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Larry Jordan. (Photo by Larry James Huston.)

Animator Larry Jordan uses a wide range of rustic and
nostalgic collage material such as old steel engravings
and nineteenth-century illustrations to create films
which have a magical fluidity of movement. Probing
deeply into the interior world of the subconscious, he
employs the process of free association to construct
his beautiful and dream-like surrealistic imagery.

Born in 1934 in Denver, Colorado, Jordan was intro-
duced to filmmaking by fellow high-school student
Stan Brakhage and learned basic techniques as a mem-
ber of the film club at Harvard University. Following one
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year of study at Harvard he left school and returned to
Colorado where he became involved in summer stock
theater. There, heavily influenced by the films of Stan
Brakhage, he began a series of live-action films which
he describes as “personal psychodramas.” The following
year he moved to San Francisco, where he continued
his film work and became active in film societies and a
variety of 16mm theater projects. While in San Francisco
he discovered the work of Surrealist artist Max Ernst,
which inspired him to begin his experiments with two-
dimensional and three-dimensional collage animation.
From 1960-1974, Jordan, a meticulous and inventive
craftsman, produced a total of eleven animated films.
Qutstanding examples of his personal and ritualistic
form of symbolism include Duo Concertantes (1964),
Our Lady of the Sphere (1969), Orb (1973}, and Once
Upon A Time (1974). Currently, in addition to producing
animated films, Jordan is a member of the board of
trustees of the American Film Institute and head of
the film department at the San Francisco Art Instituta.

From Duo Concertantes {1962-1864) by Larry Jordan, a surrealistic ani-
mated collage.
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INTERVIEW WITH LARRY JORDAN

Q. Would you begin this interview by discussing why
you are aftracted to animation as a form of expression
and how, exactly, your collage technique evolved?

Jordan: The technique of animation is natural to me,
and has its basis in the love-hate relationship | had with
the cartoons and comedies in the magic ritual of child-
hood. | think in slow-motion when | animate, and know
how it will look on the screen. It's something | can't ex-
plain. Always there is a theme in each film, and an esthetic
game: Weightlessness coupled with improvisation,
heaviness coupled with progression, Bardo [see below]
coupled with breaking through the flat surface of the
image. The progressing from flat collage animations to
more three-dimensional works with zooming images
stems simply from the acquisition, after 13 years, of a
reflex camera with a zoom lens, and a world, or dimen-
sion of the same world, that | could never see through an
objective viewfinder before. At that point | began to
invent new tools to use on the animation bench, various
levels of glass through which to shoot, shades for nu-
ances of lighting, colored filters. Color erupted. Just
another phase of the eruption which began earlier on the
animated flats in black-and-white—the interior world
coloring up, starting to dance and sing in a different way.
I just followed, like being on a train, looking out the
window.

| have completed one phase of the depiction of this
world | know so well and am at home in. The animated
films which will follow will have a different look to them.
That's all | know at present. And that's why | have put all
the animated works together on two large reels, running
about 90 minutes. The program is called, Animated
Works, 1959-1974. There are eleven titles in all.

Q: Your imagery has been compared to the work of Sal-
vador Dali, Max Ernst, and Joseph Cornell. Do you see
your animated films as a continuation of the Surrealist
tradition?

Jordan: The imagery in my animated films has always
concerned unknown continents and landscapes of the
mind. Some call this a real place. Certainly the Egyp-
tians did, so did the Greeks (the underworld), and so
do the Tibetans (Bardo). In most cases it is the world of
the so-called dead. In this sense it can be a negative
world. To me it is not, or has not been, {! may very pos-
sibly go to a different dimension entirely next time out,
since a new phase is beginning.) To call the images
“surreal” is pitifully inadequate, because the term
Should not be applied to art, but to life. Dali is an idiot,
everyone knows that. He’s a capitalist with a talent, and

From Orb (1973) by Larry Jordan.
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, i) century en-

v and turn of the century féproductions of the

romantic styte, Whas Special significance do these kinds
of images have for you?

