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A titan of personal film,
Lawrence Jordan went
to high school with Bra-
khage, formed Canyon
Cinema with Baillie, and
created masterful 16mm
films - even his own genre

by Doniphan Blair

awrence Jordan creates handerafted cin-

ema, notably his dreamy animated pieces

made from collages of old engravings.
‘They suggest what a poet might have made had
Edison invented film in the Romantic era. Take
his 1957 short “Spectre Mystagogic:™ How's
that for 2 Romantic title? Buc Jordan’s Alms are
hardly spaced out. Indeed, they are quite pre-
cise, technically as well as aestherically. To pro-
vide a richer feel, Jordan animares ar one frame
per move, as opposed to two or three, despire
the doubled work load.

He has also made live action films, narrative
features, personal documentaries, and pieces
of no discernible genre save that of “Jordan.”
When 1 visited him recently — he looks great at
76 - he said “What saves me is that [ like a lot
of different things. A lot filmmakers get stuck
on the type of films they make and [think]
everything else is crap. [ didn't get into chat.”

Another thing that saves him: In addition
to being utterly artistic and technically adepr,
he’s mellow and open-hearred. Hence, he was
a grear teacher, my favorite at film school. In

1974, 1 was an over-ambitious San Francisco
Art Institute student trying to shoot a feature
called “Sammy Delirium.” Lawrence would
calmly and deliberately dissect my scenes,
neither adding a fear of the immensity of the
project nor subtracting the need for rigor.

“Personal film” is his preferred term for what

is variously labeled avant-garde, underground,
alternative, art, abstract, poetic or non-nar-
rative. Unfortunately, no term quite hits the
art from on the head, often prompting Jordan
to explain, “I work with film the way an artist
works with canvas,” or “The only relation [my
work] has to ‘big films’ is the stuff char runs
through the projecror.”

Jordan launched his journey in high school
in Denver, which he attended with another
personal film master, Stan Brakhage, although
they only studied and watched films and didn't
make any together until after graduation. Since
moving to the Bay Area in 1955, Jordan has
immersed himself in the region’s art, poetry and
mystical inner workings, as well as film scene,
helping found the Canyon Cinema Coapera-
tive, among other things. He has created over
40 personal films and “poetic documentaries,”
as he likes to call them, and three dramaric
features, although he is most known for his
animated collages.

In 1970, he received a Guggenheim Award to
make “The Sacred Art of Tiber,’ a personal doc,
and became chair the Ast Institute’s film depart-
ment. A few years later, Cannes invited him,
along with other West Coast film artists, and
he has shown and lectured throughour North
America and Europe. Indeed, the Toronto
International Film Festival just called: they
want to show ‘Cosmic Alchemy’ and ‘Beyond
Enchantment,’ his two mest recent films — not
because he passed the submission review bur
because the programmers wanted him.

I visited Lawrence in his lovely Petaluma
home, which faces our on a field (a deer wan-
dered by as [ left}. It faces in on a lush garden
where he has a small bur amazingly well-outfit-
ted and complete film and fine art studio. We
started by reminiscing about meeting as reacher
and student.

CineSource: I thought the Art Institute was bean-
tifi, and it was especially beanziful in the 70s.
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Lawrence Jordan, a personal filmmaker, fine artist, and educator, at home in Petaluma.
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Pure art does have a function, in my
book. Art, from the beginning of civilization,
was what kept the spirit of the race alive. |

don’t think politicians or religions do it. I think
the spirit of Greece, of ancient Greece and

Egypt, is in the art we see. Not the politics or

religion, but the people who made the images.

Larry Jordan; The '70s was the high point.
Then the graduate program ended. A lot of
those people ate still around. Some of my stu-
dents are teaching me digital now. Some are in

charge of companies: David Weissman at Video
Arts, John Carlson at Monaco.

The 705 was the height of not only the Art Insti-
tute, but of San Francisco [art] filmmaking. That
was when James Broughton and many peaple were
making poetic films —

And Gunvor Nelson.
And George Kuchar, and Al Wong.

Then Ernie Gehr came out. My hirings at the
Art Institure were Gunvor Nelson and George
Kuchar.

And Walter Murch.

Yes, but I didn't meet him. [ hired him over the
phone for a semester when 1 went on sabbatical.
James Broughton was dojng a few classes before
I started, bur wasn't in the film department. We
started gerting more active and he came in. We
had a prexty strong group at that time, as you
remember.

Yeah, and it was also strong with students. It was
the two together, really.

The students really wanted to make flm. Of

course, everybody ar that time wanted to make

fAlm.

There was a diversity of opinion. In'the '80s,
[SEAI] became very polarized with Marxists and
Structuralists. You know, the culture wars. Once,
it was me and James {Broughton] against the class.
They were decrying ‘rich art,’ saying that some film
we saw was indulgent, not ‘of the peaple.’

Okay, let’s stay on that one. Art is elitist because
all this political scuff is not high art. It’s pro-
paganda. So what you have is people making
art for art’s sake. It's elitist. Let's don'r avoid

it. It is. When Adam Sitney [a historian of
avant-garde cinema) came to lecture at the Art
Institute, someone said, “These films are very
self-indulgent.” That is the definition of Ameri-
can avant-garde Alm. Indulgence in self, iet’s
don’t avoid it. 1¢'s people exploring themselves.

That's what my work is about. My interface
with the inner world is animation — thar’s my
inner world. My interface with the outer world
is my personal poetic documentary, as I call ic. 1
taught a class called ‘Personal Poetic Documen-
tary.’ It goes back quite a ways: New Yotk in the
’50s, the work of Helen Levitr [the photogra-
pher] on the street. It's a tradition where the
arrist goes out with a camera and interfaces with
the real world. Or the camera turns inward and

you're exploring your unconscious. So yes, the
films are self-indulgent because they indulge in
the self.

When Broughton and I were arguing against the
Marxists — the irony was the Soviets invented a lot
of the avani-garde technigues.

Oh yes, the Soviet cinema is so rich,
Did you run into the Marxists in the 805!
I never did. Was that coming from the students?

Yeah. In the 705, it was all very congenial: there
was a Morocean filmmaker, Simone Edery, a

guy making a surf film, another we helped shoot
360 frames per second — he was slowing down
explosions. But then I went to South America for
two years, and, when I came back, it was odd, it
had become very cliguey. At first, I thought, "These
students, I don't know, 1 just don't like them.’

