First-person for all

Jenni Olson and Jennifer Reeves rap about radically honest filmmaking

the house,”says Robyn Taylor
(Lisa Jarnou), the agorapho-
bic protagonist of Jennfer
Reeves's The Time We Killed,
that wry statement serving as the setup

| errorism brought me out of

or drove me back in.” Watching
Reeves's impressive movie for the first

time, | was struck by the traits it shares
with another recent work, Jenni Olson's
¥ of Life. Both foreground first

person narration. often matching it

emotive explorations of landscape.
Both feature poets (Jarnot in Reeves’s
film, Lawrence Ferlinghetti in The Joy of
Life) From the life-and-death
dichotomies in their titkes on up, The
Joy of Life and The Time We Killed could
ensily be considered West Coast and
East Coast hookends of the type of
feminist experimental f
thinks big — feature-length big. As
Reeves prepares to visit the Bay Arca for
the MadCat Women's International
il Festival, and Olson gets ready to
take her movie to Vancouser, the time
seemed right to hook the two directors
up for a talk

Johmny Ray Huston

Jennifer Reeves: ot vc

day. watched it this morni

our film yester-

and loved

it 1 seen a documentary last night
vour film did
everything most docs don't, even
though it's not a straig
There were a few moments that were
pretty heart-wrenching.

d was so relieved th,

' a big fan of James Benning and
Chantal Akerman and work that medi-
tates on beautiful imagery. To have that
happening in your film on one level,
and for it also 10 go on this inward
journey — it was powerful.

Jenni Olson: For about a year. people
have been saying to me, “Have you seen
The Time We Killed?” When [
rewatched the beginming of your fibm the
other day: | was struck by the frst two
shats in particular. I thought, “Oh my
sod. there really i conmection [between
our films] he

JR: They're so completely different
on one hand — watching yours, | had
major color envy {aughs] and total
respect for the patience and time you
allowed with the images. | tend to cut
things short. But we're both trying to
say the things that nobody wants to
een say to their own friends, the

most embarrassing truths we know
about ourselves and generally hide
from the public. Things that don't
come out in narratives or documen
tary films because everyone is trying
10 justify themselves rather than sho
human weakness.
“Vilnerabilit
come back to. 've abvays ach
o dravw from experimental

isthe word that I

ed that in
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Su Friedrich's ilms. They're really inti
mate, and in being so personal they
become universal,

JR: | guess the droll self-critique
comes out. You have 1o laugh at your-
self in the process of sharing the things
that make you feel most alone. That
creates a conviction.

J0: Your il intense, in terms of the
atmosphere you ereate. When the camera

is inside with the character, you have a
sense of safety and peacefiulness, but if

ot go outside or into her memories
and the sound design is amazing — the
way it shot and the use of solarization
create all this anxiety:
JR: People react to the film differ
to their dispositions.
The scenes inside, some people find
them claustrophobic and all they want
w0 dois get ou
Allthe stuff shot outdoors, the cxter-
nal stuff was shot with a handheld

ently, accordin

camera. Everything indoors was shot on
atripod. [ had to communicate how
this woman could be compelled to stay
inside when it can be such a limiting
life. 1 had to shows her fear of people
and relationships through her safety
without them and her freedom in

imagining about them. Instead of a film
where you show someone’s anxiety by
showing them freaking out around
people, The Tine We Killed is about
creating a subjective esperience for the
viewer, so they don't see the protagonist
as an other, but see the world through
her eves.

: Toward the end, | found myself
thinking of Eraserhead
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JR: That was the fist experimental
flm Id ever seen, back in high school.
My brother was really into it because it
was an underground pothead thing,.

J0: One of the remarkable things
about that fibn is that you so intensely
identify with the main character
[Henry] and his reality. There's that
same kind of internal experience and
disturbing psychology:

JR: Something about that film, and
something that 1 admire about David
Lynch's work overall,is that the sound
s used very creatively to make the emo-
tional realm felt in a way that isn't
cliché. It's often done through counter-
point or a hyperreal emphasis on a par-
ticular sound
that you can'ttell it distorted. It
tweaks your emotions.

Essentially, sound to me is the door
to someone’s internal life. It operates in
a physical way — sound reaches out to

s distorted in a way

starts in November 2002 and goes wntil
April 2003,

JR: That's stricly a structural device.
But ke the fact that the movi s sim-
ilar to a diary, reflecting day-to-day
thoughts. Diaries are very nonlinear —
not only are you living in the present,
vou're connecting incidents to the past,
associating them with memories. The
diary format elucidates that.

