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Marianne Macy: I’m wondering how you two came to work together? Had you known each other, or each other’s work, before? 

Amy Ziering Kofman: I didn’t know Kirby’s work at all. I started Derrida in ’94. In ‘96 a girlfriend called and said I really needed to get out and meet more filmmakers, because I was running into problems making this film. She was a Hollywood editor and friends with Dody Dorn who was editing Kirby’s documentary Sick at the time. Dody was hosting a screening of Sick so that she and the director, Kirby, could get some audience feedback, and so my girlfriend suggested that I go along with her to the screening. 

So, basically, I saw a rough cut of Sick and was blown away. I thought it was stunning, and really smart documentary filmmaking. I stayed to talk with Kirby afterwards for a bit about Sick and then we started to talk about the project I was doing. It took about a year from that time for us to actually decide to work together on Derrida.  

M: Had you, at this point, already received permission from Derrida to do the documentary on him?

A: Yes, by the time I met Kirby, I’d actually already directed a couple film shoots with Derrida. 

M: How did you initially gain access to him?

A: I’d been a student of his at Yale in his graduate seminars in the 1980’s. A decade later in ‘94  I was  listening to him lecture in LA and went up to him afterwards and asked, “Has anyone made a film on you?” I thought there should be some cinematic record of him and really wasn’t thinking much beyond that. He said people had tried but he really didn’t go for that sort of thing. He really wasn’t interested. I said, “You know me and you know my work. If I tried to get money together to do this, would you let me?” He said to write something up for him to review. So I did and we went back and forth for a while before he finally agreed.

M: When Amy first spoke with you, had you read a lot of philosophy before or when you were working on the Bob Flanagan project? 

Kirby Dick: I read a certain amount. I’d read a great deal of French theory especially Jacques Lacan and some Derrida as well.

M: Who else? Foucault? 

K: Yes, Foucault. And Deleuze. There was a Deleuze excerpt that I came very close to including in Sick. He’d written a very interesting analysis of sadomasochism. There were a few paragraphs that were very cogent that I’d considered incorporating into the film.

M: Was this in his “Coldness and Cruelty” essay?

K: Yes. Exactly. It addressed the humorous situation of a masochist vis-a-vis the law and since Bob was a comedian it was very appropriate. 

M: At that point, when you started working do you say, “Let’s go after this and this and this” or did the content unfold organically? Did you make an outline or plan?

K: It was more that we agreed as to what we didn’t want. We didn’t want to do a primer on his work and we didn’t want to make a conventional biopic. We wanted the ambition of his work to provide a challenge for us in terms of our filmmaking and that would incorporate the spirit and thinking of his work without simply explicating it. We were making a film under the influence of his thinking.

M: Amy, were there things in his writing that you wanted to illustrate? 

A: Well, yes, but I didn’t start making the film with a clear idea how I’d accomplish this ambition. It really began to develop once we started editing --- a process which we started in earnest only after we’d completed three or maybe even four of the films’ major shoots. From this point on though we would always shoot and edit alternately, so that each process informed the other; and we would change, evolve and adapt subsequent work accordingly. Once we saw how one interview worked in the editing process, we would adjust, shift and target the next interview accordingly. 

It was never of interest for me to make a film about “who Jacques Derrida is” and present a narrative of his life. For me, the only interest, pleasure and challenge was to make a film that engaged with his work in a way that continually raised the bar for the process of filmmaking and attempted to address the challenge of his work.  At best I hoped that the pleasure of reading his text was to somehow be reflected in the pleasure of watching the film; but that this filmic  translation would not necessitate any reduction his works’ intense complication and richness. I hoped that somehow the film would be equally layered, multi-textural, nuanced and provocative. 

M: Did you speak with him about what you would set out to do?

A: No. I gave him a proposal which was sort of a straw dog because whatever you do in a documentary always changes once you begin shooting.   I wrote the proposal to get in the door but didn’t really have a set idea as to what the film would end up looking like. I knew more what I didn’t want it to look like. Jacques continually would ask me questions about the nature and content of the film and I was always pretty vague and evasive.  Because for a long time I wasn’t really sure what we would end up with but I didn’t want him to be concerned.  He did not offer guidance or commentary. He was very trusting in that way. 

