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WHAT FOLLOWS IS AN INTERVIEW COLLAGE. ALL QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS IN STANDARD
TYPE ARE FROM A 1984 INTERVIEW WITH DAVID BRYANT. ALL QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS IN
ITALICS ARE FROM A 1989 INTERVIEW WITH MIKE HOOLBOOM AND INCLUDES FURTHER RE-
FLECTIONS ON THE 1984 MATERIAL. IN ADDITION THERE IS A SMALL SECTION IN BOLD FROM A
1985 LETTER TO THE EDITORS OF CINEMA CANADA.

Q: How have you managed to make your
films and how do you intend to continue
in the future? Has all your wark been
produced in Canada? How has this
affected your output?

AR: My earliest films were produced in
California (1966-68) and afterwards |
moved to Vancouver (and all of the
subsequent work has been produced
there). Living in Canada, first as an
American expatriate, divorced from the
‘American film scene’ and not accepted
by the 'Canadian film scene’ presented a
lot of problems initially. {I compounded
these problems by withdrawing my films
from US film co-ops in the 70's after |
was disgusted by what happened in
Chicago at the Democratic Convention).
The Canadian arts scene in the early
70's was dominated by anti-American
chauvinism (doubling as a kind of
‘nationalism’ and prcmoted by artists
themselves who were trying to advance
their own position in the arts) and this
has continued in experimental film even
into the 80's.

In 1982, after 14 years of making films,
teaching and participating in the creation
of a number of Vancouver film organiza-
tions, | found myself “excommunicated”
from the Canadian avant-garde by a
person | had (foolishly) considered to be
an ally: R. Bruce Eldsr. This arose on the
occasion of his published essay (Para-
chute #27, Summer 1982), "Redefining
Experimental Film: Postmodernist
Practice in Canada”, an essay which
sought to create a theoretical paradigm
(as invention) for Canadian avant-garde

cinema. In this essay, Bruce maintained
that “Canadian avant-garde cinema is
postmodernist cinema precisely because
of its commitment to analyzing the nature
of the photograph”. Well, | thought, he
(as anyone) is entitled to theorize and
valorize...but it was only in the conclud-
ing paragraphs that | realized why my
work had been excluded by Elder for so
many years in national and international
exhibitions. Elder offered: “The contrast
between Rimmer’'s manner of reworking
historical footage and that of Al Razutis
is @ measure of the distance separating
Canadian avant-garde filmmaking from
its American counterpart”. His observa-
tions were that | was *American-born”
(which is false) and share “with American
Pop artists an interest in visual forms
which lie outside the acknowledged Fine
At tradition” (Since when is "Pop Art”
outside of Fine Art?) In sum, Elder
sought to rationalize why my work should
be excluded from “Canadian” context (to
quote him earlier: “Many of our key
experimental filmmakers - filmmakers
belonging to our central tradition of
filmmaking - have explored issues
associated with photographic representa-
tion*.) The fiims comprising Visual
Essays, short films such as Portrait, and
much of Amerika dealt precisely with
photographic representation, media and
interpretation (as history, as myth, as
meaning and construction). Yet, here,
and his views were, | believe, pivotal in
my exclusion from future Canadian
retrospectives, | was declared “un-
Canadian” (once again)...

As for Bruce, his impact on creating a
false view of the diversity of experimental
work, work which included feminist,

political, media-oriented films has been
considerable. I think, more than any
other individual, he has strangled
experimental film in Canada to the point
that many filmmakers now will only
imitate his call for 'landscape and
alienation’ films as true Canadian works.
Byron Black, Peter Lipskis, and a
number of other filmmakers have been
'sacrificed’ (ignored) in favor of consoli-
dating the ‘official' Canadian version of
history and film.

I FOUND MYSELF
“EXCOMMUNICATED”
FROM THE CANADIAN
AVANT-GARDE BY A
PERSON I HAD
(FOOLISHLY)
CONSIDERED TO BE
AN ALLY

(from a letter to the editors of Cinema
Canada 1985):

