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Louise Anderson is Dark Sally and 
Kelly Mancini is Ashpet in Tom 
Davenport's 1940's version of the 
classic folktale Ashpet. 

A N A M E R 

L 
ast summer, I took a class of school media specialists to a presentation by Tom Davenport. Davenport screened his 
films, Soldier jack and Born for Hard Luck, and in the course of the discussion afterward, remarked that his dramatic 
works were not children's films, but rather were marketed to children's institutions. The students had less of a prob
lem understanding the distinction than I, for I argued that those non-fiction works were - absolutely, positively -
children's films. That if they looked like ducks, walked like ducks and quacked like ducks, they were ducks. After see

ing Davenport's most recent work, Ash pet, I am now ready to change my position. 
Ash pet is not a children's film per se. 
Davenport, the Virginia filmmaker, literary anthropologist and moral godfather to a decade of schoolchildren, has deliv

ered an elemental tale that compels the viewer- child or adult- to take it seriously. The first indication of this came about 
10 minutes into viewing when I realized that I wasn't sure what was going to happen next, or even if the story would follow 
the well-known plot of the traditional Cinderella. After establishing the premise (Ash pet bound to service in the house of the 
ineffectual stepmother and jealous stepsisters), the story becomes decidedly southern. As stepsisters Sooey and Thelma pre
pare to send off the county's finest young soldiers at the big Victory Dance, Ashpet is - you guessed it - ironing their 
dresses, cooking their dinner and generally looking anemic. Thelma (the pushy sister) decides that she needs all the help 
she can get in the charm department, and drags Sooey (the wimpy sister) off to buy love amulets from Dark Sally, the resi
dent root woman. Dark Sally sends them packing when they can't answer her riddles: "You gals ain't smart enough to get 
husbands anyway." Tricked out of their amulets, they send Ashpet to collect. Ashpet agrees gladly, for Dark Sally was her 
childhood nanny, Aunt Sally. Turns out that Aunt Sally is a southern version of the fairy godmother. Using canniness rather 
than magic, and elbow grease instead of a wand, Sally helps Ashpet go to the Victory dance. Once there, Ashpet meets and 
falls in love with William - not a prince, but a real nice guy and a darned good-looking one too. 

Davenport takes the Cinderella characters as a given, but the treatment is strictly 1940s American and the script, purely 
new southern folklore. Written by Roger Manley and Louise Anderson, Ash pet offers some offbeat subplots and more mature 
lessons than either the Brothers Grimm or the Anglo-American version of the tale. One theme is that love, both familial and 
romantic, should be reserved for the deserving. Dark Sally (Louise Anderson) doles out her potent love charms only to those 
clever enough to answer her riddles (What goes down in the field, walks up around the yard, then comes in and sits on the 
table?) Unwilling to complain about conditions at home, Ashpet (Kelly Mancini) reports to Aunt Sally that her stepfamily 
treats her pretty well. Ole Aunt Sally wasn't born yesterday; she pulls up a milk stool and proceeds to tell the story of snake 

Tom Davenport. 1989. 16mm. Color. 45m. GailMunde 

and possum. The price of the work is well worth this vignette. Anderson practically goes into a trance - her eyes close, 
sleepy like a snake, and her tongue flickers side-to-side as she does the wheedling snake persona. Her eyes bug out and she 
squeaks in fear and surprise as the possum realizes he's been duped. She warns Ash pet, "Once a snake, always a snake. And 
don't you forget that, honey." 

Anderson is a "Belen-Tigui," Mandingo for "master storyteller," with a riveting screen presence. Her enchantment is pow
ered in part by the African and African-American tales she tells, but the rest is something elemental and compelling- a mas
tery of her art so fine that she is considered a living treasure in her part of the country. Ms. Anderson has also performed for 
television, radio and theater audiences in addition to being a published author, poet and dramatist. Ashpet is her first credit as 
a screenwriter. 

There is an unsettling subplot involving the perfectly sleazy Norman (Norman Aronovich), who is the stepmother's on-the
make suitor. When Thelma (the mean and overtly sexual daughter, played by Susan Tolbert) invites Norman to sniff her love 
sachet, he turns into a jittering, flask-swigging birddog ("bird dogging" being what we Oklahoma sophisticates call it when a 
man nails himself to an unappreciative female at a social gathering). Poor Norman starts to sweat bullets of testosterone 
while he chain smokes and waits for his opportunity to rush Thelma. This causes not a small unpleasantness at the dance. 

Sooey (Brilane Bowman) has better luck with her sachet when she is thrown together with Norman's nerdy cousin, Her
man (lim White). Under Herman's devoted gaze, Sooey blossoms from a compulsive eater and chronic stooge to the object 
of tenderest love. Bowman is a gifted theater actress with a marvelous face that, remarkably, she is able to fold in two, 
thereby obscuring her features. Her character, a marginal personality, develops the beginnings of self-esteem by the end of 
the piece. 

This version of the story also corrects something that bothered me even in childhood. That is: If the Prince is so right for 
Cinderella, how come the only way he can recognize her is by her shoe size? (Wouldn't that mean that my five-year-old hus
band-to-be wouldn't recognize me again if I changed from my church clothes to my school clothes?) In Davenport's version, 
the prince-substitute, William (Mitchell Riggs), at least has the sense not to fall for the old switcheroo. In the Brothers 
Grimm version, the stepsisters cut off parts of their feet in tum to fit into the slipper and the Prince is such a dolt that he 
doesn't notice he's been given inferior substitutes until the sisters bleed all over his horse. 

Davenport has always added some nice touches to his work and Ashpet is no exception. The morning after the ball, Ash pet 
is milking the cow in a patch of sunlight. Transported by the memory of William, she rubs her golden face into bossy's side, a 
somehow touching and sensual gesture that makes for a painterly shot. Corny though they may be, I like the obvious clues 
Davenport provides to read his characters. For instance we know that William is a nice guy (he takes care to dance with all 
the ladies, even a little girl), but hardly debonair. When William finds Ashpet, he's so happy he bounds over the garden 
fence. Clearly in the frame, however, the fence gate stands wide open. 

Davenport is at work on his two next films, both Jack tales. One called Mutzmag, is currently being cast in North Carolina 
using native Appalachian non-actors. Louise Anderson is collaborating as writer on her second screenplay, The Two-Headed 
Man. I hope Anderson makes sure there's a part in it for herself. 

With this work, another addition to Davenport's string of newday folklore and fairytales, and his clear intention to add 
more, he himself becomes sort of an American Mr. Grimm. This, to me, makes perfect sense as a natural progression in 
communication systems - from oral, to written, to printed and now filmed versions of stories that vary only slightly from cul
ture to culture, carry survival lessons from old to young members and that will likely be carried on as long as humanity lasts. 

For more information contact Davenport Films, Inc., Rt. 1, Box 527, Delaplane, Virginia 22025. 

Gail Munde has a Ph.D. in library science and is a former media librarian and visiting lecturer at the University of South 
Carolina. She lives in Orlando, Florida. 
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A still from Robert Russett's video Frankenstein (Phases of Interpretation). 

