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R. Bruce Elder studied phi losophy at McMaster University and the University of Toronto, 

mathemat ics at  York Univers i ty,  computer sc ience at  Ryerson Univers i ty,  dance,  

music composi t ion,  semiot ics,  and West Afr ican and Egypt ian percussion at  var ious 

schools in Toronto and New England. His f i lms have been screened at New York’s 

Museum of Modern Art and The Mil lennium Fi lm Workshop, Berl in’s Kino Arsenal, Paris’  

Centre Pompidou, the San Francisco Cinematheque, Los Angeles F i lm Forum, 

Stadtf i lmmuseum München, and Hamburg’s Kino Metropol is. Retrospect ives of his work 

have been presented by Anthology F i lm Archives (NY),  the Art  Gal lery of  Ontar io,  

La Cinématheque Québecoise, I l  Fest ival  Senzat i tolo (Trento),  Images ‘97 (Toronto),  the 

Antechamber (Regina)  and the Univers i ty  of  Western Ontar io. 

For the past decade h is f i lms have made extensive use of  computer image generat ion 

and image processing.  E lder holds a vot ing membership in the Inst i tute of  

E lectr ica l  and Electronic Engineers and the Associat ion for  Comput ing Machinery and 

has received grants for  research in d ig i ta l  image processing.

He has publ ished numerous art ic les and three books, Image and Ident i ty :  Ref lect ions 

on Canadian Fi lm Culture (1989), which includes extensive treatments of the f i lms  

of  Michael  Snow and Jack Chambers;  A Body of  V is ion:  Representat ions of  the Body 

in Recent F i lm and Poetry (1997);  and The F i lms of  Stan Brakhage in the Amer ican 

Tradit ion of Ezra Pound, Gertrude Stein and Charles Olson (1998). A new book, Harmony 

and Dissent:  F i lm and Avant-garde Art  Movements in the Ear ly  Twent ieth Century 

wi l l  appear in 2008.

In 2007, Bruce Elder was awarded the Governor General’s Award in Media Arts, Canada’s 

most prest ig ious award in the d isc ip l ine and was e lected a Fel low of  the Royal  

Society of  Canada, the h ighest honour that  can be awarded to scholars in Canada.
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R. Bruce Elder’s The Book of Al l  the Dead

The Book of  Al l  the Dead,  R.  Bruce Elder’s  42-hour- long f i rst  cycle,  gathers 

f i lms he made between 1975 and 1994. (He started working on a new cycle 

of more modest proportions, The Book of Praise, soon thereafter. )  In both its 

quantitat ive and qualitat ive scope, i t  is l ikely the most ambit ious artwork  

in its medium, in the same league as the towering achievements in other media 

on which it is modeled — Dante’s Divine Comedy, Pound’s Cantos, Wagner’s  

Ring — as an epic of Bibl ical  proportions, structure, and inspiration. For “The  

Book of Al l  the Dead is an effort (bound not to succeed) to create a com-

pendium of the most valuable thoughts produced by the greatest minds of our  

civilization — by the greatest minds of the culture that is about to disappear;” i 

namely the West, whose objectifying “conquest of the world as image” (Heidegger) 

has proceeded abreast of i ts own inner col lapse. Can some kind of spir itual 

raft  st i l l  be pieced together from the f lotsam of this shipwreck, by using art to 

wrest some meaningful patterns from the undertow as they emerge? This 

was Elder’s wager in resorting to experimental f i lm, to not only trace the modern 

world’s descent into the hel l  of technological nihi l ism, but point the way to  

a paradise regained by reuniting mind and body, coaxing the viewer to surrender 

to poetic rhythms arising out of the counterpoint of the disparate st imuli  of  

a non-narrative multimedia collage that thwarts the rational subject’s phantasies 

of control  and continuity.  To enact the interpenetration of self  and world,  

he ventured to rely on the ontological features of the photographic image, since  

i t  is not made by human hands so much as by the unconcealment of l ight, 

hoping to fashion through film “a new model of reality — a post-modern paradigm” 

“that most closely resembles the pre-modern beliefs of Western Christianity,” i i 

where material  signs reveal the elusive creative wellspring of al l  appearance, 

while the past remains al ive in the present as the future comes forth.

