
  

Interview Shana Moulton/Birgit Rathsmann 2010

CYNTHIA AND THE REALMS OF THE UNKNOWN

Birgit: In The Undiscovered Antique, Cynthia goes on a quest 
which is a lot more overtly spiritual than it was in your previ-
ous pieces.

Shana: Right.  And she doesn't even have legs.

Shana and Birgit laugh hysterically

Birgit: Maybe this piece is about Cynthia looking for her legs.

Shana: Well, yeah, that's one layer, definitely.

Playing a character named Cynthia

Shana: I do like to make fun of myself, that's just my personal-
ity.  There is some of that in there. In high school I was so 
obsessed with Twin Peaks.  I was going through this period in 
high school where I was leaving one group of friends and  before 
I was hanging out with the other friends a lot, before I started 
hanging out with the drama nerds.  During this transition, I 
felt really lonely, and I started imagining that all my friends   

Whispering Pines 3 2004, 7:33 min
Cynthia goes out to find her cat, when she encounters animated diamonds 
which show her the way.



  

were the high school kids in Twin Peaks. Laura Palmer was my 
best friend, before she died.  And the rest of them were my 
group for a while.  And every day I'd think about what we were 
doing.  

But I don't think "what's Cynthia's story"?  There is no back-
ground story for her, because it's just me, with wigs.  I never 
think about her motivation.  She has attributes from other mem-
bers of my family, but they are shared behaviors, like hording 
and collecting.  Cynthia is like me before I became cynical.  Or 
before I became skeptical.  When I still embraced things without 
worrying about whether they were in bad taste or inauthentic.

Although I still feel like that is a big part of who I am.  I am 
not totally cynical and skeptical, and still captivated by a lot 
of these things.  Now I have this other voice telling me what 
might be right or wrong or whatever.   It's also about  class.  
My parents, and the rest of my family, they are not cynical.  
They look at things and think "this is awesome, I am going to 
buy it".

The Undiscovered Antique, 2010, 
Cynthia on a quest to the Antique Roadshow

Whispering Pines 2, 2003, 3:56 min. 



  

What Cynthia does is doing is what I thought I would be doing as 
an artist.  I thought I would be an artist who exploress the 
realms of the unknown.  When I read about someone like Matt Mul-
lican, I often think that's what I thought I'd be doing.  Hypno-
tizing myself, and really going in to that void.  But instead, I 
started making work about what I thought I would want to be 
doing.I'm either too scared, or cynical or something to do it.  
Yet.

Birgit: If you went on Cynthia's quest like she did, you 
wouldn't have any art work, right?

Shana: Yeah, I'd be like Jan Bas Ader going out to the ocean and 
never coming back.  Or Matt Mullican. I feel like his art is an 
exploration of his psyche.  Maybe I would write a massive red-
book, explorations of my inner psyche with illustrated drawings.  
That's what I always wanted to do, and it's what I thought I 
would do as an artist.  And I feel like Cynthia is my outlet for 
that.  Here is what it might look like if I did.

Whispering Pines 8, 2006, 7:34 min. 
Cynthia fills a vase with alchemical home decorating objects while drink-
ing Crystal Light

Birgit:  Has Cynthia ever made art?

Shana:  Yeah, she has made craft projects.  Some pretty weird 
crafts.  Rachel Harrison looking crafts.  She is more of a col-
lector, I suppose.  She likes puzzles. It's funny, but until I 
started making this work, I used to collect things a lot more, 
and I used to do all these things that she does now. 



  

Shana: But now I don't really need to do them because she is 
doing them.  Which is kind of cool.

Birgit:  She is doing them in the videos, so you don't actually 
have to do them for real anymore.

Shana:  Yes, kind of. Now people know what I like.  I put it 
right out there.  People know my taste very well, it's in my 
videos.  So maybe I don't have to go on those searches I thought 
I would be going on.  I just got a little bit too scared, like 
facing s heavy anxiety or something like that.  I couldn't quite 
go all the way.  Cynthia is going to go for me.  She is out 
there, scouting.

Birgit: Maybe you just became aware of the dangers.

Shana:  Or maybe I became too interested in humor to do that.
If I was going to be like Julia “Butterfly” 
Hill and just  go and live in the tree for 
two years without having some kind of dia-
logue about what that means, I don't know 
if it would be as interesting to me.  The 
idea of her and her name almost sounded 
silly, but then I heard an interview with 
her on NPR and she was pretty self-
possessed, actually.  It does seem like 
it's so limited in it's message in some 
ways, because people have such an instant 
reaction to it, "oh, crazy hippie, she is 
just a crazy hippie.  I guess I can't just 
only be the crazy hippie. Something is 
holding me back from that.

My favorite moment is when there is something that you already 
overlooked, because you have seen so much of it for too long, 
and suddenly you have this revelation.  It's like that with what 
feels like a small Georgia O Keeffe resurgence right now.  And 
suddenly, you're thinking, "yes, this deserves another close 
look".  
You see so much of it and it becomes kitsch, and then you re-
evaluate.  

That is always my favorite moment with fashion.  You see some-
thing so ugly, and you think "not even my mom would wear that", 
and then suddenly you change your mind and realize that it's 
really cool.
  
You know, that sort of moment.  That maybe what I am going for.

Julia “Butterfly” 
Hill sat in the 
Redwood tree Luna 
for 738 days 
from wikipedia.com)



  
Birgit:  In Whispering Pines 9, it feels like you are inventing 
a new religion for Cynthia, more than in previous pieces.

Shana:  I hadn't thought of it that way, but I suppose that's 
what I have always maybe been getting at with things or symbols 
that we take for granted, which are already used up or no longer 
authentic.  But you can re-imagine those symbols into something 
totally different.  Or symbols that you know have some sort of 
spiritual, religious or cultural meaning but you don't know what 
that meaning is.  Or occult.  And so, without knowing the his-
tory of their meaning, you make your own meaning.

When I was a kid, I was obsessed with 
Zuni fetishes. They were just these 
little animal carvings, usually, with 
turquoise inlaid  arrows, or tiny leather 
wrappings with different stones.   I 
didn't know what they were or what they 
meant.  
I  felt the same about owning t-shirts 
with howling coyotes and cactuses, you 
know?  Then it was kind of a big deal for 
me to realize that that was maybe fil-
tered and was just something I could buy 
and maybe wasn't necessarily as authentic as I felt like it was 
when I was a child, so then my ideas of taste and authenticity 
just got really confused and it was depressing but then at some 
point I realized that it was all so relative, taste and authen-
ticity, and I think that's how I started to get into these 
videos.

Bundled Bear 
Zuni Fetish
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