
ABSTRACTION THROUGH REPRESENTATION:
INTERVIEW WITH KEVIN JEROME EVERSON

Megan Ratner

Kevin Jerome Everson has made more than 131 shorts and
nine features—so far—exploring the intersections of work
and geography among African Americans and other people
of African descent. Often mining events from his own life,
local history, and vignettes from his actors’ lives, Everson
scripts ordinary behavior and dialogue into theatrical ges-
tures. In reediting or restaging personal stories or archival
footage, the prosaic becomes specific and distinct. Everson
looks for “frames that connect the necessity and the coinci-
dence,” where “necessity” is the plot or character driving the
film, “coincidence” the scenes that seem accidental or are
lifted from found footage. Everson’s oblique approach prizes
his subjects’ dignity over his viewers’ comfort. At a time
when weightless spectacle dominates imagery, Everson re-
sponds with nuanced gravity.

Shaped by both the Midwest and the South, Everson was
born in Mansfield, Ohio, in 1965 to parents who were part of
the Second Great Migration from the South to the North,
West, and Midwest in 1940–70 and into a family that main-
tained strong ties to its native Mississippi, where Everson
spent many summers. His films frequently draw on inci-
dents in both communities and occasionally from Charlottes-
ville, where he teaches at the University of Virginia (UVA).
Everson earned his MFA at Ohio University and his BFA at
the University of Akron.1 His content derives largely from
the act of filmmaking. He draws attention to the camera,
film, or video (through sound or color flares, for example),
using the subject matter to explore and execute a formal art
quality. Working in both color and black-and-white, often
generating several films on one topic, he takes aim at the
works’ materiality, process, and procedure.

Sculptor, painter, installation-artist, and photographer,
Everson incorporates aspects of each discipline into his film-
making. He frequently constructs three-dimensional models,

makes props, and choreographs precise movements for his
actors. He treats reality as a “formal device,” an element to
mingle with events both historical and imagined. Influences
and filmmakers he admires include Lav Diaz in particular,
along with Khavn De La Cruz, John Torres, Adolfo B. Alix,
Jr., Raya Martin, Shireen Seno and the John Akomfrah of
The Stuart Hall Project (2013).

Everson has a keen awareness of duration, especially of the
callousing effects of shift work. Although he sometimes docu-
ments an actual event, none of his films are purely documen-
tary, nor do they rely on exposition. The largely observational
techniques of Quality Control (2011), with its seven 11-minute
takes shot in an Alabama dry-cleaning plant; or Park Lanes

(2015), an eight-hour chronicle of a full day at a bowling alley
supplies factory; orTonslerPark (2017), anaccountofpollwork-
ers on Election Day 2016 (more on this later), all reflect a high
level of intervention during the shoot and in post-production.
The editing process often scrambles and juxtaposes bits of
conversation and noise as a counterpoint to the image, calling
attention to everyphysical element of the film.Aiming tomake
the “invisible visible,” Everson’s films may play out against
the social and fiscal realities of blackworking-class life, but the
world within his films is entirely of his own making.

Occasionally, that world ranges geographically and across
different eras. Rhino (2018), for example, draws parallels be-
tween the last days of Alessandro De’ Medici, the Duke of
Florence, prior to his assassination in 1537 and the contem-
porary plight of African-origin refugees in the city now.
(Born to an African servant in the De’ Medici household,
Alessandro was known as Il Moro—the moor.) The histori-
cal characters are in modern dress, their dialogue disjointed.
Filmed on location in Florence, Rhino intersperses snatches
of De’ Medici conferring with his Mafia-like retinue with
interviews with the modern-day arrivals. The duke tries to
avoid his fate, and the newcomers outline the ongoing resis-
tance by Italians to integrating their African neighbors,
Rhino’s parallel stories united by powerlessness.

Everson often opts for depth rather than linearity, a strat-
egy that charges even seemingly low-key images with star-
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tling pathos. In Ears, Nose and Throat (2016), for example, the
disembodied voice of Shadeena Brooks, heard while she is
shown undergoing a vocal and hearing examination, recounts
her witnessing of the shooting murder of DeCarrio Antwain
Couley, Everson’s young adult son, in 2010. As the doctor di-
agnoses an abnormality in her vocal cords, a weakness that
brings on hoarseness in the evening, Brooks can be seen per-
forming a hearing test, raising her right hand (in the manner
of a sworn witness), underlining the fact that “examination”
and “hearing” are terms shared by courtrooms and medical
offices. The tone is somber and muted, the intention initially
confusing. As the scene shifts to an anonymous small-town
intersection at night, Brooks recites off-camera the stark de-
tails of Couley’s death. In an equally stark tribute to Couley’s
absence, the unpeopled intersection also makes subtle refer-
ence to the many African Americans felled by guns in just
such a space.