The Book of Al l  the Dead, accordingly,  is  not a version of Dante (or of  Pound) but a 

demonstrat ion of  the endurance of a part icular pattern of  intel l igence.. .  concer- 

ning a journey to the place of the dead and a visit  with ancient bards...  [ I t ]  manifests 

the co-existence of works in this higher Order of  Things and the co-presence of  

a l l  such works even in the intel l igence of our miserably dest i tute t imes. i i i 

Above, Consolat ions (Love Is an Art  of  T ime) – 1988

Left ,  Lamentat ions:  A Monument to the Dead Wor ld – 1985



is love and the irreconcilabi l i ty of love with domination.” v i i I t  therefore resists  

imposing a neat coherence on the viewer’s experience, instead al lowing  

order to f leetingly emerge out of the f low of things as the gift  of a Providence  

that has nothing to do with the tr iumphant march of l inear Progress that  

the modern West has turned it into, since “the New Advent does not stand before 

us, but above us.” v i i i This must be kept in mind as “the cycle begins with  

the emergence of Nature out of nothingness and ends with the New Beginning,” ix 

again like the Ring, while, as in Pound’s Cantos, “the interweaving of themes 

in The Book of All the Dead constitutes a gigantic metaphor for the development 

and confl icts within an individual whose development in turn stands for the 

historical  process itself .” x 

But th is  development  is  not  cogni t ive;  i t ’s  not  that  the d iscovery of  an apor ia  in  

one system of  understanding propels  one to a  new leve l  of  understanding.  

I t ’s  more a h istor ica l / theologica l  progress ion than a conceptual  progress ion. x i

Elder’s hints to this effect have largely gone unheeded, so that in approaching 

The Book of All the Dead afresh, one might do worse than take as a guiding  

thread on this protracted journey the theology of history drawn from the Bible and  

Christian liturgy that structures the sequence of the films and provides a key 

to their meaning within the formal whole of the completed cycle, regardless of how  

and when they arose within the f i ts and starts of the project as it  evolved.

The experience of the Wholly Other that Elder seeks to foster in every moment 

is that of the wonder of Creation out of no thing. He l ikes to locate it  in the 

female body and mode of being as the object of the longing that propels his cycle 

from beginning to end, corresponding to Beatrice in Dante’s poetic work as  

a whole, as well  as to the Shulamite of the Bible’s Song of Songs, about love as  

the experience of Paradise avai lable even within a fal len world.  The feminine 

here is true not just a guide to the divine but a clue to its very nature. At the Gene-

sis of the cycle’s universe in Breath/Light/Birth,  l ight is let be through the  

clear shade of the Mother’s body as “Matrix of Mystery” (since the Tibetan Book 

of the Dead f inds echoes in this one), x i i al lowing a chi ld to come to l ight as 

the breath of Spirit animates the creative chaos of birth, in which inner self and  

outside world are co-emergent.  They sti l l  appear to be seamlessly inter- 

woven at f irst in the tender afterglow of Sweet Love Remembered between two 

Elder’s cycle is deeply indebted in this to Northrop Frye’s l i terary crit icism:

At the base of Frye’s wri t ing is a concept ion of bio-power which extends in a vast 

f ie ld throughout history.  Power is depicted as energy which creates the forms  

of  l i terary work that appear through the pens of art ists and poets.  This represents 

Frye’s attempt to get beyond the categor ies of  t ime and space, good and evi l ,  

or  any of  the categor ies of  law that const i tute the power structure of  the western 

mind. I t  is  a profoundly ideal ist ic concept ion and undoubtedly ref lects Frye’s 

re l ig ious bel ief . i v

 

As it does Elder’s, since he understands his fi lms as “the work of a simple pious  

man.” v For The Book of Al l  the Dead assumes the incarnation of the Light  

of the world,  the divine Word in which al l  things have their being in t ime, yet 

are bound up In Light of the Great Giving as the single t imeless text of  

Truth that manifests Be-ing itself ,  l ike the Bible.  This analogy comes out inci-

dental ly in the fol lowing gloss:

I  have wanted to work with many types of construct ion, to emphasize the f i lms’  

col lage character. . .  [as]  an occasion for the happening of t ruth,  for  t ruth to emerge 

into the opening in rout ine that the strangeness of a work of  art  creates.  Only  

such a bricolage construction that disturbs the flow of time can suggest the continual 

renewal of  Be-ing in the incessant coming forth of  beings. (Of course, a book,  

in the Biblical sense, is similar: a motley collection of records of diverse sorts: poems,  

prayers,  h istory,  legal  edicts,  theological  speculat ions,  v is ionary records, 

anecdotes,  a l legor ies,  parables,  ta les,  etc. ) v i

Most of the elements Elder l ists above are also to be found, among others, in  

his own Book of Al l  the Dead. This col lection of f i lmic “books” is l ikewise 

