaper reporter for the Buffalo News 

who wrote stories about the little people and community concerns.  Glendora is a public 

access TV producer who has been working in TV for over six decades.  

 

As I got to know Glendora, she asked me if I would keep her show on the air after she 

dies.  Not really knowing how to say ‘no’ to such a question I said, “Yes. Of course, I 

will keep your show alive.”  As Glendora and I continued to film about once a month, 

she began to talk about her plans for death, and one night at dinner at a local buffet she 

pulled out a handwritten packet of paper titled Die Instructions. Glendora’s instructions 

are a step-by-step guide on what to do with Glendora’s body, cats, household items, cars, 

TV show, and museum when she goes to Heaven. This level of preparation fascinated 

me whereas others may call her crazy.  But how are the Die Instructions different than a 

will? 

 

I filmed Glendora as she talked about the Die Instructions.  Shortly after our first 

interview on the subject I began to get phone messages from her regarding her decision 
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to plan a rehearsal of what to do with her things when she dies. The rehearsal plans 

evolved into a full-fledged funeral ceremony where Glendora invited everyone she knew 

to come, and she planned to lie on a table as if it were a casket.  

 

Fact vs. Fiction.  The line between fact and fiction is frequently a question for me, and I 

have accepted that there is little difference when one constructs a piece of art or media. 

The documentary“49 Up” is a film which follows the lives of people in England from 

the age of seven and revisits them every seven years into their adulthood. In the film, 

one of Michael Apted’s subjects tells him “This has been a very, very difficult 

experience for me because I can tell you the truth about my life and you will make the 

movie about your perceptions of me anyway.”  This brings me to this question:  “Am I, 

the filmmaker constantly crafting the subject’s story according to what I think should be 

revealed about their character?”  Through the questions I ask, angles I choose to shoot, 

images I put together to make up the scenes, voiceover I write and read in a certain tone 

for the camera, and the sounds I layer underneath it all, I am constructing a story.  The 

keyword is construct.  The making of A Chat With Glendora specifically brings up these 

issues for me because she and I differ on what ‘truth’ means.  Glendora captures 

moments of her life in camera, but does not consider herself to be an editor of reality.  

To her she is sharing her true life with others as it happens.  She does not see the record 

on and off buttons as an editing strategy.  This disagreement came up more explicitly 

when she and I discussed the portrayal of her death rehearsal and funeral preparation. 

 

During the funeral preparation discussion between Glendora and myself, I mentioned 

that I thought it would be great to get some of this on tape, however moving everything 

out of the Happy House into the Museum may be a little overboard.  I called her up with 

an idea to stage the rehearsal instead of going through an entire day of moving.  I also 

told her that I thought it would be a great hook and dramatic element in the film if we 

staged the rehearsal as if she had died and that at the end of the film, the rehearsal would 

be revealed as a fake and that Glendora had not indeed died, but was orchestrating the 

entire event!  She loved the idea at the time, but called me back the next day to tell me 

that she would not take part in creating fiction, and that if we were going to illustrate her 
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desire to have a rehearsal and funeral, then it had to be for real!  I struggled with this at 

the time because I believed that this fake death would add the dramatic tension that was 

lacking in the film so far.  Glendora’s rejection of my idea made me think about the 

traditional narrative structure that I resist in the rest of my work.  Where was the drama 

into the piece?  The most poignant aspect of the film is her connection to public access 

television and the technology that it relies on – cable TV.  What happen when cable 

dies? As she prepares for her physical death, she is also making sure her story is told on 

many different formats in the future.  A Chat With Glendora is a film about preservation 

of all of our stories.  This is the hook. 

3.3.3 Archiving and Preserving A Chat With Glendora 

The notion of preservation and the death of the videotape is a theme that runs 

through A Chat With Glendora. Therefore, after the film is completed I will build an 

interactive website that functions as a publicly accessible archive for Glendora's public 

access programs, her autobiographical audio recordings, and the various philosophy 

books she has written.  This site will be a portal into a woman's life that has often said 

“I've spent my entire life going from format to format.”  The website visitor will be able 

to search the website by clicking on images of these different formats where they can 

experience: Glendora's audiotaped stories that chronicle her life, clips from her new and 

old public access TV programs, scenes from the documentary portrait, and pages from 

her philosophy books titled “Love and Physics,” “The Happy Book,” “Be Perfect,” and 

“This Is The Answer to Everything.” 

