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LISA MELANDRI: So, I’d like to start out
by talking about the production of this
piece. In terms of the content, how did
you make the selections that you made?
What kind of bodies of work you were
pulling on in art? How much of what we
saw did you shoot and did you make?
BENJAMIN KAPLAN: The conceptual
approach was about making it feel
like hip-hop. It’s probably a 50/50
split between sampled content and
hand-made content sourced from all
kinds of places.
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FOR ME,
PLAN “B”,
IS ALWAYS
BETTER
THAN
PLAN “A”.

So, for me, plan “B”, is always better than plan “A”. You go in a
direction and you hope that you’re going to find your way. You
have to be open to find your way to that place.

BK: The process starts by consuming tons of visual material,
which gets boiled down into a theme map—essentially, an
infographic of the themes and which stories need to be gathered
to make it come to life.

For this project, 12 hours of interview were culled down,
transcribed, highlighted, and cut out. I have two stainless steel
tables in the studio, and a stack of these little quotes, and just
threw them down.

A lot of the narrative evolved as it was happening. You go in a
direction, but that always changes. There’s this great story that
D.A. Pennebaker tells about when he shot “Don’t Look Back”,
the documentary about Bob Dylan’s 1963 tour of the U.K.
The end of the film has this brilliant scene where Dylan’s in
the back of this limo, and he’s smoking and talking. Everybody
says, “That was brilliant! That was brilliant!” Pennebaker was
like, “Yeah, well, we were headed to shoot this other thing, but
we got stuck in traffic, so we’re in the back of the limo, we had
the cameras, we turned them on, and that was it “ and it became
this iconic thing.

It’s just like throwing it down, reordering … Reordering …
Reordering … cut it, cut it, cut it, cut it, cut it, until it gets to
the place where I can’t cut it anymore. And then, of course, I
cut it and reorder it some more. How I get to the end…I have
no idea. (laughing)
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LM: In terms of the way that it is put together—the length, the
timing, the balance of narrative—is that something that happens
organically as you’re making it?

IT’S STRUCTURED LIKE A
DJ SET. GET PEOPLE UP.
GET THEM DANCING. DROP
IT. GIVE THEM A LITTLE
BREAK. GET THEM BACK
ON THE DANCE FLOOR.
LM: Well, it is very fluid. I mean, it
definitely has a rhythm, it has a visual
rhythm, it has a vocal rhythm, and then of
course, there’s the actual music that goes
into it as well.
BK: Right—essentially, it’s structured
like a DJ set. Get people up. Get them
dancing. Drop it. Give them a little break.
Get them back on the dance floor. That’s
very much how it was structured.
LM: I’m curious about how much
personal knowledge you have on this
subject matter.
BK: I grew up with hip-hop and punk—it
was all happening right around the same
time. I got a copy of this record called
“Break Dance.” It came with a poster that
showed you how to do pops and locks,
spins, whatever. So there I was—this
Jewish kid in central Pennsylvania, and
I’ve got this Holy Grail, this window
into a world that I didn’t have access to
before. My parents had a linoleum floor

in their family room, and it was perfect!
Thirteen-year-old Ben is having break
dance parties with his friends. Hilarious.
As for chess, I learned how to play in
about the eleventh grade, in the back
of English class. I got my ass kicked
over and over again by this kid named
Josh Porter. I didn’t play for a long
time, but when I started working on this
commission, I started playing twice a day
on the computer. I’ve gotten pretty good
at playing the computer. Playing human
beings, I’m still…I don’t know, there’s
something about human beings I can’t
quite figure out. (laughing)
LM: Um-hmm (affirmative). Thinking
about your relationship with hip-hop,
there’s only one part in this entire twentyseven minutes where I would say that the
soundtrack turns just pure punk. Tell me
about that decision.

BK: That actually was one of those
moments where we were struggling
with the section, and Brad Fann, the
editor, and I were saying, “This is all
hip-hop, it’s all hip-hop,” and we felt
like something was missing—it needed a
break. So, going back to what we were
talking about earlier, there was punk
and there was hip-hop and they were
bubbling up at the same time. I wanted
to reference some of the other things
that were happening at that time in New
York, in a way that was recognizable and
pushed you through the piece, but also
served a function, to break the moment,
and then reposition you for the next thing
that you were going to experience.
LM: Right, and you certainly can’t
ignore that that same kind of relationship
between visual arts and street art and
music, as a whole kind of methodology,
a way of being in the world—it was
directly related to punk.

