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Interview with Sandra Gibson and Luis Recoder

Ed Halter

In their collaborative film performances, Sandra Gibson and Luis Recoder employ 
simple mechanical means to hypnotically elaborate ends. 16mm loops, spray 
bottles, colored gels, unfocused lenses and hand-shadows combine, through 
rehearsed recipes, into slowly mutating light-sculptures: morphing color-fields, 
angel-white auras, fusing penumbrae, pulsing vertical lines. Built upon occulted 
rhythms of film projection, their work retains a personal, human scale, even as 
the viewer succumbs to its transportive powers. Their performances melt the 
projector’s machine materialism into ethereal experiences. 
 Both artists were well known in the experimental film world prior to their col-
laborations. Gibson produces hand-made animations in a variety of film formats, 
notable for their expressive use of color and sound, as well as impressionistic 
documents of the natural world; one of her recent films, Blue Light (2006), is a 
lush contemplation of a single hue that speaks to her background as a painter, 
created by applying a mist of pigment on 35mm stock. Recoder’s solo work, 
most of which can be classed as projector performance or live manipulation, 
combines a more starkly conceptual sense of form with a rigorous devotion to 
the materials of film. His Available Light (2001) series, for example, consists of 
uncut 400-foot rolls of raw 16mm, exposed in various ways to light, creating 
non-representational photographic patterns that run for the full pre-determined 
length when projected. Tellingly, their collaborations often portray the fusion of 
forms through merger and overlap; together, their work emerges equally from 
both Gibson’s sensitivity to rhythm and composition and Recoder’s diffusion of 
cinematic substances into heady, immaterial realms. 
 More recently, Gibson and Recoder have added installations to their reper-
toire, finding ways to fix the momentary essence of their practice into automatic 
settings. Nevertheless, each installed work retains a certain sense of site-specific 
theatricality, positioning both projectors and projections in a dialog with the 
physical space at hand. 
 Their performances and installations have been exhibited around North 
America, Europe and Asia, requiring a bit of globetrotting on the part of the 
couple in the last few years. This conversation took place in December 2007, 
over a kitchen table in Brooklyn, while the two were back in New York for a brief 
period, preparing for a one-night performance at Anthology Film Archives.

halter: I wanted to begin by asking how long you’ve been doing work together. 
How did it evolve, you two working as a team? 
recoder: It started out with curating first, programming.
gibson: In 2000.
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lr: We met in 2000 in Rotterdam,1 and then the year after that, we met up 
again, and then we started programming. She was at a residency and they had 
to do a project.
sg: In Berkeley. I had to show my work and show other peoples’ and he helped 
me program, basically. And that was the first thing. We started doing program-
ming of group shows.
eh: Where did you do that?
sg: The first show was at Kala, at this place called Fantasy Studios, which is at 
Saul Zaentz—do you know, the Saul Zaentz Film Studios?2

eh: What’s Kala?
sg: It’s a printmaking institute. I had an arts residency there. It was a printmaking 
residency but I didn’t know how to print-make, so I was going to do something 
with film, printmaking on film. In the end I just used an acid bath with film, but 
I didn’t really print anything on film, exactly. The end of the residency was to do 
this show, and that’s how we met. It was actually 2001.
lr: The theme of the show was hand-made films. 
sg: So wet met in Rotterdam and then I went to Berkeley to do this residency, 
and that’s where I called you up, and we met again then.
eh: So you showed some of your work and…
lr: No, no this was all other people’s work. Basically any film that dealt with 
hand-made themes. There were friends of hers, friends of mine…
sg: It was a long program, like twelve films.
eh: So how did that lead to working together?
sg: Well, we were a couple at that point, so that coincided. We were both film-
makers and so it made sense to be programming together. 
lr: Then we did maybe two shows after that, collaborative programming together. 
It wasn’t all the time, just occasionally. Then we put in more of our films, and then 
it was all our films, and then there was one performance piece we did together, 
and later it was all performance pieces. And now it’s performances and installa-
tions, and it’s no longer showing other people’s work. Except for recently.
sg: Now we’re doing a show at Rotterdam, showing other people’s work, or 
older work.3 
eh: So your performances really did evolve slowly out of programming?
lr: They did.
sg: But then while we were working together, Luis was doing performance, and I 
was kind of helping, together in the back, assisting him. Pretty straightforward. 
eh: So as you were assisting Luis doing his own performances, how did that 
become collaborating? Did you suddenly realize the line had been crossed?
lr: Yeah, I think she was suggesting things like, why don’t you try this, why 
don’t you try that, and I realized it was a collaborative process. It wasn’t like my 
shows any more.
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sg: It’s a good question: When is your assistant suddenly someone you depend on, 
and when does the dependency… if I’m working for you, then you’re dependent 
on me, and I’m dependent on you. And that kind of merger…but the equal thing, 
it’s a more interesting question. How does that evolve?
eh: So when it started being a collaborative effort—was that how the presstapes 
emerged?
sg	&	lr: [laughs]
eh: What?
sg: I was waiting for that. No more presstapes? One time we saw you and you 
said, what happened to the presstapes? And we said, “No more presstapes!”
lr: We saw you at Cinematexas.4