Robert Russett at the Experimental Television Center, Owego, New York. 
(Photo by Steve Basin) 
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Robert Russett. 1989. 3/ 4" Video. Color. 30m. 

F 
ew people would argue with the assertion 
that Boris Karloffs monster from James 
Whale's 1931 Frankenstein has become the 
standard by which all subsequent Franken
stein monsters have been measured. The 

face, the lumbering walk, the unnerving combina
tion of innocence and threat have become part of 
Hollywood mythology in what is one of the few 
cases of a silver screen icon being remembered 
more as the character he played than the star him
self. Although the character of Frankenstein's 
monster has been a part of Western culture since 
Mary Shelley's novel, the early sound film version 
has by and large replaced its literary antecedent as 
the "real" Frankenstein, and even young people 
who have never actually seen the Karloff film rec
ognize the character as the standard monster. 

Robert Russett's new half-hour work, Franken
stein (Phases of Interpretation) (1989) is part video 
collage, part poetic essay, that takes as its point of 
departure this now archetypal image of the 
Frankenstein monster. As collage, Russett's 
Frankenstein assembles, reedits and manipulates 
images and sounds from Whale's Frankenstein and 
what Russett has called other "appropriated and 
recycled" materials from documentary footage. As 
poetic essay, Russett's work is filled with visual 
metaphors, finding points of comparison between 
aspects of the Frankenstein legend and body
builders, robots, infants, crashing planes, and 
demolished buildings. Although the videotape's 
rapid-fire editing style and color manipulations 
superficially suggest a return to '60s psychedelia, 
close obserVation reveals a work of astonishing 
coherence. Frankenstein is tightly and precisely 
structured both on the level of form, whereby it 
acquires a musical sense of measure and variation, 
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and on the level of content, whereby it philosophi
cally explores several planes of reality: material 
substance, biological life, media simulacrum, and 
subjective mythology. 

Frankenstein (Phases of Interpretation) is con
structed in ten segments, each approximately 
three minutes in length, and each preceded by 
three one-word titles. Russett introduces Section 1, 
for example, with the three words, presented sepa
rately in sequence, CRASH/MEMORY/MYTH. 
The opening shot is of an airplane crashing, com
ing progressively closer to the camera, with the 
action periodically freeze-framed into stills which 
interrupt the flow of the moving image. The sound
track is a deliberately paced succession of percus
sive keyboard notes which serve also to punctuate 
the freeze frames. As Russett later cuts to footage 
from the Whale Frankenstein he continues and 
intensifies the music on the soundtrack, coordinat
ing its rhythms with those of the still periodically 
frozen images. Russett garishly colorizes Whale's 
footage in two-tone combinations suggestive of 
surfers' tee shirts. Coral shades, sick yellow 
greens, mauves and deep blues flash up and 
recombine in constant permutations and combina
tions, which shift with the rhythms of the accompa
nying edits, freeze frames and soundtrack. On a 
visual level, Frankenstein becomes DayGlo specta
cle, its horror neutralized by a playful paintbrush. 
Aurally, however, Russett's ominous music 
restores the sense of anxiety. 

Section 2, labelled PROMETHEUS/MAN/ 
MACHINE establishes a new set of images and a 
new rhythm. A male body-builder strikes a succes
sion of conventionalized poses that show off his 
physique. Russett edits these muscle shots in a 
quick, jumpy, artificial rhythm: just as the body 
exhibited seems mechanically overdeveloped and 
unnatural, so too the editing pattern reinforces this 
turning of body into machine. The point becomes 
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unmistakably clear when the filmmaker in turn 
cuts to shots of a factory assembly line manned by 
robots. In a way parallel to the Frankenstein myth, 
man becomes machine, machine becomes man -
particularly given the computer revolution 
whereby such attributes as intelligence and deci
sion-making can be electronically simulated. Near 
the end of this section, Russett dazzles us with a 
section in which the bodybuilder, superimposed by 
means of a flicker effect over the machine imagery, 
disappears and returns in a series of rapid circular 
wipes. The filmmaker, by brazenly acknowledging 
the presence of media manipulation, implicitly 
extends the equation: man becomes machine 
becomes video image; video image becomes 
machine becomes man. 

Later sections of the video extend and elaborate 
on these themes. A series of shots of towering 
buildings being demolished by explosives (includ
ing one of smokestacks, in possible homage to 
Cocteau) develops a twin analogy between build
ing and body, and with the opening shots of the 
crashing airplane. Footage of a surgeon cutting 
into a body and pulling out entrails reinforces this 
sense of the body as a fragile, destructible object. 
Clinical shots of a real childbirth, grotesquely col
orized, become as terrifying as the sight of the 
monster's coming to life in the shots that adjoin 
them. Russett's materials are all found objects, 
analogous in their way to the component body 
parts, robbed from graves, that made up the origi
nal Frankenstein monster. Frankenstein (Phases of 
Interpretation) becomes Russett's own monster 
brought to life from bits and pieces of other films. 

Russett emphasizes this radical, overriding 
metaphor - that the collage video itself is a re-ani
mation comparable to that of the Frankenstein 
monster- by reintroducing, reworking and rema
nipulating the same materials in such a way that 
they seem to drift further and further away from 
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their original states. In Section 6, 
DIGITAL/ROBOT/DREAM, midway thorugh the 
work, the section in which Russett begins to play 
with the childbirth images, he cross-cuts the child
birth materials, using repeated rectangular wipes, 
with abstract digitalized images that tum out, we 
discover later, to be from industrial robot footage 
of the sort we had seen earlier. In Section 9, 
INDUSTRIAL/POWER/GRUNT, Russett reintro
duces the airplane crash image in a variation on 
the work's opening visual theme, but this time he 
colorizes it, emphasizing the same red and purple 
tones he had previously associated with childbirth. 
In the final section, CRASH/SOUL/MYI'H, the air
plane again returns, but this time Russett periodi
cally digitalizes the crash, recombining a previ
ously established form (the digitalized image) with 
a separately established content (the airplane). 
This final section reduces the crash to geometry, 
to an abstraction, allowing footage that still had the 
capacity to disturb and provoke to become neutral
ized of impact, both literally and figuratively. The 
creation of an empty simulacrum is, Russett seems 
to be saying, the ultimate robot, the ultimate 
machine, which may make it, conversely, the ulti
mate myth. Yet he says this through splendid indi
rection, through an accumulation of imagery that 
seems as instinctive as it is coherent. 

A 
s a media work made without dialogue, 
Frankenstein (Phases of Interpretation) 
makes reference to the silent film, as a 
kind of Man with a Movie Camera meets 
Metropolis. Russett's analogical editing 

and image manipulation especially recall Dziga 
Vertov in Section 5, SYNTHESIS/REPLICA
TION/AUTOMATION. In this section the video 
artist editS" together, with a flicker effect, mirror 
images of the bodybuilder, one in color and one in 
black and white on top of the other, so that the sin
gle figure becomes two. As the sequence pro
gresses, the same technique, applied to industrial 
images, makes their already geometric patterns 
even more abstract and formally provocative. The 
combination of rapid fire, staccato imagery, 
machine-related subject matter and periodic sher
bet-color tinting suggests in its way, too, the paint
ings of the Italian futurists. The ominous Franken
stein motif, however, holds the work back from 
any futurist tone of optimism, for there is a con
stant dialectic between this constructivist/futurist 
imagery and the anti-scientific mysticism of the 
Hollywood footage. 

