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Material lack, the filmmakers Trav Pittman 
and Kelly Daniela Norris evince, is no enemy to 
metaphor. Pittman describes their cinematic 
process with her signature wry humor: “First you’re 
rolling this snowball and trying to get it as big as 
possible, and then at a certain point, you get to the 
top of the hill and the snowball is so huge that it’s 
chasing you. And all you can do is execute, is run 
away from it and hope that it doesn’t crush you and 
destroy your film.”

Nor has a paucity of resources ever depleted 
these women’s courage: the collaborators shot 
their first acclaimed feature film, Sombras de 
Azul (Shades of Blue), on location in Cuba, and 
their second, Nakom, in Ghana, each for less than 
$30,000. They truck in unknown non-actors, tiny 
crews, and unpretentious cameras Norris proudly 
calls “ready for battle.” They don’t much care who 
calls “Action!” or who gets credit for what. Together 
and separately, long on heart and short on ego, 
these filmmakers are, in essence, anti-auteurs. 
Accolades are far beside the point of Pittman and 
Norris’s value system, but they’ve arrived no less: 
Sombras won an Audience Award at its premiere 
at the 2013 Austin Film Festival; Nakom was called 
a “polished effort” with a “substantive narrative 
engagement” by Variety upon its 2016 premiere at 
the Berlinale.

As decade-long collaborators, Norris and 
Pittman comprise Rasquaché Films, a production 
company that takes its imperative from rascuache, 
a Spanish-Nahautl pejorative for lower-class, 
impoverished, or poor. In 1988, the Mexican-
American scholar Tomás Ybarra-Frausto reclaimed 
the term in “a bicultural sensibility”—indeed, 
Pittman has a black father and white mother, 
and Norris a white father and Latina mother—as 
rasquachismo, the Chicano artist’s purposefully 
oppositional stance to dominant culture:

Very generally, rasquachismo is an underdog 
perspective—los de abajo… it presupposes a 
world view of the have-not, but it is a quality 
exemplified in objects and places and social 
comportment.

In rasquachismo and its Chicana feminist 
twin, domesticana, “aesthetic expression comes 
from discards, fragments, even recycled everyday 
materials such as tires, broken plates, plastic 
containers, which are recombined with elaborate 
and bold display in yard shrines (capillas), domestic 
decor (altares), and even embellishment of the car.”

It is an inescapable truth that microbudget 
filmmaking befits portraits of poverty much more 
naturally than tableaux of opulence. As such, 
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their first feature, illegally, in Cuba; they 
shot their second in a Ghanaian village 
without electricity
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rasquachismo’s purposing of “poor” art objects—
meaningful not in spite of but because of their 
common, used, or quotidian elements—to the 
service of socially conscious storytelling vivifies 
Norris and Pittman’s cinematic call to action. 
Sombras de Azul and Nakom are both films hewn in 
such radical humility they almost seem to genuflect. 
From earthy backdrops, Rasquaché’s bicultural, 
grassroots stories of epic emotional transformation 
emerge, as wet with grief as the cloth that plugs a 
Molotov cocktail. Activated in that revelation, both 
Sombras de Azul and Nakom are among the most 
truly independent, liberated, anti-capitalistic, and 
authentically realized American microbudget films 
of the 2010s. 

Sombras de Azul follows a young Mexican 
woman, Maribel, to Cuba in a feral state of grief 
after her brother’s suicide. Quoting the Cuban poet 
Dulce Maria Loynaz, a bookseller tells Maribel, “You 
are like the traveler who arrives at the port where 
no one waits for him.”

Norris wrote and directed Sombras, and 
is transparent about Maribel’s position as an 
autobiographical vessel: her own brother, Gregory 
Carlos Norris, ten years older than she, died in 
2007. “My passion for art, for music, for film—a lot 
of it was cultivated and inherited from [Greg]. He 
was an inspirational figure throughout my life,” she 
says. She sometimes still speaks about him in the 
present tense: “My brother and I have always been 

really intensely close.”
Like many triumphs, Sombras’ was wrested 

from disruption, pain, failure, and loss, not only of a 
brother. Norris and Pittman had just spent six years 
working on another script, including under the 
mentorship of Deadwood legend David Milch, that 
would prove intractable from development hell. 
Around the fourth anniversary of Greg’s death, a 
frustrated Norris admitted to herself and to Pittman 
that “the concept behind Sombras was something 
I’d been flirting with for a while,” even if it seemed 
“like a delusional undertaking.”