eh: But that was the earliest I saw you appearing together [at the 2004 Images 
Festival in Toronto]; it was as a unit called the presstapes.5 I took that to be a 
conscious decision, to distance yourself from your individual identities, as this 
new group identity. 
lr: To get away from our individuality.
sg: I think the name, the presstapes… It’s something else, it’s not us. It becomes 
just this name, there’s no identity to it any more. And we wanted our identity 
with it; we’d see lists or the credits of who’s performing, and it would say “the 
presstapes,” and it was like, well who are the presstapes? We do want to see our 
names there; we are individuals and will remain individuals even if we’re together. 
So we don’t want to become a band.
lr: It was also a kind of initial thing, like you were saying, like, let’s get rid of 
our individualities and come together under some rubric that’s not us. And now 
there was just the process of shedding that out of there, because it was a catalyst 
for allowing us to remove ourselves from each other, I think. 
sg: We only went by that name for maybe six months. It was very short.
lr: It was too cute.
sg: It’s really a cute term, because it means two things coming together to make 
a new thing.
eh: So I was at the Images show—
lr: I think that was the pinnacle of the presstapes.
sg: I think after that show we stopped using the name. That was such a bad 
show!
eh: Well we don’t have to talk about that! But I remember there were technical 
issues with the space…
lr: Oh god yeah.
eh: I remember Sandra’s films there.
sg: I did double-projections of them.
eh: But I don’t think Luis showed any of his films?
lr: I think maybe one, the one with the lines, Linea. That was a case where we 
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showed our work and then did collaborative works, together. Maybe we did two 
collaborative pieces.
eh: Do you remember what you did?
sg: One was with 35mm…I don’t remember individually.
lr: We had these kind of pseudo-titles, like we’d do one piece and that was it. A 
lot of the performative works were one-off kind of things.
sg: Yeah we’d make up a title and kind of…make something up right there on 
the spot.
eh: Do you remember what pieces from that early period you thought were the 
most successful?
lr: There was a piece at PDX, and then we were trying to re-create it at Images, 
but it didn’t work because they had a different set-up.6

sg: Projectors’ lenses are always different, so doing it somewhere else doesn’t 
always work. 
lr: What was it called? Source Full of Secrets?
sg: It was one 35mm and one 16mm
lr: At PDX it was two 35mm projectors, and two 16mms in from of the booth, 
and two record players.
sg: He has a much better memory than me. We had a bird record, a chirping bird 
record or something like that.
eh: And what was the performance? What did it entail?
sg: I remember a red filter…

Alignments for Linea (2002).
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lr: And lots of water, right? On the glass in the booth?
sg: I know, you know the typical thing where you go to the thrift store and buy 
like cheap—do you remember buying ashtrays and crystals? We went and got 
a bunch of junk to put in front of the lens in the booth, which we would never 
probably do down on the floor.
lr: Because the lens was like this big [picks up a colored-glass ashtray].
sg: I think we used things like that, that we never used again.
eh: So at that time, what kind of plans do you have? Do you have a script, an 
outline? Do you improvise?
lr: It’s improvised. There’s a movement. For a lot of these pieces that we do there’s 
the movement, and it’s not scripted or written, we just kind of practice it. 
sg: Maybe just some notes, on a piece of paper, but nothing…just like a shape 
will indicate something.
lr: There’s sections of things. 
sg: Usually things will have four or five different movements, or sections, but 
it’s all improvised when we’re doing it.
eh: So a “movement” might be delineated as what?
sg: The first fifteen minutes would be like dark to light, opening up something, 
a closure at the apex of something—just curating the dynamics of something.
lr: So there would be a dowser on a 35mm projector—kind of opening the dowser, 
closing the dowser. Testing out different things in projection, because we didn’t 
know what those projectors did, particularly 35mm, because they’re all radically 
different. Playing with aspect ratios and framing. So we go five hours before the 
show and play with the head projectionist and figure out what we can do, and 
then map it out there, on the spot.
eh: Is it always the case that you need to see the projection equipment and the 
booth and the space to determine what you will be able to do?
sg: Yeah, beforehand. Three or four hours, usually.
lr: Always, when we deal with 35mm and not 16mm. 16mm is pretty standard. 
But the space is always important too. 
eh: I remember in 05 seeing a show you did at The Kitchen—part of a group 
show, and you went at the end.7 I don’t remember the name of the piece but there 
was a “cross” figure involved?
lr: Well the piece is called Override and it was two cards in front of the—did 
you turn around to look?
eh: No, but I remember two cards coming together, creating a Venn diagram.
sg: Yeah and hopefully the shape of the frame is bending…
eh: Could you describe that piece, since you’ve done it more than once?
lr: That was one of the first pieces that was more repeatable in most situations. 
We kind of got away from the 35mm…too many variables.
sg: That piece we were able to rehearse more than most of our other ones, since it 
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was two 16mms and we could do that in our studio. We did that for Dortmund.
lr: There was as show in Dortmund called Expanded Cinema that Mark Webber 
put together8 and he invited us to do this show and we didn’t have 90 minutes 
of work, so we kind of worked towards that show. We had a lot of time—like 9 
months to create a new body of work. 
sg: We didn’t work that long on it, but two months before the show we created 
this piece. That was one that was actually created before we got to the venue. 
That’s unusual.
eh: How would you describe the piece?
lr: The mechanics of it…there’s two 16mm projectors and they have flicker 
loops—three black frames to one clear frame—and so the two projectors are 
superimposed on the screen, and we both stand in front of each projector, with 
a card that’s the same aspect ratio of the projected frame, and basically we insert 
the card into the beam of light—
sg: —and bend the light around the card, by moving it and creating shapes with 
that, together, so the two loops are working off of one another, the two beams 
of light are working. 
lr: It’s kind of like an animated film.
sg: You saw it; it’s a funny piece because you actually see the cards, you see our 
hands, we’re not hiding the fact we’re doing it, and you see these awkward shapes 
come together, and hopefully something exciting happens after a while. You get 
into it, and you forget that we’re doing it. 

