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The morning that I am going to interview Martine, I don’t really know what to wear, but I end up in a lavender turtleneck. It
is not until I am in the car headed west a few hours later that I look down and say out loud to myself, the color purple. After
weeks of immersing myself in Martine’s work, I realize I have subconsciously crawled into her well-crafted web. I cherish
the momentary affirmation I feel for the power of art, but even more so, the power of the artist.
In an interview from 2015, when asked what the color purple means to her, Syms responds: “It’s about this slip in language,
the split between object and language. When you see the object or piece, you think, ‘The color purple,’ sort of in reference
to the book and the movie as well. I’m really interested in that movie as a cultural product that maybe helped Spielberg the
most. But also, Alice Walker, the way she describes the book, she says something like, ‘Woman is to feminist, what purple
is to lavender.’ That’s a nice corollary to how I came at it. Really, I just want people to think that phrase and tie it back to the
idea of black radical feminism” (Interview Magazine, 2015).
Outside her big windows is a severely shiny February day. Like equal parts wind and sunshine mixed in strong gusts, I imagine the weather in a blender. Inside, her pad is bright, empty, and quite warm despite the general lack of heat in Southern
California. Trembling sunspots dot the walls, and I envy her lack of stuff.
Martine is dressed in clean, loose home clothes, including a shirt made by my friends, which lowers my heart rate.
I consider beginning our conversation with my turtleneck, and the fact that I had actually spoken the full Alice Walker title to myself in the car. But I chicken out and instead decide to start by asking Martine about Los Angeles. As a first time
interviewer, this scene-setting question feels both necessary and professional. Knowing that Martine has been interviewed
so many times before makes me feel like a baby bug with a recording device, but luckily she is extremely chill, and even
remembers that we had met a few years before at a reading she did with Hannah Black.
I ask her if she considers LA her hometown. “Definitely,” she says, despite both agreeing that LA is actually a bunch of
towns wrapped into the idea of one. “It was very formative to me, and even though I was pretty young when I moved – I
was like 17 – I was really active and sort of involved in art and music communities through Ooga Booga, or The Smell, or
the Echo Park Film Center… and I was fortunate. I feel like growing up here, people are actually really into youth in a way
that they’re definitely not in Chicago or on the East Coast.”
While I am totally on board with the fact that our culture (and perhaps LA in particular) is youth-obsessed, I don’t believe
Martine was like other young people. She was homeschooled growing up, and went on to test out of high school. Educational track aside; Martine was really going for it. As a 15 year old at community college, she could have left home then, but
chose to stick around LA. I ask her if this kind of fast track ever felt alienating or distanced her from her peers. “Definitely,”
she affirms, “you know, from more traditional people.”
It seems like the early experience of alternative education really set the tone for how Martine would continue to choose to
learn. With homeschooling under her belt, it wasn’t a big revelation to ditch high school, and instead immerse herself in
those “real world” art communities of mostly older people.
“People are very willing to show you how to do things, and be like, oh you’re interested in film? Come to this shoot. Or,
you’re interested in music? Come, we’re recording. And so it was cool that I got to meet a lot of those people and really
fundamental to that was the Echo Park Film Center. I spent a lot of time there. I was teaching classes there, and going to
classes, and going to screenings, and organizing screenings. The Smell, too. Going to shows, working the door. Just through
that I met a lot of people. I was able to fill my time with all these possibilities of things I might want to do. And I just… I
don’t know, I was always interested in art, so it was very natural to me to just explore that. And I had the support to do so.
My parents weren’t like, you need to choose something practical… I always said I didn’t want to go to college at all, so by
the time I said I wanted to go to art school, they were like, great!”
Martine says that the one year she was in high school she barely went. “I would arrive at school, meet up with my friends,
and leave immediately.” We both laugh. I also kind of stopped going to high school towards the end, and in retrospect, I
understand that free time as being vital to cultivating my sense of self. And the sense of aloneness was profound, particularly
in contrast with the hectic mess of school. Friends who I talk to who went to more rigorous schools where they had hours of
homework at night, I’m just like, when did you feel…
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“Yeah, when did you feel?” Martine says. “I felt too much… I would be done with my classes at eleven, or something, and
then I’d sort of have most of the day, at least for the year before I could start working. And I did babysit and stuff like that,
but mostly I would just watch movies and work on stuff that I was interested in. So I think, yeah, it was like a head start. I
always think about Criterion Collection… I would watch all the Director’s Commentary and stuff.”
Martine had mentioned that she was always interested in art. I’m curious if she had a sense, or vision, for what she wanted
to be, or achieve.