The soundtrack provides for further elements of 
dialectic. Electronically produced sounds obvi
ously represent the machine end of Russett's 
man/machine continuum. They contrast to choral 
music whose words, "Hosanna in excelsius!", draw 
a clear analogy between the risen Christ and the 
animated monster. A collection of grunts, cries, 
gagging noises, and other biomorphic sound 
effects provides further contrast. The range is the 
same as in the images: there are man-made, 
machine-made, and electronic sounds, all becom
ing further elements of Russett's permutation and 
combination structure. 

One of the most impressive aspects of Franken
stein (Phases of Interpretation) is its specificity as a 
work for video. There is never a sense - as with 
some media artists whose initial reputations have 
been made with film - of video being a substitute 
medium used for convenience or economy's sake. 
Despite the work's possible sources in the silent 
film, certain of Russett's editing techniques, like 
the concentric repeated wipes or the digitalized 
imagery, are so video-specific that the work always 
keeps us conscious of how its film-derived imagery 
is- and it's impossible here to avoid the reference 
to Marshall McLuhan - the content of the new 
medium. The resultant tape, through its basic self-

-

referential metaphor of the reanimation of found 
materials, is not just a portrayal of the effects of 
technology, but a demonstration of them. Just as 
Frankenstein's monster is both terrifying, but also 
appealing, fascinating, and awe-producing, so too 
the video simulacrum which Russett has created 
has both its threatening aspects and its quality of 
wonder. 

For the most part, this Frankenstein has an 
admirable limpidity whereby its metaphors remain 
both complex and accessible. The one place where 
it is somewhat more guarded and ambiguous is in 
the area of gender, in its raising of issues of sexual
ity. Russett's videotape is one of several recent 
works that use the male body and the culture of 
athletic training as subject matter in experimental 
film and video. One thinks of Jean-Luc Godard's 
contribution to the anthology film Aria (1986), in 
which he creates a music video to "En:fin, il est en 
rna puissance ... " from Jean-Baptiste Lully's 
Armide. Despite the seductive advances of two 
beautiful young cleaning women in the workout 
room, Godard's body-builders remain oblivious to 
them, and mechanically continue to perform their 
exercises, machine-like in their lack of responsive
ness. Comparably one might cite Belgian artist 
Marie-Jo Lafontaine's controversial video installa
tion Les larmes d'acier at the 1987 Documenta 8 in 
Kassel, in which she arranged 27 video monitors in 
a wooden, cabinet-like architectural configuration. 
Played on them were shots of a muscular male 
working out at an exercise machine, accompanied 
by grandiose operatic music on the soundtrack. 
Shots of the exercise equipment alone, seen in 
geometric compositions, drew the analogy 
between body and machine. These experimental 
works have their counterpart in the more popular 
cinema, and one cannot but also think of the asso
ciations between machinery and the male body, 
such as that of Arnold Schwarzeneggar, in recent 
science fiction movies. 

Compared to Godard's or Lafontaine's exercises, 
both of which play uncomfortably--on the mythol
ogy of the male superman, Russett's is at surface 
level the least erotic and the least politically ques
tionable. If anything, Russett's presentation and 
editing all but desexualize the male body, render
ing its mechanical movements silly and comic. But 
this comic distortion may well be a form of repres
sion or denial. On a more indirect, psychoanalytic 
level, Frankenstein (Phases of Interpretation)'s 
imagery becomes far less innocent. Consider the 
analysis by French psychoanalyst Roger Dadoun 
of Fritz Lang's Metropolis, in which Dadoun sug
gests that the creation of the robot Maria is por
trayed by Lang as analogous to the act of copula
tion as well as that of birth (146-49). One might 
argue that something comparable occurs in the 
image of the birth of Frankenstein's monster, an 
image that Russett's video returns to again and 
again. Might not, on a symbolic level, the rousing 
of the monster be also a sexual arousal? 

Russett introduces his sexual themes in Section 
3, ECSTASY/SCREAM/WEDDING, in which he 
offers the image of Whale's Frankenstein's heroine, 
in a bridal gown, waiting in a formal room as the 
Frankenstein monster approaches through the 
window behind her, creating in us an expectation 
of her violation. Other images, intercut with this, 
include assembly line footage and some colorized, 
abstract, biomorphic shapes that may possibly be 
drawn from the childbirth material that Russett has 
yet to introduce directly. Sparks flying in the fac
tory footage correspond to various other shots: to 
similar sparks seen during Dr. Frankenstein's ani
mation of his monster, to the flames of the plane 
crash, and to the segments from Whale's work, 
excerpted near the end of Section 3, that show the 
monster afraid of fire. Sexuality becomes associ
ated with fear and with fire. In Section 4, 
BLAST/MONSTER/MURDER, we return to the 
same shots of the monster approaching the bride, 
but this time they are colorized, and edited against 
equally anxiety-producing shots of collapsing 
buildings. 

S
ection 7, SPECIMEN/SHOCK/DANCE, 
further develops this imagery of threaten
ing sexuality. The section opens with 
shots of Dr. Frankenstein's scientific 
demonstration in a medical amphitheater 

intercut with footage of a real operation. Russett 
follows this with Whale's footage of the villagers 
folk dancing, used earlier in the videotape but now 
garishly colorized. He then introduces pieces of 
the famous scene in which Frankenstein encoun
ters an innocent little girl by a lakeside and inad
vertently drowns her. Part of the mythology of the 
original Frankenstein involves the way in which, 
when the drowning itself was originally cut from 
the film, audiences could read into the ellipsis 
offensive implications of sexual molestation. Rus
sett plays on this mythology by also eliding the 
girl's drowning, cutting instead to the famous 
image of a man carrying the child's limp body into 
the village as the revelers dance. Yet a shot return
ing us to the bride renews and amplifies sexual 
implication, as does the series of shots, repeated 
mechanically with an insistent rhythm, that follow. 
In this ambiguously context-less repetition of black 
and white images from Whale's film, a man enters 
an extremely narrow corridor. A woman wpits for 
him at the other end, then proceeds to leave 
through that same corridor. 

Are these repeated, in-and-out movements 
through the corridor a symbolic sexual penetra
tion, or simply an arbitrary set of images? Is 
Frankenstein (Phases of Interpretation) really about 
the dark side of science, or about the dark side of 
eroticism? In this context, Russett's sinister red 
and purple shots of childbirth, in which the baby's 
wrinkled face becomes mask-like, are powerful sig
nifiers of what may be a kind of primal fear of our 
own animality. What better way to keep that fear 
comfortably repressed than to transpose it onto its 
seeming opposite, the fear of science? This trans
position, Russett implies, may well be fundamental 
to the Frankenstein legend. 

