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Petra Cortright in conversation with Jesi Khadivi

How did you start making videos?

| was at Parson’s and there was a video assignment. | went
there for design and technology. | was maybe one of three
women in the program. It was focused on game design.
That was the only new media department, everything else
was really traditional. We had access to cameras. You
could go check out cameras in a different building. | was
such a brat, | didnt want to be responsible for expensive
equipment. | didn't want to go find where the other buil-
ding was. | remember there was something else that | had
to do that day. | lived in Brooklyn and | had to take the train
home from Union Square and there was a big Staples the-
re.

Oh yeah, | remember that place.

It's still there. | walked by it recently when | was in New York
in the Spring when | went to see the video that is hanging
in MoMA, | made a little pilgrimage to the Staples becau-
se that's where | bought the first webcam. | just had this
approach to making things. | never really thought about
it much. | think | still had my Razor phone, the Motorola
Razor.

Was that the flat one?

It was the really skinny one. | loved the quality of the images.
That sensor, it was so beautiful. The light was really weird.
You could get a lot of digital light leaks.

Was that one of the first ones where you could make pictures
and videos?

Yeah, you could make really short, shitty looking videos and
pictures. It was an early phone. This was 2007, so none
of my computers had built-in cameras. It's just so hard for
people to remember a time before smart-phones and built
in cameras, but they weren't connected yet. If you wanted
a video on your computer for Skyping or something you
had to have a webcam. Right around this time, some of
the newest models might have had them, but | had an ol-
der one. It was just a year or two before there was a stan-
dardization of the camera being built-in. There definitely
wasn't Photobooth. | didn't have a Mac laptop either. | had



a PC because | got really mad at Apple in 2004. A water
droplet had condensed in my logic board and it was right
before my Parson’s interview. Sorry, this is a bit rambling.
It's my origin story of using PCs (laughs).

This was right before my interview with Parsons and | en-
ded up showing up to Parsons with fucking slides. They
were digital paintings on slides. And they didn't have a sli-
de projector. So the interviewer had to hold up the slides
to look at them. | knew how to make slides because it
was this old school thing that a family friend in Santa Bar-
bara had me do. My parents were artists, so | knew old
school artists. So anyway, | was fucking furious at Apple
and thought | would never buy an Apple product again. So
| switched over to PCs and there was no camera and | got
this Webcam that was twenty dollars from Staples, which
was all that | could afford, and | hooked it up to my Think
Pad and then | saw that it came with these little built-in
effects. | remember thinking, “who is this for?!" It was this
discovery that certain software had these effects, and |
thought it was really cool and really liked it. Other peop-
le were checking out the cameras and | just knew that |
didnt want to work with other people. | didn't have much
respect for the others in the program, like the game de-
signers (laughs). | wanted to work by myself, but | didn't
know how to film myself with a big camera—they were
huge. Somehow it just made sense to work with somet-
hing small, | was used to them. | had my Razor phone, |
think my first camera was a Canon Elph. It was tiny. It was
all I had wanted for my birthday when | was a teenager, so
| could post photos on my LiveJournal. There was just this
real desire to work privately and by myself. And to work
with something that was very manageable that | felt com-
fortable manipulating. | remember checking to see if the
files looked like the Razor photos. To me, | was so attrac-
ted to that image quality. | have never been interested in
Super HD stuff. My whole life was on the computer. | liked
the aesthetic and | felt proud of it, any kind of computer
Internet aesthetic. | didn't really think about it beyond not
wanting to check out the camera.

| was young, | was 20. | was living with roommates and
stuff and remember being locked in my room on the com-
puter. That was my space.

JK Also, with some of these other technologies there is a kind of
barrier to entry, right? | also went to the New School for
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undergrad, | was at Eugene Lang. | was an Arts in Context
major, so | also took some classes at Parsons. | remem-
ber the schlepp to check things out. | remember taking a
video editing class and just fucking around so much be-
cause | didn't want to deal with the hassle of the equip-
ment.