“Not really. I was interested in music and I was interested in films. I didn’t really know what the paths for those things were
in any way. I think one was through the music I was interested in – mostly punk and independent, hardcore, stuff like that,
[where] people kind of just set stuff up, or they set up a label, start a band. Even though I grew up in Los Angeles, my parents
did not work in the film industry or anything like that. I sort of knew about it just from actually doing extra stuff. I never really got cast in anything, but my brother would a lot. I liked being on set, and I was just curious, and would ask people about
stuff. I guess I wasn’t too annoying. Nw I know what a set would be like. Imagine some kids like, what are you doing? What
are you doing? So I didn’t have… No, I didn’t really know what this path was. I went to CSSSA (California State Summer
School for the Arts), which is at CalArts (California Institute of the Arts) – their pre-college program. So I probably went
there… 2003. And that was really traumatic in one way. I feel it was like, oh shit, this is a whole thing. There’s history… I
took art classes. I was a part of this thing at the Armory Center for the Arts too, so I had three of my teachers there see the
stuff that I was seeing, and I was getting more of this sense that there was a larger art world. But I would say, CSSSA was
really the first sense of me being like, oh, there’s sort of, at least some next step that I can take. At least with the education
part of it, like learning more. But also, like, just make stuff. That was really important. So I feel like that was my path. I was
like, oh, you make stuff and you show it to people. But, again, being very young doing that, was sort of… I don’t know, I got
comfortable with it. And also CSSSA was my first intro to crit. At the Armory we’d sort of do critique, but it wasn’t really
that harsh, because it was more about us making a bunch of stuff. And then we would all sort of look at it and talk about it.
But there [at CSSSA], I remember getting my first bad one.”
At 17, Martine went to attend SAIC (School of the Art Institute of Chicago) in Chicago, where she continued to live after
graduating. During her time there, she ran a project space called Golden Age, from 2007–2011. “Coming from Chicago, I
had made this whole space and was around all these young artists, and we
were always going to each other’s studios and it was very much like the bar
on the corner where you would run into somebody. LA does not have that
social element to it, so as a young artist working here, I felt a bit isolated. I
was like, wait where did everybody go? What am I doing? And now, I don’t
know, I guess I’ve gotten used to that again. The effort that you have to put
to have that social life to your work, or to what you’re doing, you really
do have to make a plan to go see what somebody else is doing, or invite
somebody over to your space.”
This aspect of life in Los Angeles that Martine expresses remains strange
and mysterious. And for someone else to affirm the peculiar style of loneliness is certainly validating, but also makes me wonder, why are we all
here? Maybe it’s because the flip side of that emptiness is a sort of blank
canvas for making work, but also for making a lifestyle. Resources exist,
but nothing will find you in LA. There is some heavy investing to be done
on the front end, but if you stick around long enough you will see some
seeds grow – seeds you watched get planted.
Speaking of canvas, we talk about art school, and how when Martine arrived there she had this urge like: “I must paint!” But never really loved the
way stuff came out. It was always too messy for her. “I like a clean edge,”
she says. But, as young people interested in making anything, we agree that
the tactile, hands-on approach is so inevitably appealing. To be able to actually see the process gives you the sense that you can also make the thing.
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“I was already shooting film and was into Lomography, and then that got me into Super 8. That’s a lot of what I was doing
when I went to college. So it’s kind of funny because most of the stuff I made in college is hand painted, optically printed.
Although, I was bad at that stuff, for the record. It was all very tedious – RGB, all these formulas –and I really liked it, but
I’m so sloppy and not precise in that way. It took me a while to get over that. I mean, it goes back to what you’re saying
about the models that you’re seeing. Even filmmaking seemed very tactile. There was a split happening between digital and
analogue. All the filmmakers that I really liked were all shooting on 35. So that, to me, was what it meant to be an artist and
[to be] messy. My studio now – I’ve fully come to grips with this – is not super messy, but you get these pictures of what
you’re supposed to be doing.”
At this point in our conversation, Martine is being photographed by Bunny [Yumiko Fujiwara], who is using both a film and
digital camera. “I hope they don’t all come out blurry…” Bunny says. Martine laughs, “That’s my constant fear!” There are
some pauses in our conversation while Martine holds still for the camera.
While Bunny is busy snapping pics, I’m reminded of my questions regarding TV. Specifically, if the recent phenomena of
television as potential art form has affected Martine’s work. Personally, I am perplexed by this shift. My experience with
television growing up was deeply immersive, but mainly a way to zone out. I would click “on” and let something play out
in front me – often I didn’t care what. I guess the whole experience used to feel more analog too. Now, I see it as nearly
synonymous with the Internet in the sense that it’s customizable: you personalize your choices, or they’re personalized for
you. And there are so many choices.
I ask Martine if she has experienced this shift in her relationship to TV, as well. “I mean, my relationship to TV is like, I
barely watch TV at all right now, which feels sad to me.” I question if this is because she’s too busy. “I’m not really into that
many shows that are on. I feel like I say this a lot, and people don’t believe me, but I really like bad TV. I like sitcoms and
primetime soap operas. I just like regular network. You turn it on and it’s there. A block of shows. I grew up watching TGIF.
I like primetime TV. Everything’s gotten so critical, or… I don’t know, I’m not into it really.”
Maybe “bad TV” is more fun because it’s not supposed to be art. You can eat it up (with grains of salt), dip in, and forget.