 

                Figure 21: Photo taken during the making of A Chat With Glendora, 2007. 
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4 Projects in Participatory Practice and Community Media 

My work with communities of girls and women directly informs my portrait work 

and vice versa. Some of the current participatory projects are with Unseenamerica New 

York State and a collaborative video titled Daddyless with my teenaged cousin, Chelsea, 

which I will discuss in the section below.  

4.1 Unseenamerica's Women's Stories of the Capital Region 

During the past two years, I have been working in community media and 

participatory practice in the Capital region at the Workforce Development Institute that 

sponsors the Unseenamerica18 photography and writing project.  In the Spring of 2009, I 

co-taught a women’s only workshop titled  “Our Story: Women in the Capital Region” 

which incorporated photography, journal writing, and digital stories to allow women to 

share their stories with others in creative ways.  The following thoughts and feelings 

were generated collectively by the women and written by workshop participant, Ifrecak 

Singh: 

“We twelve women, all from the Capital Region, took a course in 
photography and writing. We learned about art, ourselves, and new ways 
to use our voices. Our pictures, words, and audio portraits will tell you 
Our Story. 

We share a common need to be seen and heard. Our time together has 
been rich with stories of family, tradition, travel, reflection, motherhood, 
strength, and healing. We are reawakened artists. We have waited 
patiently while rearing our children. We have triumphed through brain 
injuries, disabilities, and illness. We find joy in our families, 
communities, flowering vines and, most recently, in one another. 

At some point in our journey through writing and storytelling, it became 
obvious that this was more than a class.  For many of us it was a safe 
sanctuary where we felt supported and finally able to share our precious 
memories. For each story shared, there were many more. 

Stories poured out of us. It was as if no one had ever taken the time to see 
or hear our untold stories before; not even us.  For two hours each week 
we knew someone would listen.  We never seemed to have enough time. 
Our class gave us a place to bring our lives into the light.  For this we will 
be forever grateful.  The class awakened something in each of us that 
won’t ever be extinguished.  We hope to keep talking, keep exploring and 
keep creating. It is up to us to write the next chapters on our lives.” 
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Figure 22: Maternal taken by Ifrecak Singh, 2009. 

 

The outcome of the workshop was amazing.  The women built friendships and learned 

new skills, and their stories hung proudly on the walls of the Rensselaer County 

Historical Society19 for a few months. According to the President of the Historical 

Society’s Board Joyce Quaranta Chupka, the Our Story exhibit was the first historical 

society show that included women of color.  Therefore the impact of this work made 

history on various levels.  Below are some anonymous participant testimonies that we 

received from evaluation sheets at the end of the 10-week workshop: 

“Somehow I am validated and more confident.  I told someone I was a 
photographer and writer and they offered to bring me to Africa.  This has 
opened up my life.” 

“I feel that women have a lot to offer the World, not as second-class 
citizens, but as leaders… I learned a lot about composition, and about 
myself as a human being, not just as a woman, which has helped me to 
overcome some fears I had in pursuing my goal as a teacher/librarian.” 

“The class had an impact on me being able to say I am grateful for 
myself, not just my son and mother… I feel accepted even though 
disabled.” 
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Working as co-facilitator on this project reinforced my belief in the power of community 

media and participatory practice in enriching people’s lives and building community. 

This workshop was made up of women from 26 to 65 years of age, and since most 

community art funding is designated for youth and/or elderly people, this session was 

crucial in creating and preserving lost stories to add to the larger historical narrative.  

The need for a creative outlet for these women was so apparent that many continue to 

meet and run monthly photo and writing sharing sessions at a local library.   I still 

receive updates from some of the women about their lives and photography and writing 

pursuits, and it appears as if their creativity has become more ingrained in their everyday 

lives.  It is comforting to know that the women have taken more than technical skills 

away from the 10-week session.   For me, I take away a new group of friends and 

inspiration to make more autobiographical work with others and myself in the future. 