arranged in an overarching order, the same one that Frye identified as the Great 

Code of Western literature, detectable in most of its works, i.e. the sequence 

Eden-Fall-Exile-Redemption. It may seem ironic that a post-modern work dedicat- 

ed to uprooting the very idea of narrative as central to the mental apparatus  

of technological mastery turns out to be based on the grand récit par excellence, 

the Bible as founding text of Western civi l ization and of i ts claims to domi-

nation. Yet what better way to heal and transmute it than to reclaim some overlooked 

insights of i ts own tradit ion? This is why, l ike Wagner’s Ring, “ its main theme 
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women who gradual ly  become aware of  each other as dist inct  beings,  with a 

bittersweet taste of self-knowledge at the mirror-stage. This fall  from grace  

is only aggravated with The Art of Worldly Wisdom, leading from ancient Christian 

graves to Elder’s mirror image as a body emaciated by disease and a self 

haunted by death, which drives the narrative construction of identity through 

( largely false) memories. Yet the “l i tt le death” of pleasure can sti l l  afford 

unity with Nature, while f i lm footage takes over from medieval stained-glass 

windows as a “text of l ight” (Brakhage) about its invisible Source, exempli-

f ied in the transparent Trace of a painterly nude that fol lows. This is a gl impse 

of the redeeming female f igure that wil l  recur throughout the cycle,  l ike the 

principle of Permutations and Combinations, where rapid-f ire audio-visual non- 

sequiturs show a way beyond self-wil l .  I t  leads to the increasingly random 

chronometry that becomes part of the collage of poetic and mathematical citations 

of 1857 (Fool’s Gold),  where Pound admits he has “tr ied to write Paradise,”  

even though “Le Paradis n’est pas artif iciel;” for natural forces prove uncontrol- 

lable in the Flood, recal l ing the irresist ible storm of Progress blowing from 

Paradise, thwarting the Angel of History’s constant attempts to go back, “awaken 

the dead, and make whole what has been smashed,” in Walter Benjamin’s 

I l luminations. x i i i Nostalgia’s “wounds of returning” heal awhile in fragi le peace 

with the Creator after the ordeal related in the words of Defoe’s Journal of  

the Plague Year,  as though Noah could now say: Look! We Have Come Through!, 

since here for Elder “the cinematic transformations which the dance under-

goes paral lel  my struggles to regain my health after a lengthy i l lness.”

He performs The Lesson by Ionesco in I l luminated Texts,  demonstrat ing how  

“arithmetic leads to phi lology, and phi lology leads to crime,” x iv as the total- 

iz ing rational ity of Babel degenerates into the confusion of languages, so that  

meaning gets lost along with the sense of good and evi l ,  leaving only the 

closing image of himself  f i lming at Auschwitz as devastating proof that “hel l 

is to be one’s own” (as Elder insists with his philosophical master George  

Grant) .  Elder’s Lamentations, l ike Jeremiah’s,  can then stand as a Monument 

to the Dead World left  in the wake of this profanation, since language as 

the “house of Being” has been laid waste l ike the Temple as the “house of the  

Holy” (Heidegger). This feminine presence of God — the Kabbalah’s Shekinah, 

now exiled from the Temple — is thus mostly felt in the mode of absence in The 

Dream of the Last Historian, for She Is Away, and The Sublime Calculation 

that would bring us back dancing to a restored Jerusalem turns out to be an 



i l lusion, but for the female f igure gl impsed among the abstract patterns of  

“a purely cinematic choreography” (Elder)  in Barbara Is a Vision of Lovel iness.

She may be that same Shekinah as Wisdom (Sophia),  courted in the Wisdom 

Books of the Bible (Ecclesiastes, Psalms, the Song of Songs),  which The Book 

of Al l  the Dead abundantly quotes in the three “books” of Consolations,  

where wisdom is identif ied with the order of the universe to which humankind 

must learn to submit in order to f ind solace, and more specif ical ly with the 

laws of Nature disclosed by empirical  knowledge. The observance of Law now  

takes over from Temple worship, and such humble attention in obedience Sweet Love Remembered – 1980



of Hell  on the Sabbath, or Burying the Dead: Into the Light that wil l  f i l l  al l  with  

the Paschal proclamation of Et Resurrectus Est in a garden, outside the  

City  of  L ights — as Heavenly Jerusalem? For i t  was at  Giverny that  Monet 

captured the Edenic vision of a f loral  epiphany of Light,  which propelled  

Elder on his own quest to film Paradise as the redemption of history within Nature, 

paradoxical ly achieved when al l  things are made new and strangely iconic  

in the digital imagery of the Risen Body, whose embrace heals the soul it merges 

with as a feminine erotic Presence, encompassing al l  the dead — past and 

future — in eternal Life. 