Jordan: Use of the old engravings is always a question
to anyone who hasg iust seen one of my movieg: Why?
How come? What do they mean? Let me invent a few
answers, because, aside from the fact that they're good
actors, photograph well, and the original antjsts have
paid €nough attention to depth-itiusion to give me an
atmosphere in which to Stage my visions, there are no
real answers, Byt let us invent 4 few more idea-illusions:
There is a tension between the old (engravings) and the
New (ideas ang motifs in the film Process}. | can resist

Susceptible to mood, and not overly demanding of
story-content, The engravings are Semi-works of art (the
Commercial art of the nineteentn century) and have an
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€xposing and re-exposing each frame—hand-making
each frame, so to speak. There is more immediacy,
more bounce, better color, and resolution to the image
when it is first generation.

Q: Your animated films are an important part of the
artistic tradition of personal film. What do you think
that animaiors, working in this tradition, can contribute
lo cinema that is not already present in other areas of
filmmaking?

Jordan: The contributions this kind of film can make
to the body of cinema are far more extensive than the
contributions it has made. Very few people are willing
fo devote themselves to experimentation. This goes
without saying. However, if the material incentives
were there, as say in experimental medicine, with huge
grants and great prestige, you would have just as many
animation experimenters, The contributions that are
made by the few working in this area are hard to eval-
uate from the inside—by the doer. A ‘contribution’ is
really only valuable to the user—the seer. But | will try:
Time-slippage and visual-musical manipuiation is the
forte of nonconventional animation. In nonconventional
animation the irrational, explosive force of vision is con-
densed to the limits, far beyond any other form of cin-
ema. If. as in one of McLaren's films, little bursts of
images occur only every ten frames, the manipulation
of time and vision are being conducted at an intensity
not to be found in other forms of cinema.

Experimental animation approaches the essence of
music, without intruding into the territory of music.
The reason is simple: they both happen in time, and
they are essentially both nonrational, conforming to
inner laws and to mathematics.

Conventional animation—animation with little stories—
will not enter the realm of the subliminal, or even ap-
proach it, for instance. Instantaneous shifts and dislo-
cations of objects in the frames are not tolerated. Some-
times grace notes are needed far the visual rhythm.
However, if the expectations of the viewer of animated
cinema are insolubly linked with rational progression,
“story” in a literary sense, or even with recognizable
mood, then the acceptance of animation as visual
music is denied and the experimental is deemed eso-
teric. In fact it is no more esoteric than Bartok's music,
or the music of Erik Satie.

The real contribution of experimental animated cin-
ema may explode on the consciousness of the cinema
Public quite unexpectedly at some time in the future,
when, through unforeseen circumstances, the need
{more than the understanding) for irrational vision be-

comes manifested in a large segment of the population.
Then the contributions of the meager productions in
this area of cinema would loom suddenty much larger
than they do today. It would be seen that visual musi-
cians had broken the ground, but that traditions in vis-
ual, nonrational music had not yel been established. At
the point where those traditions grew up, “experimental
animation” would cease.

On a less speculative level, the contributions | have
made are primarily on a one-to-one basis, where a stu-
dent or a viewer of one of my films will ‘connect’ and a
whole new range of esthetic possibilities will be opened
up to them, and they will go off and start constructing
their own personal visions in their own way. That kind
of contribution is very rewarding, because it carries the
“freeing” surreal quality over into life, where it ought
to be.

If one understands “contribution” (through experi-
mentation) to be that process whereby the dedicated
amateur makes amazing but rough discoveries, which
can then be converted, sanitized, and used by the pro-
fessionals in more conventional mavies, then we could
say that the professionals have mercifully ignored ex-
perimental animation, and | wouldn't want it otherwise,
'd rather have the experimental animation left intact,
rough but with full integrity, because | don't in the least
think any process of creation is experimental—a term
which denotes tentativeness. One merely looks for what-
ever means are necessary to produce the vision. If this
is experimental, the difficulty is semantic.

(From a written interview conducted by Robert Russett,
October 1974.)
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