Elder's cinematic pronouncements
concerning the ‘true Canadian
cinema’ are based on an ontological
idealism rather than a practice as it
exists in fact. He contends that ‘the
history of the avant-garde cinema
reflects changes in the conception of
the nature of self’ as superceding
other concerns (ie. the political,
social, cultural contexts of the time)
and by definition applies this to his
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select filmmakers. By definition he
excludes the impact of technology, of
media (surely he must have heard of
McLuhan?), historical and socio-
political determinants and
contexts...Elder’s ‘post-modernism’, if
we wish to Join the bandwagon, Is
ahlistorical and apolitical - it resides
with the muses, with Platonic Ideals,
with the immigrants and their identity
crises, and is of the past. His theoreti-
cal writings have continually cele-
brated the cinema no longer in focus:
Snow, Chambers, Wieland, Rimmer...a
cinema that belongs either in the
museums or In the academic old folks
home at the college. Nowhere has
Elder curated or supported anything
resembling the plural cinemas that
exist or the cinema that he proposes
‘we need’. From Berlin to Canadian
Images to Festival of Festivals, his
programs are essentially the same
one. The avant-garde of contemporary
thinking is In fact completely deleted
from his agenda, as Is feminist
cinema, as is any attempt at ‘new
narrative’.

A) ARTIST’S WERE TOO
INSULAR TO CARE

B) THEY WERE TOO
POOR TO RESIST THE
TEMPTATION OF THE
MEAGER HANDOUT
AND MANY WERE HOR-
RIFIED BY BOYCOTT
STRATEGIES

C) MANY ARE GREEDY
FOR INDIVIDUAL FAME
AND FORTUNE AT THE
EXPENSE OF EVERYONE
ELSE
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In April of 1989, in Los Angeles, | talked
with Bruce (after a lapse of 5 years). The
occasion was the L.A. premiere of his 14
hour epic Gonsolations (Love is an Art of
Time). We talked about his film - a film
which I consider to be not only important
in international contexts but also a
significant challenge to today’s postmod-
ern dilemmas as well as to a political
avant-garde - the Catholic church,
criticism and theory in Canada, Bruce's
influence on what | maintained as
'singularizing’ theory by the invention of
'strategic paradigms’ (theories), and
other topics. This was a warm and
friendly conversation, in spite of our
severe political and cultural differences.
(I must resist the temptation to offer
comments on his latest film, but will say
that his filmmaking poses both a chal-
lenge to the 'left’ and embraces some
very important issues in terms of
phifosophy and culture.) | have a lot of
respect for Elder’'s dedication to his
‘mission’ and | think that any criticisms of
his position must engage with the scope
of his accomplishments (both in film and
writing). | also find his moral conceit, and
what | term his fanaticism as evidenced
in his filmic excesses, alarming. For
example, consider this extract from his
film program:

“Ours is a time that has experienced the
darkening of the world, a spiritual decline
that results from our having broken with
both the earthly and the divine... The
radical theclogy of the Enlightenment put
us in the hands of the devil who has
lured us with ‘truths' that are utterly at
odds with our own nature and the nature
of the world. We did his bidding and
became guilty of moral offenses against
the Order of Things, and this has
happened primarily because we lack the
understanding that there is knowledge
that we should not possess...We have
been deformed by closing ourselves off
from the Divine in existence."” (Bruce
Elder, exhibition notes for Anthology Film
Archives 1988 ‘The Book of All The
Dead’)

Elder's mission is clearly to set the times
right, to replace the immoral, the evil ('in
the hands of the devil’), with the moral,
righteous, good that is an aspect of what
he terms “the Divine”. And of course,
Bart Testa, is always there ta lend a
helping hand, proclaiming Bruce (in the
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very same publication) as “heir to the
visionary film tradition" and “the leading
theoretical writer on Canadian avant-
garde film". What is alarming to me is
precisely the extreme that Elder's
moralizing has gone to, the extreme that
his conception of good/evil, truth/lies,
vulgar/divine has taken him, and by
implication, the ‘Canadian avant-garde".
(I need not worry about myself, | have
been excommunicated long ago and
condemned for ‘evil knowledge’,)

Elder is, by his own admission, a
‘modernist’ and obviously disdainful of
postmodernism (and its avant gardes).
This point he made quite clearly during
our last discussion and implicated
Brakhage (nat Snow) as one of his prime
influences. Of course, Elder's position is
somewhat contradicted by his obsessive
use of quotation, stock footage (de-
historicized atrocity footage), the
collapsing of all discourse (and genres of
discourse) into one philosophical
(romantic) quest. He has skimmed the
'surface’ along with the best of postmod-
ernists. But if one is to take his asser-
tions for the purpose of argument, then a
question immediately arises: is not
Elder's modemist disdain for postmoder-
nism placing him directly in opposition to
what he has valorized as Canada's only
legitimate experimental cinema, the
postmodern one? | think so. And my
observations are supported in some of
his 86/87 claims (including 'The Cinema
We Need') that he does not consider
himself part of what he has been
Supporting, or attacking.