“I started thinking about Cuba as a place 
that my brother and I had always wanted to 
go together, and it seemed more apt and more 
symbolic of the state of bereavement,” Norris 
says. “Not to return to a place where my brother 
and I had already been together, but to go to a 
place where he couldn’t.” Travel to an unknown, 
even estranged country is “a perfect metaphor 
for grief because it’s like all the possibilities that 
were truncated, that are lost, destroyed,” Pittman, 
who produced and edited Sombras, adds. (The 
collaborators frequently finish each other’s 
sentences.)

The path to this geographic catharsis through 
Cuba—undertaken both diagetically by the film’s 
characters and non-diagetically by its creators—
would prove ambitious and complicated. At the 
time of Sombras de Azul’s production in 2012, Cuba 
was still under economic embargo by the U.S., and 
Sombras is the only known American feature film 

Rasquaché Films takes its imperative from 
rascuache, a Spanish-Nahautl pejorative 
for lower-class, impoverished, or poor.

It is an inescapable truth that microbudget 
filmmaking befits portraits of poverty much 

more naturally than tableaux of opulence.
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to have been produced there since the sanctions 
were imposed in the 1960s. The film evokes itself 
almost entirely in Spanish, which neither Norris nor 
Pittman speaks fluently. Neither filmmaker had 
ever been to Cuba, and they planned their locations 
using nothing but Google Maps and a strong 
sense of intuition. The production would find itself 
impoverished by a Mexican bank account suddenly 
made inaccessible by the bank’s merger with the 
U.S.-based Citigroup; almost literally penniless, 
Norris and Pittman survived the last three days of 
shooting B-roll on avocado, bread, and rum. 

The mission within Sombras—to grieve—is, like 
independent filmmaking, one perhaps best learned 
on the job. As she discovers herself incapable of the 
more expectable types of “fun” available to a young 
woman in a foreign country—drinking, dancing, 
getting laid—Maribel instead finds moments of 
light in facing the darkness directly. Her actions 
increasingly become those of oblation. At the 
behest of her mother, Maribel procures a hard-
to-find egg “to remove bad energy,” and places 
it in her rented room, accompanying her altar of 
photos, candles, and other ofrendas to Carlos. She 
dares to trust a handsome local hustler, Eusebio, 
when he brings her a sack of homemade wooden 
crosses: the two plant the crosses in locations of 
found, spontaneous beautyW across the island, 
allowing the objects to speak for Maribel. I was 
here. I carry him with me.   

These acts of oblation suffuse Norris’s 
depictions of her family as much as they do her 
curatorial instinct as a writer and director. “There’s 
a short film that I made in college, that was utter 
shit,” she recalls, laughing, “but [Greg] used to carry 
it in his backpack with him everywhere he went.” 

And then there’s her oblative casting choice 
for Maribel: Seedne Bujaidar, Norris’s first cousin, 
the daughter of her mother’s identical twin sister. 
“That was both pragmatic and also for emotional 

protection,” Norris says. Pragmatic because “I 
happened to have this beautiful cousin who’s 
very charismatic,” but emotional in Bujaidar’s 
biographical resonance with Norris: “Her older 
siblings were my brother’s age, and they were very 
close. There’s a ten-year gap [between both sets of 
siblings]... which is a very odd kind of connection, 
but a powerful one.” As if that weren’t enough, 
Bujaidar’s “father died around the same time as my 
brother, so she was someone who also had access 
to those trials of experiencing grief.”`t

By situating the film within her own family, 
Norris merged narrative and documentary 
purpose: the camera rolled on real grief, as 
baffled, as engulfing. In the filming of Sombras de 
Azul’s climactic emotional scene—Maribel erupts 
in tears while watching Abbas Kiarostami’s The 
Taste of Cherry with Eusebio, then admits the fact 
of her brother’s suicide aloud for the first time—this 
tessellation of real and fictionalized grief came to 
its own culmination. 

