
HOPPER/MOSLEY:  a lecture

BELOW IS A TRANSCRIPT OF MY GUEST LECTURE AT THE DALLAS 
MUSEUM OF ART, AS PART OF THEIR LATE NIGHT SERIES IN 
NOVEMBER 2013, TO COINCIDE WITH THEIR EXHIBITION "HOPPER 
DRAWING:  A PAINTER'S PROCESS”.  I TALK ABOUT HOPPER’S 
INFLUENCE ON MY FILMMAKING.  MY VIDEO INSTALLATION “TWO 
STORY” PREMIERED THAT EVENING ON LOOP IN THE C3 GALLERY 
AT THE DMA. 

****
 

Maybe it was because she was the only woman in there, and the diner was 
dead, and there was no one else to look at. Or maybe it was that she was 
so damned pretty. But everyone in there- silently as they were- couldn’t 
help but cast quick, furtive glances at the pretty woman at the end of the 
counter. 

Even the busboy couldn’t help but glancing at her between the rhythmic 
scrubbing of the cups and plates in the sink. He couldn’t tell whether or not 
she was with the suited man who leaned in so close to her---close enough 
to get a whiff of her perfume---lavendar---not cheap, I can assure you---or 
whether he was leaning in because of the musk that simultaneously hung 
suspended around his fedora brim in unapologetic waves of cheap liquor 
probably bought on sale at the store down the block. He was getting close, 
that was for sure. A little too close, and she didn’t seem to be liking it all too 
much. But he couldn’t tell. Redhead in a red dress, well how about that for 
a Christmas gift, the boy thought, scratching his blonde, acned throat. 

Time to get that outta your head, he mused, you just got dumped. It’s time 
you listen to your mother and get away women who dress like that. She’s 
probably not the kind that goes to church, being out here this late and 
dressed like that…. 



The busboy was so lost in his own broodings that he failed to see the 
nearly-empty mug in front of the older man sitting by himself and glaring at 
the boy in contempt. “Place is nearly dead”, he grumbles to himself, feeling 
the fleeting pain of his ulcer, “and yet this kid can’t give me a topoff. Kids 
today.” He scowls at the black tar quivering in a cesspool at the cup’s 
bottom and reaches into his pocket only to pull out an empty carton of 
Lucky Strikes. 

I could barely make out a few curses under his breath, as he put his craggy 
face in his big bear hands, before realizing the woman was now looking at 
me, too. Challenging me with an almost nonchalant intensity.  

And I stared at her as the busboy went to the kitchen, the suited man put 
his hand on her leg, and the older man started coughing his smoker’s 
anthem. And she looked. As if she didn’t WANT me to look at her. With an 
almost Mona Lisa smile. But not quite. Just enough to make me realize she 
knew what I was thinking: and that she knew I knew what she was thinking: 
that we were never getting out of here. We would always forever be here…
gazing into both the future and past out of a limbo diner.

I suddenly broke my gaze and looked away. Took a deep breath. 

My nine year old piano hands were gripping the art book so tightly that I 
realized my fingertip sweat was smearing the edges of ink columned along 
the bind, like mascara at a funeral. I was stunned. I stared at this tableaux 
splayed out before me like the first honest depiction of loneliness I’d ever 
seen.  

NIGHTHAWKS, by Edward Hopper, it said. Well, I didn’t know what 
NIGHTHAWKS meant….sounded like some science fiction title that I’d be 
more familiar with…but I seemed to get a feeling from this that was unlike 
any I’d ever felt. I was used to art books with paintings of people from 
bygone eras, sullen queens, pudgy peasant babies getting licked by 
plague-infested pooches. But none of that was here.

I used to look at art books because of the naked women in them. Picasso 
always seemed like the easiest choice for this without getting dirty looks 



from old stockers in the aisle. 

I recall taking that book out of the library and keeping it for several months. 

You see, I was a writer. Have always been a writer. But could never draw. 
Not to save my life. Not at gunpoint. Sure, I’d have to force some 
illustrations on my stories that I’d obsessively scrawl out on the living room 
carpet…just to help make my parents get the gist of the story I was 
attempting to express. 

And what an easy gift! Little did they know stacks of blank paper would 
keep their boy happy and occupied for weeks on end.

And with Hopper’s NIGHTHAWKS, and through my subsequent perusals of 
his work for the next several months, I wouldn’t draw pictures to go with my 
stories anymore. Instead of rehashing stories out of scraps of movies I’d 
seen and books I’d read, I used Hopper’s pictures as seedlings for my 
imagination.

I’d wonder what was going on in those people’s heads. I was always into 
the 40s and 50s American films that my parents had raised me on….classic 
films featuring Bogarts and Monroes. So it was an easy connection. I found 
myself filling in gaps and wondering for the first time about ADULT 
dramas…about existential dilemmas. Pretty big stuff for such a little boy.