K: We also looked at a number of attempts by other people to incorporate Derrida’s work, not only cinematically but in other mediums, such as art, writing and criticism -- works that presented his writing non-academically. One of the limitations with many of these pieces is that they were so concerned with maintaining a precise consistency with Derrida’s work, that they ended up too narrowly constricting their artistic vision. What was intriguing to me about making this film was the impossibility contained within it’s ambition. How do you present an author’s work cinematically? It’s a challenge, especially with someone as rigorous and complex as Derrida.  Rather than solve the problem by cautiously representing Derrida’s work in nearly the same manner that he might present it, we chose to let the difficulty of presenting his work challenge us to develop new forms.

M: Did you have the idea that the form itself could express the work, say in the way the interviews were edited – for example did you intend for the way in which Derrida often was or wasn’t forthcoming in his responses to somehow illustrate deconstruction?

A:  Well, we initially did not know that we would use that resistance to our advantage. His resistance was like a repetitive tic that came up a lot in the interview process. It’s what he does. For a while we found it frustrating and then watching the footage we finally thought, “Hey, this is kind of cool”  and in itself rehearses a sort of commentary in its own right that could be quite interesting and sophisticated to work with.  So we decided quite consciously to view it as a plus rather than as a shutting down. To repeatedly not say something is in fact to be saying quite a bit, but in a very different way.

K: Multiple cameras at times helped us to some degree both document and attempt to do an end run around this issue of resistance. We’d quite often use a second, smaller digital camera to shoot Derrida from the moment we’d greet him at the door until the time we’d leave  at the end of the shoot.  Because this camera seemed almost incidental, he was often much less guarded in front of it, which allowed us to cover his  more informal and playful interactions with us.

M: How did you get all that footage of him at his home in Ris-Orangis? 

A: About three weeks after Derrida “agreed” to make the film, I got a grant to go to France with a full crew. It came together so quickly I had very little time to think through what I would do. I told Derrida we would be coming to Paris and ideally would like to film whatever he did. He said, “These are the three days I’ll give you and this is what I’m doing this day and that day.”  It turned out that one of those days he pretty much was just going to be home working and packing in preparation for a trip to the States. Much later in the editing process we decided to use this home footage as a sort of commentary/critique – what does one do with the anecdotal visuals of someone’s daily life? What does it tell you, what doesn’t it say? To have the seeming banality of  the footage comment on our voyeuristic and prurient desire to keep looking for something when there is ostensibly nothing there to see. That leads to the issue of biography that the film explores. 

K:  This was the first film that was made about Derrida that had a strong focus on his personal life. Now there’s no possibility of him ever granting that kind of access again.

M: Why do you say that?

K: Well, when someone is making a film about you much of what is shot seems so innocuous, like someone shooting you eating breakfast or listening to the radio. But once you’ve seen such footage used in a film you realize that it can be very loaded in all sorts of ways you hadn’t forseen, imagined or anticipated.  

Macy: Like the scene in his kitchen where he’s preparing his lunch?
K: Well that’s a good example of how things taken out of context can gain an entirely different valence. Even though that scene was shot eight years ago, because the news on the radio is about an incident in the Middle East, it very well could be describing a more contemporary situation. It’s sad to think that this same news might still seems current even some five to ten years later.  Also, there is this odd quality that this particular piece of news somehow assumes more importance because it’s being heard by Derrida (even though he listened to the news daily).  Finally, for me it is reminiscent of that scene at the end of “The Marriage of Maria Braun” by Fassbinder where Hannah Schhygulla  is in an apartment and a radio is broadcasting the soccer World Cup finals in the 50’s that Germany won. 

M: It struck me in light of his political activism, which we can talk about now. Did you intend to have that be an element about him? Did you think that was important?

A: I thought that was very important. My attraction to his work isn’t just an idle cerebral exercise.  What’s always for me been the most significant thing about Derrida’s work was its political import. I started reading him before I was taught him in any formal setting and I remember being immediately struck by the strong ethical and political elements in his work. The popular conceptions of deconstruction have been so radically misconstrued by all media that I felt it was important that the film point to his political import but not in a polemical way. Deconstruction is not about nihilism or, as it’s often categorized, a relativistic approach such as: “Well, everything is up to interpretation so we can’t decide anything.”  Quite the contrary, the fact that there are competing interpretations makes one more responsible to actively and consciously chose a path and take responsibility for that choice.  Not only on paper but throughout his career, Derrida’s been an active participant on the forefront of various human rights movements. From apartheid, to public education, to women’s rights and the abolition of capital punishment. So, yes, that was very important to me to have in the film.

M: There seems to be a vein of neurotic, sophomoric grad school type reaction to him on the part of some of the writers and critics of his work.