A project now underway features Mansfielders who have
appeared in the national media. In Round Seven (slated for
2018), Everson restages and repurposes news coverage such
as a voiceover narrative by light welterweight Art McKnight
about his referee-aborted 1978 fight with then up-and-comer
Sugar Ray Leonard. IFO (2017) reproduces eyewitness ac-
counts of the 1973Mansfield Encounter, one of the few cred-
ible UFO sightings in American history. The voiceover
soundtrack details a report filed by the captain of a military
helicopter that narrowly missed collision with the object just
above Mansfield. A row of three white chevrons, set against
a black background, appears at several intervals, interspersed
with images of a residential neighborhood. The reported
lights are bright white, green, and red, the film a murky
black-and-white, the screen sometimes completely black.
Throughout a young manmakes a kind of pyramid with his
hands as he stares up at the sky. Is he summoning? Respond-
ing? Only at the end does Everson disclose that this was the
gesture made by a cabbie who saw the object and who re-
ports confirming the sighting with his fare at the time, a
woman en route to her night-shift job.

Another project involves reimagining historical events
specific to the University of Virginia black community.
How Can I Ever Be Late (codirected with UVA colleague
Claudrena N. Harold, 2017), re-creates two undergraduates
fetching Sly and the Family Stone at the Charlottesville air-
port in 1973. The band was gigging at the University. The
instrumental soundtrack and lack of dialogue upend the con-
ventional emphasis on the celebrities, presenting the students
and the musicians on equal terms.

Among the most abstract of Everson’s recent shorts are
two elegantly gradual reveals of the lunar surface, Rough and

Unequal and Rough and Unequal: Oceanus Procellarum (both
2017), with titles that pun on terrestrial struggles. In the si-
lent films Polly One and Polly Two (both 2018), Everson
catches the August 21, 2017, full eclipse at 99 percent totality.
Along with investigating pure form, the films are intended
to regulate the experience of their projection, inviting the
sustained contemplation generally reserved for paintings or
still photographs.

Shot at four Charlottesville, Virginia, polling sites on Elec-
tion Day 2016, Tonsler Park betrays nothing of the election
result. (The eponymous polling point is named for Benjamin
Tonsler, an African American principal who defied early
twentieth-century segregation laws to teach black students
beyond the mandated eighth grade.) Clerks take the poll
worker oath, vowing to “prevent fraud, deceit, and abuse.” In
long takes, Everson trains his stationary camera on one poll
worker at a time, their faces and torsos hemmed in by their
desks, their images periodically obstructed by voters’ bodies
as they sign in. Though Everson was experimenting with the
idea of a flicker film, the blacked-out screen also frustrates
the viewer, a reminder that his subjects agreed to being ob-
served but are not on display. The interrupted images and
moderate level of chaos abstractly suggest America’s danger-
ous tendency toward voter suppression. Most of the sound,
recorded on a different day, consists of ordinary coworker
exchanges, people shuffling around, snatches of laughter.
Although the result of the election was clear by the end of
the full-day shoot, Tonsler Park offers no hint of what was to

Filmmaker Kevin Jerome Everson. © Pamela Pecchio
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come. Everson’s original impetus was a film about the 2008
election of Barack Obama, but history has overtaken the
film. Donald Trump’s improbable win and his patent refusal
to condemn the violence of the 2017 Unite the Right rally in
Charlottesville have led audiences to read Tonsler Park today
as commentary, the film now marked as much by context as
content.

Everson’s beginnings in street photography continue to in-
form his approach. He catches lost moments, the sort of times
that film often ignores or portrays as boring and pointless. He
insists on the primacy of crucial but unglamorous labor, on
the validity of actions both repetitive and mundane that pro-
duce cinematic images that are both thoughtful and tena-
cious. These are moving pictures in every sense of the word.

MEGAN RATNER: Do you remember your first awareness
of light and shadow?

KEVIN JEROME EVERSON: Oh wow! (laughs) I guess “Photo
1” in 1983 was probably the first time. I remember making
pinhole cameras. I was kind of amazed by it. Seeing that half

the negative would be dark, half-light, stuff like that. You
know, “light and shadow” is a good question because I was
actually more into street photography. I used the flash so
I was actually denying shadow. I shot like Gary Winogrand,
like Larry Fink. Most of my undergrad body of work was
[shot] with flash.