IT HAD TO BE
PART B-BOY
BATTLE AND
PART CHESS
MATCH.

BK: Absolutely! There’s this book by
Will Hermes called Love Goes to Buildings
on Fire. It looks at everything that was
happening in New York in 1973 to 1978—
punk, CBGB, hip-hop, salsa, loft jazz,
“Born to Run,” Patti Smith’s “Horses”—it
covers this immense territory and really
pulls it all together.
LM: I want to talk about the form and the
format a little bit—the way you get this kind
of time-based medium into the galleries.
Obviously, there’s this kind of one-toone reference between the boom box and
the time clocks and all of that, but what
about the way you see this film? You kind
of walk into it—it’s a little bit of a vortex,
it surrounds you, it’s immersive. But you
are also asking viewers to physically
experience this thing—sometimes you
wonder what you’re missing looking back
and forth.
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BK: Well, the wondering what you’re
missing part, that’s a huge component.
Because not only do you want people to
enjoy it, but you want people to come
back, right? (laughing) I want it to feel
new, or different, every time you come to
experience it. Are the people in this room
going to feel the same way that I do when
they watch it? Are they going to feel that
up-and-down, or are they going to connect
to what this guy is saying, and what’s
happening visually layered on top of the
voice?”

So, when I was thinking about this project, it was
really important that people have the option to stand back and
take it in, or be surrounded—to really feel inside of the piece.
LM: The work is very much a hybrid between art film, art video,
and documentary. You’ve got voiceover, but unlike documentary,
you don’t know who’s speaking at any one turn, and then,
the visuals are really in the genre of art film. So, I’m curious—
where are your leanings? How much learning do you want
somebody to get from something like this, as opposed to the pure
visual pleasure?

I WOULD ACTUALLY
SAY THAT THIS PIECE
ISN’T ABOUT CHESS
OR HIP-HOP AT ALL...
NOT HAVING A VOICE—
THAT’S WHAT THIS IS
REALLY ABOUT.

BK: There’s an aesthetic
experience, but it’s balanced
against some sort of narrative
idea. There’s always the concrete
and abstract happening at the
same time. Impressionistic and
expressionistic. The audience
can have an intellectual
experience and an emotional
one, at the same time. The idea
that seemingly opposed concepts
can live together in one piece.
Finding that balance is actually
where the art lives.
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As for the environment, when I was about sixteen, I saw this
panoramic movie at Epcot about China. (laughing) They were in
a monastery somewhere, and there’s this monk that’s running—
he comes at you, and then he’s behind you, and you shift. It had
a huge impact on me! I hadn’t thought about that until about
a year ago, when I saw this collaboration between this British
documentarian named Adam Curtis, who makes really smart
films from the BBC archive, and Massive Attack. You walk into
this armory and you’re surrounded by eleven 25-ft. screens—it
was incredible.

LM: I’m curious about how this historical
narrative about the Seventies gets us to today.
Because a lot of this discussion is about a kind
of burgeoning and mashing of cultures in a
very specific moment in history, and here we
are now. What has evolved in hip-hop culture?
BK: I would actually say that this piece isn’t
just about chess or hip-hop at all, right? The
section in the dark, where you’re just sitting
there in the darkness, listening to that voice
talk about the experience of being a black
male in America...
LM: …and not having a voice.
BK: And not having a voice—that’s what this
is really about.
SCOTT SMITH (FROM AUDIENCE): I’d like to
say something. I participated in this project,
and it never occurred to me, until tonight,
how much this piece that you made is a chess
game—a really masterful chess game. It’s
really beautiful, and I just love that.

BK: Thanks—yeah, conceptually, that
opposition and competition is really
important. It had to be part B-Boy battle
and part chess match.
LM: That’s exactly right. You have
your players, and you have certain
moves, and you strategize, you create
a composition—you put them together
into a beautiful game for everyone to
watch. Thank you so much!
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BK: Thank you!