That is, of course, the richness of the Franken
stein myth: that the monster is both innocent and 
malevolent, an asexual child and an overpowering 
rapist, a horrible Other and part of ourselves, the 
product of a fearsome technology and representa
tive of something more primal than that technol
ogy. Robert Russett's Frankenstein (Phases of Inter
pretation) is an important work because it both 
exploits and extends this myth. Just as Franken
stein's monster is an image, an artificial creation, a 
disturbing reflection of his creator, so too, Rus
sett's film as a whole is both a metaphor for and an 
embodiment of that same process whereby artists 
re-animate the surrounding world and re-create 
themselves in their work. Russett's video Franken
stein is itself a sort of Frankenstein monster, and 
an imposing and fascinating achievement for being 
so. 

Work Cited 
Roger Dadoun. Metropolis: Mother-City- 'Mittler' 
-Hitler," Camera Obscura 15 (1986), 137-64. 

For more information contact Robert Russett, 
University of Southwestern Louisiana, P.O. Box 
41097, Lafayette, Louisiana 70504. 

George Lellis is Assistant Dean and Professor of 
Communications at Coker College in Hartsville, 
South Carolina. 



W 
illiam Richardson Mullins was born April 10, 
1886 at George's Fork, Virginia, near Clintwood 
in Dickenson County. His parents were Abraham 
and Elizabeth Ann Mullins. Pictureman Mullins, 
as he came to be known during his career, lived 

most of his early life in and around Wise and Clintwood, Vir
ginia, and later in West Virginia. 

During the Depression he worked for the W.P.A. for 10 cents 
an hour. On this meager income, supplemented by sporadic 
photography work, and cash crops raised on his thirteen-acre 
farm, he was able to survive and support his family. During 
World War II, like many other Appalachians, Pictureman 
Mullins migrated out of the region to help in the war effort, in 
his case in the shipyards at Baltimore, Maryland. When the war 
ended he moved to Letcher County, Kentucky, where he spent 
the rest of his life. He maintained studios in Payne Gap and 
East Jenkins throughout that period and up until his death in 
1969 at the age of 82. 

Pictureman Mullins started taking pictures with a tin-type 
camera when he was fourteen years old. He had no formal train
ing although he did work with other photographers over the 
years, most notably Luther Addington, who was the principal of 
Wise High School during the Thirties and Forties and who was 
a talented amateur photographer. It's likely that Pictureman 
was familiar with the trade journals and photography trends of 
his times. Still, up until the REA came through and put in elec
tricity in the middle thirties, Pictureman developed his pho
tographs in a primitive darkroom that consisted of a window 
with black drapes over it and a kerosene lamp covered with a 
red globe. To print a picture he would place the negative in a 
hand held printing box, pull back the drape, and expose it to 
just the right amount of natural light. He also had an enlarger 
he had made himself and fastened to the wall. Apparently this 
and other "Rube Goldberg" inventions functioned well and to 
his satisfaction. Nevertheless he was, to quote his son, "in sev
enth heaven" when electricity arrived and he purchased his first 
"ilectric enlarger." 

In the Twenties and Thirties Pictureman Mullins traveled 
throughout the counties of Wise and Dickenson, Virginia, and 
Letcher and Pike counties in Kentucky. He usually stayed with 
people he knew who naturally became the subjects of many of 
his pictures. This explains in part the familiarity that so many of 
the photographs impart. At this time Pictureman was also too 

poor to afford a car so he either walked, rode a bicycle, or hitch
hiked. Because he wasn't well off Pictureman had neither the 
means nor the luxury or inclination to take photographs simply 
for the fun or art of it. Taking good pictures was his livelihood 
and his photographs reflect that simple truth. On the other 
hand Pictureman did not let commercial concerns compromise 
his artistic integrity. For one thing under no circumstances 
would he re-touch a negative. He would tell people that, "I will 
take your picture as you look, not as how you want to look. If 
you have a mole or wrinkle that is what you get. If you want it 
any other way, have an artist paint your picture and leave the 
mole off." 

Pictureman also brought the same stubbornness and moun
tain pride to his darkroom where he spent hours working to get 
the desired effect in a picture. If his efforts fell short he 
returned for another session with his subject until he got it 
right. Pictureman Mullins' photographs are important for 
Appalachia not only for what they bring to their subject matter: 
attention to detail, highly original and dignified interpretations, 
experimental reportage, and poetic vision, but also for what 
they do not bring. In the past many Appalachian photographs 
have suffered from either an overbearing sentimentality and 
quaintness that reeks of chamber-of-commerce commercialism, 
or, a focus that dwells almost entirely on negative stereotypes. 
Pictureman Mullins wasn't looking for a "slant" or "angle" but 
was just another member of the community who also happened 
to be a brilliant photographer. As such Pictureman was an inte
gral part of the fabric of his society and was therefore able to 
participate fully in its ceremony and ritual. 

Pictureman Mullins' photographs brim with beautiful people, 
wonderful couples, marriages and funerals, baptisms and politi
cal rallies, musicians, tobacco auctions, and children at play. 
Here we see a typical middle class mountain Christmas, a 
bunch of people in costume about to go trick or treating, a 
handsome black family sitting for their portrait, a beautiful bare
bottomed boy pulling his brother in a wagon, a clot of old men 
sitting around the courthouse chewing the fat, a baby with lip
stick kisses on his forehead, and an old man reading the Bible 
in his favorite lawn chair. Here we see people at work and 
leisure, in town and home in bed, on the street and in church. 
Here we see family bonds and values, self-sufficiency, charac
ter, convictions, and, most of all, the will to survive and perser
vere. 

These photographs are totally organic and lacking in pre
tense. They fracture Appalachian cliches while preserving with 
dramatic breadth of vision the uniqueness of the mountains and 

the culture they have spawned. Pictureman Mullins had no ax 
to grind, and having none, was able to let the true resilience of 
the people shine through his photographs. Pictureman enables 
us to see the culture exactly as it was. It's as if there is nothing 
standing between the subjects and us. No middle man dispens
ing rose or grey colored glasses. Pictureman Mullins' pho
tographs exhibit, through his selection of material and his exe
cution of craft, the natural touch of a master who, despite not 
having formal training, or perhaps because of it, was able to 
capture for posterity the true spirit of this land and these peo
ple. 

These pictures are snapshots and portraits taken with a roll
film box camera. They were chosen from a box of 3, 700 nega
tives that survived a fire that destroyed virtually all of Picture
man Mullins's work. Sadly, it now appears that a number of 
highly significant historical photographs, including a number 
that he took during the unionization of the coal mines, have 
been destroyed or lost. Because his magazines and notes also 
perished we may never conclusively know if he was influenced 
by the professional photographers of his time such as Russell 
Lee, Walker Evans, Dorothea Lange, and Doris Ulmann. What 
is clear, however, is that Pictureman took social realism as one 
of his themes and that his skills as a photographer were every 
bit as adept as his contemporaries. 