4.2 Daddyless 

To me, making art about one's life is the most effective healing method.  I learned 

this as I began to shoot my grandmother and the junkyard a year after the suicide of my 

uncle.  It appeared easier to see all of the pain through my camera lens.  Daddyless is a 

video collaboration between my 17-year-old cousin and myself that deals with Mark’s 

suicide.  This video is Chelsea’s search for her father's memory and consists of video 

diaries, home movies, and conversations with her siblings. After my uncle died I lost 

touch with his seven children.  After three years they resurfaced one Christmas Eve 

when they came to our grandmother’s house to retrieve some of their father's belongings. 

Since that day, we have kept in touch with a few of his daughters.  I have become closest 

to Chelsea, Mark's youngest daughter, who has an interest in photography and writing.  

It seemed natural for her to start documenting her complex feelings about her father, and 

talking to her sisters about the wounds he left behind.  
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     Figure 23: Uncle Mark at his funeral September 1997. Photo by Lisa Kereszi. 

 

Like my other work discussed in this essay, the narrative of Daddyless is developed over 

time by experimenting with the footage in installation form.  Footage from the project 

was shown at The Sanctuary For Independent Media on April 29, 2010 to accompany 

the narrative film My Suicide20, a fictional film by David Miller about a teenager who 

makes a movie about killing himself for video class.  The installation consisted of three 

monitors playing interviews and footage of everyday life. The installation is the first step 

to creating a longer video piece that Chelsea will edit together during the summer of 

2010 as part of the youth media summer camp at The Sanctuary for Independent Media. 

The hope is that this piece will help contextualize the effects suicide leaves behind on a 

family. 

 

The Daddyless installation is also a memorial for her father and two teenaged friends 

who recently committed suicide.  There are three 20-inch monitors with footage looping 

on each.  The first monitor has very intimate video diaries with Chelsea as the narrator.  

Her emotions are raw and uncensored here as she tells the camera her everyday 

frustrations, fears, hope and dreams.  Much like the tapes of Sadie Benning, the video 

diaries are dark and grainy, increasing the emotional intensity for the viewer.  The 

second video monitor loops footage that Chelsea has labeled, Home Movies.  These are 
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occasions that are traditionally documented by families such as Easter and Christmas.  In 

this footage, Chelsea has captured the joy in her sister’s visit home from rehab, her step-

father and mother dancing in front of the Christmas tree, and Chelsea getting her first 

tattoo of the word Nainchle, a nickname that her father once called her.  Chelsea speaks 

about this footage:  

“I try to capture the best moments of my everyday life, but sometimes we 
can’t predict what is going to happen.  I have no home movies from when 
I was growing up, so these movies are a way to remember and record our 
family history.”  

In the third monitor titled Conversations, Chelsea speaks candidly with her siblings and 

mother about the wounds that have been left behind from Mark’s death.  This footage 

resists traditional interview styles as Chelsea is a main character behind the camera, and 

often passes the camera to her sisters so they may film her.  Here Chelsea and her 

mother both share dreams they have had about Mark, and her sister Debbie talks 

candidly about having affairs with older married men, and her addiction to heroin.  

Chelsea describes the power in the relationship between herself, her family, and the 

camera: 

“In these very personal conversations, I try to get inside the minds of 5 
out of my 7 siblings and my mother.  It was challenging at first getting 
them to open up to me to express their true feelings and fears.  They 
wouldn’t just open up to anybody, but with me they feel safe and secure.” 

There is a blackboard behind the three monitors filled with Chelsea’s handwritten text in 

chalk.  The death dates of her father and friends accompany her family tree and direct 

quotes from the video footage with her sisters.  On top of each monitor in the room lies a 

burning candle and framed photograph of the three males Chelsea has lost to suicide:  

RIP - Shajuan Franklin, Dane Carter, and Mark Kereszi.  Flowers lie at the base of the 

monitors which are draped with black cloth, and the installation possesses the aesthetic 

and energy of a traditional American funeral: somber, yet filled with the warmth of 

candle light and the fresh smell of cut flowers. People are invited to light candles for 

their loved ones during the exhibit and to write their stories of loss and suicide in a 

journal placed on a nearby table.  The photos, candles, and journal will travel with the 

installation for future showings.21   
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           Figure 24: Daddyless installation at The Sanctuary For Independent Media, 2010.  

 

I asked Chelsea to share some of her thoughts about making art about her father’s death.  