But then | read somewbere that art students are
intensely newrotic because they arent even artists —
they're just art students logking for their identity.
So ! forgave them. 1 stuck around 'til 91 and
enjoyed the bell out of it, even with the studenss.

1 had a different experience. The conflict that 1
ran into at the Art Institute was in the faculty.
Not in the 70s — there was no conflict then

— bur later. I don't know if it was the type of
classes | was doing or whether I was intimidar-
ing or somerhing. I raught for 30 years at the
Art Institute. [ taught introverted geniuses who
never gave me any trouble. It was an ideal job.
You could never ask for anything berrer.

1 was one, 1 suppose, and enjoyed it immensely.

I always felt thar when we gor the class going, it
was just abour Alm — we didn't get into theory
or criticismt. We just looked at film and made
film and enjoyed it. In the class, everything ran
smoothly. The school had its problems, but
always in the faculty.

Do you want to define thas? Not to incriminate,
just the philosophical fault lines?

No. I'm not going to get into that because that
15 OVErL

You helped start Canyon Cinema, right? [ just
spoke with the Canyon Cinemas director Dominéc
Angerame [ice article pd]. It was you, Bruce Bail-
lie, and Robert Nelson? 5

Bruce started the showing part in Canyon [a
hamlet in the Oakland Hills}. Robert Nelson,
Van Metet, and 1 started the co-op {aspect] be-
cause we needed a place to distribute our films.

So you were the guys running it, shipping films?

We wanted to get out of sending films from
home. We wanted to hire somebody 1o send
them out. At first, it was in somebody’s home.
‘Then, I remember Robert Nelson and I build-
ing walls in the basement of the Intersection
Church so Edith Kramer could have an office.
Edith ran Canyon for a number of years and
went on to the Museum [of Modern Art} and
finally ran PFA [Pacific Film Archive}.

We started the co-op, modeled on the New
York {Film-makers] Co-op. But Canyon be-
came a much better co-op, eventually. Dominic
and his partner decided at some point that they
would get really business-like, and they did.
They really got customers and made it viable. |
still talk to Deminic about once a week.

When did you join that community? And where
did you come from?

1 geew up in Denver. Stan Brakhage [one of the
best know avant-garde filmmakers] and I went
to high school together. Both of us came to San
Francisco in the '50s. [ spent one summer in
New York, but then came back. From 1954 on,
I have been in the San Francisco Bay Area.

Those were pretty intense days: the early ’60s
through the '70s. There was a lot of freedom
and new things getting started. In the '50s, it
was just so boring, socially. What really kicked
off the whole "605 revolution were the Joseph
McCarthy [‘Red Scare’ Senate Commirtee]
hearings. We were all huddled around the radio
listening to that. And from that time on, we
wanted to break away from thar kind of sociery.

So McCarthy started the rebellion inadvertently??!
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Yeah.
You made films in high school with Brakhage?

No, we did some after high school, at his house
in Denver, and a couple here. One was called
‘Unglassed Windows.’ I started making films
in college — thatwas 1952 —at Harvard. There
were no classes, only a flm club. The seniors
taught the freshman.

That sort of club filinmaking has been going on
far a long time, right? .

In the late '50s, Bruce Conner and 1 started a
film sociery because there was nothing doing in
San Francisco. I shouldnT say nothing: Jordan
Bellson would have showings occasionally. He
did Vortex, of course [electronic music/film
projection performances at the SF Planetarium]
and there were some filmmakers, Hy Hersh, Pat
Marx, who did sporadic, personal showings.

Bruce Conner and I got into 2 church on
Washingron Streer and started a thing called
Camera Obscura. After thar, 1 built a theater
on Kearny, just off Broadway, called The
Movie, to show experimental films. Before

it opened, I sold my interest ta a partner. I
could see that I could not make films and run a
thearer at the same time.

What sart of films were they showing? Andalusian
Dog," Maya Derren?

Those sorts of things. There was a couple
named Rainey, who ran it as a combination of
foreign film and experimental film. Kenneth
Anger lived above the theater. There were two
apartments. When I was working there, I lived
in one. Eventually that became a porn film
theater; I think it still is.

Kenneth Anger, was he local?

No, mostly from Los Angeles. Well, he moved
around, he was in France, in Europe, a lot.

What was the groundbreaking film thas put
underground film on the map? Was it [Anger's|
Scorpio Rising?

Wiell, thar really made the rounds. There were
a lor of blockbusters. Later, ‘Wavelength,’ by
MichactSnow.w Kenneth, Anger and Maya Dar-
ren were the films that Stan and I looked ac in
high school and got us excited about film.

How did you find and get those films?

There was something called Cine 16 run by
Amaos Vogul in New York [the Austrian-Jewish
refugee who founded the New York Film Fes-
tival]. We were also renting films like ‘Intoler-
ance’ and 'Birth of a Nation’ from the Museum
of Modetn Art [NY] rental library.

What films got you really excited around that
time? '

I especially liked Angers ‘Eaux D"Artifice’
[1953], filmed at Tivoli Fountains in Italy,
where all the décor is very Baroque. That was a
very successful combination of film and music.
That influenced me a lot.

Bu it wasn't until I moved to Marin County
that 1 had an epiphany one day. 1 was very
taken with the collage novels of Max Emst. At
that time, they were not on the marker — you
couldn’t buy them. So Jess lent me his copies

— Jess and Robert Duncan were my mentors
[Jess Collins, was a SF painter and collage art-
ist, who died in 2004 and went by one name;
Duncan, 1919-88, a poet, and devotee of
Western mysticism, was from Oakland)].

I photogtaphed each page with a 35mm cam-
era and was developing them one after another
in the dark room. One day, I took a nap and
woke up with the thought: I could make those
[collages] move. I started buying books of en-
gravings. I was lucky with that first film, “Duo
Concertantes’ [1964]. There was a whole chain
of experimental festivals at that time.

They just up and started as that point?

Yeah. ['Duo Concertantes’] was winning prizes
in these festivals even before it had a sound-
track. Then I was improvising with the radio
for sound while 1 was showing the film in a
café in San Francisco, and on came this sonata.
Ir played with the film from beginning to end.
I called the station, found out what it was and

chase your dreams

THE OAKLAND FILM OFFICE INTRODUCES

the Oakland Film Center

Conveniently located at the foot of the Ba’Bridge,
the Qakiand Film Center houses 23 film
production-reiated businesses in its nearly 60,000-
squara-foot, three-warehouse complex. The
Center's parking tot offers an additional 180,000
square feet for rental as a production base camp,

Working together in the Film Center creates a

unique synergy within an aiready tight-knit Bay
Area film production community—between arts
directors, prop makers, photographers and
companies that provide film production gear.