Where the Mountain Laurels Bloom was produced with a gen
erous grant from the Kentucky Humanities Council. Project 
director was Angel Rucker, granddaughter of Pictureman 
Mullins; humanities advisor was Dr. Bob Henry Baber; artistic 
director was Jeff Chapman-Crane. Special thanks to Josephine 
Richardson and the Letcher County Arts Council; Sharmin 
Chapman-Crane; Ken Murray for reproduction; N.L. Ham
monds for framing work; Judi Jennings; Becky Kirklin and the 
Appalshop Gallery for general support. James Mullins, Picture
man Mullins' son, provided critical biographical and back
ground information for which the project thanks him. 

Appalshop is in the process of seeking funds for archiving, 
duplicating and beginning oral histories for a future Pictureman 
Mullins book. For further information, contact Appalshop, 306 
Madison Street, Whitesburg, KY 41858, 606/633-5708. 

Bob Baber is an Appalachian writer and teaches at Southeast
ern Community College in Harlan County, Kentucky. 

WHERE THE MOUNTAIN LAURELS 

Bob Henry Baber 

Photographs by Pictureman Mullins -
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"You couldn't start the day without McGill." 
A still from Dawn's Early Light: Ralph McGill and the Segregated South by Kath
leen Dowdy and Jed Dannenbaum 

Don Corrigan 

Ralph McGill and The Segregated South. 

Jed Dannenbaum and Kathleen Dowdey. 1988. 3/ 4" Video. Color. 57m. 

Dawn's Early Light 
was the first film ever 
made on the legendary 
Atlanta journalist 
Ralph McGill. 

~E 
( 



Ralph McGill in the early days of his career. 

An outspoken opponent of 
racial segregation, McGill 
evoked the wrath of many 
readers of the Atlanta Con
stitution. 

Kathleen Dowdey, 
director and Edwin 
Myers, cameraman of 
Dawn's Early Light. 

I 
n 1938, on his first day as executive editor of The 
Atlanta Constitution, Ralph McGill spelled "Negro" 
with a capital "N" in the daily newspaper. Some 
advertisers bristled, many subscribers cancelled, 
angry letters arrived and later the Ku Klux Klan, 

dressed in full regalia, paraded around the Constitution 
building. McGill would not back off. For the next thirty 
years, until his death in 1969, McGill challenged readers 
of his front page column to treat black Americans as 
human beings. 

Twenty years after his passage from the American 
journalism scene, McGill is one of the lesser known 
lights of those who've dedicated their lives to the power 
of the printed word. Journalism professors will testify 
that McGill, a two-time Pulitzer prize winner, gets scant 
attention in the history books covering mass media. A 
McGill column is notably absent in Calder Pickett's pop
ular, Key Documents In The History of American journal
ism. In the text by professors Edwin and Michael 
Emery, The Press and America, McGill merits less than a 
paragraph of sketchy biography. 

Now comes Dawn's Early Light: Ralph McGill and the 
Segregated South, a documentary video that gives more 
of the down-home courage and simple eloquence of 
McGill than a journalism textbook could ever offer. Pro
duced by Kathleen Dowdey and Jed Dannenbaum, the 
piece is all the more powerful because it shows McGill, 
warts and all. It also shows the evolution of an intelli
gence that once accepted the Southern pattern of segre
gation, and which later came to realize that there could 
be no compromise with an inherently evil system. 

"He was, I guess, almost a segregationist at one time 
in his life when he lived in Tennessee. Everybody was 
against colored people and he learned to feel the same 
way," Atlanta talk show host Xemona Clayton told 
videographers Dowdey and Dannenbaum. But McGill 
came to see that racism was a moral cancer, and an 
impediment that would hold back both black and white 
from the building of a New South. Dowdey and Dannen
baum use testimony, such as Clayton's, most effectively 
in chronicling the growth of McGill's thinking and its 
expression in the columns of the Constitution. Those 
columns were a part of the Southern tradition, at the 
same time they sought to overturn a part of that tradi
tion. "You couldn't start the day without McGill," 
remarks one McGill fan of old. For many, McGill could 
sometimes ruin a day. 

"He was the last of a kind of thundering editors, 
which we really don't have in this country anymore," 
noted Sander Vanocur, who reported from the South for 

NBC News throughout the upheaval of the 1960s. "You 
get a lot of admirable editors, but Ralph was the last of a 
great tradition." But, in fact, McGill was most often not a 
thundering crusader, and the documentary does well to 
show this. A soft-spoken and courteous man, McGill pre
ferred a less strident tone. When Alabama's Governor 
George Wallace stood defiantly against integration at the 
schoolhouse door in 1963, McGill held back his rancor 
and described Wallace as simply "a little man standing 
alone in his diminishing circle." 

McGill, himself, viewed his columns and editorials as 
merely common-sense appeals to the humanitarian 
instincts of his fellow Southerners. This view is brought 
to life in manner and sound through the work of Burt 
Lancaster, who provides the voice of McGill for Dawn's 
Early Light. Lancaster's sympathetic voice conveys the 
sensitivity of McGill's thought and feeling. When McGill 
is pained by the transgressions of the Southerners he 
loves, Lancaster makes us hear that pain. When McGill 
takes joy in such Southern pastimes as smokey barbe
cue coo kin' or hun tin' with the hounds, Lancaster makes 
us wish we were there to enjoy those noble sports. 

Dawn's Early Light takes us back to McGill's boyhood 
in Tennessee and his college days at Vanderbilt Univer
sity in Nashville. McGill spent equal amounts of time 
studying literature in Vanderbilt's stately library and 
studying ballplayers on the baseball diamonds of 
Nashville. This soon led to sports reporting on the 
Nashville Banner, a paper described at that time as 
"reactionary Republican," "racist" and "anti-Roosevelt." 
McGill watchers describe their wonder that he emerged 
from that early environment to become a voice for civil 
rights later at the Atlanta Constitution. 

Perhaps inspired by his Nashville sports reporting, 
McGill likens column writing to playing baseball, as we 
hear through the voice of Lancaster. "All I do is wind up 
every day and throw a column at the plate ... Some
times your change of pace comes up too slow - and 
they hit it over the fence. But all you can do is keep 
pitching." Very little of what McGill served up was hit 
over the fence, but it's to his credit that he was able to 
admit being knocked around a bit. One of his roughest 
outings was before a black college audience in 1948, 
where he learned that his printed opinions on the pace 
of change in the South were not appreciated. 

"It sometimes appeared McGill was going much too 
slowly in terms of what they thought he ought to be 
doing and ought to be saying," explained M. Carl Hol
man, a proessor at Clark College. "He had a couple of 
rough sessions when he came up on the campuses. He 

was the only person in that kind of position to do that in 
the first place, because Atlanta was a very segregated 
town at that time." Although the campus sessions left 
McGill smarting, he came away with the knowledge that 
a floodtide of frustration and resentment could not be 
held back. 

And so, McGill kept on pitching his column. He used 
the change-up to keep himself in the ball game. He took 
his predominantly white audience in and out of their 
world, alternating columns about the pleasures of the 
Old South with the unpleasant columns about the 
change that had to come. When the U.S. Supreme Court 
made its decision abolishing "separate but equal" in 
1954, he came to realize that without federal pressure 
there would be no change away from segregated public 
schools. 

