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Watch It: Filmmaker Usama Alshaibi Puts
the Chaos on Pause
KYLE HARRIS | MARCH 24, 2020 | 6:57AM

Usama Alshaibi made a short film in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. / Usama Alshaibi

Like everyone else, Colorado filmmaker 's life has been changed by

the coronavirus pandemic.

Usama Alshaibi
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As a teacher at , he found himself putting his classes online.

And as a filmmaker whose work straddles transgressive cinema and documentary,

often exploring Arab-American identity and his own experiences as an 

, Alshaibi made a short, meditative landscape video about

the strange historical moment we're living through. It lasts just shy of a minute.

Colorado State University

Iraqi refugee

turned United States citizen

We caught up with Alshaibi to find out how he's navigating the pandemic, to learn

how it has affected his creative practice, and to discover more about his short film

"Here."

How are you handling the COVID-19 shutdowns?Westword: 

I'm doing okay. I teach at Colorado State University, and we just

migrated all our classes online. I'm also making sure the students are dealing with all

this okay. I check in on their mental health. This is scary stuff.

Usama Alshaibi: 

My daughter, who is in second grade, is home, and so we are staying semi-active and

making art and trying to stay creative. My partner keeps asking me to do yoga with

her...I'm getting there. Things feel strange but also normal. I lived as a child during

war, and so I feel weirdly prepared.

How does this affect your work?

It's difficult to focus on older projects, and I tend to respond quickly to the current

world around me. So I started recording audio daily about the pandemic for a

potential podcast and started thinking of ways of expressing what I'm going through

and what the people around me are going through. I wanted to make something

immediately and not overthink it or overdo it. So I made this short video called

"Here."

[ Please read web version for embedded content ]

Talk about "Here." What is it about? What prompted it?

https://www.colostate.edu/
https://www.westword.com/arts/usama-alshaibi-raises-funds-for-animated-autobiography-boy-from-war-9756555
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The video happened very quickly. I edited it in about a day. The footage came from a

short film I shot years ago that was about a difficult period in my life, and I was

spending a lot of time by myself and in my car — but that film never happened. It was

too depressing.

But the footage had this isolated feeling to it that was pulling me back in. There is also

this large mound in north Boulder that I often return to, and it shows up in many of

my recent films. The mound has become this magical place that I project onto. So that

mound comes in at the end of the film — but it is blue and the colors are off and you

hear my voice whispering. The audio I recorded as I edited the video. It is a kind of

evidence of what is happening.

The motion of the car with the rain and the birds chirping is at once calming but also

slightly off. The birds are actually chirping backwards and the audio is not connected

to what we are seeing. What is about? It is about feeling a contradiction of feelings. It

is about this tension in the air and the danger all around, but not seeing it yet. It is the

horror underneath everything. It is about making our mark and saying we are still

here but freaked out a bit.

What is inspiring you and keeping you active during this time? What are your worries?

I'm grading, reading, writing, painting, working on my script and trying not to watch

too much news. I also love horror movies, and they have a calming effect on me. I

meditate daily. I try and maintain some level of a daily schedule. Our neighborhood is

great. People here are all caring and helping one another. My worry is that we learn

nothing from this. If we can all stop being so angry and divided after this pandemic,

that would be a good thing. We need one another to survive.

I worry about others that are struggling financially. I worry about everyone. My friend

from Chicago and executive producer of my film , the famed

documentary filmmaker Gordon Quinn, has been diagnosed with COVID-19, and I'm

very worried about him. But my main worry is that things are going to get worse, and

we are not totally prepared as a nation.

 American Arab

How are you supporting community, and what sort of support do you want to see from

community?
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I teach a film class, and I'm encouraging my students to explore the moment they are

in. And I think art and creative expressions during this pandemic can help us and heal

us.

We are lucky in many ways to have devices and the Internet to keep connected and

also create. This is a good time to make work instead of consuming work. This is also

a time to recognize that we are all connected and we need to work together.
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