To learn more visit wynv.filmoakland.comfoakiandfiimcenter

SPOTLIGHT: SEAN HOUSE owner, outHouse rropucTioNs

After g lite-changing event, Sean moved to the Bay Area tivelve years
agowith no production experierice—1o pursue his dream of designing
specialty props. He has since established himself with work on

commercials, music videos and films. "If anyone says something is

impossible, | do everything in my power to prove them vrong.”

generators | communications gear | cameras | tralers | heney wagons | ospecial effects | lighting equipment | and more..

that became the soundrrack. [ found out later
thar Kenneth Anger had done some of that.
You plugk it our of the air. Thar stuck with me
all these years. The sound for filins just comes
... when it’s time. Sometimes, you don't even
know where it comes from.  °

Inseresting. Now that was your first film collage
Silm. Are there a couple of other titles that you feel
are strong picces? I know you also did narratives.

Yeah, but the narrative films came later, in the
mid-"70s. I did one I think that is pretty good.
It is called “The Old House Passing.’

I think I saw that one.

I'm sure you did. I think thar was the most
successful. 1 did a long fairy-tale film called
‘Hildur and The Magician,’ and then kind of
a supernatural film called *The Apparition,’ in
color, when we were first getting color negative
in 16mm. Those dont show very much. The
animation is what everyone wants 1o see.

Have you ever shot a film in digital?
Na, just family films for fun. Film always has

one advantage. It slows you down. You can’t
make it in such a facile way as you can with
digiral equipment. Making digital films is not
cheap. It costs nothing to actually shoot, but
the equipment to make a good digital film costs
a fortune. So you've either got to buy expensive
stuff or you've got 1o pay expensive rental in
postproduction.

al wwﬁ.ktupstudins.cum
The East Bay%ly Full-Service Production Facility & Stage

You can edit so casily in digiral. But film slows
you down and that’s an advaneage. [Steven)
Spietberg said, Rirly recendy, that he cuts film,
nor digital, because film gives him time to
think between cuts. That's going to work to

the advantage of young filmmakers. Digiral
cameras are going to spawn — 1 don’t want to be
judgmental here — stuff that’s made quickly.

Ashley [James, Oakland docmaker and KTOP
director, see article p8] says he runs into people
shooting digital who know nothing abour light-
ing, nothing about composition. They think all
you do is press a button. But Ashley, when he
comes here to shoot, will spend two hours just
gerting the lighting ser-up. {James was shooting
‘Moments of llumination,’ a movie about Jor-
dan, directed by his wife, Kathryn Golden, both
of students at the Art Instituce in the 1970s.)

Of course, Ashley's rakes are longer and that
gives Kathryn a lot more material to work with

when she edits.

That’s the advantage of digital: You get a loc
more material and you can ger to it quickly.
With some filmmakers — not all — that will
again make things too facile. Everything will
look kind of the same. That’s what happens
with commercial film. That's why the number
of bad commercial films is asttonomical.

So you never tried making a piece digitally?
I shot a liutde for Joanna [Jordan's gidfriend]

510 238-6589

some years ago on videotape, but it just doesn’t
turn me on. The thing is: with a film camera,
you have a very limited amount of film in the
camera. And thac film is very expensive. So
what it does for me is, it ratchets my brain up
to a different level. 1 am really working at my
highest possible level when 1 shoot film. This is
the real thing; ir's very expensive; I don have
much of ic. So, I'm gonna ger a really good im-
age or I'm not gonna rurn the camera on. Thar
slows you down.

And then the editing, I love handling flm. I
like pushing burtons on sound, but not for
having images pop up. I like having pieces of
material. It’s like making collages. I actually
like gluing one piece of film to another. I like
splicing one piece of film to another and secing
what it looks like. Making one piece ac a time.
Do you edit on a flatbed?

I've got a good — a really good — KEM. I think
with digital you have a whole lot of material so
it’s like a sculptor with a huge block of stone.
And you chip away at it and take away whar
you don't want. But with film, at least with me,
it’s like building up one piece of clay on an-
other picce of clay; it’s purting things together
rather than chipping away.

Have you seen my four-disc DVD album?

Na, T've heard about it though.

It was beautifully Lawrence Jordan cons p28
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Fiim Camp Flashback,

Circa 1974 On locasion in Laytonville, N. California, for Jordan’s 16mm

feature ‘The Apparition,” which he wrote, directed, produced, and shot. (Top, lefi-right) John Cavalla
(raught sound at Art Instituse), Jordan's daughter Lorna Star (now lives on a ranch in fdahe), Robert

Krigel {actor), Steven (the kid), Diane Levine (went to L4 and became an extremely high-powered and
wealthy television producer), a man we couldn’ identify (sorry); (Second row) Jo

(actress who narrated two of Jordan’ films), Larry Houston (of the bushy mustache, also SFAI student),

done. It has most of the good sruff, excepr the
long narratives. Look how nicely done the
DVD is. It’s by Facets Mobile Media, which has
distributed my work for years [Jordan also dis-
tros with Canyon, which doesn't do exclusives].

I did 2 two-hour flm while Joanna and [ trav-
eled. This is part of the H.D. wilogy film, with a
long poem by the poer H.D. [Hilda Doolittle, 2
friend of Fzra Pound, and teacher of Duncan].
The film is about a woman traveling by herself
and coming to terms with aging. Joanna plays
the central role. So it's a travelogue and [evokes]
a paetic theme.

Okay, {my films} 1 like a lot; ‘Our Lady in the
Sphere,’ [1969], that rents the most. “Orb,’
[1973], ‘Once Upon A Time' [1974), ‘Moon-
light Sonata’ (1979}, ‘Masquerade’ {1981].
Then 1 did a long animation, ‘Rhyme of the
Ancient Mariner [1977, 45 min. Jordan uses 24
animation moves per second, rather than 12 or
8, saying, “It gives a different feel.’)

Abso with cut-outs?