“[Seedne] had told me, “I’m only doing this 
once,” and she was very upset,” Norris says. “I think 
part of her trying to access that level of vulnerability 
and that raw emotional state meant that she 
had kind of lost control of all emotions, in every 
capacity, and who everyone was. So she would say 
a few lines, then look at me, then shout at me for 
putting her in this position, call me a few names, 
and I would just say “I understand, it’s okay,” and 
then go back to continuing her lines. And it was—17 
minutes of that?”

“I can’t remember if it was 17 or 27,” Pittman 
adds. The long take ended when Bujaidar, finally 
overwhelmed, stormed off the set. Then, because 
they still had to film Yasmani Guerrero’s (Eusebio) 
coverage, Pittman recalls, “Yasmani’s takes in that 
scene are acted against Kelly, weeping, holding a 
clipboard over her face.”

I ask Norris about the choice to make herself so 

In the filming of Sombras de Azul’s 
climactic emotional scene—Maribel erupts 
in tears while watching Abbas Kiarostami’s 

The Taste of Cherry.
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vulnerable in her position of directorial authority. 
It was “non-negotiable,” she says, “because it was 
entirely about Greg. There’s something about using 
another person as a beacon, or as a motivating 
force, that really does in some ways—it allows you 
to kind of disassociate from your own body. Or at 
least it did for me. I was so charged and so guided 
by this mission of what Greg had meant to me...on 
a medium that we had shared so intensely together, 
that you sort of lose yourself in that.”  

These subterranean, tectonic shifts in 
association rumble the narrative progress of the 
film, defying linearity while preserving Maribel 
as the centrifugal force. Pittman’s editing alloys 
past and present, highlighting the atavism native 
to mourning: even if grief unfurls in stages, it 
zigs and zags among them without warning or 
mercy. Like Beyoncé’s Lemonade, Sombras de 
Azul saturates the entre-acts between dramatic 
beats with interstices of poetry and voiced-over 
streams of consciousness. If Maribel cannot control 
the volatility of her feeling, the best she can do 
is compose it in borrowed language and found 
objects.

Norris and Pittman’s mentor David Milch counts 
as his “creative manifesto” this passage from his 
own mentor Robert Penn Warren’s poem, “I Am 
Dreaming of a White Christmas: The Natural History 
of a Vision”: “This / Is the process whereby pain of 
the past in its pastness / May be converted into 
the future tense / Of joy.” The making of Sombras 
de Azul seems that very process, and the film, as 
object, its joy.

If Sombras de Azul is a fraternal elegy, then 
Nakom is a paternal one: in it, a Ghanaian medical 
student, Iddrisu, returns to his village of origin, 
Nakom, to bury his father, who has indebted 
himself for Iddrisu’s education. Embedded within 
Iddrisu’s reassimilation into his hometown is the 
eventual decision either to remain in Nakom or to 
return to medical school: will he replace his father 
by performing the duties of supporting a family, 
or honor his father’s sacrifice by continuing his 
class ascent to a different kind of life? The two 
paths available to Iddrisu are mutually exclusive, 
animated by the universal conflicts, as Pittman 
synthesizes, of “obligation versus desire, community 
versus the individual.” No matter which path he 
chooses, Iddrisu is fated to grieve one man he 

might have been.
Written by Pittman with Kusaal dialogue by 

Isaac Adakudugu, and co-directed by Pittman and 
Norris, Nakom seems Trav’s film in the way that 
Sombras was Kelly’s. Despite their enthusiasm for 
holistic collaboration, I point out that co-direction is 
a radical choice against the paramilitary hierarchy 
on which filmmaking so often relies. “We didn’t go 
to film school,” Pittman explains. “We don’t have 
this kind of formal training, this compartmentalized, 
almost restrictive idea of what these particular roles 
are on set or during this process. These aren’t things 
that we care about at all.”

