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In “Jetty,” a Grand Infrastructure
Project Becomes Both Visually and

Politically Compelling
Bringing an aesthetic eye to the work of securing a shoreline devastated by Hurricane Sandy, Sam

Fleischner’s !lm highlights the beauty of social responsibility and civic trust.

By Richard Brody

May 13, 2025

The documentary “Jetty” beautifully captures an ambitious environmental project in Rockaway Beach,
Queens. Photograph by Oliver Lanzenberg / Courtesy Anthology Film Archives
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he algorithm has been feeding me industrial-strength A.S.M.R.: short
videos of computer-controlled lathes, in extreme closeup, doing elaborate

milling of wood or metal rods. Sam Fleischner’s modest yet ambitious
documentary “Jetty” (which opens Wednesday at Anthology Film Archives) is,
at the sensory level, a cinematic counterpart to those enticing and lulling clips.
It follows a multiyear project by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, starting in
2021, to build elaborate earthworks on Rockaway Beach, in southern Queens, a
stretch of coast that was ravaged in 2012 by Hurricane Sandy. Fleischner
conveys the power and the scope of the environmental project, which was
designed to protect the shoreline from future storms and the neighborhood
from !ooding, with an intimate, hands-on aesthetic, yielding an immersively
contemplative experience. Nonetheless, the resulting "lm also thrums with the
civic, geological, and humanistic implications of its subject.

The credits are telling, and they’re near the start: Fleischner both recorded the
sound and edited the "lm; Oliver Lanzenberg shot it, and Robert Carnevale
was the camera assistant; nobody else is mentioned, there or at the end, as
involved with the shoot. The compactness of the crew is re!ected in the "lm’s
run time—a mere "fty-three minutes. Still, the size of the crew is less
signi"cant than the fact that their work embodies a practice—even an artistic
repertory of gestures—that is visually evident even without reference to the
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credits. “Jetty” begins just before construction starts, with encompassing views
of the vestiges of earlier wooden jetties, which line the beach like broken teeth;
remarks from two residents describe the damage done by Sandy, including the
total destruction of its boardwalk. (The movie is punctuated throughout by
brief commentaries from locals, visitors, and members of the construction team
—but, even when the speakers are onscreen, their remarks are set on the
soundtrack as voice-overs, unsynchronized from the images.)

The action moves from the scarred beach to a quarry where a rock wall is
detonated, to liberate mighty boulders of granite that will eventually be placed
perpendicular to the shoreline, reaching out into the ocean. An enormous drill
sends a thick metal bit whirring deep into the quarry ground and back up to the
surface. Claw-handed cranes load rocks into dump trucks, which the operators
unload on the beach with maneuvers both abrupt and careful; one of the
delights of “Jetty” is the choreographic delicacy of enormous machinery, the
quasi-balletic re"nement with which tons of granite are maneuvered into place.
The Atlantic Shore Front Groins Project, as its officially known—plans are
seen brie!y on screen and discussed in voice-over by a technician—involves
much more than merely plopping rocks into place. There are to be seventeen
jetties over a span of seven miles, each one a three-layer construction whose
shape is carefully designed. The workers on the job take care with the small
particulars (tightening bolts, connecting rods and chains) and the "lmmakers
highlight the beauty of extreme proximity to surface details—such as encrusted
and eroded metal panels—with an Abstract Expressionist vibe.
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Most of the images are static, their frames seemingly painterly and their
textures tactile even at a distance. But there is nothing over-aestheticized in this
approach. The camera’s observations, while poised and pensive, are ardently
curious about the work at hand and the settings where it takes place. “Jetty” was
shot on "lm, on the relatively small-scale and portable format of 16-mm., and
that choice appears to have in!ected both the shoot and the editing. The choice
of "lm over video, of photochemical images over digital ones, imparts a
mechanical mood in keeping with the physicality of the work depicted. More
than this, though, the pressure of precision that the relatively short and
expensive rolls of "lm impose on low-budget shoots means that the "lm
embodies an awareness of scarcity and a corresponding discipline regarding
resources. The images here give the impression of being thought out before
being "lmed, the discoveries taking place in sight and in mind before being
caught on camera. As if con"rming this idea, the process of observation when
the camera rolls proves so absorbing that most of the movie’s images are
allowed to stay onscreen for engrossingly (not showily) long stretches.

here’s an additional, audacious side to the project that goes far beyond
jetties, both geographically and technologically: sand is being scooped

from a mile out and deposited on the shore to provide Rockaway with what a
technician calls “"fty years of sand.” That part of the job involves a spectacular
tanklike vessel placed out at sea. It also involves (for reasons that aren’t made
clear—the movie isn’t an instruction manual) the laying of huge pipes that yield
a cascading spew of slurry onto the beach. Through it all, there’s the
metronomic wash of the tides onto the sand, waves lapping the beach, the
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undulation of the ocean, and the cityscape of Rockaway, with its large
apartment buildings and detached houses, in the background. Surfers and
swimmers use the water for recreation even amid construction; passersby share
their memories of Rockaway Beach and expand on the personal meanings that
the place has for them. And, when the project has wound down, bikers and
walkers and sitters enjoy the view from a new boardwalk, enjoy access to the
beach from a new walkway, even as a bulldozer, still on duty, is raking sand
along the coastline.

It’s in those interactions—of pedestrians and workers, of the jetties and the
surfers and bathers, of the construction project and the city behind it—that
“Jetty” unfolds, with minimal emphasis and maximal effect, its mighty
implications. As hypnotically fascinating as the maneuvers of claw cranes and
the abstract forms of sand and water may be, the essence of the movie, as of the
groins project itself, is the interconnection of technology and private life, the
dependence of daily pleasures and comforts on large-scale infrastructure, the
responsibility of government agencies and other public institutions for public
safety, and the ideal of achieving this by the careful marshalling and
deployment of power and reason, of scienti"c knowledge and artisanal
competence, and the dedication of labor and management alike to the common
good.

Watching “Jetty” is a reminder of the centrality of the multiple overlapping
systems of thought and action, of management and execution, on which
modern life depends, and the extreme fragility of the physical and intellectual
threads that connect them. As I watched a worker tightening a bolt, I
wondered what would happen if it went untightened. Seeing workers run tubes
and lay pipes, hearing the sand technician talk of minimizing the potential risks
of reshaping the seabed, offers a crucial reminder of why competence and a
sense of professional duty matter—why, for instance, the U.S. Army Corps of



Engineers should be headed by an engineer, not by a TV bloviator. The obvious
dangers faced by workers in such heavy industry are a reminder that contractors
should be specialists held to account, not campaign donors expecting favor.

The underpinning of the jetty project is trust—the con"dence, on the part of
the residents of Rockaway, that the institutions involved in remodelling their
shoreline and protecting their community are disinterested stewards, not callous
pro"teers. No one in the "lm gives the impression of watching the invasive
construction at their doorsteps with skepticism or fear. That basic con"dence
has an aesthetic: it’s the one that Fleischner brings to light in the way he blends
practical curiosity with detached abstraction, evoking both an earnest rational
connection to the process and a dreamy disconnection of sheer sensory pleasure
that echoes the leisure of the beach’s swimmers and surfers and pedestrians. In
the absence of such con"dence, the aesthetic would be frivolous and decadent,
or bitterly ironic. Instead, “Jetty” comes off as a nostalgic time capsule—and a
vision of rebuilding and reinforcement that’s not physical but political and
social. ♦
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