POLEMICS

NEW YORK CONVERSATIONS
Filmmakers talk to Barbara Meter

Briar Trig & Rradiey s

s long as experimental film has existed, it has been

struggling to find a place of its own. Its audience

has never grown sufficiently to guarantee it a con-

stant and independent position, it nas never been
truly accepted by the art-world or by the film-world. It
exists as a small but international community of fiimmakers
whose work is still controversial even in this age of cuitural
diversity and overwhelming visual information. The work is
fragite and prone to being crushed and/or made invisible
by other, more dominant visual art or film forms. In recent
years, film as a medium is increasingly used by artists who
exhibit in museums and galleries. Meanwriie, the art-worid
has shifted towards art-as-commodity and art-as-entertain.
ment. In this way film is beginning to obtain commodity
status in the art-world. However an unseliable and “diffi-
cult’ art-form like experimental fiim, still remains excluded
and unrecognized.

it must be clear that | am speaking specifically about film
rather than video. As a member of this smali international
community of experimentat filmmakers, | have been won-
dering what the future holds for us in this digital age. in the
USA the position of experimental fiim has akways been dif-
ferent from that in Europe. It emerged in the forties through
the work, theory and activism of Maya Deren and deve!-
oped strongly in the fifties, sixties and seventies through
influential filmmakers such as Stan Brakhage, Andy Warhol,
Hollis Frampton, Carolee Schneeman, Paul Sharits, Ken
Jacobs. Not only was there a consistent body of work but
that work was represented, strengthened and spread
through substantial theoretical and critical writings in the
form of books and periodicals. Filmmakers were appointed
as teachers in universitites and art-schools and a constan®
flow of new generations of filmmakers emerged. In the
USA, there are still many filmmakers and academics teach-
ing experimental film in higher education. New books
about the subject have been published? and there is con-
stant debate and information circulating or the Internet
(Framewarks?),

In New York there are many opportunities for seeing
experimental film, at the Robert Beck Memarial Centre, La
Vista or the Ocularis in Brooklyn, Several small cinemas
show experimental work now and then. And there are still
the older institutions like Mitlennium and Anthology Film
Archives who receive hardly any funding but show experi-
mental fitms on a regular basis. Millenium has been run for
decades by Howard Guttenplan and includes studios and
workshops where filmmakers can work relatively cheaply.
The Millenium Film journal has been published for more
than 30 years, with articles, debates and biographies of
filmmakers, contributing towards a wealth of information
about experimental film. Establised museums like the
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Whitney and Museum Of Modern Art ais0 take an interest
through frequent screenings. Tne exhibition inso the Light
has just opened at the Whitney and charts early experi-
mental work. During a recent visit, having screened fiims
in a number of New York venues, | interviewed severai
filmmakers about my cancerrs. | asked what they thaught
of the position of experimental fiim taday, especially in
relation to the art-world, and solicited their views about
the future,

Peggy Ahwesh - The makers of experimental fitm have
always been a smali, haray, discipiined cadre - in every
generation. | see that the younger people who are active in
the field kave lots of the same intensive, quirky, obsessive
stalwart qualities that | appreciated in the first experimen-
talists that | met when { was in college in the 1970s. Of
course now the positiion of the marginal ones is different,
It's acknowledged that to be into obselescence as a styie,
of to be into marginalia (like Ouchamp or Cornellj or to run
amok with popular cultural detririus and 0 tive on the elec-
tronic margins has a decided cache. So there’s a new con-
text for the activity. The criticai mass at the end of the mil-
tennium and of the end of film has brought ferth same rea;-
ly good fiimmakers.

Brian Frye — The situation of experimental fiim is different
in the sense that filmmakers are now realizing they are part
of the art-world and not part of the film-world. Before, peo-
pie still thought they had a foot in the commercial cinema
o the so-called independent cinema. Now, nobody
oelieves that experimental film can function in a commer-
cial context or even in a standard theatre concept. The
model of distr'bution is stil! the rental of the film per show.
But the galiery model is the only mode: for maonetary com-
pensatior: of film artists. It is afready happening with people
like Sharon Lockhart.

Barbara Meter — Sharon Lockhart aiready has a position
within the art world and she also makes instailations.

Brian - What's the difference? ve seen a fiim instailation
that was just a 20 minute film projecied as a loop on a
wall... if that’s an instatlation, anything can be an installa-
tion. Al mean to say is that the art-world is going to be
the contex: in which experimenta! film will be recognised as
a commercial art form.