Override (2004).
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lr: And we forget too. It’s a confusion of sorts, even though we’re physically there, 
and we can see what’s in front of us on the screen, we really lose ourselves, and 
find ourselves. It’s really about looking—
sg: —and searching. We just kind of do this thing and then we’re searching on 
the screen. It’s a fun piece because we can just do it forever, and just look for 
new things. 
eh: You become so invested in the projection you forget the process, is that what 
you’re saying?
lr: Yeah, it’s kind of like forgetting…the system is set up and it’s so descriptively 
perfect, but once you insert the card into the field you get lost, it gets lost. You allow 
the perfectness of the system to lose yourself, and to re-find yourself, and that’s 
part of the fun. Like where are we? Is that me, is that you, is that both of us?
sg: It’s like dancing with your shadow. Like if you had a shadow and you weren’t 
able to look at the person, but you had to dance and create something. You can’t 
communicate with them, only through the shadow. 
eh: One time in a review I described your work as “mystical”9 and now I feel 
validated in that… Because you also feel that in the audience, there is that kind 
of transportive, hypnotic element to watching it happen. I remember your last 
show at Rotterdam [in 2007] particularly swept me away.
sg: That’s interesting, that word “mystical.”
eh: I mean it more like the feeling of leaving the body, and the dissolution of the 
self, and the self entering some kind of greater whole. Not mysticism in the sense 
of obfuscating superstition or anything like that… So how do you determine a 
successful piece? When you’re putting these elements together and trying it out, 
when can you say, ok, this is it?
lr: Well with that piece it was really easy because we already had these loops. 
They were actually elements from a previous piece. A lot of the new pieces are 
created from earlier pieces—like we just created a new piece. It’s footage that 
she had from years ago, and we discovered something you can do in a projection 
situation, and we needed a certain kind of footage to bring that out, because a 
lot of it has to do with a collaboration between the materials and what you can 
do with them. 
sg: But you’re asking when do we know it’s done. Like with a painter, how does 
she know a painting’s done?
eh: But this might be different because what you’re saying is that you’re never 
really done, that you’re constantly re-incorporating—
sg: —a new element or something or changes to previous footage. I don’t know. 
Maybe when it’s enough for us, or we like it, at a certain point, or think, “Oh I 
guess this is interesting. Maybe we could do this for like 15 or 20 minutes.” We 
assume if it’s good enough for us, it must be interesting for someone else. 
lr: There’s another piece that we’re still developing. I think you saw it at Rotterdam, 



146	 ed	halter

it’s called Atmos.10 It was in the theater, running for I don’t know how many hours. 
That piece has a performance version. So it’s still kind of in a process…so do you 
mean the moment when we can say, let’s show it? 
eh: Maybe the moment when it has a name, when you see it as a thing…
sg: But sometimes it has a name even before it exists. Like giving a title to a book 
you haven’t written. Sometimes the end comes first before the product.
lr: We do things that are failures, or not very successful, and we can see it after 
the show and not necessarily when we’re setting it up.
eh: What’s a failure for you? When is it not working?
lr: When it doesn’t transcend. What you were talking about—that kind of mysti-
cism, if you want to call it that. When it doesn’t reach that, and you can kind of 
feel it after the show and during the show too, you can feel it with the audience. 
We’re there and we can kind of gauge that.
sg: I think it fails when it’s not interesting to us.
lr: And there’s a point when it’s just footage going on, for like a hour, and nothing’s 
really happening. That happens a lot in this kind of performance stuff, not just 
us, when the whole quality of the experience is supposed to be authentic and it 
doesn’t reach that. I mean, is this medium the right medium to reach that kind 
of authenticity of experience?
sg: Well that’s a kind of a question of any performance. Is there such thing as 
failure?
eh: Well Luis mentioned the word, so I’m asking you that same question. How 
do you determine that? When do you use that word?
sg: Well when a bulb blows!
lr: Mechanical failure!
eh: Have you ever been at odds with an audience? Have you come out of a per-
formance thinking, wow that really didn’t go well, and the audience is just really 
nuts about it? Or vice versa?
sg: Both.
lr: Who’s been the most critical? 
sg: We could name names [laughs]. I think we did a show at Yokohama11—most 
critical audience or most anything—asking critical questions? I mean, a critical 
audience is a good audience. If the audience is just leaving and thinking, wow 
that was great, and not thinking about it… What do you mean by critical?
eh: Well you brought up the idea of critical audience, not me! I guess I’m also 
getting at the question of audience. Every kind of performer has a particular 
relationship with the audience. How do you see that relationship for you, how 
do you think about it?
sg: That’s hard to answer. I think we’re in denial of that relationship. I don’t want 
to acknowledge that relationship but I know it exists, but you depend on the 
audience being there, because obviously you need them there to be performing. 
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But I don’t want to think that what we’re doing will be determined by them. You 
don’t want to feel that you’re doing something just to please them. So I don’t 
know, I think it’s a complicated relationship. I want to think that we’re selfish 
enough just to do what we want to do, and what we like, and we’re doing it for 
us, and who cares if nobody likes it. Like I really don’t care if people walk out. 
We’re doing it for us, and that’s our job right now. On the other hand, I don’t 
know how to explain it. It’s like being in denial of something. You know you have 
that responsibility, people are there and you have something to deliver, and you 
should take responsibility for how it’s perceived, but the only way you can do it 
is to forget that they’re there. Like actors have to do that in order to act. Create a 
certain distance. The relationship’s like that — a kind of love/hate, I-don’t-want-
to-deal-with-it kind of thing. 
lr: We prefer to be in the booth normally, or some kind of hidden space, because 
our work thrives on the fact that—like most cinema—it’s the illusion of what’s 
in front of you. And just that advertisement of a “performance” is enough to al-
low you to be glued to what’s on the screen and knowing that there’s something 
behind you.
eh: I have seen you, in the past, perform on the floor. I guess sometimes you 
have to because it’s the only way you can use the space. But you’re saying that 
you very much prefer not to.
lr: That there’s an enclosure. A lot of it has to do with either silence or sound that 

