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“Film Is.

Filmls ...

by Stephen Dwoskin

The Overlook Press, Woodstock,
N.Y./268 pp./$15.00 (hb)

Two years ago in these pages (Afteri-
mage vol. 1, no. 9) | tried to survey some
bonks which ! felt represented the best
possibie verbal introduction to the art of
independent fiim. While conceding that
the written word can never substitute for
orcompetely explain avisual experience,
| feit that because books are far more
accessible to most people than non-
commerical films they could be fruitfully
employed to direct their readers toworks
cf which they would not otherwise be
aware. There were at that time two gen-
eral introductions to the field in print,
Sheldon Renan's An Introduction to the
American Underground Film (New York:
E.P. Dutton & Co., 1967) and Experimen-
tal Cinema by David Curtis (New York:
Dell Publishing Co., 1971). Both books
had their strengths; neither, to my mind,
was an altogether satisfactory accountof
ils subject.

Since then, the publication of P.
Adams Sitney's Visionary Film (reviewed
in Afterimage, vol. 2, no. 5) has given the
art of personal film its first sustained
critical scrutiny, but Sitney disclaims the
responsibility ¢f providing a general sur-
vey ot the feld. rlis method is to concen-
trate on certain thematic tendencies of
particular interest to him. Thus, while his
book set a new standard of critical inten-
sity, it proved no real addition to Curtis's
and Renan's subject, the overall history
of the medium.

Into this void has now come a book
which | think provides asmuchasonecan
reasonably expect from a single author.
Film Is ... by Stephen Dwoskin, subtitled
Ine International Free Cinema, fi nctions
boih as the kind of survey Cu tis and
Renan attempt while explor ng re-
sponses with some ot the thoroughness

that characterizes Sitney's writing. For

these with _no previous acquaintange

with i field of personal film, Jwoskin's
book seems to me the best place to be-

&in.

Filin '= ..consists of two parts. The first
is made uz =f “Early History” ar2 "Coa-
temporary Background,” twc: long chap-
ters which togeiuer provide tie kind of
historical account «ftered by CL-us's
Experimental Cineina. There is a di “er-

..... ing to Dwoskin's survey, thaough, a
quahty m.ssirg from the earie:r book
which 1 am har+ put to exactly cescribe.
it is somehow connecwey, | think, with the
fact that Dwoskin is himself a filmmaker.
An Amernican by birth, a Londoner by
choice, he has, overthe lastdecadeorso,
come to be considered an important film
artist. While his filmz nav2 rarely been
seen in this countryv, o did appear in
New York last year at the Millenium Film
Workshop and the Museum of Modern
Art, and the work he showed on those
occasions left little doubt as to his stature
as a filmmaker. Although | was not lucky
enough to have beenat those screenings,
the reactions that | received second-
hand were in my mind as | read thie first
chapters of Filra Is ....

Curtis in nis treatment of 1. history of
perso .2l film, catalogues artists and
their work in a way that, for all his inclu-
siveness, does not seer. particularly de-
voted to the medium. One can imagine
<bst:tuting the nai 2s of puets or pain-
t. < or compos ers for those of flmmak-
ers ~:thout in <Ny way changing the tone
or manner of t.» beok. Experimental
Cinema cuu'd then he “Experimental
Poetry,” "Experim¢ntal Painting” or “Ex-
perimen.zi Music” vath no alterations of
forrm: or apnroach. With Dwoskin’s book,
rio such interchangeability exists. There
1s never amy doubt that the author's reia-
tionship to hig subiect is an Gbszssive

and encompassing one. There is not the
slightest academic flavor to the historical
material in Film Is ...; the authoris clearly
dealing with the vital roctz of his own
creative life and not simply with chrono-
logical data.

There is a sensitivity also t~ people,
characterizes Dwoskin’s account. Where
Curtis has a propensity for licting titles.
alone, Dwoskin seems more aware of the
human effort that produces a tilie. This
too would appear to stem from his being
a filmmaker himself. Painfully aware of
the personal hardship involved in work-
ing with expensive material without com-
mercial backing, Dwoskin never sces
films as an inevitable cultural pherio-
menon but rather as the lucky result of an
artist's always perilous struggle with infi-
nite limitations. The tendency among
many chroniclers of art history in getverat
to treat creative work as an almost agri-
cultural process, sown and nurtured by
artists, harvested regularly year after
year surfaces occasionally in Curtic’s
book. A film artist knows that triere is no
such immutability to the: process, and it
is that consciousness that Dwoskin
brings to his history.