Yeah, Doré illustrations. And then 1 did a
fearure animation called ‘Sophie’s Place’ [1986],
86 minutes. ‘Visible Compendium’ (1991}, and
‘Blue Skies Beyond the Looking Glass [2006].,
Then one disc of the live films. There was also
“The Sacred Arr of Tiber' {1972].

A documentary?

Yeah. And I did a documentary on the work
of Joseph Cornell. I was his assistant in 1965
back in Flushing, New York. I learned box
making [which Jordan continues to do. His

gallery work, ironically, is more lucrative than
his Alms].

That was the period you were in New York?

No, I went back especially for that. ‘Visions of
a City’ was shown a lot, which is a film I made
in the '50s with Joanna's ex-husband, Michael
McClure, the poer.

Would that be your oldest film that shows?

Well, it’s one of the earliest films on hete.
“Warerlight' is on the album and it’s the carliest.
“That was 1957. ‘Visions of the City’ started in
1957, and then 1 re-edited it in 1979.
Revisting a picce, kind of a rarity, no?

There were a number of things I reworked after
I came back from Europe the first time. I just
had the enetgy to finish things that were on the

shelf. 1 was never able to cut the footage I shot
of Cornell in 1965 until that ‘79 period.

Too close to it?

Yeah. I knew I'd mess it up. ‘Winter Light’ is

a film I like very much. I made that in 1983
three years after I moved here to Petaluma. Ifsa
portrait of Sonoma County in the winter, when
there’s lots of fog. Then there’s ‘Postcasd from
San Miguel’ [1996]. We used to go down to
San Miguel in Mexico and we did a film there.

Were most of these films shat an a Bolex?

Al the early film, from the '50s and '6Os, was
with a Bell & Howell [with a wind-up crank].
‘Our Lady of the Sphere’ and ‘Hildur and The
Magician,’ I shot both of those in 1969. About
1968, 1 got the Bolex. And everything after that
— pretty much — was shot on the Bolex, excepr
the H.D. trilogy film. While I was traveling, I
liked the older camera, the Bell 8 Howell. It's
not an expensive camera and ir’s very durable.
It's a good handheld camera.

For synch sound, you'd rent an Eclair or something?

For “The Apparition’ [1976] we used a school
camera [SFAI's Eclair]. That's the only one |
did with synch sound.

Really? Even the documentaries were voice-overs?

Yeah, because most of the documentaries are
short and very personal. ‘The sound is manufac-
tured and people don’t talk [on screen].

What are the trends you've seen in art filming in
[the last] 40 years?

The audience is always falling out of love with

and kneeling, the ‘craft service' chef (whose name is forgotten but whose food is remembered — delicious!)

the personal film and gerting into topical film
and issue film and sociological film and political
film.

Like by Michael Moore?

| Yes, and ethnic film. But for the person who is

making film in the same way that the painter
is painting on canvas, in a purely personal way,

that's a difficult road.

I've always been blessed with good audiences.
The people who show up seem to know what
they're there for. We have a pretry good time.
The only time I ran into an ideological dust-up
was in the *70s in New York at the Millennium
{Film Work Shop, East 4th St}. I was showing
“The Sacred Art of Tibet’ and half the audience
thought it was a wonderful film. The other half
thought it was horrible: a Westerner was saying
something about these [sacred] images. 1 didn’t
say much, The audience argued back and forth.

_ You had hit gold.

Tt was fine.

Art film does keep going out of favor, like jazz, but
then it comes back. Do you see any trends toward
mare personal filmmaking in the postmodern,
post-millennium, post-apocalyptical generation?
Well, I don't believe too much in trends excepe
back in the *60s. It was so intense that every-

- body got on similar wavelengths. It was almost

like telepathy. There was a real flourishing of
film as art. And the strongest peopie kept on
making films. It became institutionalized in the
colleges and museums.

I suppose there are people in New York — New

. York always thinks it's on top of every trend —

who will say what trend is in vogue right now.
1 don't know what it is. However, you're always
going to have a few people who do their own
thing and punch through and become known.
Of course, those are the ones I'm interested in.

W wrote up a young woman out of CCA [Cali-

rdan, Paula Mulligan  fornia College of Ars, Jessica Coccia, see: archives:

cinesourcemagazine.comj who loves your films,
Her films were obviously influenced by your work,

Yeah, your wotk influcnices people. T was
influenced when I started. That's how you start.
Maya Deren, Kenneth Anger, the Russian and
French cinema — all were my influences.

The personal film movement influenced a lot. A lot
of stuffwent into MTV, and also o club films. The
clubs just wanted filler up there, and these guys
-would mabke long abstract films that were a lot like
art films. What do you think is the overall purpose
of alternative film? Since Hollywood is the center
of commercial film, it would be almost insane to
not have an art film center springing up nearby.

Probably. Film is a litcle enigmatic. Probably

"o Ml

the film tha has least function — that didn't

try to fill a functioh of any kind, that just got
made ar the insistence of the filmmaker — has
been the most influential. I'm thinking of these
people we've been ralking about Deren, Anger,
Brackhage, Broughton, Nelson, Gehr and some
of the earlier ones in New York. You know, I'm
not good at names anymore. Bur what I'm re-
ally ralking about is that Stan {Brackhage] made
films because he believed in a vision. Well, tha
isn’t really going to do anybody any good, is it?
Excep there were all kinds of TV commercial
makers who rented Brackhage to learn what's
going on there. Before that, commercials didn't
cut fast. A numbet of Hollywood directors said
they learned to see by looking at Brackhage. Did
Brackhage fill a function? We're ralking about
what is the function of experimental film. 1 really
dor't know if there is any function. Excepe what
peaple outside make of it.

I don't make the films for any funcrional
purpose in socicty. I'd be making it up if I said
1 was. I go ro work in the studio every morning
at 9 and I work until 12. ] am either making
gallery art or film. [ do it because thar’s what |
do. You can only do what you can do. 1 can't
make commercial films. I don’t want to. | have
no desire to. It’s a rat race.

Have you ever?

Yeah, I've dabbled. I was on the Board of Trust-
ces of American Film Institute’s New Producers
program — shook hands with famous Holly-
wood people - from 1972 to 1976.

Right when I was gesting to know you.

Me and Ed Emshwiller were the token experi-

mental filmmakets on the board. We thought
we were waging a great battle against Hol-

“lywood. Wed go to lunch with the heads of

studios and TV syndicates and they'd ask us
what we did. Wed tell them and we expected
some kind of resistance. But they were extreme-
ly fricndly and interested. They weren't fighting
us — they didn't even know we existed!