Atmos (2006).
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we use, and you can hear the projector, and the ambiguity between the machine 
and the experience are two different things and they’re not always reconciled. 
sg: But when we’re on the floor, we’re part of the audience, and that means we 
can read it like an audience. If we’re up in the booth, we’re like projectionists.
lr: We can forget that the audience is there, and just lose ourselves in the work 
that we’re doing. It’s two different shows whether we’re on the floor or the booth. 
Yes, we’d prefer to be in the booth, but both spaces offer two different takes on 
the same piece.
sg: It’s a different feeling for us, and for the audience too.
lr: It’s got to do with renewing the work every time we perform it. Like every film 
is different whether you’re looking at it on a VCR or disc or in a theater. But for 
us it’s always different in the sense of what’s the venue, what’s the apparatus?
eh: How do you feel about the terms “projection performance” or “projector perfor-
mance” that have emerged in the last few years? Do you feel that’s a useful term?
sg: For us, it’s appropriate. 
lr: I think so, because the term “expanded cinema” is retro. As far as “projector 
performance,” if it’s a new term, let’s use it. 
sg: I like that term; I don’t mind it at all. It makes sense — it’s what we’re dealing 
with, the projector.
lr: I think for a lot of people who don’t know what it is, it’s a good descriptive 
visual, unlike expanded cinema.
eh: Expanded cinema also has these connotations of new media, and getting 
video and computers involved, and drugs—“expanded consciousness”—it has all 
these other things beyond the performative element that people might confuse 
it with.
sg: And what is “live cinema”? Everything is live.
eh: I think that live cinema is more a kind of cinema that makes you aware of 
its live-ness. Most cinema wants you to forget its apparatus, to forget that live 
aspect of a film unfolding in front of you. For me, live cinema is something that 
makes you aware of that.
lr: So do you think what we’re doing with a lot of these so-called projector per-
formances is highlighting that all media has a performative quality to it? There’s 
an element to that—kind of shedding light on the material in a way.
eh: I think it’s also about a kind of re-discovery or re-evaluation of the cinema 
as a kind of space, as opposed to other kinds of spaces, and that live cinema is 
then about the operations of the cinema. Like when you talk about yourselves as 
“projectionists.” The role of the projectionist is not historically thought of as an 
artistic role. But now we can re-evaluate that and think about it as a creative role, 
an active role. There’s also—I don’t think “nostalgia” is the right word—but there’s 
more of a re-awakening. The whole structure of cinema, of film exhibition, is made 
strange again, because it’s becoming a rarer thing. Nostalgia’s wrong because that 
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would imply people are now putting on the clothes of an older generation and 
just re-doing something, but that’s not it. I think you’re also getting at—when 
people gawk at you manipulating the projector, a lot of it must be because many 
people don’t see film projectors being used in any way. 
sg: Just looking at it, the instrument, like “What is that?”
eh: So talk a bit about how you segued into installation. Does that solve the 
problem of the audience, if you’re not even there?
sg: Hiding even more.
lr: It’s a liberating effect for someone who has done performance for five or six 
years. There’s a level of performance in a lot of our installation work and that’s 
something that we want to work with, not leaving the performative completely 
but displacing it and allowing it to reconfigure itself, for us. And then going back 
into the performance space and rethinking it that way.
sg: Maybe sustaining moments of the performances for a week or a month or 
whatever it is. We can take elements of that. We were just talking to someone 
else about how we create installations and how they come up out of our perfor-
mance work. We’ll see something and say, that would be nice if it were just that 
in a room for hours, and taking that out of there. So it’s like we take pieces out 
of them, ideas out of our performances.
eh: How do you work with a space’s curator to set up an installation? Or, how 
do you like to work?
lr: We’re still learning. We’re still at an early phase.
sg: It depends on the space, the budget, the limitations, all that kind of stuff. Do 
you want to talk about a recent experience? We just did this show at Robischon 
Gallery in Denver that was interesting. It was Light Spill, up for two months. That 
piece in particular has two or three elements to it: film, projector, stand, and that’s 
about it. So we just got the elements and we laid it out when we got there.
eh: What are the basic mechanics of Light Spill, if you had to describe it?
sg: It’s like the projectionist left the theater—forgot to reel up the film, and left. 
So it’s like our freedom, a version of our freedom. This precious film, that we 
worked so hard on, that we learned about in school and projected for years—now 
we just let it go on the floor, like who cares, and just walk away. It’s our filmmak-
ers’ freedom to walk away.
lr: It’s a whole letting go.
sg: And the light on the wall suddenly becomes sculpture. 
lr: It’s like what you were saying before, that the projectionist being made strange 
now, or has always been estranged, but never thought about that way until now. 
It’s the same way with the mechanics, the machinery.
eh: And in that piece you are projecting through the film?
lr: There’s film and it’s out of focus on the screen. In that version that we did at 
Robischon, the film is kind of blurring through.
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eh: Is there any significance to the content of the film itself?
lr: Anything, anything, and it’s usually whatever the venue finds. With Rotterdam 
they found all this negative, because there was this rule that they couldn’t show 
the positive because of copyright issues. So we said, sure. It added a completely 
different look to it. The version we did at Robischon is a lot of color leader, a lot 
of mag film. So it’s always different. 
sg: Whatever’s on-site. We did one recently in Zurich,12 and they had these 
great—it was silent film, television from the 60s or something, of folk music, so 
it was this silent film all about sound, which is great right there. No sound on 
the film, but images of sound—instruments playing, bagpipes.
lr: We actually showed that footage, but very small, maybe 15 feet high up.
sg: So it was too high up, you couldn’t really see it. We used a lift. But that was 
from some German television station that the local people would know. It’s 
always from wherever locally.
lr: Most places don’t have trouble finding footage. It’s available. We’ve been quite 
shocked, especially with the Rotterdam piece, which was up for three months, 
they found lots of film.
eh: So once it’s gone though the projector and finished, do you just throw it out?
lr: Not at the Rotterdam show. An artist inquired about it and she took it for 
her installation.