Sheldon Rencri's Introduction to the
American Uncerground Film does not
lack this atten.nn to the human betind
the film, but the parameters of .ts inquiry
are far narrower than Dwoskin'. Renan's
main handicaps ha e, through ne - auitof
his, worsened since 1 ucaunosd wer two
years ago. First published in 197, the
book’s age precludes it completeness
more and more with each passirnig year.
Likewise, the fact that it treats only activ-
ity on our shores. While the pre-
eminence of American filmmakers in the
two dectades following the war canmot
really be challenged, that pre-emindice
has diminshed every year over the last
decade making Renan's book progress-
ively more insular. Yet simply adopting a
strictly international viewpoint, as Curtis
(an Englishman) does, is not really the
answer. Despite the fact that personal
filmmakers are_now active all over the

globe, the energy with which thefieild has ~

exploded can still be traced to American
sources. This puts Stephen Dwoskin in
an exceptionally good position to write
this book. Like his subject, his passion
and his roots are American, but his cur-
rent scope and outlook are international.
He can feel more directly than Curtis the
spirit of the new wave of personal film-
making that began in America, but, un-
like Renan, he in noway limits his discus-
sion to national boundaries. _

The second part of Film Is ... balances
historical survey with an extended, high-
ly personal, account of Dwoskin’s “Mem-
ories of Films and Filmmakers.” The
combination is a8 most felicitous one, for
it offers the reader in a single book what
he would previously have needed anum-
ber of books to acquire. If the first chap-
ters of Film Is ... equal and perhaps
surpass the work of Curtis and Renan, the
book's second half bears a similar rela-
tionship to two more subjective accounts
of the field, Sitney’s Visionary Film, men-
tioned earlier, and Jonas Mekas's Movie
Journal. Of course while an objective
survey can be evaluated objectively, a
work of intuitive personal response can
only elicit like responses from its critics.
My own feelings about both Sitney’s and
Mekas's books are very positive, but |
also feel that here, too, Dwoskin has
something unprecedented

As | mentioned earlier Sitney's book
made no claim to comprehensiveness;
neither, | think. would Sitney argue that
his speculations had any absolute au-
thority. Clearlv his interests run strongly
to “structural” film and, for that reason,
more simply lyrical and diaristic wnrks
are not treated at length in Visionary
Film. In Mekas's Movie Journal, the ap-
proach is even more idiosyncratic. The
politics of the New York avant-garde in
the '60s dominate the bock every bit as

much as any film. The book, then, func-
tions as an invaluable document of the
total mihieu that produced many import-
ant fi'mz, _ut again lacks a broad scope.
Fiisally, with only a few exceptions, both
Sitriey and Mekas deal exciusively with
Americ .n work.

took hiz “Memories of Films and Film-
makers” with the specific intention of
addrzssing himself to the shortcomings
of previous books, he nevertheless does
accomplish something along those lines.
His interests are extremely wide-
ranging; no clear prejudice for any spe-
cific vein of personal film is evident nor
does nationality restrict the breadth of
his discussion. He gives attention equally
to activity in all parts of Western Europe,
and includes American work from both
coasts. Best of all, he shares with Mekas

' J_'th‘é‘ﬁa'S‘éion of a participant, i iever seem-

i ing to be a detached observer. Without
'embarrassment he cites his own films
where he feels that they represent signifi-
cant explorations. This wculd seem a
dangerous trait, expecially for a film-

Stills from three discussed in Film Is. .

While i* is doubtful that Dwoskin under- |

maker not widely known, but Dwoskin
does it with such naturalness that one
never suspects him of self-promotion.
Reaction to his work from other quarters
suggests that, if anything, he has been
too modest in his treatment of his own
work.

In an expanding, constantly changing
creative medium, there will, of course,
never be a definitive book, and | won't
make that claim for Film Is .... Butina
field where books will probably always be
more accessible than the subject they
describe, any addition to the existing
literature has a specia! significance. The
fact that Dwoskin has gone so far towards
meeting the gaps and failures of earlier
books magnifies that importance. It is
sad that the book appears in this country
under the aegis of such a small publisher
that really extensive distribution is un-
likely. Yel, as least theoretically, it is
avaiiable to anyone with $15, and eventu-
ally its quality may be widely appre-
ciated. For the sake of personal film, |
hope for the best.

—Scott Hammen

. top, from Michael Snow's Wavelength, 1966-7:

mlddle. from Bruce Conner's A Mcﬂe 1957; hottom, from Maya Deren's Ritual in

Tm'tsltgumd Time, 1546,
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