Some of the directors were picking up on us,
howeves. Stan Kubrick researched {experimen-
tal film] before *2001." You know the final
sequence? It's very much like Paul Sharit’s work.

Many peaple borrowed bits.

1 would hare very much to be pegged as some-
one who influenced Terry Gilliam, or some
nonsense like that. I don't know if he ever saw
any of my films. Bu they were certainly out
there long before he started doing that kind of
animation.

1 think it may be hard to evaluate from your own
persanal perspective, but in a larger perspective —

I don't know what Lawrence Jordan cont p29

2T

An Image From Sophie’s Place (1986) uses an archetypal figure that appears in other Jordan films.
I do not know the meaning of any symbol or character. As soon as 1 attach some meaning, the sequence

falls apart. The meaning is entirely at the disposal of the viewer — like a Rorschach Test. I am trying to
interact with the unconscious of the viewer: that is main philosophical thing I work from.”
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Wandering in a Wet Redwood Forest in the teaser Yurke shot himself and doctored the hell ont

of — made it rain, in fact — in Inferno, the 3D program with which he worked on Avarar.’

“There ate a million scary movies our there,”
Edmeades said. “What was neat about ‘Golden’
was the moral questions getting asked.”

“Rather then an external monster,” Yurke
continued, “it’s an internal one. You always
have the forest or the serial killer or whatever as
the bad guy. But here it is the greed of the kids
that is killing them.” Yurke wrote the first draft
in one month in 2006 burt spent three years
polishing it. He has also workshopped it with
actors and did a rewrite based on thar.

“It’s pretty tight,” Edmeades
says, “We get a lot of scripts
here, and I have wtitten a few
myself. 1have the ten-to-
twenty page test: If I am not
interested enough after ten 10
read twenty, then I dont. If
T'm not interested after twenty
to fnish — I dont. With
Deans, 1 had a very peculiar
reaction. 1 was reading through
in a single siting, and I got 1o about 809, and
I didn't want ro carry on.”

“So you don’t know about the alien invasion
at the end?” teases Yurke.

“And that porn bie?” parries Edmeades. “I
never had that happen before. 1 felt it is build-
ing in a way where I want to savor it.”

In fact, Edmeades had been looking for a proj-
ect that could be done locally even before Yurke
showed up. “When I saw ‘Avatar,’” he says, “
thought, “You don't need a CG forest, we have
a real forest. You don't need blue [screen for
special effects] you have gor green, the real.”

“Being from England and coming to Cali-
fornia,” jumps in Yurke, “You go up on Mount
Tam and you see these incredible redwood trees.
It’s like — this is a billion dollar set!”

Of course, innovation and reinvention are
obligatory in a recession, and things have been
hard these years. Some bleak rumors have
emerged from Kerner.

“Yeah, ir has been a little rough,” notes

3D creates the
opportunity for a
proper return to
Hollywood North.
There is a window
right now.

Edmeades. But, as a seasoned entrepreneur, he
is accustomed to rising to the challenge. “The
pending SAG strike {June 2009] pushed back

so many projects, it killed off our whole inter-
season. Thar’s a big deal to us. So we have had
some challenges. That's business, you know. Ina
sense, that is Darwinism; survival of the firtest.”

“Golden” is scheduled 1o start shooting
around the end of the year. Other than a few
shots up in the Sierras, it will be produced en-
tirely in Marin. Rose Duignan [Keener’s lauded
general manager] location
scouted “The Ewok Adventure”
{1984), so she knows all the
area’s best locations. It is ser
entirely in a redwood forest and
an undesground mine, meaning
about 50% can be shot right  ~
on Kerners lot. Although they
are not announcing the cast
yet, they have filled most of the
parts. There are only six actors,
two of whom are local.

This is Yurke's freshman feature bur, like
SF director Jon Bowden (see archives: cine-
sourcemagazine.com}, he had a project thac
got very close five years ago when he was in Los
Angeles. That served as graduate school but it
went into development hell. “After that, I try to
avoid studio people,” Yurke says.

The upside was he ended up taking acting
lessons — probably a good idea for any of us
trying to present a coherent narrative to the
public — but even more crucial for directors,
and double for high-energy folks like Yurke.
“Being a visual artist, | was always frightened of
working with actors,” he says, until he studied
with Judith Weston. “She’s brilliant. She has
a book called ‘Directing Actors” [1999] and
does workshops and classes. She has this course
where you go down to LA and, as a director,
you become an actor. You learn the acting tech-
niques of Meisner, Strasberg and Stanistavski.
You acrually put on a performance!”

“Being an actor, it is terrifying — you are
standing up there — but [Weston] said: ‘That is
how your actors feel all the time.” Thar experi-
ence gave Yurke an intimate connection to how
an actor works. He also came to understand
the actor’s relationship to structure and improv.

“When I do my first draft, I write very
quickly, to get it out, to not be trapped by
grammar and structure. When working with an
actor, you give them the freedom to wotk in the
moment, to be creative, to get to the emotion.”

“Once you've been through the process of
becoming an actor, she lets you workshop with
real actors — direct SAG actors. That is the whole
thing about filmmaking - it’s very collaborative.
That is why it is so important to be working with
the right people, people you get on with. You
need to be comfortable with them in the room.
If you are not comfortable, you are not free
enough to be emotional, 1o make mistakes. The
successes you cut into the movie, but you need
that permissive environment so you can be free
to make mistakes. Not so much experimental —
because you've got certain rules — but freeing [the
actors] to be emotional, where they can break
down. ‘The whole process can be destructive for
an actor, 50 you have to create an environment
where they feel safe 10 be vulnerable.”

Another advantage Yurke has is his ability 1o
single-handedly produce a very pro teaser. “I
made the opening scene as ‘proof of concept,”
he explains. “I shot a teaser for potential inves-
tors and have also been shooting test scenes to
establish the 3D pipeline for the teaser — now
that we are shooting in 3D. 1 had ro go back
into those scenes and stereo-ize: it’s a hard thing
to stereo-ize in post.” His next assignment-to-
self: storyboard rest of “Golden.”

