15th International Festival
of Nouveau Cinema and Video:

Musings
on Video

by Michael Dorland

“Nimporte ow, mais en debors de ce
monde” — Baudelaire

“La notre est une époque opaque” —
Montreal graffiti

“That's enough. I want to sleep now” —
Tess Payne, The Flow of Appearances

n a wonderfully provocative formula-

tion, the philosopher Alexandre

Kojeve once wrote that the ciyil
tion of the West, in its post-historic
phase, would not revert to bar
but would instead attain a level
snobbery he teérmed “Japan
This would be, Kojeve argued,
gratuitous cultural suicide, e
all human content and replac
tally formalized values.
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leading village, has not just
tival but four, the two most importan
being Serge Losique’s Montreal World
Film Festival and Claude Chamberlan’s
International Festival of New Cinema
and Video.

Each year both men vie against each
other in relentless competition over
flics from other international film fests
such as Cannes and funding from Cana-
dian cultural agencies and corporate
sponsors to bring to the village the
latest and the best movies from any-
where else but here (though one or two
from here are always thrown in for
good measure) for the edification and
pleasure of the masses of ever-increas-
ing festivalgoers always eager to learn
fresh visual lessons in the endless race
of keeping up with the Modern. Its

been going on for 15 years now in the
case of Chamberlan’s festival (a 15-year
story that would make a fascinating
study in the institutionalization of film
counter-culture) and for 10 in the case
of Losique’s. And, from the perspective
of Japanization, it’s getting boring.

As a result, signs of cultural boredom
were clearly visible at this year’s NC &
V fest. The organization itself was, as al-
ways, friendly and helpful; the music
}hat_rplayed before screenings was im-
2 - er m stuff and the gen-

Syndrome of the Ncw (5}39 as
al equivalent of AIDS, Onébtkets
a bertcrgraspiof the nature of the g‘rob—
lem: nagnel)r, that visual modernity,
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industry’s response, for 1St
vin Klein ads or in the ads for a pe
called Poison, has been an intensifica-
tion of the simulacra of vitalism (the big
signifiers of sex and death) in a desper-
ate attempt to break through the opac-
ity of resistance. In the case of the NC
& V fest, the resistance took the form of
a “Salon des Refusés” called the Festival
international du nouveau rejects.' Held
on October 23 by local filmmakers at
the Main Film Co-op up the street from
the festival, it protested the rejection of
films by the festival organization on the
grounds of the festival 1) not support-
ing local — particularly experimental —
filmmaking, although it is a publicly

€not yet ca.lled SN, the ad-=

funded festival, 2) programming arbit-
rariness, 3) excessively high entry fees
and 4) double standards in terms of the
festival's own rules, particularly with re-
spect to Canadian content. The protest,
a healthy outburst of artistic anarchy,
was a reminder to a festival, which once
had strong roots in the local film cul-
ture and a glorious tradition of gutsy ex-
perimentation, that there may be other
approaches to film or videomaking out-
side the monolithic spectacle of Inter-
national Modernism’s tiresome at-
tempts to swallow its own spectral tail.
However, because it was the fest's
1day, a date that fest director
hailed James Deamshly as

so- because progr
sios, at the f

on. ln other words;
whatsocver to turn the thing

" already, videating, turning what
ever's there into a contained surface.
What it reflects back is superficial; just
as the videating image itself is superfi-
cial, and totally so. The beauty of a Sony
Trinitron, then, is that it is complete in
itself, it’s pure form, pure “Japaniza-
tion.” Other than boredom there is no
need to turn it on, and when it is turned
on, you won't see anything more than
superficial imaging, reflecting upon its
own superficiality which can, of course,

Absence

become quite complicated, but nothing
more. In this sense, the most accurate
video program the festival could have
mounted would have been a room full
of “off” monitors. But that’s been done
already, as has been a room full of “on”
monitors watching each other. How-
ever, as modernist culture exists within
the pretense it can keep people from
experiencing their boredom, you've got
to show pictures, even if those pictures
say the same thing. As the voice-over in
Robert Ashley and Lawrence Lemak
Brickman’s Atalanta Strategy (USA,
1986, 27 min.), deservedly awarded the
best video prize at fest’s end, put it: “If
you don't turn that TV on, I'm going to
throw it out.”
tltlcs usually give away the
iemployed which are those
Modernism (perspectival il-
mage  paranoia, self-
ily paranoia, obliteration
ace/time/everything, the
€, the horrors/delights of

miscries (farnsts in the TV age). Thus
Ab’sence:@usan Rynard, Canada, 1986,

"'r s Could Deceive Me ( Ma.rcel
h, US, 1986, 17 min.), As
n TV (David Rimmer, Canada
15 mins.), Azimut (Klaus von
¢ FRG, 1985, 6min.), Candido
r — Qu’ils crévent les artistes!

