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George Lellis 

Last Stand at Little Bighorn. Paul Stekler. 1992. 
16mm. Color. 58 min. 

P.ul Stekler's Last Stand at Little 
Bighorn is an important but rather 
conventional television documentary that 
seems to have a more formally interesting, 
more radical work struggling to emerge from 
within its familiar format. Made for the PBS 
American Experience series, Last Stand at 
Little Bighorn describes the history 
surrounding George Armstrong Custer's 
legendary defeat at Little Bighorn in his 
cavalry fight against Lakota and Cheyenne 
Indians. It is a meticulously crafted work 
which presents in a clear and systematic way a 
story so many of us have heard only in 
fictionalized, mythologized and ideologically 
suspect bits and pieces. At the same time, 
however, Stekler seems reluctant to push to 
their limits both his most provocative political 
assertions and his most structurally daring 
tactics for organizing his material. 

To its credit, Last Stand at Little Bighorn 
establishes from the beginning a dialectical 
structure in which the discourse of the white 
man is compared to that of the Native 
American. The filmmaker uses readings from 
their respective historical commentaries, 
interviews with descendants of both the Native 
American and white participants, some 
extraordinary Indian drawings of the events 
described, and discussions with historians, all 
joined together to construct a composite picture 
of what happened and why. There are always 
at least two sets of voices in Last Stand, each 
representing a different ethnic side of the 
conflict. A description of the mourning rituals 
practiced by American Indian women following 
the battle, for example, is contrasted with the 
words of Elizabeth Custer, the dead captain's 
widow, describing the prayer and hymn-singing 
of her and the other bereaved wives. Or at both 
the beginning and the end of the documentary, 
we see clips from heroical Hollywood 
representations of Custer which are 
subsequently contrasted with illustrations from 
Native American ledger books that portray the 
same events. Stekler, like many of the 
historians he interviews, seeks to rescue the 
Native American's point of view from the 
obscurity that so often accompanies defeat in a 
war. At the same time, his whites are not 
completely villainized. They instead appear 
human, and trapped by the racist ideologies of 
their time. 

Stekler's tactic of relaying the same event 
through multiple voices is perhaps most 
effective when he uses children and 
grandchildren to tell the story of what their 
ancestors experienced. One of the recurring 
talking heads in Last Stand at Little Bighorn is 
that of Irene Fehliman, the daughter of Charles 
Windolph, who himself was the last living 
white survivor of Little Bighorn. Fehliman 
returns periodically to relate what she has 
undoubtedly heard first-hand from her father, 



Independent filmmaker Paul Stekler. 

such as descriptions of Custer's vanity, arrogance and meanness or of how he and others 
had to bury the dead after the battle. Similarly, Joseph Medicine Crow, a grandson of 
one of Custer's Crow Indian scouts, chants for us a battle song used at Little Bighorn 
and handed down to him by his father. In cases like these, we feel the force of effective 
oral history, from those most likely to have experienced first-hand recountings of events 
that happened more than a century ago. 

The end result is a clear outlining of how the Lakota had moved west to the Black 
Hills region, how Eastern industrialists encouraged the building of railroads and 
settling of the West, and how depressed economic conditions and the discovery of gold in 
the Black Hills influenced Eastern policymakers to break treaties and allow for 
uncontrolled Western expansion. Yet frequently within the film Stekler raises 
provocative issues only to gloss over them in a sentence or two. Issues like how the 
Lakota themselves had imperialistically claimed territory from other tribes, how the 
U.S. army inhumanely exploited its recruits, or how the U.S. press, held deep in the 
pockets of industrialists, called for and then glamorized the government's wars with the 
natives. All are points Stekler acknowledges, but he treats none with the kind of deep, 
complex, or radical analysis one might prefer, perhaps because of the limitations 
inherent in a 54-minute television presentation. 

If Last Stand at Little Big Horn contains an internal, thematic dialectic between a 
collective Euro-American voice and a collective Native American one, the film develops a 
second, structural dialectic, one between past and present. The voices of present-day 
descendants or historians contrast to the journals and observations of those who lived 
through the times, and old photographs and historical materials contrast to footage 
clearly taken in the present. What becomes most interesting and provocative in Last 
Stand is Stekler's use of landscape, and his repeated structural tactic of photographing 
in the present the countryside where the historical events took place. 