90: You only use six different ttle
cards. I struggled with something similar
fora long time while writing The Joy of
Life because it has a diary format as well

IR My il is about depression and
asort of self-imposed captivity, and a
ot of people don't want to know what
that feels like. For some people the title
cards are like, “Oh my god, more ..”
because those markers emphasize the
character's lack of movement

What I say to people who have 4
hard time with my film is that if you
start to think while you're watching and
vou assume that means its a bad film
because your mind is wandering
0, 1 want you to be a thinking person.
Twant my flm to open up questions
for you, spaces for you to connect it to
your own life. If you have associations

On the outside:

Rabyn Taylor (Lisa Jarnot) makes a rare venture autside her

apartment in The Time We Killed, directed by Jennifer Reeves (inset).

you. Even if youre stting at a remote
distance from the screen, it comes to
you. Image can always be objectified in
a way, but sound becomes very inter-
nalized; you take it in. | actually think
that sound design should become my
day job because i’s one of the most
pleasurable aspects of fimmaking for
me in terms of discovery. I often wish
filmmakers or films had more of a tra-
dition of pushing the sound.

Fve saved phone messages on ¢
sette tapes for a period of around eight
years as kind of a scrapbook. Some of
the phone messages in The Time 1We
Killed are from my personal stash,

: L use a similar patcwork combi-
nation of the real and fiction so that the
feature-length narrative structure works.

ouc have to make things up and creare
drama. The Time We Killed ises
months and years as a time frame;

with your lie, you can go to them, and
then when you return to my film, that’s
good, you can interact with it. Nothing
islost. You don't have to know cvery-
thing that I'm saying.

J0: As a programmer and a filmmak-
er that's what | think an experimental
il is — a fibm that requires vour par-
ticipation. It means that every person has
an individual experience, as opposed to
Steven Spielberg, who says, “Now the
music comes up and everyone cries”

JR: Every second of that typc of film
carties you through this seamlcss expe
rience. You'e so engrossed in it that
Youre not even conscious of yourself
and vour body:

30 Which can have is mrit
flaughs] —

JR: — Yes, we need a break
times. But many people are getting

me.

Continucd on page 38

San Francisco Bay Guardian » September 14, 2005 » wvaw.stbg.com Q




Olson and Reeves
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breaks from themselves for the majority
of their waking hours.

30: 1 describe my film as poctic, and 1
think of your flm as very poetic. We both
have actual poetry in our films.

JR: The six poems in my film are
Lisa Jarnot's.

0: Did you know and like her work?
JR: Lisa is a good friend of mine.
Stan Brakhag introduced us a number

of years ago afier first introducing
each of us to the other's work. One of
the reasons Brakhage wanted us to
meet was that Lisa’s work is very free-
associative and rich in imagery. The
poems in the film she wrote while

was shooting her. That was her way of ~

getting into the character, since she’s
ot an actress.

For me there's a sense of self-ritique
in The Time We Killed: the main charac-
ter's isolating herselfin this house, but
actually she's safe and privileged — and
that same choice is being made by so
‘many people in these different apart-
‘ments. When 9/11 happened,  was
already working on The Time W Killed.
Everyone being so isolated and con-
cerned about their own survival has
created this kind of fragmented society,
making it casier for George Bush.

30+ 1 have definitely wondered if peo-
ple were just going to be iritated with
my protagonist and think, “Stop whin-
ing.” You have to be brave enough to
depict a character with flaws.

JR: It's rare. What stands out to me
is when your main character says
something to the effect of, “I want to
be a really great lover, more for my ego
than for the pleasure of my partner.
‘Well, for the pleasure of my partner
t00...” She's sharing something you
wouldn't tell anybody. People don't
talk about their flaws, and I sometimes
‘wonder how many people are in total
denial because they never come close
to acknowledging them,

30: We're setting an example for the
masses [laughs). I have one final ques-
tion: Wha drives you to make experi-
mental work?

JR: 1 ofien ask myself that question.
Experimental film is extremely varied
— you can't say that phrase and have
any idea how it operates, because most
experimental film is very unique per-
sonal expression. You enter someone
clsc’s way of thinking or secing or pre-
senting an experience of the world.
“There arc probably another ten reasons
why I keep making experimental films,
but basically | want to connect on a
deeper level with people.

30 Thank you for connecting with
me [laughs]. +

“The Time We Killed” scrcens (as part of
the MadCat Women's International Filim
Festival) with director Jennifer Reeves in
0 pun., Yerba Buera
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