arlo Soldi, Italy, 1985, 50 min.),

ibert Dreams of Travel (But His
her’s Illness Prevents Him) Ken
and, US., 1986, 20 min.) etc. all toy
such modernist subversions, be it
y (A Propos Peinture), gratingly
izimut, Alter Image), disturbingly
Seen on TV) or bizarrely
[Flaubert Dreams).

¢ The general strategy, given the
edium, is surfacization or the recogni-
ion that what is being dealt with is a
modular surface. This was particularly
evident in the Japanese tapes, notably a
tape entitled Mt. Fuji in which various
computer-driven surfaces of photos of
the mountain cut through the trunks of
trees or rise up through the stalks of
bamboo-shoots, and in Japanese-sub-

.sidized work such as Kit Fitzgerald’s

Adelic Penguins (U.S., 1986, 34 min.).

But because surfacization is reductive
(i.e, sooner or later it gets boring), the
surface has to legitimize its flatness by
an encounter with a human signifier, in
most cases a naked woman, in order to
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gain the semblance of emotional depth.
This is done with striking effectiveness
by Peter Greenaway in his A TV Dante
(Britain, 1986, 14 min.), a stunning in-
stance of the legitimization of the TV
form by literary content (Dante’s In-
Jerno). Here a naked female represent-
ing lust is superimposed with flames
that “burn” through her features. But
these are cold TV flames that do not
burn, and besides the “woman” is also
only an image. Or in the German tape
Phﬂo-Mytho-Ciips “Dancing Eury-
nome” (Gabor Body, FRG, 1985,
3 min.), the interplay of surfaces (danc-
ing naked woman, a boa constrictor and
an egg) are conjoined and become sym-
bols, to which can be added a variety of
signs (here Japanese characters), all of
which are now rendered capable of
symbolic interpretation (e.g, this tape

is about the Genesis myth). However, if
you're too bored to be bothered with
interpretation, there’s always other
tapes to look at.

The Canadian tapes were on the
whole... Canadian, that is to say, philo-
sophical and/or documentary. Philo-
sophical tapes included, in addition to
those already mentioned, Mark Ver-
abioffs Crossing the 49th (1985,
9 min.), a fantasy about Canada as a
homosexual nation, Tess Payne’s The
Flow of Appearances (1986, 14 min.)
about the flow of appearances, Christian
Morrison’s School of Thought (1986,
15 min.) which prompted the people
sitting behind me to quite unfairly casti-
gate it with the words “boring and
gloomy,” the kiss of death these days, if
an aptly Canadian comment upon
things Canadian. Documentary tapes, in
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THIS INTERVIEW WAS CONDUCTED
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TERNATIONAL FESTIVAL OF NEW
CINEMA AND VIDEO DURING THE
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PAST LIFE AS ROCK SINGER-SOLOIST.
GENERAL COORDINATOR OF UNDER-
GROUND FILM CENTRE: PRESIDENT
' AND GENERAL COORDINATOR OF

made the festival survive as it has for

: - 15 years?
: CL&U‘DE CHAMBERLAN BORN SJUNE' i
~ It's our love. Our determination to dif-
fuse video and cinema, To offer first of

Claude Chamberian: It s very simple |

all an important window for innovative
filmmaking and subsequently to hope

that this kind of work will be distri-
‘buted and produced. It provokes in a
_way new producers, new filmmakers.

It’s a catalyst on all levels: people who
have been dormant emerge who are
Wlilmg to take a risk. :

Cinema Canada: How would you de-
[ine the nouveait cinema?
Dimitri Eipides: We define it as
cinema that comes from people that are
immediately concerned with evolution,
with creative, political and social
change; they have something to express
and bring forward to the public ~ some-
thing personal — motivated by them-
selves with the least possible interfer-
ence from outside factors such as con-
cerns for profit.
Claunde Chamberlan: We mainly deal
with personal or group work that deal
with innovative ideas, original treat-
ment in documentary, narrative and
non-narrative form. In video now too,
because video has replaced the earlier
experiments in film.