A: It’s baffling to him. It’s always been baffling to me. As Derrida says, “If that’s what you think then you obviously aren’t reading the work,” because that isn’t what his work is  saying at all. On a naïve level all I can think is that his accusers either: a) don’t read  the work at all,  so they dismiss it out of ignorance or  b) they attempt to read it and find it difficult to understand, and then frustrated and threatened by their inability to understand it, attack it (almost as an act of self defense or self ratification – “it must not mean anything because I can’t understand it”). But it’s really not from any informed place that the critique of deconstruction and Derrida’s writing is being made. You may not like it for many reasons but it’s not an “anything goes” type of theory at all (as it’s most prevalent critique claims) and it is just silly to attack it as such. 

K: I think on the most basic level the antagonism to Derrida is because of the difficulty of the work. One of the things he examines is thinking how you “get” something, or how you apprehend something, and this examination becomes complicated because he is simultaneously writing about what you are apprehending and how you are apprehending at one and the same time, and that’s frustrating for people.  On another level, one of the things I found interesting about making this film was that people kept saying, “Isn’t he dead?” Obviously it’s kind of an antagonistic response, an aggressive response. Amy may not agree….

A:  Well, I think some of them just really don’t know. Didn’t you ever say, “Oh, I thought that person was dead?”… 

K: Of course, but I think this phenomenon is a bit more psychological. I’ve been struck that the name Derrida often prompts a very antagonistic response from people.  I actually think in some ways Derrida has a hand in this. Amy may not agree with me on this but I think it’s a strategy that …I wouldn’t say is premeditated but there’s an advantage in having his readership approach him antagonistically.  There’s more tension in the interaction, and therefore more attention is paid to the work. Someone who approaches Derrida’s work from a neutral position may not read the work as closely as someone who is motivated -- by an aggressivity that his writing elicits -- to look for the flaws in the work. It’s a stylistic strategy for him to have his work exist in an arena of antagonism, one that I admire. Many performance artists, Lenny Bruce, for example, use the same strategy. It’s not negative. Well, it is negative in a sense but there are real advantages to it.  This observation is not in the film but it’s something I’ve thought of a great deal:  “Why is there  this antagonism towards  the name ‘Derrida’?”

M:  It’s in the nature of his work?

K: It’s aggressive. Very aggressive. 

M: What did Derrida think of the finished film?

A: I think he was blown away with what we did the footage. He really had no conception at all throughout the whole process of what we were up to.  One person writing a paper in your seminar on a book by Maurice Blanchot is very different from what that person might actually do with footage of you in an interview.  I’m just guessing, but I really think he expected something more along the lines of a PBS documentary.  From his perspective, we’d done some interviews, we’d filmed in his house, and we’d spoken with him and some of his friends. I think he thought it would just be a nice story about Jacques Derrida and it’s not. It’s rather a complicated working through of different elements of his own work and his life. I think he was very surprised. 

M: I wanted to ask about the section with his mother, looking at the grave. How did that come about?

A: The idea to use excerpts in this way mostly came from Kirby. I’m very much an academic and I couldn’t figure out how to excerpt Derrida’s writing. For me it’s such a tight discourse. Everything is so carefully situated and I didn’t see how one could successfully extricate a few sentences, but Kirby found some passages that he thought would be particularly effective  and started recording these voiceovers where he’d read the passages aloud over footage. When we were in Nice interviewing his siblings, we’d asked Kirsten, our camerawoman, to visit the local cemetery one afternoon and get footage of the family’s plots. Kirby then selected a passage from “Circumfession” to read over the footage in the cemetery.

“And I am writing here at the moment when my mother no longer recognizes me, and at which, though still capable of speaking or articulating, a little, she no longer calls me and for her and therefore for the rest of her life, I no longer have a name, that is what is happening, and when she nonetheless seems to reply to me, she is presumably replying to someone who happens to be me without her knowing it, if knowing means anything here, like the other day in Nice when I asked her if she was in pain - then where? It was February 5, 1989, she had in a rhetoric that could never have been hers, the audacity of this stroke about which she will alas, never know anything, no doubt knew nothing, and which, piercing the night replies to my question:“I have a pain in my mother,” – as though she were speaking for me, both in my direction and in my place. I stop for a moment over a pang of remorse, in any case of the admission I owe the reader, in truth that I owe my mother herself for the reader will have understood that I am writing for my mother, perhaps even for a dead woman, for if I were here writing for my mother, it would be for a living mother who does not recognize her son, and I am paraphrasing here for whoever no longer recognizes me, unless it be so that one should no longer recognize me, another way of saying, another version, so that people think they finally recognize me.” ---Circumfession, 1992

M: Did you speak to him about that passage or did you just think it was a good illustration?