Here is what she said: 

“From this project I have learned that dwelling on the past will only hold 
you back in life and can keep you from being who you want to be in the 
long run.  My father’s death has caused a lot of pain in my family and we 
still don’t know how to deal with our pain.  A lot of us take the easy way 
out of things. Like my sister for example deals with her pain through 
drugs. 

As a result of making this video I hope to finally show my family that we 
can still be a family and we must stick together.  If not, we will crumble 
under the pain and loss we feel in our hearts.  There is still hope to move 
on and make better decisions.  The hardest part about making this video is 
actually trying to pull the true feelings out of each family member. 

As a result of making Daddyless, I would like to tell people that being a 
survivor of suicide is a struggle every day, but you can’t let that stop you 
from being able to overcome obstacles of every day life regardless of 
what you or your family has been through.  The camera is the tool that 
helps me connect to others with the same problems.  The camera reminds 
me that I don’t feel alone.” 
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5 The future 

I will continue to work with women and girls in the community after the end of 

this program at the Workforce Development Institute and The Sanctuary For 

Independent Media, and I will continue my curatorial work and documentary portraits 

with elderly women.  I will briefly discuss these future projects below and ask questions 

that will tie together my process and practice in community media and experimental 

documentary portraiture with and about women living in the margins of society. 

5.1  Projects 

5.1.1 Community Media - Troy Herstories Project 

The Media Alliance/Sanctuary for Independent Media has been awarded the 

Holding Our Own grant22, which is administered by The Women’s Building in Troy, 

NY, and will begin during the Summer/Fall 2010 workshop series. 

 

Trojan Herstories is a women's oral history project that will train local women from 

diverse communities in audio/video and oral history production. 5-7 women from 

various Troy communities such as the Taylor Apartments, Ark Community Charter 

School, AME Zion Church, the Workforce Development Institute, and others will 

participate in and organize the Trojan Herstories organizing committee as well as learn 

audio and video production skills. The end result will be a collection of audio and video 

pieces about women living and working in Troy, NY.  

 

The goals and objectives of this particular project are to empower local women to record 

their own oral histories as well as the stories of women in their communities. In addition, 

this project's overall structure is intended to reverse the traditional oral history model 

that exists in academia, where documentarians, often in a privileged position place their 

subjects into roles of the “Other”. Trojan Herstories creates a model structure for local 

Troy women to be active participants in the representation of their communities, thus 

subverting the objectification of low-income women as well as women and girls of 

color.  Overall the project will provide a platform to raise awareness about the 

disfranchisement of women in the mainstream (sexist and racist) historical narrative.  
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By the end of this program there will be an inter-generational team of women and girls 

on the Trojan Herstories organizing committee who will also become trained local 

media makers. Once completed, the Trojan Herstories work will be compiled and 

screened to the community in various venues in Troy and will be submitted to air on 

local community television stations, in addition to being posted on an interactive 

webblog. The project will build community as well as a platform for documenting the 

history of women's lives in Troy and the Capital Region, which currently is absent in 

local historical documents and media.  Community members will be involved in this 

project during community screenings. 

 

Women's stories have been systemically absent from mainstream history, and especially 

those stories of women of color, low-income women, and girls. This project seeks to not 

only tell the stories of these women, but also give these women technical tools and a safe 

space to bring visibility to themselves and their communities. The project also seeks to 

invert the notion of the “Other” when the women turn the recording devices on 

themselves. In addition, the women in the organizing committee will ultimately decide 

who, what, and where will be documented and what happens to the final product.  Thus 

the decision making process for this project is grassroots and feminist in nature and is 

dictated by the Trojan Herstories organizing committee which will be run by consensus. 

In addition this project will build communities of women across Troy to further forge 

relationships that make women and girls stronger and more visible. Hopefully this model 

can be replicated nationally to uncover inherent themes and issues in women's lives that 

may otherwise go unnoticed such as home, family, work, and equal opportunities to 

equal access and services.  A successful oral history project would result in an archive 

that is organized thematically around issues of importance to the committee. For 

example, themes could include "work, money and the local economy" might become a 

thread, "family stories and home life," or "the wisdom of our community elders," "issues 

facing teenaged girls today." Ultimately these topics, issues and themes are yet to be 

seen. 
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5.1.2 Curatorial Projects – Eye Am: Women Behind the Lens 

   

Figure 25: Eye Am logo created by Eliza Jane Curtis. 