Same. Maybe this is fucked up to say, but | have this trait whe-
re | have never been concerned with mastery or being a
technical person. | just want to get things done in a quick
and effective way. Speed and ease are a really fun part
of making work for me. It's not fun if it is slow and te-
dious, some people crave that. | simply don't. There is a
huge barrier to entry. And some people love learning all
those technical details. I kind of learn as | go. If something
needs to be learned, | somehow manage to learn it: any
tech stuff, 3D stuff. | learn via YouTube tutorials. It's weird.
I've been exposed to academia and shit like that, but | also
approach things in this kind of self-taught, outsider way.
| identify more with outsider artists and | feel like net ar-
tists were outsiders for a long time. | remember looking
at traditional painting and thinking, ‘I don't know how to
do that, I'm never going to know how to do that." My mom
was a painter and my dad was a master printer. He did
lithographs and shit like that. He was a professor at USCB.
He died when | was four. He probably would have had a
pretty decent art career. When he died my mom stopped
painting. | grew up around the ghost of art and the art-
world, but | wasn't in it. | wasn't an art world kid by any
means. It was a completely different kind of upbringing.
And Santa Barbara is pretty provincial. My parents were
really good friends with the woman who founded the New
Museum, Marcia Tucker, but | never went there until | was
in a show there much later, after she had passed away. So
weird kind of stuff like that. My dad is in the permanent
collection at MoMa.

How cool that you're both there.

When you search the last name, we both come up. It's a very emo-
tional thing for me. Sorry, that was kind of a long answer.

No worries, it's more personal. | love the early webcam work a
lot. And the reason that | do is a bit different from the kind
of framing that | have read about it online.

It's probably the reason that | stopped making them. That work
got high-jacked by a lot of other agendas that | never in-
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tended in the work. The whole selfie feminism thing got so
out of control. It's so surface level. | always viewed them
as self-portraits. A selfie is this (demonstrates extending
arm with smart phone and taking a photograph). It's with
a smart phone. My life has gotten significantly more com-
plicated since smart phones. I'm like an older person, |
liked the time when | would log on and | would be present
on the internet. | would go on to chat and to connect with
my friends. Now you're being pinged at 24-7, you can't
even think. It's horribly distracting, but we can't go back.
| don't come from that culture. The videos are very per-
sonal and sincere. I'm a very sincere person. | think the
videos were clever, but not in an academic way.

| like them a lot, particularly the one that's in the MoMA. | like
the music a lot and | thought that the different clip art was
really funny. That's not to trivialize it, but my appreciation
of the work was pretty straight forward. It was around that
time, a bit later, it was 2009. | remember sitting in my be-
droom in Berlin on the couch. | was always kind of trying
to work at night, but doing a really terrible job of it. | was al-
ways super broke and working all the time, but not becau-
se | was busy, but because | was super scattered. | was
always super stoned on my computer and | got really into
this guy on YouTube, his name was Turtlepan101. And he
was playing the fucking kettle drum in different parts of
what was obviously his parents house in Ohio. | remem-
ber bursting into tears and turning to my ex-husband and
telling him, I find this so moving. He's a jock and has this
special weird talent.”

That early YouTube stuff is so great. There was so much to
find on there.

Those things were about intimacy and connection to me then.
Notions of public and private have changed. Now, when
YouTubers or influencers are making things there is a tar-
get audience in mind.

It's very cynical now compared to what it was. It was easy to be
more playful withiit. Like later on | would use these key words.
That's when a lot of people started to see them. People tried
to cancel me over the key words. | would copy them from
these spam lists, but they were really fucked up words. Porn
stuff, racist stuff, mundane stuff, like fast-food restaurants.

Was that in the title? | don't really understand how it worked.
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It was an early kind of hashtag. You would describe the videos
that way on early YouTube. You would find people’s Live-
Journals like that too. Like listing the bands that you liked.
A lot of people put their sincere interests out there and
that's how you would find friends on the internet. It was
like this big empty space, yet somehow more intimate. |
was very tongue in cheek with these keywords. They were
very nasty. | didn't really know how to describe the videos,
| wanted to present them in a kind of neutral way. | knew
there would be some comments. | mean, you cant not
know what it means to be a girl in front of a webcam. It's
just so in your brain. That trope was already so boring to
me, | just wanted it to be weirder. So it was like #taco-
bell, #britneyspears, and then some really fucked up porn
stuff. It's on the Rhizome web archive and every couple
years someone freaks out and says that | profited off of
racism and sexism. | would literally just copy and paste
from the backend of html. People would put this stuff in
the backend of their website so they would get more traf-
fic. This is how | titled all of my paintings, by the way. | had
these really long lists of insane words. Literally the langua-
ge of the internet. It just made sense to me if | was pos-
ting videos of myself on the internet to speak in this code.
YouTube when it first came out was kind of rough. People
would say comments that were kind of fucked up. | remem-
ber Flickr was really nice, Facebook was really kind, no one
said anything mean.