Instead, of much higher priority was the 
filmmakers’ camaraderie and collaboration with 
the people of Nakom, with whom Pittman had 
already built substantial relationships during her 
Peace Corps service in Ghana from 2006-2008. 
“One of the most fundamental decisions that we 
made was to actually live and work and shoot in 
the village itself,” she says, the fact that Nakom 
had no electricity notwithstanding. “It would have 
been totally impossible without the intimacy of that 
community. “

“If a different production company had wanted 
to make a film in a small village like this, and 
they had had access to a larger budget,” Pittman 
explains, “[the crew] would probably stay in a 
neighboring town with more amenities, at like, a 
guest house. What that would have done, in my 
mind, is create this separation. This distinction 
between the filmmakers, especially as outsiders 
coming in, as foreigners, and the community…
[Nakom] is their story. To me, that psychological 
distinction is so huge.”

“So, in a way,” Pittman concludes, “having 
more money to make this film may very well have 
resulted in a worse film.”

It’s both a psychological distinction and a 
colonial one: Pittman and Norris are closely 
attuned to the ethical complexity of Western 
filmmakers depicting (or depleting) Africa. Their 
anti-condescending, anti-colonialist imperative 
gave rise to their casting of Kusasi non-actors, and 
to their immersion in Nakom itself, so deep that the 
village’s chief gave the filmmakers their own Kusasi 
names. 

“No one in Nakom ever knew our non-Kusasi 
names,” Norris says. She was known as Suma’asim, 
which means “shady heart.” Initially balking at the 
American pejorative connotation to “shady,” Norris 

“We didn’t go to film school,” Pittman 
explains. “We don’t have this kind of formal 
training, this compartmentalized, almost 

restrictive idea of what these particular roles 
are on set or during this process. These aren’t 

things that we care about at all.”
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“was assured that, oh, here it’s so hot, everyone 
runs to the shade.” Pittman was Amaali, which 
means “the maker,” “development,” or “she will 
make it for us.” 

“No pressure at all,” Norris wisecracks. 
In Nakom, Pittman pursued a “very classic, 

crisp, elevated aesthetic,” noting that “great wide 
shots” and “static, composed frames” have “the 
look of having high production value, despite our 
incredibly limited resources.” The anti-colonialist 
imperative also pulled focus: “the aesthetic of 
Westerners making movies in the third world… 
is always this rugged, almost ugly, hand-held 
[approach], which gives the impression on this 
whole other level of instability and poverty. These 
were the exact values we wanted to avoid in the 
telling of the story.”

Inasmuch as Nakom is an interrogation of 
responsibility and aspiration, it is equally a drama 
of gender. “There is a queer subtext” to the story, 
Pittman says, “in the sense of it being about gender 
roles. Roles that are oppressive but can also be 
subverted in ways by characters who are having 
to work within this oppressive structure.” But some 
subversions within that structure are easier to effect 
than others: Iddrisu can emulate a “market woman” 
by selling the family’s onions without much fear of 
rebuke, but his family denies his sister, Damata—
equally bright, equally ambitious—the money or 
encouragement for her own education. Damata 
“has more to overcome, and it’s harder for her to go 
in the other direction, because she doesn’t have the 
support,” Pittman says. “That was a way in which I 
was definitely expressing something of myself and 
my own internal struggle.” 

That struggle would intensify through and 
following Nakom: Pittman is a trans woman but 
presented as masculine during the film’s shoot. 
Though she “started transitioning years before 
the shoot” and has “been visibly gender non-
conforming since 2010… The shoot was a conscious 
regression and assumption of a particular role, 
complete with a haircut I immediately regretted 
and sad facial hair growth.” The “macho or 
masculine role” that Pittman’s respect for Nakom’s 
patriarchal structure required she perform was 
necessary—it was how the community knew her—
but painful, as was the “Mom and Dad” dynamic 
superimposed upon Norris and Pittman’s duo. 
Although Pittman put her transition on hold during 
production in Ghana, she has fully transitioned into 
life as a woman since returning. “It was kind of the 
last gasp of my masculinity, was shooting that film.”

Where Norris tends to narrate with anecdote, 
Pittman is given to answering questions first with 
droll punchlines, then with almost impossibly 
larger questions. Noting how Iddrisu serves as her 
own “cipher” just as Maribel served as Kelly’s in 
Sombras, Pittman describes the process of writing 
Nakom in questions she might as naturally have 
asked herself on the precipice of transition. “I’m 
basically going to imagine myself in this role and 
in this other body. What if I was in this body? What 
decisions would I have to make in order to wind my 
way through this and come out the other side?” Just 
as faraway countries invite their own comparison to 
bereavement, so do they, too, to change: Pittman 
knows something of what it is to grieve the man one 
might have been.