Light Spill (2005).
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sg: It was recycled.
lr: That was a great version of it. The one we’re doing at Robischon might go 
to an arts and crafts center for kids. We always say we hope you don’t throw it 
away, you can recycle it and pass it on. It was passed on to us.
eh: So it’s not always projected out of focus? You’ve done it different ways?
lr: With the German one, it was in-focus.
sg: We’ve done it at a raked angle on a wall, this kind of long projection.
lr: Every version has been different in terms of what you see, and calling atten-
tion to the material. The first version we did was in focus. We weren’t there, but 
we got a response that everyone was looking at the footage and wondering where 
it was from. It became too much about the representation, the depiction, so we 
were trying to figure out different ways to balance the elements.

* * * 

eh: Do you think about recording or archiving your performances and installa-
tions, and if so, how do you do that?
lr: We’re working on a DVD.
sg: It’s based on documentation, but it’s something new now.
eh: So is that something you’ll show on its own? 
sg: It’s a piece itself.
lr: Hopefully someone would show it on a monitor, in a gallery. We did something 
like that in a gallery in Virginia,13 in a museum—
sg: —with an ongoing one-hour loop on a DVD—
lr: —so that kind of gave us an idea to create a piece that was about document-
ing the projection situation but letting it out there as a piece, as a work that can 
be looped over and over.
eh: Film artists who end up in galleries often gravitate towards making objects—
because galleries and museums seem to want this: something to sell, something 
to acquire. Is that pressure at all involved in this move to create a video?
lr: That was an invitation, so we weren’t seeking that out. We’ve been resisting 
for the longest time putting out a video.
sg: DVDs are like souvenirs. Documentation is like a souvenir; it’s an artifact 
of something that happened. We never considered that something worth doing, 
because it seems like such an afterthought compared to the original performance. 
So we never wanted to put out a DVD. [A publisher of artists’ editions] just sent 
us an email asking if we wanted to do something and then we found Olivia Block, 
the composer doing the music, we met her at a performance, she did her own 
show, so we asked her to work with us. So it’s a separate thing now. We’re not 
doing it for a gallery needing something to sell. 
lr: We’re not there yet, and I don’t know if we will get there. With the Robischon 
experience, that’s a super commercial gallery in Denver, and they just invited 
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us because the work seemed to fit thematically with the other works that were 
valued at $10,000 or whatever, and our work has “NFS” on it. They were asking 
us, do you want us to sell it for you? At this phase, we’re not interested in that. 
eh: So how do you answer that question?
sg: Actually at the opening somebody asked, how much would you sell this for? 
And I threw out a number like $30,000. People inquire but I don’t know if they’re 
serious. I’m sure if they were serious they’d go to the gallery director and ask. 
But people have asked us before.
eh: So how would you sell it if someone wanted it?
sg: Provide the projector, provide the film.
lr: Or just instructions for them on how to do it.
eh: Like a conceptual artwork then, or an installation.
lr: It’s mind-boggling, but if somebody wanted to buy it for their collection, we 
wouldn’t be opposed to it. But we wouldn’t create more editions or we wouldn’t 
go that direction and say, well this is viable. It just so happens, a truly accidental 
thing. We’ve sold prints and things like that. We’ve made editions of our film 
prints. But those don’t really sell. 
sg: Relatively few collectors will buy film prints. 
lr: In our experience it’s been the idea that it helps them to sell their work and 
we’re recognizing that now. Because two galleries we’ve shown in we felt com-
pletely, like, are we being used here? 
sg: As a spectacle, to bring people in and get them to look at the paintings?
lr: What’s interesting is the role of film in the gallery, the live element of it, 
the fact that you’re seeing the mechanism, what you’re seeing is not just a video 
projector where you don’t see anything but the veneer of it. They serve a func-
tion, these performances at openings.
sg: I think a lot of galleries can be boring places and they need events, something 
happening, to bring people in.
eh: Maybe that’s because there are so many galleries as well, so these special proj-
ects help them stand out or differentiate themselves. The interesting thing about 
film as an installation is that it’s always going to be ephemeral. Projectors break 
down, the film will break. They’re never going to get an object out of that.
lr: It becomes a bad object in that sense. This projector that we have in the gal-
lery—how many times did it break down? And that happens in our performances 
too—the spectacle of the break-down is inherent to the medium. You can’t put a 
projector in a gallery for a month without it tipping over or something.
sg: And the gallery people won’t know how to load the film properly.