And all this….without any explicit violence or sex or tragedy in his work. 
You see, it was what was HINTED at…that kept me staring at those 
pictures. The negative space…the almost anonymous faces…the 
AMERICAN-ness of it all. I felt like those people in the pictures felt. They 
were all in contemplation. So Hopper didn’t have to TELL me anything 
because he was SHOWING me everything in subtle glances and careful 
compositions. His pictures were thoughtful. And they did this by focusing on 
scenes that would normally be left out of the period movies I had loved for 
so long: people changing clothes, staring out a window. Others were empty 
rooms. And those were the ones that startled me the most. 



NO PEOPLE!, I thought. BUT IF THERE’S NO ONE IN THOSE ROOMS, 
then what am I supposed to be looking at? Surely, there’s no story to be 
had!
 
But I knew all the same. Shafts of light stretching across hotel wallpaper 
from a setting sun outside an open window. A coffee cup perched carefully 
on a table. They were things that a thoughtful kid like myself would stare at 
all the time, and wonder how to capture in stories, when stories: (I thought)
….were supposed to be full of plot.
 
What Hopper captured in imagery was minutia. He teased the viewer with 
hints of conflict…signs of drama….but it was all everyday. And relatable. 
 As Hopper said himself, "If you could say it in words...there would be no 
reason to paint." 

So there suddenly was a noticeable shift in my adolescent’s storytelling 
predilections when they ceased to bend on plot, and suddenly resounded in 
unprecedented character studies. Sure, it’d still be about a vampire hunter. 
Or about an escaped convict. But the escaped convict would be simply 
making breakfast in an empty house he’s wandered into. And the vampire 
hunter would be having to fix a flat tire before getting to the person he was 
supposed to save across town.

One of the most tenacious results of Hopper’s work with me was with his 
paintings of nude women. As a youngster, these were often exciting and 
dangerous to find…but with Hopper, these women seemed almost 
ethereal….they were nude, yes. But I almost didn’t notice it. They seemed 
to be in such a state of contemplation…they were almost sad. Honest, to 
be sure. 

They were comfortable in their own skin….standing stark naked in front of a 
window and looking at the rising sun. Braving the new day. What were the 
facing, exactly? What were they thinking?

They looked like real women doing normal things. They weren’t posturing 
to a painter. Often times they would even have their backs turned away 
from us as they were sewing, or sitting in a chair. And I liked it even more.



 
His work was simultaneously hopeful and hopeless. And that duality is what 
I’ve often times tried to express in my work. That what is happening on the 
surface…though it might be banal and seemingly simple….is showing hints 
at conflict, at the things to come in a character’s life. Because that’s real 
life. We aren’t always given signs for what’s going to happen. In movies, 
there are scenes where the filmmakers set up what we should be focusing 
on. In our memories, we don’t often times remember the grand things. It’s 
the little things that linger. 

One of the strongest memories of a girlfriend might be the process by 
which she always dressed for a party. I might remember how my uncle 
called me back late one night to help me with a math problem. I don’t 
remember the last actual conversation he and I had before he passed 
away. Just as I might not recall all the romantic things that that girlfriend 
and I had promised each other.

I tried to explain this to my crew of my last feature film, HER 
WILDERNESS, as we prepped for a film that would only consist of five long 
dialogue scenes. The rest would be musings on landscapes and process 
by which the characters lived in their various spaces. When characters 
would talk, we would more often than not, be focused visually on the coffee 
percolating, or the books stacked in a dusty corner. We would be getting 
visual information just as were getting contradictory audio information. It 
would take the audience to merge these two together to form a marriage of 
content through character samplings. The scenes would play out in real 
time, almost proscenium-like, to focus on the nuances. And though the 
audience was only SEEING a few scenes in the film, they were ultimately 
getting a comprehensive character study by the end. Instead of showing 
fifty scenes or so in a feature for very brief moments, we’d instead have 
very few scenes, but LINGER and focus on it in such a way to where we 
would be left wanting MORE. I’d tease out just enough information about 
that character’s beliefs, fears, and desires, that you would feel as I felt as a 
nine year old gazing at that first Hopper painting: a voyeur. The eye would 
not shift, and we would be forced to spend time with the characters in a 
space. 



Lauren McCune, an old school friend and talented actress, had agreed to 
star in HER WILDERNESS, based on all these conditions. This was an 
exercise in EXPERIENTIAL space, and not just telling a narrative. 

I emailed her and the director of photography several Hopper pictures that 
spoke to me the most going into production. And there were many times 
when I was nearly giddy with how well we channeled what I had hoped.
The film opens with a seemingly simple sequence of Lauren as a woman 
spending time in her bathroom alone. She lights some candles, starts a 
bath. Picks out a cd, and as it plays, gazes at herself in the mirror before 
stripping off her clothes and sitting on the edge of the tub. It is only when 
she sits on the edge of the tub does she appear nervous. She seems 
agitated, and after a moment of pondering, picks up a phone and calls a 
man in the middle of the night…a man, who a few minutes later, reveals is 
married. 

