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LOS ANGELES — Avant-garde filmmaker Jennifer Elster is not too keen on explaining “The Being Experience,” a series 
of shorts she releases on the 25th of each month featuring such personalities as the late actor Karen Black, actor Ter-
rence Howard, filmmaker and poet Jorgen Leth, and many others. Each is captured alone on camera in the woods, talking 
about nothing in particular, or everything in specific. If that sounds enigmatic, it ought to because almost everything about 
“The Being Experience” is.

The latest chapter, “Back to the Flood,” premiering exclusively on ARTINFO, features actor Alan Cumming talking about a 
woman who drowned herself in a lake. His recollections are intercut with images of first responders assessing water dam-
age, and Elster herself sobbing hysterically on camera.

“Alan Cumming really morphed into a part of my head,” Elster said. “In that piece there’s a flood, there’s a breakdown, 
there’s a conversation, there’s a lot of different elements that are going on. It’s going back to the flood when everything 
broke down. It’s actually bringing you into the utter core of the project.”

The core of the project appears to be Elster using film as a catharsis to exorcise personal tragedies, including a pair of 
miscarriages she suffered. After undergoing an emotional breakdown, she undertook a search to find herself. To help, she 
recruited famous acquaintances and got them to ruminate, and speak their ruminations, on camera. Asking questions about 
the nature of one’s own existence, in turns out, is what “The Being Experience” is all about.

“It begins with questions and it ends with questions and that’s just like life because none of us have the answer. So 
much of the project is really kind of pulling apart our brains, pulling apart our minds, understanding ourselves on a deeper 
level so we can go all the way in and get to the shit that’s between us and what we want,” she said. “It’s about con-

Stills from Jennifer Elster’s “Back to the Flood”
(Courtesy of Jennifer Elster)



frontation with oneself and not being ashamed.”

In “Back to the Flood,” Cumming explores his feelings after recalling the suicide of someone close to him. In another in-
stallment of the series, Terrence Howard says things like: “I called myself Ambient Time. I’m still trying to figure out what 
that means.” And “I like who I am maybe three or four layers down; not right on the surface.”

It’s easy to see how such self-reflective quotes relate not only to Elster’s search, but to our own. While “The Being Ex-
perience” currently exists as a sequence of shorts, it is building toward the first of several feature films, “A Walk Into a 
Split Mind,” in which the actor treats the audience to several narratives focused on revenge.

In another segment, Jorgen Leth compares the series to writing poetry. “You start somewhere and see where it leads you 
and you wonder, where is it leading me? Does it make sense? I don’t know. That is a feeling I kind of like and culti-
vate.”

“There is a recovery process in me making these films,” said Elster. “I never expected to be here where I am now, 
where I actually experience joy in a very solid way.”