The violence that erupted in Little Rock and other 
cities where federal pressure was brought to bear, 
prompted McGill to fear for what would happen in 
Atlanta. McGill condemned the demagoguery of South
ern politicians who misled constituents into believing 
that the Supreme Court's integration decision could be 
turned back and defied. And when McGill realized that 
the moral force of his arguments were not having effect, 
he was enough of a pragmatist to tell the Atlanta citi
zenry that a repeat of the ugly scenes in Little Rock and 
Birmingham would mean economic catastrophe for the 
Georgia metropolis. 

Julian Bond tells the producers of Dawn's Early f-ight 
that if people can't be reached through their moral 
sense, then they've got to be reached through their 
pocketbook. McGill was good at that. He persuaded Con
stitution readers, as NBC reporter and now anchor Tom 
Brokaw notes in the documentary, that Atlanta was a city 
"too busy to hate." The theme of a city "too busy to hate" 
is bolstered by the images Dowdey and Dannenbaum 
bring to their chronicle. There are scenes of the city on 
the move, with modem mass transit and downtown high
rises sprouting up mushroom-like. 

The implication is that racial tolerance is, above all, 
good for business. This is the primary motive attributed 
to McGill when he seeks to organize an Atlanta dinner 
honoring Dr. Martin Luther King shortly after King has 
been honored with the Nobel Peace Prize. At first busi
ness leaders balk at the idea, but when McGill enlists 
the support of Coca-Cola executive Robert Woodruff, the 
rest of the city's corporate establishment falls in line. 
The dinner goes off without a hitch, millions of dollars 
worth of good national publicity result, and once again 
Atlanta shows that it is too industrious to be mean-spir
ited. 

If there is one complaint that can be leveled at Dawn's 
Early Light, it is that the theme of the "city too busy to 
hate" is overplayed in the latter half of the film. Several 
times in the concluding minutes, we are treated to wide 
shots of Atlanta Stadium, as if the building of a coliseum 
for the exploits of the Braves constituted the ultimate 
reward for the racial tolerance McGill urged on the city's 
residents. 

Perhaps the concluding minutes of the video docu
mentary would have been better spent probing some of 
McGill's weaknesses in greater depth. For example, 
McGill was no foreigner to red-baiting and to denounc
ing some Southerners for their failure to disavow social
ist thinking. Was this McGill's way of countering the 
redneck politicians who accused him of acting like "a 
kaw-muh-nist"? Another issue to be explored was 
McGill's outspoken support for America's military mis
adventure in Vietnam. Again, did McGill's uneasiness 
over epithets such as "Red Ralph" drive him to embrace 
the wrong-headed foreign policy of a fellow Southerner, 
Lyndon Baines Johnson? 

These issues aside, Dawn's Early Light is a long over
due tribute to a complex man who helped the South look 
into its soul and to summon the courage to change. "He 
was a newspaperman, yes; but he was basically an edu
cator," observed Andrew Young, a civil rights leader in 
McGill's time who would become Atlanta's first black 
mayor. "He (McGill) was a reformer. He was a visionary. 
He really did what I think a press is supposed to do in a 
free society - not just muckrake, find fault and be nega
tive- but give leadership." 

Dawn's Early Light producers Dowdey and Dannen
baum were able to enlist help from a number of sources 
in their effort to capture the story of Ralph McGill. 
Among the contributors to the project are: The Atlanta 
Constitution, National Endowment for the Humanities, 
Georgia Endowment for the Humanities, Center for Con
temporary Media and the Public Broadcasting System. 

Dawn's Early Light is available through New Day 
Films, 121 West 27th Street, Suite 902, New York, NY 
10001, (212) 645-8210. 

Don Corrigan is a journalism professor at Webster Uni
versity in St. Louis, Missouri. 
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FRAMING 
A HOUSE. 

Bill Turner. 1989. 16mm. Color. 7m 

On sober reflection, we readily admit that 
films are like buildings . . . artifacts made 
by humans for human purposes . . . pro
duced by both machines and human labor. 
from Film Art by Kristin Thompson and David 
Bordwell. 

Jack Wright and James Colson 

D 
riving through the coastal areas of Georgia, 
one is struck by the ornamented architecture 
of houses in port towns like Savannah. In the 
wavering light and shadow, these rich images 
tantalize the eye as steamy Brunswick Stew 

does the palate. Still, yet energetic. Riding around the 
neighborhoods with the humidity up and the breeze 
balmy, one is roused by the minute visual details of an 
all but forgotten art. In his animated film Framing A 
House, Bill Turner releases the energy behind these still 
life facades. The pixillated homes simmer through his 
Bolex, come to life and dazzle our cinematic senses. 

The title suggests an informative film, a "how to" film 
ofsorts that will show us one process in house construc
tion. But soon we learn that framing is not limited to the 
carpenter or the framer; it is something that filmmakers 
also do quite literally. This film concentrates on control
ling the houses' positions in the frame - in a word, on 
framing them. Piece by piece the houses in this neigh
borhood are put together in a process of house decon
struction. 

-

The thematic agenda of Framing a House seems to be 
aimed at reducing a house to an image. In many succes
sive cuts, Turner dices up the houses with culinary pre
cision. Though each individual image is static, Turner's 
vision and craft give them a sense of rhythm, of motion, 
fluidity, life. Just as our mind allows us to accept 24 
images per second as a suitable facsimile of motion, so 
too does it encourage us almost to see quickly succes
sive but distinct shots as motion. On a number of occa
sions the film shows us the left side of a house for a few 
brief frames; the next image is several feet to the right 
where we see a few more frames, and so on for 180 
degrees around the house. Since the images logically 
connect, our minds fill in the "missing" parts, creating a 
sense of motion. One house with a projecting Victorian 
turret rockets diagonally through the frame from left to 
right. Then another turret answers and volleys from 
right to left. Turner is not afraid of his Bolex. 

We also see close-ups of house details: portals, trel
lises, gables, windows, shutters, and various common 
outside decorations. With masterful timing, Turner 
makes the windows walk. The lines comprising beveled 
siding, trellises and porch enclosures seem to converse, 
making us laugh or frown depending upon the mood of 
their conversation. 

This cinematic neighborhood is landscaped with a 
minimal electronic musical piece that unobtrusively 
props up the framing in a robotic yet flowing syncopa
tion. The images are cut alternately in rhythm with the 
music. Gradually they build up into a virtual frenzy, 
appearing for such short intervals that we don't recog
nize what they "are" - posts, windows, siding or what
ever. And then we might realize that we no longer care 
what they are. We want to know what they are saying to 
us in relationship to each other. The images become cir
cles and lines, horizontals, verticals and diagonals that 
have no meaning outside their incessant rhythmic "static 
motion." Pastel houses mutate into other colors, other 
houses, other sets of patterns, and eventually into name
less shapes - not literally, but so far as we who see are 
concerned. 