K: Well…no, I didn’t. He’s written a great deal about biography. That was excerpted from Circumfession, which deals with the insertion of his own biography into a philosophical text, and the dynamic that creates. I was particularly struck by that passage because of the way it was continually examining the complexity of the subject’s position --  as a writer, as a son, as a historical figure, all in a series of developing phrases. 

M: Why did the film take so long to make? 
A: Well, it presented a great number of challenges. For one thing, this film went through many different incarnations because there was no model for how to make it and really no preconceived notion of what we were going to achieve. We knew what we wanted to get but we didn’t know what it would look like. We will have a DVD that will have a lot of the different editorial tacks that we attempted and some of the quotes that didn’t make the final cut. At several points we had a much more abstract film. More like an experimental film, which we pulled back from because we wanted it to be an accessible film that would reach a wide audience and not be an art anomaly that would be exiled to museum exhibition fate only. Likewise I wanted the film to be something that wasn’t forbidding or unapproachable, but something that was fun, and that had humor in it. I always think that’s effective. Derrida’s work has a great deal of humor in it and I felt it was important that the film reflect that as well.
K: One of the ambitions of this film was to take his work, which in this country is only considered in an academic realm and insert it into a popular medium such as film and then observe what dynamics are created because of that. 

M: It’s a great to do that. I’m glad you are doing the DVD so the rest of the material will see the light of day. To go to the archive idea, will the rest of your work material join the Derrida archive at the University of California at Irvine, or are there other plans for the material?

A: There are two archives, one in Paris and one at Irvine. Eventually we will archive the footage, but right now we’re holding on to everything for the DVD because we’ll have to go back to all our source tapes to put that together. 

M: Besides the DVD is it possible there is enough for another film?

A: Yeah.

K: Really? (laughs.)

A: Well, there’s a lot of good footage. Do we have the energy to make another film? That’s another question.

M: You don’t have to do it right away. 

K: Actually there is another film that could be made. We did several interviews with Derrida over the course of several years time.  Because his answers are so rigorous there’re often very lengthy and difficult to incorporate without excerpting and thereby undercutting the entire argument. But an hour long film could be made that includes his more complete answers to certain questions from those four interviews and that could be put together fairly simply and be very interesting.

M: Did you get to know Derrida well off camera? Was there a different relationship in that circumstance?

A: That’s an interesting question.  No. I actually think the relationship is pretty much the same on and off camera. I think I know him differently but I don’t think I know him privately, if that makes sense. That’s why I’m reflecting on the answer.

M: What is the difference?

A: Well, in some ways, I know him pretty well. If you go through something like this with someone, you get to know them a lot better than most people. But it’s not like we’re pals. The way he relates to me…it’s not like that. I know him differently than other people but not quite professionally, not quite privately. 

M: How many years was it you worked together?

A:  I  started the project in 1994 and we opened at Sundance in 2002. So I’ve known him in this capacity for eight years and many years before that I was  student of his. 

M: What was the response like at Sundance?

A: Well, quite frankly it was nothing short of astonishing.  We finished the film only a day or two before our first screening in Park City and had been clocking insane hours for weeks up until the finish, so we were both in quite an exhausted daze. I remember starting to hear while we were still in LA finishing up the post process that our film was one of the first docs to sell out at Sundance -- news we found to be nothing less than shocking.  Again, I’d pretty much toiled in complete obscurity for almost a decade on this film (in L.A. at cocktail parties it was pretty much a guaranteed conversation stopper; no one had ever even heard of him) and I had zero idea if whether what I found so interesting and important would be of interest to an audience larger than the small academic circles to which his work’s been more conventionally relegated. Then we opened to packed houses in Utah and the film actually seemed be accruing a bit of a buzz. In fact I remember mid week getting a call to the theater asking us if we wouldn’t mind holding the film for 10 minutes because “Bob (Robert Redford) was going to come and see it.”  Sure enough he arrived fifteen minutes later flanked by several bodyguards and proceeded to watch the whole movie. (Later we were told it was the only doc Redford came in person to watch at a screening during the festival that year).  Well, the next evening I’m at some event the festival was hosting for the filmmakers and I go up to Geoff Gilmore (the guy who runs Sundance) to find out what, if anything, “Bob” might have said to him about our film.    And Geoff said, “He told me he liked it, but that he would need to watch it again” and when he said that his bodyguards all unanimously shouted: “NO!”…

M: So, well, other than the bodyguards, it was well received?