Any new development in ideas that
could refresh the media, that touch new

general about contemporary forms of
martyrdom, included Ron Hallis’ Iran:
Adrift In a Sea of Blood (Canada/Iran
1986, 25 min.), Monsieur Léon (Fran-
cois Girard, 1986, 13 min.), a study in
vagueness, On tourne a St-Jean Port
Joli (Alain Cadieux, 1986, 11 min.) on
videoclip wars, and Marie-Hélene
Cousineau’s Du Potlatch, I'odeur de
I'huile (1986, 30 min.), a very intelli-
gent piece of counter-culture reporting
on the lack of serious cultural jour-
nalism either in the Montreal press or
on the state TV. And that, folks, was that
in terms of representation from the host
country at the fest.

(Feature filmwise, there were three
Canadian entries: Dorothy Todd
Hénault's Firewords, Leon Marr's
Dancing In The Dark, which already
played at the Toronto fest and accord-

ing to fest rules should therefore not
have been eligible, and the Gagné
brothers’ La Couleur enclerclée
which at 100 minutes long, having been
cut down already from six hours and
three hours respectively, is still a tissue
of dreadful incoherence despite some
nice color computer graphics work on
an Atari.)

There’s not much to conclude other
than the cliché that current videowork,
at least as reflected at the fest, is indeed
alternative television. Some of it is quite
brilliant (my two personal favorites
were Greenaway’'s Dante and Ashley’s
Atalanta Strategy), much of it is
thoroughly competent — I didn’t see a
thing that was outrightly lousy work,
and more of it probably deserves to be
on TV. If only to provide relief from the
boredom of what is on TV.

' C!aude Cﬁamberlan, Dimuri E;prdes and Thrassyvoulos G%aisc;s_- 7

scnsibﬁiues awareness in cvery poSsi-
- bie corner of your body of your soul.
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list of who bas been bere, or bave sent
Jitms or really supports the festival, it’s

 quite impressive. Chantal Akerman,

Werner Schroeter, Michael Snow, Wim
Wenders, Raoul Ruiz, Margarite Duras,

Jean-Luc Godard. What brings these

peoplelthese films here?
Claude Chamberlan: It's very simple.
We chose 50 films and as much video.

~ We look after them one by one. OK? So
i’s 2 moderate approach in order to

‘market’ every film in time and in space
in the best possible way, We have a fan-
tastic press service that works on each
and every film. We have 40-50 press
screenings before the festival starts,
which is unheard of We are a fcstwa.l
with “research” as our anthem. We are
forcing doors open to create video cri-
tics because there are none,

Secondly, we concentrate very much
on exchange so people can meet. Many
people who live in other cities or even
in the same cities come here to meet
each other.

We're a catalyst in that sense also, We
provoke the meetings of people of all
walks of film life. We're trying to make
it in the most intimate way — approach-
ing the public. So we do several things
that big festivals with a large number of
films, 200-250 films, cannot do.

~support from the Quebec filmi ‘”3

lems with fundlng from the
cinematic instituti

had a number of fights in the past. Their
idea of a festival is Cannes s
proved othcrwmc -
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community. Are the sty
of the problem we find for
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Meanwhile, those who are still wait-

ing around after 90 years of cinema his-
tory for images that will change the
world, might do worse than read McLu-
han's gloss on that impeccable moder-
nist Flaubert. In from Cliché to Ar-
chetype, McLuhan's dictionary of re-
ceived ideas, one can find under the
entry on “the crisis of the cliché”, the
fo]lowmg words of comfort:
Despair is often the result produced by
an uncontrollable quantity of data.
The difficulty of ordering the data pro-
duces a sense of being stuck in an im-
passe. The accumulation and accelera-
tion of information techniques risks
plunging us all into such a state at any
moment. However, when a situation so
weighed down by data reaches a point
of crists, a reversal often occurs in
which all the details vanish...

David Rimmer's As Seen on TV

To end on just such a cliché, then,
here’s to next year'’s festival.