Turner's sense of play shines through as he takes us 
from thinking of the most basic elements of a house -
the wood, the glass, the paint, the bricks - to the 
equally basic but qualitatively different concept of its 
shapes. One is reminded of Sergei Eisenstein's concept 
of the "non-referential form," in which the image is 
stripped of every connotation: what you see becomes 

what you get, nothing more or less. Such a notion may 
be somewhat foreign to most moviegoers, since we typi
cally bring to a screening a great deal of personal bag
gage that informs our viewing experience. In Film Form 
Eisenstein challenges us to be receptive to a "pure 
meaning", which requires that we leave our baggage at 
home. Similarly, Turner would have us evict from our 
minds each association with the word house, either as 
an actual dwelling place or as a metaphor for an individ
ual's life. In Framing a House, he is not asking us to "put 
our house in order" but rather to open the doors and 
windows to the unpredictability of elemental forces. 

As enjoyable as the film is to most audiences, some 
will find it lengthy. Its categorical form relies on repeti
tion and variation. It requires viewer attention to the dif
ferences and similarities in the material qualities of the 
film medium. The lengthy feel may also have something 
to do with the music. As in many animated works, the 
music was not composed with the film in mind but was 
found later during the editing process. The soundtrack 
almost overworks us. Also the film opens and closes 
with a pixillated rural dwelling. Constructed as book
ends, these frames, however clever, jut out from an oth
erwise urbane motif. Some of the long shots of houses 
have too much contrast as well. But these are all minor 
flaws. 

Framing a House is a visual experience parallel to 
hearing reggae even when you don't understand the 
words. There is something about the rhythm and "the 
feeling" of seeing/hearing it that defies description, but 
is very enjoyable. Indeed, Eisenstein would have liked 
this film a lot. It isn't that we left our baggage at home; 
·but we threw it out of the theater! The images talk to us 
not of "higher things" such as spoken language or refer
ential images can do, but of pleasure found solely in per
ceiving. 

FRAMING A HOUSE was an award winner at the 
1989 Ann Arbor Film Festival. 

FRAMING A HOUSE is available from Picture Start, 
221 E. Cullerton, 6th Floor, Chicago, Illinois 60616, 
312/326-6233. 

jack Wright is Facilities Manager and lecturer for the 
School of Film at Ohio University in Athens, Ohio. 

james Colson is a graduate student in the School of 
Film at Ohio University in Athens, Ohio. 



WILLIAM T. DARGAN 
Raleigh, North Carolina 

T he Singing Life of the Reverend Doctor 
Claude joseph johnson is producer Dargan's 
videotape rendering of the "charisma" and 
"integrity" of the noted singer. The thirty

minute pilot summarizes the spiritual art of 
Atlantan Dr. Johnson, who died just after filming 
was completed this past July. 

The documentary was developed at St. Augus
tine's College in Raleigh, where Dargan serves as 
head of the Music Department. 

Althea Sumpter, Media Director of the Atlanta
based Martin Luther King, Jr. Center, directed the 
work. She sculpted the film so that many aspects of 
the National Heritage Fellow's life were presented: 
his song writing, religious conversion, trial sermon 
and actual performances. The production consists 
of interviews with Dr. Johnson and people who 
knew him, including Elizabeth Johnson, his wife of 
57 years, as well as concert footage. 

"I think what we have at this point is a valid set 
of recollections and a document of very special per
formances in Dr. Johnson's immediate visceral and 
thoroughly energized performing manner," Dar
gan said. 

Dargan met Dr. Johnson in 1984 when he went 
to Atlanta to interview him for a radio documen
tary. The music professor was taken by him and 
continued communicating with Dr. Johnson until 
his recent death. "It was my privilege to be in a 
special place at the right time in working with Dr. 
Johnson. Spending the last six years (conferring) 
with him, changed not only my life but my family's. 
This documentary is the least of what we could do 
for him." 

Dargan describes Dr. Johnson as not only a her
alded composer - he composed a gold record in 
1966 entitled I Want To Go Where jesus Is - but a 
natural teacher. Because of the latter's intriguing 
spirituality and knack for compassionate communi
cation, Dargan said he "allowed the documentation 
to speak for itself." 

He said the film is in the post-production stage, 
and will most likely be completed by January. This 
date wouldn't represent the end of the creative 
line, however, for Dargan plans to use the pilot as a 
springboard to increased funding. Additional 
money would allow for more post-production work, 
as Dargan would then concentrate on "more finally 
shaping" the video. 

For more information contact Dargan at St. 
Augustine's College, 1315 Oakwood Avenue, 
Raleigh, North Carolina 27610-2298. 

GARY MOSS & GEORGE DEGOLIAN 
Atlanta, Georgia 

A still from the film Voices in the Wind by Gary Moss and 
George deGolian. 

N 
ative American myth and mystery is given 
voice in the latest of a series of films from 
Academy Award nominated filmmakers, 
Moss and deGolian. The one-hour docu

drama is called Voices In The Wind, an ethereal ref
erence to the defining event of the film. 

In the film, an unseen spirit intones, according 
to producer deGolian, a call to immortality. It is up 
to the Cherokee villagers to respond to this imper
ative. Set in 1692, Voices In The Wind is based on a 
Cherokee myth in which a group of villagers hear 
voices claiming to be the N'unnehi, their invisible 
protectors. These supernatural speakers warn of 
impending dangers to the village, offering to take 
the villagers to live in their spiritual realm. 

The villagers debate the offer in council, as the 
invitation represents the ultimate leap of faith. In 
agreeing to join the protectors, the villagers fast 
for seven days and are carried by the N'unnehi to a 
lone mountain peak. The film is consistent with 
legend in leaving the villagers there - invisible 
and immortal. 

The docu-drama is true not only in terms of 
Indian myth, but in setting and characterization, 
according to deGolian. Voices In The Wind features 
an all Native American cast and was shot on the 
Qualla Boundary reservation. 

George Georgas 

Moss and deGolian, who were nominated for an 
Academy Award in 1988 for Gullah Tales, claim 
this is their most ambitious collaboration to date. 
All that remains for them on the project is post-pro
duction work; for which they are wrapping up 
sound work and editing. "We anticipate releasing it 
to the sponsors in January, so they'll have it in the 
form of videotape for a public television release in 
late winter or early spring." 

The project comes on the heels of fundraising by 
Moss and deGolian, totaling $150,000, including 
$20,000 from a Georgia State University grant. 
deGolian said, "One of our goals in making the film 
was to change, through the power of media, some 
of the misconceptions many of us have of Native 
Americans. Many people believe they rode around 
on horses and collected white people scalps. We 
want to recognize some of their contributions; if 
our audience comes away from the film with a bet
ter understanding of who the Native Americans 
were and what they contributed to our society, 
then we will have succeeded - because their soci
ety is so complex that we just scratch the surface." 
But the film should prove worthwhile to both the 
uninitiated and the most well-educated investiga
tors of Native American culture. 

For information contact Moss at Georgia State 
University, Office of Educational Media, University 
Plaza, P.O. Box 383, Atlanta, Georgia 30303-3083. 

SCOIT DIDIAKE 
Jackson, Mississippi 

S cott Didlake's work may be perpetually in 
progress, in that it represents art adapting 
to scientific innovation and is therefore 
marked for constant updating. 