“I like storyboarding [see illo p27]. Itis part
of the writing process. You re-block it. Then
you give it to the actors and they come up with
something else. Storyboarding frees you up to
experiment on the set. You say, ‘T know what I
need and I kind of got that bur this would look
really good, so let’s try ir.”” °

Yurke shot the teaser on the Cataract Trail,
above Faitfax then made some of it day-for-night
in Inferne. He also added rin and spinning
leaves, while deleting hikers in the background,
and it looks great. The trailer features only his
principal, an Asian American actress who runs
through the foresr, first innocendy, then not so.
He shot with a crane, tracking her in a big circle.
When she falls into the mine, it is all CGlin
the teaser, but in the actual film, it will done in
traditional Kerner fashion: with practical sets
and effects.

“I gotta tell you,” Edmeades says, “3D creates
the opportunity for a proper return o Holly-
wood North. There is a window right now. You
think back to 1983-84, when the first video
stores started opening up. I remember because
I used to live near 2 video arcade and one of the
first ever Blockbuster-type places. Youd go in
and it was like — empty shelf space everywhere.
The reason was it was a new business and the

indie movement hadn't kicked in. That created
a demand for indie product.”

“Now we've gone through the maturation of
that and are into the digiral downloading age.
Raising money to produce films has become
difficult — everybody knows the challenges
there. What's happening is that 3D movies
have proven to be economically viable. They
make money. But more than tha, there is
something we have that ‘Journey to the Center
of the Earth,' ‘Avarar’ and *Up’ didn't have: a
secondary 3D marker. There are 3D TVs. 3D
broadcasting is becoming a present-day reality.
That means there will be an ongoing market to
acquire 3D content that will cause a demand.”

“I think we're in a place right now, if we
move quickly and Northern California moves
quickly, we can really establish ourselves in that
world. A movie like ‘Golden’ will send up a flag.
‘Hey, this ¢an be done in Northern California
—~ the expertisc is there.” That should actrace
more opportunities. You've got this two-to-four
year window — could be longer, we don't know
what impact free broadcast will have. During
that window there’s gonna be this requirement
for content. We want to show that Northern
California is here to fill that requirement.”

“Remember, I'm not from the business, so
this is an external observation. But if semebody
praduces a $200,000 indic movie and, let’s say,
it does really well, that doesn't say, ‘Hey, the Bay
Area can make great movies.” It says that these.
guys wete lucky. Making a movie of the scale of
‘Golden,’ even though we're doing it inexpen-
sively, this is a proper production. I think the
success of ‘Golden’ will advertise Northern
California’s film capabilities much more so than
yaur traditional six-figure indie film.”

“Right now, you can go off and shoot in
other places, and.ger tax credits, and so on. But
you really have to weigh the costs of relocating
people or training people or using new people.
Here you walk in and have this packaged region
that knows how to make movies.”

“I think that whar Kerner has been 1o a de-
gree — bur can really become — is a crearive cam-
pus for local filmmakers. We've got the stages
and we've gor the expertise, in everything from
set construction to 3D and special effects to juse
managing stages and shooting environments.

So there's this campus that’s available. And ler's
be clear, it wasn't available before. It not only
wasn't available, it was a secret. Now, here it is!
I think that could play a big role in gerting the
Hollywood North thing back on track.”

“Golden’ will showcase Northern Califor-
nia scenery, ralent pool, 3D capabilities and
something unique; the production of high
quality 3D content on a budget. That's going
to be the key thing. It’s going be like, do you
want to spend 100 million dollars and make a
huge Hollywood 3D movie? Go 1o LA. Do you
want to make a reasonably budgeted 3D movie?
Come ro Northern California. That's what
we're hoping to see with ‘Golden’ and that’s

what I think we will see.” CF

Lawrence Jordan fo p28

the function [of alternative film] is. You have to
ask audiences when they see good experimental
film and are excited. Buc there’s a lot of bad
stuff out there that has really turned audiences
off.

Just like in any medium, theres really no rhyme
or reason. But any art that doesnt take you on
enough of a trip is not worth the journcy.

Yeah, it’s very simple, at least 10 me. 1 feel that
if I make images that genuinely excite my eye,
then they will excite the eye of the viewer. Pure
art does have a function, in my book. 1 think
that art, from the beginning of civilization, was
what kept the spirit of the race alive. [ don’
think politicians or religions do it. [ think the
spirit of Greece, of ancient Greece and Egypr, is
in the art we see. That’s where the spirit of those
ancient civilizations are. Not the politics or
religion, bur the people who made the images.

The same thing could be said for San Francisco or
Northern California. We're living quite a civilized

life, and we need art specific to our issues.

The Bay Area is full of people who appreciate
art. In the 505, there were so few organizations
and groups of artists doing things. Now ir’s
very difficule for groups to raise money because
thete are so many of them. The people who
have money to give to the arts are spread so
thin now. And the government is not helping
much anymore. So you have to figure out other
ways to keep making art. It’s not going to pay
for itself.

Although gallery art does, 1 must say. I make
moncy on gallery art and lose money on film. I
have forever. But film is where my heart is. I'm
very fortunate; I can afford to make the films

I want to make [because] they are very, very
inexpensive.

Whar would be a typical budget?

$2500 for a ten-minute film, including five
prints. Add on another couple thousand if you
want to make a good DVD.

Are you still shooting in 16mne?

Yeah.

Where do you get it processed?

As you know, there aren’t any labs in the Bay
Area anymore. But, suddenly [ have the lab
that we've always wanted ro have: Forokem (fo-
tokem.com) They're in Burbank and employee
800 people. You'd think it would be a rat race
or mill, but they're totally personal. They're
wonderful; they take care of you; and they do it
right! They have all the equipment. They do all
the 16mm processes, except black and white re-
versal ariginal, but everything else, they still do.
What are your feelings about 16mm'’s longevity?
Well, it’s going down fast. Fewer and fewer of
the film festival venues have 16mm equipment,
but the big places have great 16mm projection.
When [ showed at the Lincoln Center Film
Festival in New York in the early "90%, I walked
into the auditorium before the show and there’s
this screen 40 feet wide. I said, “This isn't going
to work, my image is half an inch wide. They
said, ‘Don't worry.' ‘The film came on, it was
rack solid and the sound was magnificent. 1

don't know what they had up in the booth, bur
it was the right stuff. And ac Eastman House
[Rochester, NY] and at San Francisco MOMA,
the projection is terrific. You know, the big
places. They have all these custom-made 16mm
projectors that they keep in top running order.
But in the smaller venues, it’s getting harder
and harder to find 16mm projection.