1/ Screenings at the Festival du Nouveau Re-
jects included, from local filmmakers, Byron
Black's Three Towers (video, 18 min.),
Claude Ouecllet's Ragged Clown (16mm, 25
min.), Rick Hancox's Beach Events (16mm, 8
min.), Loela Wali’s Anso (8mm, 16 min.), Ju-
lian Samucls' Dictators (16mm 6 min.),
Cynthia Jervis, Susan Lebrun and Velcrow Rip-
per's No Means No (video, 23 min.), Mark
Morganstern's lumination (16mm, 10 min.),
and Karen Rowden's No Title (video, 4 min.).
Samucls’ and Hancox's films were not rejected,
but were included as sympathetic protests. The
international section of rejects included Carlos
Ferrand’s Fenétres sur ¢a (16mm, 20 min.),
Amy Meclnick's First Winter (16mm, 20 min.),
Alan Quinn's If I was a Dog (16mm, 3 min.),
John Greyson's A Moffie Called Simon
(16mm, 15 min.) and Flying Disc Productions’
Crowsfeet Dance Collective (16mm, 30
min.). ®

Claude Chamberlan: It changes.
Now it's all right. There's an opening to-
wards the fature. They should want to
try to continue to develop and under-
stand what is really happening with the
‘new creators.

Cinema Canada: /s it because of the
recent success of Quebec/Canadian

- . cinema in the international sphere or

15 it attitudinal change, or is it simply
changes in personnel?

Dimitri Eipides: [ don't know what
it is. Perhaps they're realizing that the
policies that were established in the
'70s have not worked. I personally be-
lieve very strongly that all that effort to-
ward the big industry set Canadian
cinema back 10 years.

Cinema Canada: What is the reason
there are only three Canadian films in
the festival? What are the weaknesses
with Canadian cinema?

Claude Chamberlan: There's more
than three. There are three features, a
number of shorts and quite a few vid-
eos. The ones we were really after will
be finished this winter. The others have
already been seen this year, or have
opened commercially by now.

Cinema Canada: Are you seeing in
your viewing of our own film produc-
tion any strengths or weaknesses, len-
dernicies or trends, any potential?

Claude Chamberlan: I am personally

.. on ‘the side of our cinema. I'm more

; sugporﬁvc, more inclined to be toler-
_ ant. In years before we used to have a
'\anhec series, and a Canadian series in
- film and video. Now it’s time we put the
~ films side by side with other interna-
- tional productions. In the past we had

' to have a special place for it so it would
exist but now it's maturing. Now every-
thing is on the same level. It’s an Inter-
national Festival. Some years there are
less. Some years more. That's the way it
is, you know. Because we have a direct
link with Rotterdam or Berlin's Forum
we're closely knit and watch each
~ other’s programming, we are in a good
position to promote our filmmakers
:ahj.'aad,

\Cillema Canada: Do you see any

tough times it hap-

pens. There are some very good new
people here Quebec. Producers. Video-
makers.

Cinema Canada: /n the work of these
people are there similarities, linkage,
continuities, qualiiies, emerging ideas
which say, “This is a Quebecois film” or
“This is a Canadian film.”

Claude Chamberlan: There is none.
It's to come. Still after 20 years, the
magic of an auteur, which could be in-
stantly and universally recognized, or of
a school of filmmakers, is not here yet.
We're still waiting. We’re here to pro-
mote that. It could happen in film or
video.

Dimitri Eipides: But, you can’t be
pessimistic about Canadian cinema. Up
to now there are individual cases of a
good film that gets exposure to markets
abroad but it’s for us to find and devel-
op new talent. But you cannot claim
there is a movement. Nothing wide-
spread over the decades. It doesn’t exist
here yet.

Cinema Canada: Wiy’

Both: Bureaucracy. Lack of official en-
couragement. Lack of distribution. A
lack of support for those fantastic
people with something new to propose
in distribution. Animation. Ciné-Clubs.
That can be the important formative
force.

Cinema Canada: A film culture?
Claude Chamberlan: Exactly. And
that lack of support has been dreadful.

Cinema Canada: It continues to be
dreadful.

Claude Chamberlan: I hope that the
situation will change through our col-
lective action. 'm optimistic.

Cinema Canada: In terms of those
formative people — or those who claim
they are — I saw this pampbhlet on the
wall. It's written by young, indepen-
dent Montreal filmmakers. They feel
marginal. They feel left out.