RATNER: Your path to filmmaking was not direct.
Aside from other art forms, you had an early interest
in botany, right?

EVERSON: That’s right, but I figured I didn’t have the grades
[for botany]. I shouldn’t have gone to college when I did; I
was kind of a knucklehead. My son had just been born, and
I wasn’t prepared. I just went into art and thought I could
muscle through, but then I started digging it.

RATNER: You also had an interest in philosophy, right?

EVERSON: (laughs) You know, that was kind of the art thing
back when I was in grad school in the late eighties. But I was
just taking it because I thought it’s what college students are

Observed, not on display in Tonsler Park. © Kevin Jerome Everson. Courtesy of the artist; Trilobite-Arts-DAC; Picture Palace Pictures
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supposed to do. I literally thought this would be, like, “smart
people’s” stuff (laughs). So I was always reading that existen-
tial stuff. I thought it was fancy (laughs).

RATNER: Was there any formative movie experience?

EVERSON: Naww. Probably some Blaxploitation thing. Proba-
bly something like that (laughs). I was six when those movies
came out. No, I think I vaguely remember the moon landing,
but movies? It has to have been a Blaxploitation thing. My
friends are up on some YouTube channel talking about
the movie that changed them [but] I don’t really have that.
I remember seeing A Clockwork Orange (Stanley Kubrick,
1971) as maybe a nine-year-old, ’cause we had HBO. I re-
member falling asleep on the couch and then waking up to
that long shot of Alex DeLarge (Malcolm McDowell).

RATNER: Is there sometimes a misreading of your
films as a form of memory?

EVERSON: Yes, but that is absolutely wrong. I want them to
feel like historical events, not memory.

RATNER: Your films deal with repetition, often in the
form of much-repeated personal anecdotes or
histories. For instance, you have talked about
hearing the voices of your grandparents and their
community in Mississippi—clearly, telling stories
mattered to them. Were there other influences?

EVERSON: Always storytelling [and] theater. Lorraine
Hansberry is one of my favorite artists, and Raisin in the Sun
[1959] is one of my favorite art objects. Comedy, too—that
spoken storytelling. Richard Pryor albums were considered
art in my house. No matter how dirty they were, we were
allowed to hear them, ’cause I guess my parents thought they
were special. Richard Pryor’s Hank’s Place [1978], a mono-
logue about his grandmother’s brothel, is my second favorite
art object.

RATNER: Pryor’s influence shows in your sense of
language and timing. Though his movements were
quite contained, his act had a lot to do with sound as
character, using sound almost sculpturally.

EVERSON: Yeah, totally. I also like how he goes into the story
starting with a minor character. Like he’s got this joke about
cunnilingus where he starts off saying my uncle told me,
“Boy, whatever you do, don’t eat no pussy.” Pryor pauses,
then says, “I couldn’t wait to eat some pussy because my
uncle’s been wrong about everything in his life.” I like the
uncle. . . . I’ve got all these short descriptions of relatives in
my sketchbooks. Like “this guy lies a lot,” you know, or
“this guy who is horrible with money.” I just like to make

these things into films. Like “this guy’s a hustler” and then
figure out those kinds of backstories. The one-word descrip-
tion tells me how they move and groove. I want the films to
be demanding. ’Cause I always want the subject matter to be
smarter than the viewer. The people on-screen know what
they’re doing and you—the viewer—have to kind of catch up.

RATNER: Ears, Nose and Throat takes an oblique
approach to Shadeena Brooks, a key witness at
the trial of your son DeCarrio Antwain Couley’s
murder. You lead with a minor character—a doctor
performing an examination on Brooks, informing
her of a vocal cord anomaly. You slowly reveal
Brooks’s essential testimony. The devastating
violence at the center of the film becomes far
more shattering.

EVERSON: Yeah. People think it’s about this examination,
about the doctor. You try to figure out what it is about her
voice. Then you realize it’s what she said. I wanted to set up
a scenario—that’s all fake, right, all choreographed ’cause I
wanted her to tell a story. I wanted something internal that
was being seen externally, so I had her have a doctor’s exam-
ination. I found maybe the only black ear, nose, and throat
doctor in the state of North Carolina. I wanted the doctor to
just be intellectualizing [about] her health, telling her what
was wrong, because he actually gave her a real examination.
And then he found that [anomaly in her vocal cords] and
that was just kind of a happy accident.