Won't it continue as a specialty medium?

I've never been very good ar prediction. Bur
evidently there are still a lot of people thar like
to produce in 16mm and 35mm and then rake
it to digital. But 16mm cameras are becoming
a rarity. I don’t know where that will go. But
it’s a very good medium, 16mm. You can go so
many different ways with it.

Mike Hinton, did you ever run into him at the
Art Institute? He had his own company called
Interformat, then he moved his equipment to
Monaco Labs [9¢h St SF]. Now he's back east at
the Smithsonian. And this guy David Packard
put together a lab to preserve every flm gauge
there Lawrence Jordan cont p35
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Happer was really a quite a fantastic guy?

Yes, he was a little paranoid — he had wo body-
guards — buc he admired Bruce [Conner]. He
was also a photographer and he became a col-
lector early in his career, and they had a shared
show at the Paule Anglim Gallery in 1997.

He had a reputation of being crazy and drug-
addled bu:rge was a!s{ dediim the am:g

I think so. Conner had 1o calm him down.
[Hopper] didn't like people towering over him —
he was firly short.

We hated 1o see [Conner pull his films] but his
behavior grew increasingly eccentric. He had
withdrawn three times before, sometimes for
idiosyncratic stuff like [insufficient) vacuuming,
But he was a great teacher and leader in the field
and he was always right about artistic principles
— he demanded that artists get paid.

1 would ger a muscum calling — I won't men-
tion any names — and they would ask if they
could get a copy of ‘Scorpio Rising,’ which they
intended to transfer to DVD and continuous
loop for three months. 1 would say, ‘No, you're
" not! You have to pay fees equitable o [similar]
art.” We have been able to give a major boost to
the experimental ilmmaker.

So how did alternative film start here?

In the '60s, it was New York and SE In New
York, it was the New American Cinema Group,
and here, it was around Bruce Bailey and Rob-
ert Nelson. Then the hipple thing happened:
Conner and Scott Bartlett {pioneered trance
films, died 47; 1980}, a lot of psychedelic and
erotic work with Ron Rice and Hy Hirsh.

The *60s saw an explosion — Canyon was formed
in '61 or ’62. The history has become somewhat
mystical, even mythical in my opinion. From
what we can gather, from the ‘Cinemanews’ [the
groups newsletter], it started around '61. The
spirit of showing experimental films in Canyon
[Oakiand] came from Baillie and Chick Strand
iwho made personal documentaries, notably
‘Mosori Monika' (1969), in Venezuela] and
several others — I'm not exactly sure.

‘Then the group began to travel around, showing
films in the East Bay, San Francisco, Sausalito.
Lawrence Jordan became involved early on.
Lawrence and the others started the distribu-
tion company, and in 1967 Canyon Cinema
Inc. - its legal name — was incorporated in the
Stare of California. Cinemanews became the
Canyon Cinemanews and the showings became
Canyon Cinematheque. In 1975, the two larter
organizations split off to start a nonprofit, the
Foundation for Art in Cinema, but the distribu-
tion group kept the name Canyon Cinema.

In Seprember, we will be celebrating our fifsieth

birthday with Bruce Baillie, Lawrence Jordan
and Robert Nelson [Sept 23 at SF MOMA).
Robert comes to San Francisco a couple times a
week, working on new piece. He withdrew his
pieces, too, bur we finally gor them back. Once
a filmtmaker withdraws, it takes a while for the
public to know we have them [again]. Bur,

pretty much, we are the only distributor of their -'

work {although Canyon has no exclusives].
What other things do you do?

We rent our screening room, for about a dollar
a minure, We have five board members elected
disectly from membership. It is a filmmakers
organization. I am Almmaker myself — I have
made 35 films — which is why this organiza-
tion works, because filmmakers have different
needs than digital people. In the mid-'80s, one
of our boatrd members tried to convince me 1o

eliminate all
of our 16 mm
and convert 1o
analog video —
which would
have been a
disaster!

Do you think
celluloid will
survive?

They have
been predict-
ing the death
of celluloid for .x

$20,000 is

a typical

[film] grant.
[Admittedly],
experimental is
a bit more dif-
ficult because
the general
public has 10
be educated
whar alterna-
tive film is:
films that don't
have to tell a

story.
maore than 100
years o dori Tty
:ii::n I:f‘:ét film school was
it n‘m be tl';e that alt-film
/o can be like
only medium o
Whi‘fh will Stan Brakhage (1933-2003) was considered the avant-ras- change the ;, ay
survive. [ re- fer due ro his immense ousput, his use of various technigues, 1 VTR 915
member when including scratching and painting on film, his interests in irony is that
1 first sra}'ted myth and mortality, and his accessibility, which made him a came to pass
“::I“Sferl“"g 0 great teacher, including to the likes of the ‘South Park’ creators.  but in MTV,
i cl: Vi d which bor-
o e rowed the tropes of underground film.

now there is no one-inch. It’s like when CDs
came in, you had to buy all new stuff. Films
never wear out, except through misuse or mis-
projection.

Will last even a bundred years?

{big sigh] If stored propetly, yes. The question
is: Will there be machines to view them. There
are only two manufactures of 16mm projectors,
that’s a weak link. Bulbs are an issue, too.

Do you see interplay between the differens moving
image makers [like art films and features] or is it
like water color and murals, two separate —

‘There are intersections and it happens mostly in

Interesting you bring that up. When I came

in the 80s, this business was almost kapur. |
insisted on publishing a new catalog, so people
would know what we had. Then the punk rock-
ers came: Ralph Records of the Residents [local
art-rock band], Hello Skinny [ditto) and Babeth
[Van Loe, a Dutch ilmmaker; attended Art
Institute; produced film on Jordan, ‘Moments
of Ilumination']. She shor the Sex Piscols in
Berlin — we couldn’t keep them on the shelf!