Christ ian Roy
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prepares virgin ground for a new covenant,  al l ied to a faithful  reading of human 

wisdom. Boethius’s The Consolations of Phi losophy stands at the beginning  

of its Christian tradition, and its Greek name can mean both the “love of wisdom” 

and the “wisdom of love.” This new al l iance of Athens and Jerusalem was 

sealed in our t ime by Simone Weil ’s understanding of faith as “the experience 

that intel l igence is enl ightened by love,” which Elder tr ies to convey at the 

crux of his cycle,  as phi losophical prose runs its course to the point of cal l ing 

on poetry to fulf i l l  the tasks of thought.  For Love Is an Art of Time in its 

most expansive region, al lowing The Fugit ive Gods to leave in their wake The 

Lighted Clearing where The Body and the World can come together in plea-

sure as a vacant mind communes with the Wholly Other and a saving masculine 

Word is uttered in a maiden’s shape (as in Syberberg’s film of Wagner’s Parsifal).

This “Magnificat” gives way to Exultations at the Word’s Incarnation in Flesh Angels, 

since human bodies become the sacrif icial  locus of the divine, st i l l  wander- 

ing between old and new dispensations in Newton And Me, before we reach the 

end of  Purgatory atop the earthly  Paradise of  Azure Serene (Mountains,  

Rivers,  Sea,  and Sky) .  As Dante there takes leave of  Virgi l  as guide,  to be led 

by Beatrice up to the Heavenly Rose, so does Elder now part ways with his 

own mentor Stan Brakhage at the latter’s bridal banquet, evoking both the Wedding 

at Cana and the Last Supper where the Bridegroom (Christ)  was joined with  

his Bride (the Church) as One Body beyond t ime as history.  This cal ls for Exult- 

at ions: In Light of the Great Giving of a “t ime when Heaven descends to  

earth and makes all  earth one with Heaven” (Elder), resolving all  dualit ies into a  

coincidentia oppositorum: above and below, outside and inside, male and  

female, the beginning and the end, even life and death at this climax of Holy Week. 

For if the institution of the Eucharist on Maundy Thursday ushers in a cosmic 

missa jubi laea, i t  also hinges on the Passion of Good Friday and the Harrowing 



Bruce Elder – F i lmography

The Young Pr ince – 2007

Infunde Lumen Cordibus – 2003

The Book of  Pra ise (cyc le of  f i lms)

Eros and Wonder – 2003

Crack, Bruta l ,  Gr ief  – 2001

A Man Whose L i fe Was Ful l  of  Woe Has Been Surpr ised by Joy – 1997

The Book of  A l l  The Dead (cyc le of  f i lms)

Exul tat ions:  In L ight of  the Great Giv ing

Part  6:  Et  Resurrectus Est – 1994

Part  5:  Bury ing the Dead: Into the L ight – 1993

Part  4:  Exul tat ions:  In L ight of  the Great Giv ing – 1993

Part  3:  Azure Serene: Mounta ins,  Rivers,  Sea and Sky – 1992

Part  2:  Newton and Me – 1990 (co-c inematographer Alexa-Frances Shaw)

Part  1:  F lesh Angels – 1990

Consolat ions (Love Is an Art  of  T ime) 

Part  3:  The Body and the Wor ld – 1988

Part  2:  The L ighted Clear ing – 1988

Part  1:  The Fugi t ive Gods – 1988

Lamentat ions:  A Monument to the Dead Wor ld 

Part  2:  The Subl ime Calculat ion –1985 (co-c inematographer Stephen Smith)

Part  1:  The Dream of  the Last Histor ian –1985 (co-c inematographer Stephen Smith)

I l luminated Texts – 1982 (edi tor  Anna Patamow)

“1857” (Fool ’s Gold)  – 1981

Trace – 1980

Sweet Love Remembered – 1980

The Art  of  Wor ld ly W isdom – 1979

Look!  We Have Come Through!  – 1978

Unremit t ing Tenderness – 1977

She Is Away – 1976

Permutat ions and Combinat ions – 1976

Barbara Is a V is ion of  Lovel iness – 1976

Breath/L ight/Bi r th – 1975
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