This ignition scene displays the very duality that I love to explore in my 
films and that I’ve always been drawn to in Hopper’s work. This young 
woman appears to be going through her normal ritual at first---drawing a 
bath, cleaning up---and then reveals an underbelly to her soft demeanor 
with a very confrontational phone call that she’s obviously been anxious 
about.

When shooting the film, my director of photography was surprised at my 
lack of coverage. “Coverage” is a term in filmmaking that refers to standard 
ways of shooting a scene in order to “cover” the scene in post production---
lots of shots and angles to help in editing. Instead, this set the bar for most 
of the crew to see what we were in for: long takes in observational cinema. 
To get glimpses of little triggers in a character. The cameraman laughed, 
saying he could almost just lock it off on the tripod, let it roll, and go off to a 
bar down the street. 

In this way, it also made our actress Lauren happy: she could re-enact the 
same scene for as many takes as we needed, because she was given a 
ten minute opportunity each time to go through the whole sequence without 
stopping. To find that flow and rhythm. It reminded she and I both of our 
days in theater together.



The whole scene plays out in one shot up to the moment she decides to 
pick up the phone and call him. It provides some build, suspense, and 
mystery in holding on one shot of the lonely young woman isolated in a big 
empty room like most of Hopper’s nude, gazing women. The colors in the 
room are contrasted warm primaries with splashes of blue outside the 
window. While she moves in and out of the frame, the shot stays static…we 
almost are watching from what I call a “zoo glass”. We are close enough to 
touch her, and yet she does not see us. And just like that woman in red in 
the lonely diner with anonymous suited men did to me as a kid, the young 
woman appears to gaze at us at first---through a reflection in the mirror, 
and then moves about her business. It’s then fitting that I’ve always wanted 
HER WILDERNESS to feel like a “moving painting”. 

I had attempted moments like these, to a more intense degree, with my first 
feature film HOLD. And while the “zoo glass” quality of HER WILDERNESS 
plays out in a more dream-like fashion, HOLD used the Hopper tableaux to 
more devastating effect: the characters in that film were not merely 
contemplating on HOW to EXIST in that space, but rather were 
contemplating on HOW to ESCAPE that space. 

HOLD is a chamber drama about a young couple in the aftermath of a 
violent home invasion. Their space is forever changed, then. Even though 
we never see the intruders, we see the violent aftermath, the disarray, in 
both the characters’ emotions and in the damage to their home. This was 
one of the first instances in my films where I seemed to obsess over the 
use of negative space in cinema, in the way that filmmakers such as Ozu 
and Haneke have mastered. 

We linger on rooms before and after a character has entered and exited to 
hint at the possible theory that a space can forever be changed by an 
event…..even haunted by it. In this way, the characters in HOLD are 
trapped in claustrophobic cages of camera angles that box them in… and 
force them to confront past demons. 

Though the characters share the same frame in HOLD, they are removed 
from each other by this horrific event, yet bound by marriage, seen across 
from one another in wide shots. In HER WILDERNESS, that loneliness is 



emphasized by the fact that rarely does more than one actor share the 
same frame.

In my exhibited installation made with Lee Luna, TWO STORY, the 
characters seem to circle each other in a cat and mouse game, always 
eclipsing the other in the frame only briefly, if at all. The man seems to be 
doing mundane, nuanced tasks, but seems a bit sad. The woman is the 
mover….wandering through the house in an observational fashion. We 
don’t know just who exactly lives in the home. There are times when It 
appears the man does, and that the woman is an intruder, looking to move 
in. 

As you watch, it evolves even further, as beneath their silent actions, they 
seem to cast longing looks in one another’s direction, but it’s only 
suggestive framing and editing.  As the camera suddenly moves for the first 
time in the video, pushing in a slow, deliberate dolly shot toward the front 
door, we seem to get a cyclical sense that you will inevitably be replaced…
that there are ghosts within spaces: of people who have come and gone, 
and people who have yet to arrive in our lives. People who live with that 
duality that I’m fascinated by….both lonely and self-reliant, sad yet content, 
small, but noble. 

And while I feel myself drawn to such works by Hopper, I can’t help but stop 
and reflect on myself… and how I feel connected to those works. And why.  

And suddenly I see myself, in those muted primaries, and nine years old. I 
see myself sitting on the floor alone, Indian-style, with grubby hands and a 
voracious mind. I see librarian spectacles peering suspiciously at me 
between shelves. And framed against the expansive hallways, lined with 
books written by people who have all come and gone, I see myself slipping 
away yet again, fading already into a picture that will someday be seen by 
someone else. For someone who feels that same loneliness and is aching 
for someone to show them that they aren’t the only ones.

But then again…maybe I’m still gazing at that redhead.

Maybe I’ll always be sitting in that chrome, frosted diner, the diner where 
the coffee’s always cool and uncertain.
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