The poster reads, in part:

“Films and videos in the ‘Festival du
Nouveau Rejects’ were rejected from
either the “World Film Festival” or the
‘Festival International du Nouveau
Cinéma et de la Vidéo', this summer.
We've decided to pick on the latter be-
cause it claims to support young and
independent filmmakers. It doesn L.

As broke filmmakers, a $50.00 (non-

refundable) registration fee is unac-
ceptable. The one man selection pro-
cess is undemocratic, and elitist. Our
films are not chic European, chic
American or even chic Canadian. They
are, for the most part, homegrown
products. The New Film Festival is not
a bad festival. However, we feel that in
a festival of this size (with a large gov-
ernment subsidy) we deserve represen-
tation. There are only three feaiures
mentioned in the programme guide; in
general there bas been little emphasis
on Canadian content in any of the pre-
publicity etc.”

— from a poster found tacked to the
wall of the National Film Board.
Claude Chamberlan: Let me deal
with this. This comes down to individu-
als, It has nothing to do with cinema but
only their own personal publicity. On
the question of the fee — I explained to
them that we have a very small budget.
If they didn’t have the money, I would
go to see them to screen their work. I
went and saw a film. I didn’t like it at all.
It was a conservative TV treatment —
very ordinary and I told him — because
I'm very straightforward, that I didn't
like the film for such and such a reason.
I'm very hard. I don’t go 25 ways. That’s
the way I am. I could make a mistake —
everybody does — but I have a pretty
small margin of error protest now. They
agreed that the treatment was ordinary.
This by is real bullshit. It’s a personal
ego whatever. I have no consideration
for that.

Cinema Canada: They might be niss-
ing analysis bere but is there not some
validity to their criticism? Do they not
represent the marginal?

Claude Chamberlan: The other criti-
cism they make is of Dimitri and me
choosing the films programmed. We
take full and sole responsibility to
choose every film we have. Which I
think is very honest. We did it with a
selection committee before. (Inter-
viewer’s note: I worked das a program-
mer one year.) There was too much
confusion and I didn’t agree with half of
the films we had. That answers that.
Dimitri Eipides: I think the poster is
fun but what 1 object to very much is
that they are using the festival as a
forum for self-promotion. It's physically
impossible that every film be accepted
or that our criteria would be very differ-
ent for the filmmakers of this area and
that we have different standards for

those selected from abroad. That's un-
fair. So we do have a certain solid idea
about what the festival can promote and
what it doesn’t feel is worth promoting.
They can do their thing but they
shouldn’t run down the festival — it’s
sour grapes. They find the opportunity
for 24 hours to become the stars of the
street. Good for them, let them enjoy it.
If they were serious about it they would
be more supportive because really the
possibilities are here. By attacking the
festival they get nothing.

Cinema Canada: Is there anything of
legitimacy?

Claude Chamberlan: Just a minute.
When they say we only screen three
Quebec/Canadian films they mean three
features. Their own films are short films.
It seems inconsistent. These filmmakers
have no support. They are very margi-
nal.

(Interviewer’s note: I went to see
some of these nouveau refects that very
same evening. And while I admire the
[filmmakers” attitudes and energies, it
seems that the films and videos that I
saw there, with the possible exception
of No Means No, a tape about rape
and Julian Samuels’ politicomic film
Dictators, there was nothing much to
urite bhome about, let alone write
about. I'd seen it all before, somewhbere,
someplace, somelifetime. Perbaps there
can be a continuous programme at
The Parallel cinema featuring these
works or a more organized festival of
Jiinis internationally rejected from the
Jestivals of the world, Any organizers?)

Cinema Canada: / want to talk about

the future of film in this country, and

the future tendencies of film around

the world. I asked Wim Wenders once

if film was dead. Is it?

Dimitri Eipides: No, there’s a future.

There’s also a crisis.

Clande Chamberlan: But there’s al-

ways a crisis. Whatever it is called.

Photographic cinema on celluloid. Elec-

tronic cinema on magnetic band or for
that matter on laser disk, or holographic
cinema which will come in 50 years.
For me, it's history repeating itself. It's
up to us, for whomever fights for this
kind of free expression of beauty and
quality and innovation that we call new
cinema. It's for us to refine the means of
producing and distributing these films.

A future is there if we’re ready to adapt
to the demands of the present. e
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