That was when MTV came our. Some experi-
mentalists were very upset: MTV was stealing
their techniques. After a while, they realized it
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Underground Personal Fllms werr considered cinema subversion or filmic LSD by both the
authorities and the presenters, as this 1976 Copenhagen show indicates.

the festivals, like the San Francisco Internation-
al. Most of people in San Francisco know each
other, It is a small town, from documentary to
narsative to high-end computerization,

‘The avant-garde filmmakers feel neglected in the
funding arena. We are not talking a lot of moncy
here. For example, the fast film I finished cost
$5000, which is very Jittle, when you consider

was an honest effort; it was opening the eyes of
the public. A lot of it was jealousy. They were
making money while [the filmmakers} were still
obscure but that's always a2 problem in the arts.
We are looking at ways to bring this fart] into
people’s homes in a digital form. Most people
don’t have projectors. Our DVDs are faitly
expensive — the average price is $50, because

they are artist-made, It is impossible to scll for
$29. We have packages but compilations are
problematic because we don't have the right

to package things withou [the filmmakers']
approval. Qur members are very eccentric and
often times erratic. In our organization, the
filmmakers are of primary importance, and
then our audicnce. Basically, Canyon Cinema
was founded 1o keep the filmmaker’s interest in
mind, both aestherically and payment - 50%
goes back to filmmakers.

1t seems that you have a healthy understanding of
Jyour members, ~

Having been here long enough, I have a pretry
good rapport with all of them. Then there are
a lot of new filmmakers. Bur in the last few
years, we find we are loosing money. Some of it
is rental related, some is not. Filmmakers who
didn claim their money, we used keep in an
interest bearing account of 5% — bur now noth-
ing. Last year, we graced anyone who couldn’t
pay the $100 distribution fee in an attempt to
help our members in these economic times.

Do you have other plans for future?

We are approaching privare donors — 1 am
hopeful. I recently sold our paper archives to
Swanford. All our filmmaker’s correspandence,
old caralogues, books, will be pur on line for any
film scholar. A couple years ago, a book came
out by Scott McDonald [‘Canyon Cinema:

The Life and Times of an Independent Film
Distributor’]. As it shows, over the last 30 years,
we have gained worldwide recognition and have
been able to remain solvent — the sale of the pa-
pers to Stanford assures that ... for the next year.

We are not nonprofit — it would be impossible
to be one without disbanding the company.
We tried twice. The IRS denied our applica-
tion and said, ‘Don't try again.’ It is the way
we remunerate our filmmakers, the ilmmakers
are on the board. They saw us as out to make a
bunch of money. {laughs] No matter how we
disguised it, said it was educational, it didn't fly.
Have you approached any Hollywood Northers?

Thar is what we are doing, people who have
been influence by experimenral films. 1don’t
wate to say who but we are fairly confident

they will give us some support. 1f any of your
readers want to donate — contact me (dominic@
canyoncinema.com). The [Hollywood North-
ers] are interested. A lot are historically aware.
[Gary Leva] made ‘Fog City Mavericks' [2007]
and the avant-garde played 2 roll. Bruce Conner
is in ‘Fog City, as am I. There is respect. They
invited us to the Roxy and we all went on stage.
Considering the diversity of film community in the
Bay Area, any ideas how it could work better?
Thar was one of the ides of the 9th Street Alm
community [180 9th St; where Film Arts used
to be}, 1o coordinate the diverse filmmakers but
it is still a work in progress. It has happened

in some ways, in others, not. Last year, we had
six showing here. Last year, Frameline had me
program material by experimental gay filmmak-
ers, including “Thundercrack’ by Kurt McDow-
ell. Ir sold out the Victoria Theatre. Fox News
did a special, claiming it showed sex with a go-
rilla bu is was really George Kuchar dressed in
a gorilla suit. They got 60,000 Web hits, it was
big. Iam attempting to do {alt-film sections]
with Jewish Film Festival and the Asian.
Anyway, Canyon is still alive and kicking and
we plan to keep doing our most for celluloid

film and for the filmmakers. 1]

Video Arts was in the

game for and provided branding for Ninten-

management for the Adidas Warld

worked with producer Cathy Caro-

ing the World Cup. Carr worked

Video Ars' ‘Pre-Viz' 30 model of Nin-
tendos E3 2010 trade show booth,

Nintendo a1 E3 2010. Video Ans,
working in conjunction with long-
tdme client Ralph Miller Produc-
tions, designed, produced and de-
livered all the media for Nintendo's

2010 mega-booth supporting the

launch of Nintendo's revolutionary
new 3DS platform which provides
3D stercoscopic gameplay withour
the need for special glasses. Nin-
tendo also launched “The Legend
of Zelda: Skyward Sword,” the lat-
est installment in the Zelda fran-
chise. For 2010 the Nintendo booth
relied heavily of projection to create
environments supporting the games

dao products and lifestyle imagery.
Ben Kopman was VA5 design and
technical lead for E3, developing a
fully realized 3D model of the booth
which provided pre-visualization of
7 projection arcas employing over
20 HD projectors. Scort Harris,
Dave Murray and Kopman provid-
ed design and animation with Zac
Pincda as the lead editor.

Video- Arts Kicks Off the Warld
Cup for Adidas, VidArts teamed
wn.ﬁ Isobar San Francisco, an in-
ternational communications agency
headquartered in London, to pro-
vide edicorial and post-production

Cup Facebook Fan Site. Adidas has
brought together four U.S. spores
stars: Regpie Bush, Dale Earn-
hardt Jr., B.J. Upton and Dwight
Howard, who are all big soccer
fans to help promote the US ream
in the Wnrlf Cup. VA staffer Lo-
ren Sorensen was the editor for all
of the videos on the site which runs
throughout the World Cup.

One Union Recording Senior Engi-
neer Joaby Deal worked long hours
with hard working producer Paul
Gelubovich from Duncan-Channon
on television spots for Esurance’s
new live action campaign. Deal also

lan for AAA on new spots featuring
everyday people who have utilized
the companies roadside assistance
program. Lastly Deal began work-
ing with Curt O'Brien from BBDO
West to create spots for 8th Conti-
nent soy milk. The spots cracked us
up, and gave Deal creative freedom
for his sound design work!

One Union Recording Senior Engi-’

neer Ehen Carr, along with produc-
er Misha Louy of BBDO New York,
worked on stereo and 5.1 surround
sound mixes for Gillette, These 3-D
commescials will air on TV dur-

around the clock with producer
Kat Friis of Buter, Shine, Stemn
and Partners on TV spots for Co-
lombia’s new line of Jackets. These
ads will air intemationally in the
UK, Russia, Switzerland and Ko-
sea, Lastly, Cast continued his work
with veteran producer Jim Vaughn
from Goudby, Silverstein and Part-
ners with work on the Nintendo TV
campaign creating new spors 1o be
aired at furure dates.

One Union Recording Senior En-
gincer Andy Greenberg contin-
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