 

I started Eye Am: Women Behind the Lens in 2006 as a monthly public access 

television series on Manhattan Neighborhood Network when I was the Programming 

Director.23  The focus of the series is to highlight and celebrate the ways women makers 

use film and video across genres to define the “Self” and to challenge the notion of the 

“Other”.  Eye Am is unique, in that the series features women's work that addresses 

identity solely - through forms of documentary, video art, performance art, music video, 

etc.  I see the series as a platform for women’s personal stories to become visible in the 

alternative-to-festival world.  Over the past few years Eye Am has been highlighted at 

Rooftop Films, The Female Eye Film Festival, and Ryder Cooley’s Animalia exhibit at 

Proctor’s Theater in Schenectady24.  About one year ago Eye Am evolved into a quarterly 

screening series at Anthology Film Archives as part of the New Filmmakers Series.25  

Past programs have included the work of approximately 100 total filmmakers and artists 

including Eileen Miles, Silas Howard, Oriana Fox, Caroline Koebel, Branda Miller, and 

Kathy High.  May 2010’s screening is showing a selection of Su Friedrich’s work that 

spans four decades. Friedrich's work is the ideal Eye Am program, since her work has 

inspired both new and experienced filmmakers, and has helped define feminist, queer, 

and experimental cinema26.  

 

My future goals are to partner with various independent arts and film organizations to 

co-curate and co-sponsor upcoming screenings in hopes of creating a more sustainable 

program.  I also will apply for funding to create a more viable online presence where all 

of the programs will stream and viewers can click on links to filmmaker websites, 

networks, and message boards.  Much like the rest of my work, Eye Am’s mission is to 

celebrate media arts that uncover the lives of women and celebrate community.  Since 
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the makers’ storytelling modes are non-traditional, most of the videos and films I curate 

are categorized as experimental. 

5.1.3 Documentary Portrait Projects Continued – Faity Tuttle & Squeaky Hatch 

In 2009 I attended my friend Cruz’s film premiere at BAM, and ran into an actress 

named Jeannie Dalton whom I had met years ago while working on one of Cruz’s NYU 

films.  Somewhere within the small-talk, I described my thesis video work with elderly 

women.  Like many people do, Jeannie said, “I know the perfect old ladies for you!”  

She went onto describe two women named Faity and Squeaky; companions aged 98 and 

83 living in NYC and Kinderhook, NY (coincidentally the town where Glendora lives).  

Both of the women are actresses that Jeannie performs with occasionally in the NYC 

acting group called The Snarks.27 Faity is a granny model who had once acted onstage 

with Humphrey Bogart and more recently in commercials and comedy shows like The 

Conan Obrien Show, until she was 92-years-old.  Squeaky is a writer who has been 

writing a novel about historical characters of the Hudson Valley area. Her late husband 

was the ghostwriter for Coretta Scott King’s ‘autobiography’ and wrote the book about 

Buckminster Fuller, which is currently being turned into a movie by Ron Howard.  

These women sounded interesting for obvious reasons.  I told Jeannie that she could give 

them my phone number, and within days Squeaky (who inherited that name because she 

would only squeak and scream as a child), called me with interest in meeting me.   

 

I went to Kinderhook where Faity’s large family lives on 100 acres of land in the 

historical Jesse Merwin house28.  As I got to know these women, I absorbed their vibrant 

energy and decided that I must document them to complete my portrait series on elderly 

women.  Although their stories of traveling with Thomas Wolf and hanging out with 

Bucky Fuller are interesting, what draws me to these women is their friendship and 

dedication to one another. A few years ago, when they met in their acting troupe, they 

discovered that they lived in the same building in Manhattan.  Shortly after, they decided 

to move in with one another, and Faity’s children thought it was best if Squeaky also 

lived with Faity in her summer home in Kinderhook, NY.  Both of their husbands passed 
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away many years ago, and this was a great way for them to have support and still stay 

active and independent. 