RATNER: You experimented in Tonsler Park with
people actually blocking the view of the subject.
The consecutive long takes on poll workers are
broken up by the bodies of the voters signing in.
Watching it was initially frustrating, but once I got
the idea, it made me pay even more attention to
the poll workers’ faces. The ambient sound is never
what the viewer sees being said. The soundtrack,
designed by Sandy Williams IV, conveyed that
slightly tense, slightly chaotic atmosphere at a
polling station.

EVERSON: The sound isn’t matched up so you don’t hear the
person in the shot. I wasn’t allowed to get them saying the
names and addresses of people who were voting, which was
fine with me because I like to record sound like that. It was
perfect. The audio is diegetic, but it’s not directly from the
source so it just balances the composition. I was so excited
about the swearing in [that] I must have done a hundred
takes. I couldn’t get the frame of that thing right. We started
at 4:00 A.M. I was the first person to vote (laughs) ’cause I was
there.
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RATNER: Tonsler Park hits a nerve. The New York
Film Festival even had to add a second screening.

EVERSON: I thought “ain’t nobody gonna watch this thing,
brings back bad memories.” The strategy was to shoot it
black-and-white. I was thinking about the Obama 2008 elec-
tion more than 2016. Then as soon as we finished, I knew
Hillary was going to lose. I remember not saying a word
’cause I was all freaked out. Somebody wanted to show it for
the anniversary of Trump, and I said it hasn’t got anything to
do with these people. It’s not about the election; it’s about be-
ing a civil service worker.

RATNER: Tonsler Park captures the intense
relationship poll workers have in those situations,
often with people they have just met. I did it once
as an undergrad. It is remarkably confusing
considering it is one of the most important duties
in this society. I admired that you are not
portentous about the outcome—you focus on the
mundane but necessary process and the people
who, though hardly seen, make it happen.

EVERSON: Yeah, yeah, that was the whole plan, not to have
it be about that. For a while, I wasn’t getting enough black
poll workers. It still isn’t documentary ’cause I had to get
some black poll workers up in there. Parts of Park Lanes
and Quality Control were pure documentary, but it’s rare
for me. Some of Tonsler Park would have happened
[whether or not I was there], but not all of it. Probably
half the people you see were my manipulation. I’d say,
“You aren’t going on break yet, are you? Give me ten mi-
nutes.” At first it was all white people there. What hap-
pened to all the black people? We had to wait for more
black people to come. Nearly all of my films would not

have happened without my manipulation . . . Reality is so
boring. You want to get in there and manipulate it.

RATNER: You generally avoid music, so it was
surprising that How Can I Ever Be Late [codirected
with Claudrena N. Harold, 2017] is all music, no
dialogue.

EVERSON: Yeah, first time I ever did that. Music can pull the
viewer in too many directions. How Can I Ever Be Late was
based on students picking up Sly and the Family Stone from
the airport, and so we just used a Sly Stone piece. I framed it
to look old, to be part of period-piece films Claudrena and
I are doing. That was a great shoot ’cause we had the whole
airport locked down. We had the choice of three or four
planes. One of my students teaches at a fancy high school. The
vintage car belonged to one of his students, a seventeen-year-
old, so we had it driven up to the airport. We had that whole
scene; it was amazing. We were there for three and a half
hours. It was a fast but a tough shoot. It was amazing to see
it big for the first time while I was just in London [where it
was part of a screening at the Tate Modern museum].

RATNER: You were under a different pressure with
Rhino. The story is a complex overlapping of
sixteenth-century Duke of Florence, Alessandro
De’ Medici, with interviews among twenty-first-
century refugee newcomers. As the Duke tries
to dodge his imminent assassination, the viewer
hears only bits of his conversation with his
entourage, enough to know he is trying,
hopelessly, to consolidate his power. You
mingled this story with those of the young
refugees and managed to shoot in just slightly
more than a week on the Italian location, right?

EVERSON: I had nine days in Florence, Italy, to knock this
out. Nine days and not one fancy dinner at night—I was get-
ting pizza at 1:00 in the morning. It’s just a damn nightmare.
Rhinomoves a little too fast for my blood, but I like the [ref-
ugee] kids telling their stories. ’Cause they had just got to
Italy, like, they survived the crossing—one of them said half
the people on his raft died [in transit]. Most of the kids didn’t
want to talk, which is fine. Some of them dropped out be-
cause the shoot was during the beginning of Ramadan. In
Rhino, it’s just like you’re just catching this crazy conversa-
tion of these politicians. Everything in it is about movement,
mobility. I prefer to build slowly rather than having to do
such a pressured shoot. I’m trying to find the film as I go
along. The single takes I used in Rhino are all about the long
duration and then the collision [of scenes]. The film was like
an hour-ten and now it’s down to 23 minutes.