Didlake, a twenty-year veteran of the film and 
videotape wars, is now looking to science as a 
framework for artistic expression. His project, Con
versation with anOther, exemplifies the new inter
active media. He uses "totally digital video" to sim
ulate a being with artificial intelligence. The specta
tor ("I don't know whether to call the person a 
spectator or interactor") converses with what is 
essentially a monitor, which "shape-shifts accord
ing to the interaction." That is to not only say the 
TV is talking to you, but actually "engaging" you to 
talk. Such verbal interface occurs as soon as the 
computer registers your voice. It subsequently 
seeks the favor of a reply, and it often leads down 
the road of abstract thought, and especially to 
make you ponder the limitlessness of thought. 

Didlake, who was once also involved in psychi
atric work, said honing technology to properly 
invoke issues and degrees of intelligence is the 
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wave of the future. He foresees an even more pri
mary relationship between spectator and being in 
the time to come, one that would foster definite 
future shock. "I just want to take it one step fur
ther, in developing a synthetic actor interested in 
what you think; he elicits what you think about the 
arrogance or humility of human beings when they 
encounter intelligences that are less or more than 
theirs." 

As far as his project, he sees its immediate 
impact in terms of exhibition. But his exhibit 
"wants to have a relationship with you" and will 
guide a dialogue along its digital, shape-shifted 
program. In other words, this is an exhibition 
which wants to be active and not passive. Ulti
mately, Didlake would like to see his being as a 
centerpiece of many a media arts program. 

For information contact Didlake at Box 55575, 
Jackson Mississippi 39296. 

PAUL TALBOT & WILLIAM COOKE 
Columbia, South Carolina 

F 
eedirig the flames of their imagination, first
time feature collaborators Talbot and Cooke 
have been working on the fiery Campfire 
Tales. The 90-minute, 16mm film is, accord

ing to writer/producer Talbot, the product of a life
long affinity for horror. He assures that the film, 
which is in the post-production stage, captures the 
feeling of those horror comics and shock theatre 
that he loved as a youth. It has to, he says, for it 
represents the combination of lifelong plotting and 
speculating. 

"Bill and I have always been horror fanatics ," 
Talbot said. "We've been making our own movies 
since childhood - although we didn't know each 
other until we met in college." 

Upon meeting, it wasn't long before their mutual 
ambitions were revealed and a partnership was 
born. The symbiotic nature of this partnership is 
seen in the apportionment of duties: Talbot pro
duced, Cooke photographed, and they split writing 
and direction chores from segment to segment. 

The film which stars Gunnar Hansen, was shot 
throughout South Carolina, with the production 
location varying according to storyline. The film is 
composed of four independent "thrillers" unified to 
make for an anthology commensurate to 
Creepshow and Tales From The Crypt. 

The film opens with three adolescent boys camp
ing in the woods by a fire, and they are visited by 
the ominous Ralph. Hansen, who played Leather
face in the original Texas Chainsaw Massacre, 
wants to repay the lads for the warmth provided by 
their fire and tells four grisly tales . 
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It is in the telling of the tales that Talbot and 
Cooke wax maniacal, as they use costumes and 
bizarre situations to heighten the phantasmagori
cal effect. "When we were shooting the film, we 
wanted to combine equal amounts of suspense, 
graphic horror and blackcomedy, while capturing 
the actual atmosphere of te-lling scary stories 
around a campfire," Talbot said. He added that the 
subjects of the four thrillers lent themselves to 
comic book-style visualization; so he and Cooke 
went with "offbeat camera angles and garish light
ing." The four tales, entitled 'The Hook," "Over
toke," 'The Fright Before Christmas" and "Skull & 
Crossbones," portray two young lovers and a dis
membered, escaped lunatic; decomposing drug 
addicts; a greedy yuppie and Satan Claus; and a 
zombie-weary 18th century pirate, respectively. 
Having told the last of the stories, Ralph has one 
final shock in store for the campers. 

With the shooting completed, Cooke and Talbot 
hope the film will have been transferred to video
~pe by the first of the year. They are in the pro-

cess of designing a marketing package, as they will 
be looking for a home video distributor. And if that 
happens, they will doubtlessly recoup their invest
ment. The project received financial assistance 
from two National Endowment for the Arts agen
cies, but Talbot said much personal expense went 
into the production. The make-up and cos~mes 
represented a substantial portion of costs, but Tal
bot said they were indispensable for the task at 
hand. 

For information contact Talbot at 120 Seven 
Springs Road, Columbia, South Carolina 29223. 

George Georgas is a former newspaper reporter 
who gave up the chisel of the newsroom for the ham
mer of the classroom. He is a master's student in 
English and expects to be teaching in another year. 

Johnny Tamblyn plays a vic
tim in the feature film Camp
fire Tales by Paul Talbot and 
William Cooke. 
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A still from Tom Davenport's film, Ashpet: An American Cinderella. Kelly Mancini is Ashpet; 
Mitchell Riggs is the young soldier. Ashpet is part of the series "From the Brothers Grimm" dis
tributed by Davenport Films, Delaplane, VA 22025, (703) 592-3701. 

INDEPENDENT SPIRIT is published by the south carolina Arts commission Media Arts center with 
support from the National Endowment for the Arts and is distributed free of charge to media 
producers and consumers and other interested individuals and organizations, most of whom are 
located in the southeast. contributions pertaining to the INDEPENDENT SPIRIT or to the 
independent media community are welcome. All correspondence should be addressed to 
INDEPENDENT SPIRIT, south carolina Arts commission, 1800 Gervais street, Columbia, sc 29201. The 
viewpoints expressed in this issue do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the south carolina 
Arts commission. 

The south Carolina Arts commission is a state agency which promotes the visual, literary, 
performing and media arts in south carolina. The SCAC Media Arts center supports media artists 
and media arts in a ten-state southeastern region, which includes Alabama, Florida, Georgia, 
Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia, as well as south carolina. 
Both SCAC and SCACMAC receive funds from the National Endowment for the Arts. 
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Media Arts Center 
1800 Gervais Street 
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Address Correction Requested 

3rd Annual 
SOUTHEASTERN 

MEDIA INSTITUTE 
June 1 0-23, 1991 

Upgrade your creative 
and technical skills ••• 
Quickly and affordably 

NON-PROFIT ORG. 

U.S. POSTAGE 

PAID 

PERMIT NO. 893 

COLUMBIA, S.C. 

Intensive week-long professional media workshops in Columbia, SC, in cinematography, 
producing low-budget features, video and social activism, video production, video editing, folk 
arts radio production, music video production, directing and producing, and video in the 
classroom. 

Weekend seminars with leading industry artists in scriptwriting, film criticism, feature film 
editing, documentaries for television, computers and multimedia, and acting for the camera. 

Meet participants in all aspects of the media community. Screenings, receptions and 
premieres. Reduced rate for registration by May 20. Campus housing available on a first-come, 
first-served basis. COMPLETE BROCHURE AVAILABLE. 

Contact: Southestern Media Institute 
South Carolina Arts Commission Media Arts Center 
1800 Gervais Street 
Columbia, SC 29201 
(803) 734-8696 Fax 734-8526 