 

These two ladies are fun and wonderful characters.  Faity at 98-years-old, walks one 

mile a day.  Her autobiographical book, “No Rocking Chair For Me,”29 shares her travel 

stories and advice on staying young and healthy.  Squeaky is 83, yet looks 60 and acts 

like she is 25!  She makes a great martini, which she and Faity swear is one of the things 

that keep them young (along with daily exercises and naps).  We have a few tentative 

shooting dates set up for the summer, and I predict that I will have the film complete in 

the Spring 2011.  I look forward to spending time with Faity and Squeaky to document, 

share, and preserve their stories. 

 

 

Figure 26: Squeaky and Faity, Summer 2009. 
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5.2  Discussion Questions  

It is necessary for me to make work that forces us to ask questions about the various 

roles human beings play within patriarchal power structures.  As a result of making work 

about women who live in the social margins, I challenge the audience to acknowledge 

the set of judgments they bring to the viewing experience.  I use the experimental 

documentary narrative form to further question the way we tell stories.  My involvement 

in community media and participatory practice has taught me that we are the experts on 

our own lives. This being the dominant motivation of my practice, I am going to close 

this essay with a set of questions that will accompany my work in a classroom setting or 

community screening.  These questions are intended to contextualize the pieces and 

create critical dialog around media literacy and the construction of historical narrative. 

5.2.1 A Steady Grind 

• How does the subject and filmmaker’s relationship come across in the film?  

How would the film be different if the filmmaker was someone other than 

Eloyse’s granddaughter?  How does the filmmaker structure the narrative around 

this relationship? 

 

• What is the definition of working class in current times?   How would your 

grandparents describe the term working class?  Where do we learn about the lives 

of the working class in the U.S.?   

 

• How does Eloyse’s portrayal in A Steady Grind defy notions of the traditional 

family structure in the U.S.?  Why are matriarchal family structures rarely seen in 

popular media? 
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5.2.2 Bernice Perry: Queen of Sinatraland  

• In what ways does Bernice use her creativity as a healing and survival 

mechanism?   

 

• What does Bernice’s relationship with Frank Sinatra reveal about the role of 

media icons in the construction of personal identity? 

 

• How is memory connected to artifacts and how does this relate to Bernice’s 

nostalgia for the past?  How do you create your reality through possessions and 

the arrangement of objects? 

 

• What formal or aesthetic strategies does the filmmaker use to describe Bernice’s 

fantasy and reality?  How is archival footage used in this video? 

5.2.3 A Chat With Glendora  

• What is Glendora’s relationship to technological progress? 

 

• Why does Glendora keep the artifacts of her life in a museum? What is the 

significance of media preservation? 

 

• How does Glendora’s life and career reflect media consolidation in the United 

States?  Why should/should not media corporations set aside channel space for 

the public? 

 

• How do you perceive Glendora’s quest for Justice?  Why?  Are her actions 

common among the population?  Why or why not? 

 

• How does the filmmaker show the audience the relationship between herself and 

Glendora? 
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6 Conclusion: The Subject of Truth/The Truth of the Subject 

For the past two years in the iEAR program I have been challenged to articulate my 

art on various levels.  As a rather shy human being and artist, I often feel at loss for 

words when answering on-the-spot questions about my role as the experimental 

documentary auteur.  As an attempt to summarize the ways I define my artistic vision, I 

will interview myself below about my relationships with my subjects and my take on the 

endless debate that surrounds documentary vs. narrative and the notion of Truth. 

 

1) How is your approach to documentary experimental? 

Even though my greatest influences are experimental feminist artists, I have only just 

recently come to terms with naming myself an experimental documentary maker.  I do 

not use many typical experimental styles such as inventing false narratives, creating 

reenactments, or adding animation or rotoscoping to my work.  Instead my approach to 

the human subject is experimental, in that we form a relationship that stretches beyond 

the production of the film.  There is a prominent group of mainstream documentary 

filmmakers (Albert Maysles, Ken Burns, etc.) who appear to believe that the way for a 

filmmaker to remain objective is to remain disconnected from the subject.   According to 

my fellow MFA student Ellie Markovitch, journalists and other non-fiction media 

makers are strictly trained to “Get in and get out.  Don’t get involved in the subject’s 

life. Just get the story!”  To me this idea is cold and unethical.  How do we live in an 

(art) world where compassion and relationships with your subject(s) is deemed 

experimental?   