Pyramided hands in IFO. © Kevin Jerome Everson. Courtesy of the

artist; Trilobite-Arts-DAC; Picture Palace Pictures
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RATNER: You call on several kinds of imagination,
encouraging viewers to recognize their perhaps
unacknowledged ideas about black people on
screen.

EVERSON: I think that’s the problem with a lot of films: peo-
ple don’t think putting black people on the screen can be
imaginative. It’s got to be this real event. Years ago when I
showed Rhinoceros [2013]—a fictional sixteenth-century tele-
vision show—somebody said they didn’t have TV back then.
Or worse, people were mad at me for Three Quarters [two
magicians perform sleight of hand, 2015] because I didn’t
want to find out how he did the tricks ’cause I respect the
guy. They didn’t want people to be fooled [by the magicians].

RATNER: Do you think people felt they were entitled
not to be fooled? That your subjects should just be
happy to be performing for an audience?

EVERSION: It’s this new word now—ungrateful. It’s like we
were ungrateful. It’s the new uppity. Ungrateful. I got a lot
of that when I first came into the art world. I used to get mad
at the Cleveland art world when people would say, “Oh, this

will be good for your career.” I used to turn down more [art]
shows than I was in when I was young. And I’d think, “You
don’t know anything about me.” I didn’t like that they were
using me to get grant money (laughs). They thought I was
being ungrateful. I know that language. I think that relates
to when people watch black people on the screen and they
think they should be serving them. We live in a service soci-
ety; they think they should be serving them. I don’t do it to
piss off white people. I think the ruling class loves to have
their point of view reinforced, and they look to black actors
to perform that service.

RATNER: Your recent moon films, Rough and Unequal
and Rough and Unequal: Procellarum [both 2017]
and Polly One and Polly Two [both 2018], the latter
two versions of theAugust 21, 2017 eclipse, point to a
new level of abstraction inyourwork. I’mnot sure I’ve
seen any of your films before without people in them.
Can you talk about the ideas behind these films?

EVERSON: Those moon things go from light to dark. ’Cause
when I do video projection, I want the film to affect the space.

De’ Medici strategizes against fate, in Rhino. © Kevin Jerome Everson. Courtesy of the artist; Trilobite-Arts-DAC; Picture Palace Pictures
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Sandy Williams IV introduced me to his dad, who’s an
old-school photographer. He showed up and he was like
“man, you didn’t tell me your professor was black.”He’s my
buddy now. They invited me to see the eclipse in Saluda,
North Carolina. It was really moving and lovely that they
did. So now his dad and I are going to go anywhere the
eclipse is next year, ’cause now I got it figured out. Like the
moon films, it took several times to get it right. It was funny:
we all had two different cameras going, and I had Super 8
and 16mm. When the light got this crazy-looking color, we
were all tearing up and I was like “we gotta make art.”
Everybody’s footage looks completely different, all based on
the glass of your lens. You couldn’t guess what people were
going to capture. So now I know I can do a ten-minute take
where the sun will move diagonally right across a 4:3 frame.
I might have to go to Chile—or Russia. Even for a couple of
days it’d be rad . . . That’ll be sweet.

RATNER: Your next project?

EVERSON: Dance. ’Cause we [with codirector Claudrena N.
Harold] are going to make a dance film. We’ve hired a cho-
reographer. It’s going to be this kind of magical realism thing

based on the black fraternities’ step show. We’ll shoot it at
night at what’s known on campus as the traditional black
bus stop. We’ll shoot that in April. [My films are] always
some kind of formal thing I try to see if I can pull it off. The
work is what it is, but there’s some abstraction to it. I try to
find the abstraction through representation. Tonsler Park’s
got some of that in it. My work is always moving toward an
ultimate abstraction.

Author’s Note

This interview took place during the 2017 New York Film
Festival, where IFO and Tonsler Park screened in the Projec-
tions slate. Special thanks to Hannah Thomas, Film Society
of Lincoln Center.

Note

1. His films screen both in international film festivals (Rotter-
dam, Berlin, Venice, New York, Toronto, and Sundance) and
at museums (Whitney Museum of American Art, Centre
Pompidou, REDCAT, and Tate Modern).
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