eh: So you can’t really escape the gallery. You still will have to at least check in.
lr: It’s nice when a gallery wants to do the performance and then do the installa-
tion. That’s an area that more and more we’re being invited or introduced into.
sg: It would be ideal to do both at the same time, but we’re not trying to exclude 
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one or the other at this point. We’re trying to do both.
lr: We’re kind of in this cocoon phase, trying to figure out what the other venues 
are, and what the other venues offer in terms of ideas for us, or just more materi-
als for us to rethink what we’re doing. These institutions shape what we’re doing, 
even in the realm of projector performance, being invited to do something, and 
usually the receiving end has no idea what we’re doing. Like the thing we did at 
Marfa, Ralph [McKay] had no idea what we were doing, but he wanted to invite 
us, and we did something new.14 So it’s always a collaboration in the true sense 
of the word with the institution and the curator and ourselves. In a way we kind 
of thrive off of that. It creates new work. We’re kind of in that medium, where 
we need an audience; we need someone to invite us.
sg: And we go on site and figure something out.
lr: We need that encouragement, that’s the important thing.
eh: Do you find that there are different expectations from different kinds of 
audiences?
sg: In a gallery or a cinema?
eh: Or also—there’s film festivals, there’s general festivals versus experimental 
film festivals, there are cinematheques, galleries, museums, art festivals…is there 
a feeling of a different expectation in different kinds of places?
sg: No, I don’t think so.
lr: Really? But what about—
sg: Because we remain consistent. If we’re the same consistently then whoever’s 
inviting us to one of these places would expect something that they know they’re 
going to get. I mean Ralph knew what he was going to get—he didn’t know exactly, 
but by inviting us he kind of knew what would be seen. It doesn’t matter where 
the director or curator works, whether for a festival or for a museum.
lr: It’s always different, I think. The audience is so mixed. When people buy a ticket 
at Rotterdam they don’t always know what they’re getting into. But I think it’s the 
curator or the programmer that gets happy or gets sad depending on what you do 
and how you really play with the space. I’m thinking about the thing in Zurich. 
This guy was really expecting us to do something and we challenged him and said 
no, it’s not what you saw on the videotape, it’s a new work, and we were trying to 
convince this person that we want to collaborate with the venue—with you—and 
it was just resistance: “But it’s not the same thing that’s on the screener.”
sg: He invited us to do something that he saw and then he wanted the same 
thing when we got there. And we said no, we want to use this big lift, and he 
was resistant to that. 
lr: That’s kind of exciting for us. You feel the edges of the institution. You hit it 
and you feel it; it’s very palpable.
sg: In a way, there is an audience, but our main audience is the curator or the 
programmer.
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eh: What’s interesting is that the kinds of issues that you are dealing with are 
issues that, say, musicians have always had to deal with. “I want that exactly” 
versus “no you want me” or “that song—I wish it sounded just like on the album.” 
So it’s interesting to hear that again here. Secondly, audiences—they might be 
the same people, sometimes, but I feel that they step into different venues with 
different expectations. I’m curious about the expectation of someone walking 
into an installation versus sitting down for a performance at a cinematheque. Is 
that significant to you? 
lr: I think it’s new for us. Installation—we don’t know who the people are who 
come in. It’s an imaginary—
sg: We’re not there—
lr: Like in my head, the piece in Rotterdam where you walked into the theater is 
still there. It really does something to the memory, to the work and the presence 
of it, and the physicality of it, and in a way kind of reverberates. And being in the 
space of installation, you don’t want to be there with the audience. 
sg: It’s horrible to be there with the audience.
lr: You want to set it up and get out of there, quickly. You’re there at the opening 
and then hopefully you’re far away, and you hear occasionally, oh well we need 
more film or, the projector broke, what do we do now—that kind of thing. It’s 
a totally different relationship. It’s a relationship with a gallery instead of with 
the audience directly.
sg: It’s anticlimactic basically. There’s no performance. Unless we’re going in 
and fixing something, in which case it feels like it.
eh: So you said you’re working on this DVD project. What other things are you 
working on? Do you see yourself wanting to do installations versus performances? 
Any return to fixed films at all?
sg: It’s wide open. We’re pretty open. Developments in a certain direction? We’re 
still making films individually, I think that’s important to mention. We’re not 
always collaborating. I have my films, he has his films, still. 
eh: Sandra, your solo work was in the [Whitney] Biennial fairly recently.15