 

The focus of each portrait I have made emphasizes the maker/subject connection.  By 

spending years in and out of the lives of the women I film, I can safely say that as a 

result of forming friendships, I gather priceless emotional information that helps me tell 

their/our story in a way that could never be expressed as a result of a short term 

relationship.  All of the portraits I make are just as much about me as they are about my 

grandmother, Glendora, or Bernice. Whether my grandmother is lecturing me on the 

human condition or Glendora is schooling me on public access TV history, I allow the 

viewers to witness my process of enlightenment that I reach from knowing these women. 
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Even though I feel my approach should be the norm, I will use the term ‘experimental’ 

to define what I am doing in my work currently. 

 

2) How do you approach the notion of truth in your documentary work? 

Ah, the complicated question that can easily be answered with “truth in documentary 

does not exist, and never has!”  This is another area that has taken me a decade to 

embrace the facts that nothing is objective and truth is false.  From the recreated films of 

Robert Flaherty to the observational documentaries by Fredrick Wiseman, the filmmaker 

is constantly taking a stance thus manipulates the audience.  Even the decision to cut the 

camera is an editorial decision that edits reality for the viewer.  Glendora and I differ in 

our definitions of truth, as she feels that the programs she makes capture reality for all.  

However her footage, narration, and titles create a reality that she wants her viewers to 

see.   

 

I believe that there is often honesty in the work of the documentary filmmaker, but this 

should not be confused with objective truth.  I have honest connections with my subjects 

and I portray my interpretations of their reality.  I hope that my regard and respect for 

each character is apparent and does not get misconstrued, however there is always that 

threat in art making.   Therefore, instead of defining an indefinable term such as “truth” I 

think it is more useful to discuss my approach to telling a story about a real live, non-

fictional character.    I have certain sets of questions that I ask my characters and I shoot 

them in the ways that I feel will illustrate their character best. I often shoot a character 

unconsciously and by instinct while spending time with them.  In 1997 when I began to 

tape my grandmother, I shot from far away because I was trying to discover who this 

woman was who raised me.  Was she really a woman, and not just my grandmother? I 

clearly discovered through my lens, the ways I had become very much like her.  I 

actually didn’t start to shoot her close-up until eight years later when I began to look 

deep inside her complex character and long life full of struggle, and how that strength 

shaped my identity.  As a result of looking back on the footage and during the editing 

process, I have discovered that my creative strategies are based on my feelings for my 

subjects.  For example, when I tape Glendora I often shoot her close up at a low angle 
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because I am fascinated with the way her mind works.   Her intense vision and 

perseverance always pulls me in.   By being close to Glendora with my camera, I am 

attempting to reveal and understand her mysterious wisdom.  Do viewers interpret my 

shooting style as obtrusive?  Do they see my camera proximity as exploitation?  Do they 

understand my connection to my subjects when viewing the final product? 

 

The quest for truth is not what drives me to documentary.   Instead it is the connection to 

other human beings.  I am drawn to elderly women because they have an enormous 

amount of wisdom, yet very little space or respect in society to share that wisdom 

outside of the home.   Instead of Eloyse, Bernice, and Glendora being labeled eccentric, 

batty, or loony, I hope that my work sheds new light on the complexities and beauty of 

their characters and reality.  If my work forces viewers to ask questions about the 

preconceived notions that they may bring to the screening about elderly women, then I 

feel that I have done my job as an artist. 

 

Even if there is no truth in documentary, I find peace because there is honesty and purity 

in the life long bonds I have formed with the women in my portraits.  

  

 

Figure 27: Victoria and Glendora screen A Chat With Glendora at the Sanctuary for Independent Media, 2010. 
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9 Appendix 

Disc 1 - A Steady Grind, 2009, 60 minutes, Digital Video.  DVD. 

 

Disc 2 - Bernice Perry: Frankly Speaking in Sinatraland, 2008, 12:15 minutes,  

             Digital Video. DVD. 

 

Disc 3 - A Chat With Glendora (rough cut), 2010, 59:03 minutes,  

             Digital Video. DVD. 

 

Disc 4 - Daddyless Installation, 2010, 7:01 minutes, Digital Video.  DVD. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