Or, as Martine does in one of her early videoworks, My Only Idol is Reality (2012), you can make it into your own art. In the
Vimeo description, she describes the piece as “an excerpt from the inaugural season of MTV’s The Real World. Kevin and
Becky are arguing and he calls her a racist.” She continues to explain that she was “interested in using a circular argument,
or repetition, as a framework for abstraction… [and] re-recorded the video between tape decks, until the image began to
break down along with their conversation.”
Moving forward from the analog approach and the now nostalgic undertones of The Real World, Martine’s work has continued to utilize the abstraction of language. Her work has also continued to address issues of race, which of course, we have
hardly moved forward from. With her skills and tricks, Martine explodes language into multi-dimensional works that settle
into more than one part of your brain. She hits on these invisible links between ideas made of language and their potential
visual counterparts. Her clean lines and oftentimes poppy-tone, make these links fresh and accessible. But most notably,
with a cool confidence, she gives language the power to create new reality.
Martine is still posing for photos, leaning against the window in her kitchen, as I am lowkey frantically leafing through my
notebook of handwritten, essay-length questions, trying to figure out what I want to ask the most.
I come up with a kind of compound question: I want to know if your self given title of ‘conceptual entrepreneur’ still feels
relevant, or if you’re bored with this claim… I also want to know if ‘what you are, you claim’ is a regular practice… something that gets exercised on the daily?
“Well, with the conceptual entrepreneur, I definitely feel less identified with it, but maybe that’s partially because I’ve
learned a lot about… I was really just thinking, how do I sustain making art? How do I sustain it on a really practical level?
How do I fund the projects I want to do, and how do I pay my rent. How do I eat, and not have to do a job? Those were
the basics of what I was thinking about… just how one does that. And I guess I sort of figured it out, you know?” Martine
laughs loudly.
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“I would love to know!” I say, also laughing. “So, in some respects,” Martine continues, “it’s just less interesting to me because business is super complicated in one way, but for my purposes, it’s also really simple. It’s funny, because I was having
this kind of, I don’t know, spiral, a couple months ago. And I was like, what am I doing? I just feel like I’m working all the
time. And I was meeting with all these business managers, like, well I need somebody in here, to bring to my studio, to put
things into shape. And I was meeting with all these people, and they were like, okay, tell me how you spend your time? I was
going through it, and then they’re like, does this thing pay you? I’m like, no. They’re like, does this thing pay you? I’m like,
yes, that pays me the most, this one pays me kind of, this I just like to do, this doesn’t pay me at all and I just made it, and
don’t know why I’m doing it. And they’re kind of like, yeah, so, really you should just cut out all that… Sort of like straight
forward and stuff that I knew, and I’d thought of before, but just hearing someone repeat it to you, like, why are you doing
that, then? It just clarified some things. But I still feel, yeah, sure I definitely run [a] business – there’s that side of it. But it’s
less intertwined, maybe, with the work I’m doing than it was before. I feel like it was something I was actively writing about,
thinking about model-wise, very active in, and now it’s more just ongoing. And less conceptual. I’m like, okay, resolve that
in my head. Remind me the second part?”
I remind Martine – If you feel like ‘what you are, you claim’ is relevant…
“Oh yeah. But that is almost the core of what I was attempting. If you want to do something, you just have to claim it. The
line between claiming and lying is very thin. Especially if you’re not a white guy. Something a friend of mine and I were joking about recently, is like, you know, you have all these skills, you have all these things you do, but you won’t take a certain
title, you know? Director is one for me, that I’m like, I don’t know, I’m an artist, I’m this… but, it’s like, I’ve made films for
a while. I could say that. And somebody else who has maybe never made films, [is] like out there being like, I’m a director.”
I realize Martine’s power lies precisely in her role as director. Not just as a director of film, but as a director of subject matter
through her work in general. Her straight forward approach is refreshingly unfussy, and gives her audience pause, asking
us (without pause) to face her claims. In her recent solo exhibition at MoMA, Projects 106, Martine designed an app that
functioned as a lens through which to view the already multifaceted installation. Offering this form of interaction feels, to
me, like a bold directorial move. And Martine is right: someone else might have an easier time claiming a title that already
exists. But, what I’m more interested in is the claiming of something that is not swimming in the pool of titles, but rather
something entirely new. Martine can combine words in order to fabricate new realities; ones that we can then walk into, and
become a part of. Her combination of Conceptual and Entrepreneur is the perfect example. With this original, claimed title,
Martine managed to pave a reality for herself as an artist, never once waiting for someone to offer her the chance to be one.
I was not ready to walk out of Martine’s apartment, or to part with her energy. She told me about an upcoming deadline for a
script she was writing, and on my way out we briefly touch on how hellish writing can be. When I turn off the recording device, a little message flashes on the Tamagotchi-like screen: “See you.” “See you!” I exclaim. “See you!” Martine exclaims
louder, and then, “I love when my devices talk to me.”
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