Avnt—garde filmmaker Bruce Elder subject of
retrospective series and panel discussion at AGO

By STEPHEN MILTON

Have you been feeling just a little
bit anxious about your complacent
acceptance of the prevailing notions
about the space-time continuum and
your place in the universe generally?
If you have, a discussion last week
about the work of Canadian experi-
mental filmmaker Bruce Elder
would have provided a potent
remedy to your existential blahs.

On Tuesday, October 8, the Art
Gallery of Ontario continued its
Bruce Elder retrospective with a
screening of the 1979 film The Art of
Worldly Wisdom, with a panel dis-
cussion held afterwards. Appearing
on the panel were Seth Feldman of
York University’s Film and Video
Department, Queen’s University's
Lianne McLarty and Bart Testa of
the University of Toronto.

The screening of The Art of
Worldly Wisdom was prefaced by a
few comments from the filmmaker
himself, and served to introduce
many of the themes which would
occupy centrestage in the panel dis-
cussion which followed. Elder said
that although the film is ostensibly
an autobiography, it is in fact an
investigation into the problem of
creating an autobiography on film.

Like much of Elder’s previous
work the film subverts the conven-
tions of traditional narrative cinema
where the soundtrack corresponds
to the images on the screen. Thus,
when a voice at the beginning of the
film announces that ““this is a picture
of me,” no such picture is present.
Moreover, although the film nomi-
nally resembles an autobiographical
narration of Elder’s life growing up
in Hamilton, and contracting a
serious illness, the narrator’s voice is
frequently drowned out by the sound
which accompanies images from his
past. In this way the film ceases to be
a simple autobiographical narrative,
and appears to question the very pro-
Ject which it endeavors to achieve.

The competition between the
images of the past and the narrator
poses the question of how one is
related to the past, and how this
affects the filmmaker’s ability to
present a chronological and coher-
ent account of his life. Elder’s film
appears to conclude that all

moments in the past are of equal
importance to those in the present,
for all are equally accessible to the
memory. Consequently, images are
presented which represent all stages
of his life simultaneously, thereby
transforming the chronology of time
into a spatial representation.

The issues raised by Elder’s film
were subsequently discussed by the
panel of film scholars who spoke fol-
lowing the screening. York Universi-
ty’s Seth Feldman initiated the dis-
cussion by emphasizing that Elder’s
films are always political in their
intent because they formally chal-
lenge the dominant aesthetic of film
by subverting the conventions of
narrative cinema. Elder’s films
deliberately deny the logic of identity
which dominates Hollywood films,
where what is seen appears to be true
and self-evident. Feldman argued
that Elder consistently asserts that
film operates by separating the
image from its source, since to have
captured something on film means
that the event becomes part of the
past, even though the image may
appear to render it contemporary.

The second panelist, Lianne
McLarty, discussed Elder’s early
experimentation with the material
aspects of film, such as montage and
lighting, and his romanticism.
McLarty argued that Elder’s films of
the early *70s were concerned with
how film actually communicates to
the viewer through the manipulation
of light and shadow, and the spatial
parameters which are enforced by
framing the image. Although many
Canadian avant-garde filmmakers
of the period were experimenting
with this sort of filmmaking,
McLarty said that Elder’s view of the
artist as separated from the rest of
the world distinguished his work.
There is a little effort in his films of
this period to put the subject matter
in a larger context. This style began
to change in The Art of Worldly Wis-
dom where Elder attempted to dis-
cover the place of the artist in the
world at large.

Elder’s concern with history was
further examined by the final
speaker of the night, Bart Testa. In
his presentation *“The Horrid Logic
of History in Elder’s Recent Movies”
Testa discussed Elder’s later works,
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particularly the 1982 film, Hlumi-
nated Texts. He contended that
Elder’s work in this period has been
characterized by an attempt to real-
ize in film history’s role in levelling
mankind’s spirit.

Although the subject matter of the
evening was extremely interesting,
unfortunately the dry academic tone

of much of the panel discussion
dampened the audience’s enthusi-
asm for Elder’s work, and managed
to obscure the poetic quality of his
films. Nonetheless, the film and its
subsequent discussion provided a
welcome opportunity to sample an
interesting alternative to, and cri-
tique of, the mainstream of film.

Ideas illuminated with
Northem Lights dance

8y NICOLE DESJARDINS

You have to be ambitious to start a
dance company these days and Paula
Thomson knows what it takes. A
faculty member of York’s Physical
_Education department, Thomson is
artistic director and choreographer
of Northern Lights Dance Theatre, a
company dedicated to exploring new
works and combining dance with
other disciplines in art. The year-old
company is opening its season at U
of T’s Hart House Theatre with a run
from October 24 to 26.

Thomson’s company includes
three York dance students: Beckley
Laurin, Dawn Morrison and Rose
Williams, as well as four other
dancers, all of whom are *‘sharing
common beliefs and the classical
form” in their work, which compels
them ‘“‘to make dances,” according

Andra Corvino in “Ariadne”

to Thomson.

Thomson is aiming towards a
classical, theatrical dance com-
pany” with Northern Lights. This is
not surprising as Thomson’s training
includes modern dance at the José
Limon School in New York City and
the Mary Wigman’s Centre of
Movement in Toronto, ballet at the
Dance Circle of New York City, and
mime, voice and acting at the Strat-
ford Shakespearean Festival where
she was movement coach and
choreographer.

Thomson is strongly influenced by
the philosophy of Mary Wigman,
one of the forerunners of change in
the concept of modern dance.
Instead of steps being choreo-
graphed prior to the music and
theme of the dance, it is “the idea of
the dance that tells me what steps to
use,” said Thomson. Her inspira-
tions for her dances come from quo-
tations from books, stories, and
from her past experiences.

One of the four works to be pres-
ented next Thursday, “‘Only the
Drowning,” emerged from Thom-
son’s experiences as a lifeguard “‘res-
cuing people, seeing eyes bulge out,
desperate facial expressions, the giv-
ing up and the quiet peaceful feeling
following death,” according to
Thomson, all become part of the
work. “Only the Drowning” was
performed last year when it was
commissioned for a York Dance
Lab.

This year the company will pre-
miere three new works, two choreo-
graphed by Thomson (‘“‘Ariadne”
and “‘Melodies”), and “Start,” by
guest choreographer Jane Kos-
minsky who was formerly a principal
dancer with the Paul Taylor Dance
Company.

The leading role of *“‘Ariadne” is
danced by Andra Corvino, formerly
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