sg: Two ago, yeah. I still shoot Super-8 and do 35mm. I’m still pursuing those 
films and Luis is doing his. So we each have our body of work as well.
eh: So what’s the future of the work you’ve been doing already? What’s the future 
of Light Spill, what’s the future of Atmos? How does that work have a future, or 
is it only going to exist in its moment?
lr: You mean more the installation version?
eh: Twenty-five years from now someone thinks, I’m really interested in Atmos. 
What do they do?
lr: That just needs to be done with lights. That’s not a—
sg: Are you talking about preservation?
eh: Yeah. 
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sg: Do you mean kind of like writing down instructions to what you do and 
leaving that?
eh: I’m asking how you think about that. If you’re a playwright, you have a script 
that will last. If you’re a sculptor, you make it and it’s there. Do you even think 
about that as a concern?
lr: Not really.
sg: No foresight—we’re not thinking that way. We should.
lr: We’re not thinking about the permanence of the work, for the future.
sg: Wouldn’t that ruin the enjoyment of it?
eh: Maybe.
lr: It would direct the flow of our own work and constantly thinking about is 
this going to last? Is that going to last? Will there be projectors ten years from 
now?
sg: It might also make it more self-conscious; like, is this good enough to be 
something that [lasts]? We don’t want that kind of constriction.
lr: And maybe that’s un-filmic, that kind of thinking. When you talk about 
sculpture you normally think about the permanent. 
sg: And committing to something.
eh: So you think that film inherently has a feeling of impermanence to it?
lr: Well I don’t know, that’s one of the things that I’m asking.
sg: It’s just like music. I guess we’re like musicians except that we never have 
anything in writing, we never have any score. I imagine there’s two musicians 
always doing live performances, never really having a score, maybe one time 
someone records it once or twice and that’s it. They’re not interested in putting 
out a CD or—it’s a way to keep that alive, by performing constantly. It’s very 
fragile. It’s not something permanent, it’s definitely very fragile. It’s kind of the 
way we live, in a fragile line, that way.
lr: In a sense an installation is more permanent than a performance. Since who’s 
going to remember those performance pieces?
eh: You can’t even remember them!
lr: Exactly! You can’t. 
sg: We don’t even have any notes—very few notes, written down.
lr: We have some bad video documentation of things here and there. And maybe 
that’s why we keep making new work, because we can’t remember the old work. 
We can’t study it and go back and say, what did we do? How can we do it better? 
We can’t really recreate it or re-do anything each time so it has to be new.
eh: Do you have any ideas about why there are a cluster of people who have 
gravitated towards doing live cinema or projector performance? Why would that 
be happening now, exactly, versus, say, ten years ago?
sg: Hasn’t that always been happening, though?
lr: Is there more of it now?
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eh: You think there is more now than there was ten years ago, or not?
sg: There’s always a marginal group of people doing things like this. 

***

eh: I asked a question about “light artist.” What do you think about that 
term?16

lr: It just generalized it; it took it away from being film-specific to being more 
about light. I thought it was a good way to expand that field of the audience, as 
opposed to “projector performance” which is really about the projector or at least 
the description for that. What did you think?
eh: Sandra and I were just talking about how people who come out of the experi-
mental film world are interesting because they kind of form this world-between-
worlds. It’s not quite being an “artist” and it’s not quite being a “filmmaker” in 
the way that people normally think of being a filmmaker. Therefore sometimes 
people come out of that world and go in one direction or another—they become 
solidified as “artist” or as a bigger-budget “filmmaker.” Are you satisfied with 
thinking of your work as filmmaking? [to Sandra] You said you’re not.
sg: No, I’m not. 
lr: I think I got into performance since day one, since I’ve always been resistant 
to shooting with the camera. I always felt I was removed from the materials. 
You can debate that, whatever, but I always thought projection was the place 
to be in terms of making a work in real-time with the audience. I saw that and 
said, well this is interesting because nobody does this work and it’s a whole area 
I thought I could tap into, and set up a practice there, filmmaking or the art of 
projection or whatever. I wasn’t thinking, is this art or is this filmmaking? It was 
just projecting really.
sg: But “light artist” is a nice term because it opens it up to any kind of light. 
Not just projector light but a light bulb or a strobe light…it means we can do 
anything from that point. It’s nice that it’s an open term. But it also goes back 
to that transcendence, like [James] Turrell, and it implies a lot of other things. 
More about mysticism and those kind of things.
eh: And you don’t have to explain that it’s not an object. 
sg: Well, light is an object. 
eh: So where do you see the future of what you do? Do you see yourselves still 
performing like this, like the Rolling Stones, when you’re 80…?
lr: I hope not.
sg: No! Uh-uh.
lr: I really don’t see a future in what we’re doing—
sg: —I’m surprised it’s been this long—
lr: —projectors are going to die. They’re going to kill us. We’re going to have to 
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look for another thing to do. It’s very much of-the-moment. 
sg: If anything, we’ll stop doing performances before we stop doing installations. 
I think what will happen will probably be this slow dissolve into—these things 
will end eventually, and we’ll just start doing objects. Maybe we’ll kind of segue 
into this—
lr: —but informed by what we’ve been doing. I think maybe it’s a transitional 
thing that we’ve been doing. Maybe the idea of working through a piece in an 
evening has something to do with casting something out into the future. I think 
that’s one of the narratives that we have to develop in our own creativity. Where 
does it go for us, in the future? The audience thing is fine and dandy, it’s excit-
ing to captivate an audience with pure light and pure color and pure shape and 
pure form, but how long can you do that? We could do it forever, but at a certain 
point we’re going to need another kind of audience or another reconfiguration 
of audience. I think that we have to keep searching for that.

Notes

1. At the International Film Festival Rotterdam in 2000, Gibson screened her film Edge-
ways (1999) and Recoder presented a live program entitled “Luis Recoder: Poetics of 
Interference.” Recoder returned to Rotterdam in 2003 for a two-person show entitled 
stat.ic projectors: Luis Recoder / Bruce McClure.

2. The Kala Art Institute, in Berkeley, California, located nearby the former Saul Zaentz 
Film Center, now the Zaentz Media Center, is one of the major post-production facili-
ties in Northern California. Fantasy Studios, at the Zaentz Center, is a well-known 
professional audio recording studio.

