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MADE BY HAND
After all, we already have entertainment on television. And if entertainment
should be the sole aim of art, the comfortable zone of mind-numbing content
and recycled formulas, then we all might as well glue ourselves to television
rather than try to figure out what are we all about, what our culture is all
about, and what is the bigger picture.1
Izabella Pruska-Oldenhof, director of Light Magic
The outline of a housefly rendered in burning white. Overlapping collages of
buildings and faces. Naked human forms appearing and disappearing to an
otherworldly beat. What relationship do these images and sounds, crafted using
non-digital filmmaking techniques, have to the rapidly technologically advancing
world we live in?
The collective experimental films works of Made By Hand offer the dedicated
viewer a new cinematic experience. They accomplish this through experimenting
with structure, challenging the viewer to explore their assumptions about the
meaning of film and to experiment with new ways of reading. This structure is
connected to the forms the films take, each intimately made through the direct
manipulation of the film material itself.
The works presented on Made By Hand offer more than a bypass of mainstream
media forms and content. Taken together they can immediately be read as a
clear reaction against, and argument for, creative possibilities running counter to
current video techniques and digital technologies. There has been animosity between
independent film and video communities.2 However some filmmakers see digital
technologies as practical tools distinct from their art practice.3 Experimental films
have also been criticized for not using a conventional narrative structure as a way
to hide an inability to deal with the rapidly changing world.4 And yet some of the
techniques developed in experimental film have shown up in music videos and
commercials.5 But these debates are only parts of a larger picture of what these
films might present to the interested viewer.
Each of the twelve films in this collection challenge conventional structures of
filmmaking. For example, in Izabella Pruska-Oldenhof’s Light Magic there is no
obvious story being told, no progression through events towards a conclusion.
Instead what we see and hear is not immediately clear. Slowly, through repetition
and movement, the shape of flies becomes increasingly apparent and is confirmed
through sound. But these flies have unfamiliar colours and do not fly in conventional ways. Soon the sounds seem to become the sounds of planes. What might
this mean? The difficulty in reading this film does not come from lack of meaning

http://www.cfmdc.org/home.php

Page 1 of 5

STUDY GUIDE

MADE BY HAND
but from the unfamiliar ways this film can be read. Unlike the ability to read and
understand a narrative film, taking meaning from Light Magic requires the viewer
to forge new ground and experiment with new ways of making sense of film. The
structure of Light Magic pushes the viewer towards unconventional ways of reading.
Instead of progression there is repetition. Instead of a story there is rhythm.
Instead of a story there are dreams and thoughts. The viewers’ assumptions about
the purpose and meaning of film as a mechanism for delivering a tale with a
beginning, middle and end must be questioned if Light Magic is to be deciphered.
As the name of the compilation Made By Hand infers, each of the twelve works
presented are crafted through experimentation with the film medium itself. The
materialism of these films is directly connected to their structure, and one cannot
begin to interpret these films without understanding both. For example, in Light
Magic, the images of flies are captured using one of the oldest film technologies,
the photogram. “The photogram technique combines science and art in order to
record the process of transformation.”6 While this technique involves physical
contact with the film itself, it is through this contact that the non-narrative
structural meaning of the film takes shape. One dominant convention in mainstream cinema is to hide from the viewer the process and technique of capturing
images to film. Hiding the techniques, which would distract the viewer, are kept
invisible in order to not distract the viewer from the story and to sustain the
narrative form. In Light Magic, this convention is inverted and the techniques of
capturing images to film are made visible, and in fact become central to the
meaning of the film.
What is conventionally made invisible in mainstream cinema in order to preserve
the narrative is made visible in Made By Hand and in fact the visibility of the
process becomes central to this film. Instead of through a lens, the image of the
fly is affixed directly to the film itself. Technique and meaning are consciously
combined to create a film that unmasks the illusions of the mainstream filmmaking
process. The transformation being recorded through the combination of science
and art here is the revelation of the process of making “light magic” with film.
“(E)xperimental cinema engenders experience that evolves over time.”7 Through
layers of the rhythms expressed within Light Magic with the invitation to return
again and again to explore its non-narrative structure and exposed materiality, the
film is experienced and not just watched. However, the full experience of these
films relies on the dynamic efforts of the viewer to engage with and consciously
question the magic within the light. The Made By Hand collection demonstrates
that, while the medium of film is distinct from digital mediums, new possibilities
for film continue to emerge. Through the crafting of their diverse works of visual
poetry these filmmakers give us glimpses of the future of film.
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FOOTNOTES
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GLOSSARY
mainstream cinema/mainstream media
Cinema or media form that is the most widely available, most commonly commodified and most familiar form available.
materialist film
Foregrounding of the process of filmmaking in order to demystify the process of
making a film.
narrative film
A story told on film that progresses through a beginning middle and end towards a
finite conclusion.
photogram
Images created through this technique are traces of light that pass through each
object leaving its mark on the film surface. Photograms bring both the maker and
the viewer closer to the object, thus revealing the essence that neither the naked
eye could see, nor the camera lens could capture.
Structuralism / Structuralist Film Theory
Argues that the meaning of film is composed of parts in much the same way that
language is and that meaning is conveyed only when all the parts work together.
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QUESTIONS
1. Some films here “bypass meaning and go straight to the nature of perception.”7 Which films in this collection do this? Describe the techniques that
were used to accomplish this.
2.

In an interview John Price stated that: “Most of the techniques that were
developed through experimental cinema processes have shown up somewhere
along the line in commercials and music videos.”7 Referencing Gerda Johanna
Cammaer’s “Canadian Experimental Cinema since the 1990s Retro-Vision and
Trans-Vision,” discuss and explore the relationship between television and
experimental film.

3.

If “1895-2005 are films primitive beginnings”7 (Edward S. Small. “Technostructural Expectations.”) then what will experimental film look like in the
future? Using one or more films from Made By Hand and your own imagination,
describe how new media alters or doesn’t alter the productive possibilities of
visual moving images.

4.

I think of Canada as female. All the art I’ve been doing or will be doing
is about Canada. I may tend to overly identify with Canada.
– Joyce Wieland.7
Discuss how Joyce Weiland’s film Handtinting is both Canadian and “feminine.” What other films in this collection deal with female Canadian identity?
Be sure to refer to specific material treatments and selection of film stock.
Connect these decisions by the artists to the themes of identity.
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FURTHER VIEWING
Awake. Barbara Sternberg, 2000. 3:00. Canada. Distributed by CFMDC.

cockroach. Kelly Egan, 2002. 4:00. Canada. Distributed by CFMDC.
Kokoro is for Heart. Phil Hoffman, 1999. 7:00. Canada. Distributed by CFMDC.
July’s Wet Dreams. Kara Blake, 2003. 3:30. Canada. Distributed by CFMDC.
STUDY GUIDE CREDITS
Study guide developed by Chantelle Oliver with Megan Boler from Ontario Institute
of Studies in Education (OISE), University of Toronto, copyright 2005.
Feel free to use and distribute but please credit the authors and CFMDC.
Megan Boler, Associate Professor at OISE, University of Toronto, teaches media
studies, philosophy and feminist theory in education. She recently collaboratively
produced a study guide to accompany The Corporation (dirs. Mark Achbar and
J. Abbott 2003) and her current research is focused on digital dissent and online
civic participation after September 11.
www.oise.utoronto.ca/depts/tps/Boler/index.html
Chantelle Oliver is an M.A. student in the in Department of Sociology and
Equity Studies at OISE, University of Toronto, with a research focus on feminist
theories, popular culture, and postcolonial theory. She is also a film producer
and director.
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