K: Yes, we did very well at Sundance, and it was pretty much that our success with audiences and the press there that led us to get our theatrical distribution deal with Zeitgeist.

M: This may seem an obvious thought but I’m curious to know  if seeing his writing and thoughts on film, or being performed by him was different from the experience of reading them and if this process or experience has in any way changed the writing for you. I mean, besides thinking of how to present it in your film. Did working on the film  change or illuminate any of the material or did something jump out at you that might not have before? 

A: That’s an interesting question. If I were to reread his work now, after making the film… I don’t think I would interpret it all that differently per se.  Working on the film really didn’t change that. But when people ask, “What surprised you or what did you learn?”  I guess the thing that most surprised me which I couldn’t have known, was that Jacques  would completely adhere to  the ethics that he prescribes in  his writing in  his relationship to us during the filmmaking project. There was this consistency of rigor – which is something that one would think would be very hard for a person to successfully sustain over the course of several years in such widely trying and varying circumstances.  It  was very interesting and surprising to me, that there was never any departure from the formal respect that he gives his work. He took all that and extended it to the formal respect he gave the filmmaking process, and exercised all the same  care, caution and pedagogical and intellectual integrity.  And he did all  this with indefatigable consistency. That was surprising. 

M: I wondered if political events now might have added to that intensity. There seems to be more pressure to look at meanings, spin, etc, at this time.

K: You mean to have someone be more rigorous about the analysis of rhetoric? Maybe so. Maybe the cynicism has reached such a level. The language has become so Texan, perhaps. We’re ready for some continental thinking again.

M: Towards the end of the film you more directly focus on his archive. Were you attempting to wrap the film up with a consideration of a legacy he’s left? 

A: Derrida’s work has always been all about death. The minute he takes up a pen it’s all about the posthumous act of writing itself and how writing can go on without you being there, you or anyone connected to the ostensibly ‘inaugural’ act of writing in the first place. It’s a prominent theme in his work, this issue of mortality. Similarly, when you put anyone on film you immediately, whether you intend it or not,  become engaged with these types of issues, so we decided to play with that a bit. The film pivots around certain central themes so it was a natural thing for us to include the archive as one of them, and have some gesture towards a contemplation of mortality and the issues of the archive in our film.

K: Death inevitably pervades documentary filmmaking and documentary footage. The footage in this film will take on a much different tone and meaning as soon as he dies.  For a while during editing I had considered including two minutes of black with no sound near the end of the film.  This gap would be prefaced by a card stating that this black section would be replaced by some other footage after Derrida died. This black would have existed as a memorial to his future death, within the film that we were making while he was alive. 
M: I know Derrida has by now spoken with audiences on at least two occasions after a screening of the film. What’s that been like? 

K: Derrida is always great in  Q&A’s (like the ones he gives after he delivers his lectures) but the Q&A’s that have followed after viewings of the film have been somehow different – a bit more unexpected. Obviously, he has to be very affected by seeing himself portrayed in the film, sometimes with many of his friends watching in the audience. It must be somewhat destabilizing emotionally.  He’s still very witty, charming, and winning, but I’ve found him to be somewhat more emotional and more personal in the Q&A’s after the film.  In the Q&A the other night somebody asked him, “Did you fall in love with your wife the first time you met on the trip to the snow?”   -- a question which he wouldn’t answer  when we asked it of him in the film.  And to my surprise, he quickly responded, “Yes!” I’d fully expected him to avoid answering the question because it was too personal, and instead to spin it into something else. But he didn’t.  Those moments have been pretty interesting to watch. 

M: So he seems not as controlled or proscribed? 

K: Yes, in a strange way,  he’s actually very open. And very funny.  Although sometimes I think I’m seeing a bit of an act– albeit a very good one. The other night we asked the audience, “Are there any questions?”  After a long silence, when no one raised his or her hand, he finally quipped, “It’s unquestionable.” And of course everyone laughed.  Then it occurred to me that he’s probably used that line in similar situations many times before. Given as Amy mentioned earlier his pedagogical rigor and rhetorical vigilance, we were always extremely grateful that he agreed to the risk of participating in this project and given the response to the film so far, we are grateful this confidence seems to have not been entirely misplaced. 

