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- Double Vision

Robert and Donald Kinney Use Video to Explore Taboo Themes

BY LIZ KOTZ
think of my aesthetic
“ as having been in-
fluenced by Jean
Genet and daytime
television,” remarks
video maker Robert
Kinney, who, with his
twin brother Donald, has made a series of
funny and very moving videos exploring
gay identities and oppressively close
relationships.

Their most recent work, Stephen, will
play July 14 as part of the Los Angeles
International Gay and Lesbian Film and
Video Festival. In the video, the Kinneys
spin off from a Thornton Wilder story to tell
a tale of two twin brothers who are lovers.
In the course of the half-hour narrative, the
pair’s silly, intimate rapport is first
threatened by jealousy over another man
and then shattered by the death of one twin
from AIDS.

Based in San Diego, the brothers are part
of a younger generation of artists who are
using video to explore narrative, gay iden-
tity, and the legacy of American popular
culture. The Kinneys, now 30, began work-
ing together two years ago with a remake
of Tennessee Williams's Tulk to Me Like the
Rain, with the boyish-looking identical
twins playing the estranged lovers of the
play, restoring gay content to Williams’s
story. “It was really a coming-out present
to one another}’ Robert explains. “We were
in the tape admitting to one another our
gayness as well as dealing with the sexual
tension that exists between us”

The video became a way of resolving the
unspoken tension that had always existed
between the two brothers because of their
sexuality. Growing up in Burlington, Iowa,
in a fundamentalist Christian family, the
two had remained closeted not only from
the town but from each other. “I think

Donnie and I always intuitively knew that
we both were gay,” says Robert, “but we
were very alienated from one another when
we were younger. In high school I was very
into policing every part of my body and my
mind to try to keep this terrible secret. So
to walk down the hallway and see this other
person who was just like me—it was like
seeing this crime you were always fighting
to hide. It was almost intolerable. We
became our own worst mirror. Even in col-
lege, when the situation was very different,
we didn't really talk about it with each
other. I think part of it was the attraction,
the unspoken sexual tension between us—
that compelling recognition of one another’s
sexuality”

For Donald, whod been an actor with the
Geese Theater Company, performing and
conducting drama workshops in prisons
throughout the United States, working
with his brother was a way to develop his
acting in projects he cared about. “Before
Bobby and I made Tulk to Me Like the
Rain) Donald says, “I wasin Los Angeles
looking into the whole Hollywood arena. I
was realizing I would never get the chance
to do what I wanted to do. If you're gay,
there’s really nothing there for you. That
whole American dream is so specific, so
shut off”

For both brothers, finding a space for
their work and their lives has been a
struggle. As Robert describes it, “Donnie
and I were both interested in the arts back
in Burlington, which meant becoming a
display artist. I went to alarge department
store called Schrammis—it’s the hothouse of
fashion in Burlington. I was immediately
put in the window, dressing mannequins.
They kept stringing me along, telling me I'd
get to do illustrations in the local news-
papers. I was 16 or 17. Eventually I got dis-
gruntled with fashion—it was pretty in-
sipid. Then Donnie and I went to work ina
factory before going off to school up north.”

Robert recalls, “Burlington is a small in-

dustrial town along the Mississippi River.
There are hundreds of towns like it. The
main industry was bombs. Theres an Army
munitions plant—our mom used to make
grenades. There were two theaters—one
closed down in about 1968, and the other
ran Smokey and the Bandit for about five
years. It was a pretty barren scene. So
when we got to Iowa City [to go to college],
all sorts of things suddenly seemed possi-
ble. It was the first time we encountered
even the idea of a gay community””

After he earned his bachelor’s degree in
art, Robert ended up at the University of
California, San Diego, where he was drawn
to video and worked with Paper Tiger Tele-
vision, a progressive media collective. “It
wasn't until I started working with video,’
Robert says, “that I realized I had a voice.
For many of the things I wanted to deal
with in my work—gay issues, AIDS activ-
ism, more narrative projects—painting was
just not the medium to do that” Donald,
meanwhile, taught English in Japan for
three years.

Much of the Kinneys’ work probes the
emotional and cultural impact of growing
up gay in a small, economically depressed
Midwestern town. Robert notes, “What I
grew up with, it was really the lowest grade
of popular culture. It wasn’t even Holly-
wood really. The first time I saw a Marilyn
Monroe movie, I thought, Ok, my God, she's
ripping off Ginger Grant! You know, the girl
on Gilligan’s Island. I think both of us were
in love with the Professor—that’s so hor-
ribly banal. It’s really embarrassing, but
there was just nothing else out there, and
so you'd attach yourself emotionally to all
these TV shows. You'd find a way of locating
yourself within TV. That’s what a lot of our
work is about—locating a gay identity
within these popular-culture narratives”

The Kinneys’ next project, an hour-long
version of The Maids, brought their fascina-
tion with Americana together with the
Genet classic. The story revolves around




The Kinney brothers

They explore the relationship of twins in Stephen (inset, left) and cavort in drag in The Maids (inset, right).

two sisters who are maids whose plot to
kill their oppressive mistress ends in
tragedy. Notoriously ambiguous, the story
plays with densely layered games of arti-
fice, paranoia, and conflicted sexuality. In
their fauz-opulent remake, the Kinneys
up the sexual ante and decrease the
dramatic realism by playing it as boys in
casual drag.

Clearly, for the brothers, the process of
collaborating and building their own rela-
tionship through their projects is as impor-
tant as any finished work. Yet a sense of ten-
sion and attraction pervades each of the
tapes, enhanced by the ambiguity and
interchangeability of the two actors. Col-
laboration has given them a chance to deal
with some of the pain of their youth.

As Robert recounts, “When we were
growing up, there were fag jokes, including
ones against us as twin brothers. People
would say, ‘Do you suck each other off?-
that kind of awful stuff. So all the videos

were a way of saying, ‘Yes, this is a possibil-
ity. Now what? What are you going to do
about it?” Rain is maudlin, whimpering,
even whiny—Tennessee Williams is famous
for that kind of self-deprecating attitude.
The Maids is much more about empower-
ment, about playing with mirroring. With
Stephen, we really came to terms with the
intensity of our relationship as twins and
were in fact ready to celebrate it”

Donald remarks, “Both of us have worked
with different people, but Bobby and I have
this way of teaming up, of collaborating,
that’s both enjoyable and a real intel-
lectual workout. It really spoils us. It
such a close relationship. On that level it
becomes very incestuous, because we're
feeding off and sorting through all these
things we've gone through, separately and
together. There’s a real blurring of bound-
aries. Bobby and I were talking, and one
of us asked, ‘Was that your story or my
story?” We both take each other’s experi-

ences and make them our own”

Now comfortably cohabiting in San
Diego’s gay Hillerest district, the Kinneys
are already busy working on their new proj-
ect, a dramatic video set in Burlington
about two gay couples (one male, one
female) and a teenage boy who realizes that
theres really no place for him there. “But it
wor't be maudlin” Robert asserts. “You
could always fall into the anguish, but this
will really be very funny”

Admitting that they’ve been known to
wake up in the middle of the night, share a
cigarette, and then go back to sleep, Donald
ruminates on the nature of their unusually
close relationship. “I don't think we surprise
each other much; he says. “We’re emotional-
ly very attached to one another; we're very
selfish with each other’s time. We some-
times joke about, if there were another
man, how pissed off the other one would be.
But it probably won't be like this forever.
We want to take advantage of it now” W
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