3. At the International Film Festival Rotterdam in 2008, Gibson and Recoder participated 
in a media education conference entitled How to Stimulate Filmsense(s). Their pre-
sentation, “Experimental Film Educationals (Or: Lessons from an Avant-Garde Film)”, 
is described in the catalog as “an illustrated lecture in and around films which rise 
to the occasion of an acute pedagogical address of the cinematographic apparatus by 
way of a materialist approach,” and included screenings of Hollis Frampton’s A Lec-
ture (1968), Owen Land’s New Improved Institutional Quality: In the Environment 
of Liquids and Nasals a Parasitic Vowel Sometimes Develops (1976), Morgan Fisher’s 
Projection Instructions (1978) and Roberta Friedman and Grahame Weinbren’s Future 
Perfect (1978).

4. At the 9th Cinematexas International Short Film Festival in Austin, Texas, Gibson 
screened Palm (2003) and Recoder screened ((())) (2004) in separate group shows.

5. For the catalog of the 2004 Images Festival in Toronto, the pair’s program was titled 
“The presstapes are Luis Recoder & Sandra Gibson.” The program listing includes The 
Optic Curve (2003), Linea (2002) and Available Light: Shift (2001) by Recoder, Outline 
(2003), Color Test (2003) and Elements (2004) by Gibson, and two performed works 
attributed to the presstapes: Source Full of Secrets (2002-4) and Hisherstheirsyoursthem 
(2004).

6. As the presstapes, Gibson and Recoder performed at the Peripheral Produce Invitation-
als, a competitive event held as part of the Portland Documentary and eXperimental 
Film Festival (PDX) in Oregon, 2004.
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7. The group show “Transparent Processes” at The Kitchen, New York City, in November 
2005, consisted of performances by LoVid (Tali Hinkis and Kyle Lapidus), I Love You 
(Seth Kirby and Ana Matronic) and Gibson and Recoder.

8. London film programmer Mark Webber curated Expanded Cinema: Film als Spektakel, 
Ereignis und Performance (Expanded Cinema: Film as Spectacle, Event and Performance) for 
the organizations hartware medien kunst verein and medien_kunst_netz, Dortmund, 
Germany, in 2004, a survey of expanded cinema works from the 1960s to the present 
day. Live participants included Valie Export, Christian Lebrat, Werner Nekes, Jurgen 
Reble and Thomas Köner, Malcolm Le Grice, Guy Sherwin, Bruce McLure, Giovanni 
Martedi, Wilhelm Hein, Anthony McCall, Tony Conrad, Maria Klonaris and Katerina 
Thomadaki, and Carolee Schneeman, along with screenings and installations of works 
by other artists. Gibson and Recoder’s performance was billed as “Ride the Light,” and 
included the following description: “For part of this performance, a regular power 
switch will be used to manually flicker, strobe, and flash forth a unique cinematic 
phenomenon.”

9. “Duo Sandra Gibson and Luis Recoder used similar [16mm] equipment to very dif-
ferent ends, evoking minimalist configurations of dancing vertical lines or creating 
a choreographed shadow play with subtly mystical overtones.” Ed Halter, “Holland 
Daze: Rotterdam report: Film fest hearts 16mm,” Village Voice, January 30, 2007.

10. In the catalog for the International Film Festival Rotterdam 2007, Atmos is listed with 
a 360 minute running time, and is described as “a breathtakingly elegant and sober, 
yet intense installation which almost literally breathes in new life in the suprematist 
tradition.” Also at Rotterdam that year, Gibson and Recoder presented a live show 
entitled Perf.Form (A Double-Projection Feature in Three Parts), which consisted of 
Color Test / No 2, Alignments for Linea, and Override, all listed at 20 minutes each. In 
addition, they presented an installation of Light Spill as part of the festival’s program 
“Borderline Behaviour — Drawn Towards Animation” at the TENT Center for Visual 
Arts. Gibson also screened her solo work Blue Light as part of a group show of short 
films.

11. Gibson and Recoder performed as part of the Image Forum Festival in Japan in the 
summer of 2005 in two cities, Kanazawa and Yokohama.

12. At Kunstraum Walcheturm, Zurich, November and December 2007.
13. The Virginia Film Society hosted Gibson and Recoder in February 2007 where they 

presented Perf.Form, the three-part performance first seen at Rotterdam earlier that 
year. In conjunction, the University of Virginia’s Art Museum hosted “Light Works,” 
a selection of the duo’s video pieces, in February and March.

14. For Film Text Performance Film, curator Ralph McKay brought Gibson and Recoder, 
Bruce McClure and Michaela Grill and Giuseppe Ielasi to the Ballroom Marfa in Marfa, 
Texas in December 2007.

15. In the 2004 Whitney Biennial, Gibson screened Outline (2003), Palm (2003), Bellagio 
Roll (2003) and NYC Flower Film (2003). In the same Biennial, Recoder screened Linea 
(2002) and Glass: Backlight (2001-2), both films with performative elements. 

16. In 2004, Recoder circulated the following statement about his work, used in the 
notes of a screening and discussion organized by Gregg Biermann in Paramus, New 
Jersey: “I am interested in the projected image. From this end of the image-making 
spectrum, I feel that I am more of a light artist than a filmmaker, more a sculptor than 
a cinematographer. I use the medium of cinema as an apparatus which gathers the 
light in order to disperse it.”