Bradley Eros - Sharon Lockhart makes limitel editions of
nerwork - there has atways been that tradition. The history
of that goes back to Hans Richter and Duchamp, Man Ray,
tater Richard Serra, and Broodthaers, Bruce Naumann, Vito
Acconci; they sold their videowork and sold it for thou-
sands of dollars. Sharon Lockhart does not do that, but she



does quite well by it. I thirk fiimmaxers just have to re-
position themselves and seriously anproach it 2s an art-
world preject. | nave a project myself that is a multiple. it
includes a limited editior: “iim as well as & ook, a text and
images. It has t0 do w'th the kind of relationsh'p you have
it the collector or the gailery-owner.

Barbara - Most filmmakers do not have a reiationshio w
a collector or a galiery-owner. You wouid have to establisk
vourseif within the art-world first

Brian - 'l te!l vou somrething: if it does not happen befare
he dies, as sco0 as ne gies Stan Brakhage's films wil. sell
tar a lot of money. It takes a big shot artist to start & rar-
<et. Then you have coilecfors, peonle get interested, they
srart looking at cther artists. Tney'li say its not vaiLa
aow, but it wili oe. lts the same as trading in coremodities,
i1 sonds. Capitaiism s a very ooen-minded form, the orly
terms on whick things are judged are whether tney a-e
profitzble or not.

Vincent Grenier - Maybe it will go that way, bt emains
marginalized at the moment. Witn video-instaliations it is
different of course. A video cassette car wind itself bac<,
aebedy has to be present. | think it is as simpie as that,
mose practical things. Ever single screen videos are not

il because vou have to bulic a litte room.
People l'ke 3ili Vicia and Gary Hi:l make their money with
the instaliations. It takes & ‘ot of maney 10 put these things
aut - you have 1o duyal roiectors ana moniters,
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Barbara - i» tne Whitney Museum exhibition there are
films, by Michael Snow and others, which have been made
intc projected :00ps turning 'n a hex.
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Barbara - 8ut that is a different kind of film, | guess, than
the personal film as we know it.

Martin - Yes, it depends on the work you make. If one
makes rhythmical pieces which go with music, one does
not need a cinema.

Vincent - For a while in NY City there was a club witk good
musiciars, like John Zorn, or jazz, they had a section where
they showed fitm and video, different kind of films - oid
films, and experimental films - a popular part was where
the musicians played to & fiim.

n universities there is a fantastic growth in audiences. At
our university the students don't know that something like
expermental film ever existed. There are students who
sudaenly discover and appreciate the kinds of demands it
riakes and the issues it raises and their level of experience
is therefore expanded. There is excitement and wonder-
~ent and discovery. These films can effect individuals in a
very deep way, in a deeper way than other cinema can.
Even structural fiim can do that.

Martin - The teaching situation here in the USA is really
strong and keeps experimental filmmaking alive. In Europe
there zre & few lecturers in fitm, but it is under threat from
video and computer art. And what if the professor retires?
The film-department wili easily get erased.

MM Serra —Yes, it is a shame because video does not
have the quality to bring the viewer that sensuality. The
emuision. the saturation, the texture is not there on video.
You can add the grain with the computer, you can even ran-
domize it but it will not have the same spontaneity. Where |
teach at the New School in NYC, there is a ot of interest in
film now, even for 8mm.

Martin — One of the reasons experimental fitm has such an
impact is (nat itis a medium of reproduction. it becomes
interesting because it is a translation. It is asking the ques-
tion, what is ‘reality’? It's an examination of not only what
is being pkotographed but how it is being photographed. It
guestiors tnings that were taken for granted on film. It's
ixe suacenly realising you never saw anything in your life.
You never noziced it, you never appreciated the world. The
act of seeing. It is such an enormous part of our senses.

Brian Frye and Bradley Ercs are filmmakers and founders
of the Robert Beck Memorial Centre, a meeting place for
fiimmakers, stucents, curators and one of the liveliest
screening venues in New York City. Vincent Grenier is a film
and videomaker and the head of the film department of
Binghamton College, NY MM Serra is a fitmmaker and
teaches at the New School, NY She also runs the Film-
Makers Co-op in New York. Martin Arnold is an Austrian
filmmaker and was Visiting Artist at Bard College, NY at the
time. Feggy Ahwesh is a film-and videomaker and also
rezcnes at Bard College.
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