Or what it is to sense oneself an “outsider” 

“The aesthetic of Westerners making movies in 
the third world… is always this rugged, almost 
ugly, hand-held [approach], which gives the 

impression on this whole other level of instability 
and poverty. These were the exact values we 

wanted to avoid in the telling of the story.”
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two chairs, and one computer. And we were writing 
this script line by line, not splitting up scenes, not 
tackling it in separate corners—every single word 
we would say out loud to each other, agree on it, 
and put it on the page. It was the most incredibly 
grueling and difficult process.”

Pittman: “There was also an African grey parrot 
in that room who got progressively more anxious 
and was, like, picking out her feathers. She was the 
sanest of the three of us.”

Norris: “She would mock us—she was the raven 
to our Poe, that’s what that fucking bird was. But 
I remember everyone would joke… is that her left 
hand and your right hand, typing as one? We never 
actually tried it, but it seemed so appropriate at the 
time. It was a really painful writing process, but it 
was also a necessary one. It was the closest inside 
each other’s brains that we had ever been.” 

Pittman: “It was really necessary at that time, 
but I do think one way our professional relationship 
has evolved is I don’t think we would ever get to 
that point in the process again. Since then we’ve 

more worked on individual things and then just 
known that we have this other person who is a 
phenomenal resource to push us, to edit for us, to 
support us… so of course we have this incredible 
stake.

“There have been times when we’ve had to 
think about our relationship and try to put words to 
it in a way that I don’t necessarily want to. I think it’s 
hard to explain it to you. We’ve had relationships 
end over people not understanding what this 
dynamic is. I’ve been thinking about different forms 
of love, even going back to Plato’s Symposium 
and the different types of love, you know, whether 
it’s romantic, platonic, the love of humanity, the 
teacher-student one…”

Norris: “Well, it’s love as creation. Which is 
considered in Plato’s Symposium as the highest 
form of love. It’s an intellectual love, this idea of 
birthing ideas using...”

Pittman finishes her sentence: “The dialectic.”

at home. “My transition is something I need for 
myself that is fundamental to my going on living 
on this planet,” Pittman says, “yet I have to figure 
out how to do that in the context of my family, 
my career, the society that we’re living in which 
doesn’t quite understand what I am.” That said, 
“a lot of the career choices that we made directly 
affected when and how [the decision to transition] 
happened.” It seems, again, that the cinematic 
courage required to plunge into the unknown 
cannot be divorced from such personal courage.

Pittman and Norris’s greatest talent is for 
finding moments of clarity, beauty, and stillness 
in the midst of the eternally unreconcilable. It is 
complicated for American filmmakers to behold 
developing countries. It can be painful either to 
obey or expand gender roles. None of us evades 
death. Siblinghood is rarely a fair game. Nakom 
and Sombras de Azul confront these indignities not 
by reducing them, but rather by composing them. 

Norris loves the composition of “master shots,” 
hypothesizing that “if we were to string them all 
together, I would like to think it would stand as 
a viable version of the film, and an aesthetically 
pleasing one.”

In a typical smudging of narrative and 
documentary, these master moments of presence in 
Rasquaché’s films are hereditary to the relationship 
between Pittman and Norris. “We’ve always called 
it kind of an epic,” Pittman says of that relationship.

Norris agrees. “Both Trav and I have gone 
through some seriously heavy times in our lives and 
I don’t regret a single thing. I do, in fact, love every 
tragedy and every difficulty I’ve ever encountered. 
Because it’s like every piece infuses within you; 
it’s constantly making the whole of you very 
interesting. But having Trav makes each difficulty 
easier to process, easier to overcome… I just feel so 
extraordinarily lucky.”

She tells a story: “When Trav and I were working 
in David Milch’s office, we were the only writers 
who were given our own room. It was one desk, 
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 “There was also an African grey parrot in that 
room who got progressively more anxious and 
was, like, picking out her feathers. She was the 

sanest of the three of us.”
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