Do you remember Friendster?

Oh yeah, | had a Friendster. I've had everything. MySpace got a
little spicy near the end.

But Friendster was about making these testimonials for your
friends and talking about how great they were. It was like
a Yelp review of friendships.

Oh my god, yes. Fuck. | remember moving from Friendster to
Myspace because you could have more than one photo,
which was a big deal. You could have an album of photos
and then Facebook adopted that. And they kind of squas-
hed everything.

After YouTube came out all my Parsons friends and |
would do was to search it for weird videos and stuff. We
would just hang out, drink, and search YouTube. Or | would
skip class and do it or do it at Parsons. | put the video on
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YouTube because | thought, “well, if | have to bring it to
class then I will just put it on YouTube and show it to the
class. It was just out of convenience. | was on the internet
all the time, so it made sense to just put something on the
internet. That was the transportation method. | thought
it would also be interested if someone saw it that | didn't
know. Anytime you put something out there you know that
there could be consequences. So the fucked up hashtags
were a kind of armor. The videos were sincere but everyt-
hing around it is like cyber bully vibes. | didn't want people
to fuck with me.

What year were you born?
'86.

Okay, so I'm '81. It's so interesting to me how just in that five
year difference so much changes. I'm taking myself back
now to studying in New York, and at that time | was che-
cking my email like once a week. | remember a boyfriend
telling me that | should “use this thing called Google” for
my searches rather than Yahoo.

| remember switching to Google as well. Before | was using
Altavista, maybe. Or Yahoo. A funny side note, for images
now | use Bing images. Because if you search on Google
Images it brings up all Pinterest photos. And Pinterest is
like mega-recycled images. So you can't even use these
tools. Different search engines bring up different things.
| use Bing because it brings up WordPress images from
blogs. So it's people’s personal images. A lot of these
things pushed me to pivot to painting, even though it's so-
mething that I've always done. | remember the first works
that | made that | was comfortable saying they were my
work | made in 2003-2004. Drawings in Photoshop that |
would post to my LiveJournal and this invite-only graphic
design forum. They're on my website, they're pixel pain-
tings. | had just learned Photoshop, | didn't know how to
use it but | was going to be brave. | had the one-pixel pen-
cil. It was like pointillism, painting with pixels. | thought
that aesthetic was kind of cool because it was glitchy, like
all of the electronic music | was listening to.

The trajectory of the videos..the decade that we just
came off of in terms of Girl Bosses and MeToo and femi-
nist stuff—it's been a lot. | kind of wanted to pivot away
from this like, “here's a landscape painting, try to push
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your agenda on these. Good luck.”

And have people tried with the landscapes and the flowers?

| like what Daniel said last night about it. It's kind of like an

anti-stance. I'm a bit of a punk in that sense. | never like
to feel like people have taken over too much in one way or
another. | don't like to let people think of me in one way.
It ghettoizes you. | was never really that thrilled to be in
all-woman shows. | didn't find it empowering. | wanted to
be with the boys. All the net artists that | came up with
were practically all guys. There was a few women, but the
majority were guys. | felt like | had to hold my own in that
world. People were also saying things about the paintings,
like they were super feminine. But in a way | can only make
what | can make. | weirdly feel like | barely have control
over aesthetics. | present at that time what I've recently
done and that's all that | can do. I'm not capable of doing
a style that's not me, | don't even know how.

| feel like | have an understanding of how the paintings are

made and that you work in long working sessions, etc.
But tell me, how is the process of collecting images?

I'm very protective of feeling mystery in my own work and for

myself. It's something that keeps it interesting. It's a gut
instinct thing, definitely about painting. I've learned to be
much more disciplined now that I'm older. Before | used to
only make work when | would wake up and be inspired to
make a painting on a given day. And that wouldn't happen
that often. It was the same with the videos. | used to do a
lot of Ritalin and drink a lot. | don't drink alcohol anymore,
not since 2013. | was unstable because of these substan-
ces and that brought a kind of manic energy for making
video work—just being out of your mind. There is this cer-
tain energy, like, | just want to make something. At first
the paintings were kind of balancing out the videos. The
videos had this crazy energy. There's a few that are pretty
psycho, but there are also some lonely and sad ones, or
cute and sweet ones. There's a range.

