The Bloody Child

“The power to guess the unseen from the seen, to trace the implication of things, to judge the whole piece by the pattern, the condition of feeling life in general so completely that you are well on your way to knowing any particular corner of it--this cluster of gifts may almost be said to constitute experience.”







--Henry James
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SYNOPSIS

THE BLOODY CHILD was inspired by a real incident, reported in the back pages of the Los Angeles Times.  Two military police on routine patrol discover a young US Marine, recently back from combat in the Gulf, digging a hole in the middle of the Mojave Desert.  His car, parked near-by, contains the bloody body of his wife, and he is arrested for murder.

Menkes turns the mundane realism of the Marine’s arrest into a haunting, hallucinatory journey, a jagged look back at the desolation of violence.

The murdered wife’s violated spirit patrols the air above the crime scene:  damaged, angry, persecuting.  The arresting officer, a Marine Captain played by Tinka Menkes, is emotionally frozen, haunted by the victim’s spirit and untimately powerless.  The murderer, like unconscious violence, is seen from the back, or from a distance and is completely mute.

Meanwhile, walking a thin line on top of the inner chaos, the controlling marines pace back and forth, waiting for back-up.

Condemned to travel endlessly within a callous, violent netherworld, the beleagured characters are locked within a destructive constellation which seems to hold no promise of redemption or release.

Like the archeology of a dead or forgotten city, THE BLOODY CHILD bears witness to a quality of gentle trust which, battered and bloody, has become buried and deeply inaccessable.

PRODUCTION NOTES

THE BLOODY CHILD was shot in northeastern Africa and in 29 Palms, California--home of the nation’s largest marine base.  All of the film’s male cast members and the assistant director, Russ Little, were active, enlisted marines at the time of the shoot, and all are Desert Storm vets.  The marines helped write scenes, as well as acted in them.

The Afican footage was shot by a team of two--Nina and Tinka Menkes.  They travelled alone, using public transportation, carrying their film, a 16mm camera, costumes and makeup in regular suitcases.  Tinka Menkes, in the part of the Marine Captain, also appears in a variety of pained guises within scenes shot on this trip--naked in a strange, green forest, on a streetcar in Cairo, within the Arab cemetery.

The 16mm footage from their 3 month trip was later blown up to 35mm for incorporation into the movie.

DIRECTOR’S COMMENTS

For me, cinema is socery; a creative way of interacting with the world in order to rearrange and affect perception/experience--especially my own.

I’m interested in harsh concrete realities, but as experienced from the back of the mind.  In order to access this “other realm,”  I like to combine elements of control with unpredictability.  For example, I often directed actors in undirected environments.  I find this to be a volatile, potent configuration.

For THE BLOODY CHILD, I started with the actual nature of 29 Palms--home of the nation’s largest marine base and located in the middle of the Mojave Desert.  I wanted to capture its sexual milieu and the special quality of the young marines.  To this end, I shot in local bars and clubs during routine business hours and I cast all locals, including an active enlisted man for the murderous lead.  I designed scenes but let the actors write their own dialogue.  I hired a newly discharged marine with no film background as my assistant director and script consultant.

I also wanted to position my own consciousness very clearly and viscerally within the frame.  I did this via my sister, Tinka Menkes, who plays the part of the female marine captain--the only non-local in the movie.

With these elements as a base, Tinka and I shifted perspective, and viewed the situation again.  From this altered vantage point, we saw all the characters as wounded, almost ghost-like apparitions, trapped together in a paralizing, circular relationship, characterized by confusion, jealousy, and misplaced hostility, moving through an amorphous universe in which the real source of evil is unnamed and unrecognized.  Editing the picture and constructing the sound track was a process of articulating this level of a crime scene in direct cinematic terms.

THE BLOODY CHILD presents no external facts:  no evidence, no time-lines, no clear locations and no background on any of the various anonymous characters.  Rather, it portrays a web of deeply disturbed consciousness, which no amount of going bcakwards to get at “facts” can unravel--a depiction of the interior violence.

I describe my film work as sorcery because it both constructs/evokes a separate (but very real) reality, and at the same time acts as a spell which tries to change it.

VIOLENCE

The subject matter of THE BLOODY CHILD is violence.  In contrast to most Hollywood ( and many other) films, violence is not a dramatic or a cathartic element.  It does not bring release or climax to the characters or the plot; it does not resolve issues.

In my movie, and I believe, in real life, violence damages, ricochets in multiple directions, and generates negative energy which circles back and perpetuates itself.  THE BLOODY CHILD, which is constructed in a circular way, portrays this entrapement from which there is no easy exit.

WAR IN THE GULF

THE BLOODY CHILD was inspired, on one level, by an R&R visit I took to Palm Springs, California during the Gulf War.  I was sitting in a hotel jacuzzi, alongside a number of young marines.  They had been sent there to recuperate from combat duty in Saudi Arabia.  While drinking beer, they were discussing incidents of friendly fire...or purpose.

The footage in BLOODY CHILD that I shot in Arab Africa is meant to suggest not only the Gulf conflict, but the American military’s ubiquitous violent relationship to the Third World in general...of which the recent resumption of hostilities in the Gulf is yet one more example.









--Nina Menkes

“THE BLOODY CHILD taps into something central and irreducable about the pervasive role of violence in contemporary American culture that no other picture gets at--something at once chilling and clarifying...the Menkes sisters have allowed us to look into an abyss.

Set this film alongside COURAGE UNDER FIRE, which also deals with the Gulf War and a female officer, and the Hollywood “think” piece comes apart like a wet kleenex...

A MUST SEE!”






--Jonathan Rosenbaum, The 







Chicago Reader

