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film about Velasquez and his group of friends, all of
which are first generation immigrants from Guatemala
and Honduras. With their skinny, low slung jeans and
passion for skateboarding, the boys were nicknamed
“rockers” by the black kids in their ghetto neighbour-
hood. Wassup Rockers traces their fun-filled adven-
ture to Beverley Hills, crashing poolside parties, pull-
ing rich girls, getting into fights, and running away
from a racist cop.

While making this film, Clark was hanging out with
Velasquez and his friends, snapping them growing up
and newly found independence. The ensuing portraits
are intimate in style and atmosphere. They begin with
Velasquez as a 14-year-old in 2003 and collectively
form a coming-of-age photo essay up until 2006.
Velasquez's physical development is seen through his
changing hairstyles. His hair goes from being died

too. The thing is, if | wasn't cool | couldn’t get within

two miles of these kids. "

Clark, who is as concerned with being cool as the
teenagers themselves, is still young at heart. Part of
his obsession with youth is about dreamily wishing
that he could revisit his own teenage years in an idea-
lised way. Significantly, he once said, “Since | became
a photographer | always wanted to turn back the
years. Always wished | had a camera when | was a
boy. Fucking in the backseat. Gangbangs with the
pretty girl all the other girls hated.”

Clark has described his young self as “a skinny, hyper-
active little boy, a stutterer,” who was unloved and
disliked by his father and who started puberty later
than his friends. “I felt like a freak,” he remarked. As
an adolescent, he was obliged to help his mother,

who earned her living photographing women and
their babies, to sell her pictures. And at the age of 16,
he was roped in to helping her with photography too.
Recalling those times, he has written, “I'm in the
most fucked up point in my life. I'm shooting [pic-
tures) and stammering and skinny and hate myself
and am so embarrassed, and I'm having to go door-
to-door and be a salesman. | went through three
years of being totally embarrassed.”

Fifty years on, it's a while since Clark shed his inferior-
ity complex. Today he calls himself a “punk Picasso”.
His MySpace page declares that it is the “official pro-
file of the artist considered one of the most important
photographers and film directors of the 21st century.”
Undoubtedly, younger artists such as Ryan McGinley
revere Clark, especially his first film Kids, which
launched the careers of Chloe Sevigny and Rosario
Dawson.

Underlying his ambition, though, is the burning need
for acceptance and admiration by his peers and
younger generations. In a letter to his father, pub-
lished in The Perfect Childhood, Clark wrote, ‘My big-
gest fear is turning out to be just like you. Remote,
isolated, superficial, removed, unable to relate to my
son.’ In this latest body of work, Clark proves, once
again, his commitment to relating to the subcultures
of today’s youth. Through his ongoing determination
to portray young people, talk their language and
empathise with their lifestyle, he has ensured that his
biggest fear has not come true.

Text By Anna K. Sansom
© All pictures: Larry Clark
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