I've seen a lot of the dancing ones, | love the Kraftwerk video.
Oh yeah, that was made in Berlin.

And of course the Stella McCartney collaborations.



| had to think about those more. Because | knew | was going
to make them in advance, which wasn't how | made the
earlier ones. Previously, | never knew when | was going to
make a video. | would make them if no one was around.
| always lived with a boyfriend or roommates and if no
one was home then things would align. It was hard for
me at first to make things for specific occasions when |
started getting more opportunities. | would trick myself
and say, “okay, you're just going to do a test. This isn't the
real thing." Just do the test. And then almost always the
first one that | made would be the one that | would use.
The good ones are always when you are relaxed and not
thinking about it. It's like a mental game.

The paintings were very relaxing to work on compared to
the videos. The videos were very draining.

Was it because your own image wasn't in the videos that made
it more soothing somehow?

Absolutely. There are things on the line when you put yourself
out in the world on the internet. And then every year as
social media would evolve, more people would be on it.
My family was on it and seeing the things | was making.
Things got a lot more complicated and convoluted. And
the videos would end in commercials for fashion compa-
nies. So, when | think about it, of course that's how the
internet went. Everything was commaodified and commer-
cialized. Of course, my final videos would be doing somet-
hing for a company. And Stella is a wonderful company, |
was so excited about it. | was nervous.

Thinking about the fire video, there is also something quite
painterly or draftsman like about it because you seemed
so attuned to how you were working with line in some of
these videos.

It's a bit like painting with my body, which | liked because | came
from an athletic background. | started to think about it like
it wasn't me, but that | was instead a vessel or tool for the
effects. By the time | had done the videos for Stella were
much more complex. | had collected all of the software
over the years. | would run the video feed through three to
five different programs. When you open the software you
select the camera source. So you open one, you select the
source for the webcam, you turn on the effects from that
software and then when you select the next software you
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can select the camera source from the previous software.
So it's like a daisy chain. When you open the next video
feed, the effects of the other program are already running
and then you can apply the effects of the new software
to those effects so you get bespoke effects. You just mix
the software. | couldn't believe more people weren't doing
that because it's so cool.

And now with Snapchat and TikTok so many people want
to do this kind of thing. | remember when Snapchat came
out people started asking me if | was going to start ma-
king works for Snapchat.

I've never used it actually. | dont even know what it is. | mean,
I've heard of it. But...

I've never used it either. It was like those filters on Instagram,
but it was the first one to use effects.

Oh, like with the ears and animals!

Exactly! They were live video effects. People kept asking me if
| was going to do this and | was like, “I have been doing
this shit, | want to phase out of it. I'm done.” Snapchat was
2012-2013 and | had already been doing it for so long.
Once everyone else started to | wanted to do something
else, it wasn't interesting any longer.

That makes sense because what room is there in this realm
once the aesthetic is completely normalized.

TikTok has such a manic energy... A friend of mine curates this
amazing account called TikTok 420 and it shows how all of
these teenagers use TikTok. It's really cringy but very fasci-
nating and kind of amazing.

| love the pranking videos on TikTok.

| had this maniac energy when | was making those webcam
videos. When you're young you just want to know who you
are as a person in the world.

Were you thinking back then about who you were directing tho-
se videos towards? Did you have an audience in mind?
| feel like today everyone has this idea about wanting to
be a TikTok star or an Instagram influencer and you were
working in a time that was totally before that.
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No, it felt like it was anonymous global mystery. There are early
internet posts where people would write things like “an-
ybody out here?” It was that kind of thing.

Like a message in a bottle almost.

People have marketing logic nested inside of their heads now.
| do not have that and | did not have that. All the kids have
that now, the branding and the audiences. Not me, | had
a message in a bottle logic (laughing). It's this sad millen-
nial logic. You know, everyone just trying to connect and
make a friend.

(laughs) Yeah, | can relate. | was super emo crying in my be-
droom in Berlin about Turtlepan101 over there in Ohio.

Exactly, it's so different for GenZ. They are so clever. It's a dif-
ferent thing.

| guess we were functioning more with this notion of the virus
rather than something being viral.

Yeah, there's a big difference.