In this respect, Last Stand at Little Big Horn reminds one distinctly of Alain 
Resnais's renowned documentary about Nazi concentration camps Night and Fog (1955). 
In Resnais's earlier film, the filmmaker carefully intercut black and white footage from 
the Nazi era with calm, peaceful color footage of Auschwitz a decade later. The newsreel 
footage, loaded with direct historical meaning, contrasts with the more aesthetic 

present-day landscapes of the sites where the atrocities took 
place. The latter contemplative shots-seemingly empty of 
meaning or significance-provide for an opportunity for 
reflection, and become a foil for the more highly charged 
actuality footage. 

In Stekler's hands the technique also works, and the most 
memorable material in Last Stand consists of those shots of 
the Western countryside for which the violence that was 
committed decades ago stand in direct contrast to the beauty 
and calm of the environment. Thus, for example, Stekler's 
narrator reads from the journal of Bill Thomas, a prospector 
who travelled west with his 7-year old son whose bodies were 
found, along with the father's journal, on the banks of the 
Yellowstone River, after having been killed by native 
tribesmen. We see, in contrast, present day images of what is 
presumably the Yellowstone River, the peaceful running of 
its waters providing an ironic counterpoint to the description 
of brutality. As the movie develops, such shots of landscape 
become increasingly frequent. And as the movie builds to its 
dramatic climax, with a description of the battle of Little 
Bighorn, the style of these landscape shots changes. The 
camera, which before and after moves slowly and 
deliberately, or not at all, becomes more agitated: helic?pter 
shots are mobile and swift in their survey of the territory; 
hand-held shots seem to simulate the point of view of a 
Native American scout lurking in the weeds, or of a fleeing 
soldier running for non-existent help. Stekler creates a 
formal, cinematic analogue to the swift, destructive events he 
is describing. Occasionally, careful dissolves make the 
comparisons even more explicit, as when the filmmaker 
gracefully finds the exact curve of a particular mountain 
today in perfect correspondence to one in a photograph of 
Custer's 7th cavalry encamped in the Black Hills. Or a tree 
in a landscape of today finds its counterpart to one in an 
Indian drawing. 

Yet despite the importance of the land in the inter-ethnic 
struggle (for it was, after all, the booty over which the war 
was fought) Stekler cuts short of making it the central focus 
of his work. Perhaps it seemed more important to emphasize 
the pride and assertiveness of the Native Americans, and 
their short term success, rather than their victimization. 
Unlike Resnais , who so emphasizes the displacement of 
people from the image that we come to feel the loss of those 
exterminated, Stekler, in giving an active voice to Native 
Americans, pushes his documentary in a more conventional, 
albeit still valuable, direction. Perhaps he recognized a 
central irony in his repeated return to seemingly empty 
landscapes. At one point in the documentary, historian Peter 
Hutton describes how the white man, in first exploring the 
Lakota territory, invariably saw it only as uninhabited land 
suitable for mining, farming, or forestry, even while there 
were already American Indians living on it and using it. 
"They didn't see anyone there," Hutton comments. In an odd 
way, Stekler revisualizes this myth of the uninhabited 
frontier. 

Last Stand at Little Bighorn is ultimately part of a larger 
movement, one represented in a Hollywood movie like Kevin 
Costner's Dances with Wolves, or other recent documentaries 
like Robert Clapsadle's The Ride to Wounded Knee, to 
reassess the place of native Americans in North American 
history and culture. The movement is welcome and needed. 
The virtues of Stekler's film-its direct approach, clear 
organization, and even-handed structure-are significant, 
even when its moments of provocation and adventurousness 
suggest a different, more radical movie that might have 
been. If Stekler's movie is only tentatively innovative, it 
nonetheless represents an important step in giving presence 
and visibility to the American Indian. 

For more information, contact Midnight Films, 875 
Main St., 5th Floor, Cambridge, MA 02139. 

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



A still from Ellen Spiro's video DiAna's Hair Ego. 

DiAna's Hair Ego: AIDS Info Up Front. 
Ellen Spiro. 1990. 3/4" Video. Color. 29 min. 

Party Safe! With DiAna and Bambi. 
Ellen Spiro. 1992. 3/4" Video. Color. 25 min. 

Dscribing her two recent works. DiAna's Hair 
Ego and Party Safe!, social documentarian Ellen Spiro 
mentions the three myths that her tapes challenge: 1. 
the myth that Southerners are behind the times; 2. the 
myth that AIDS is a gay white urban male problem; and 
3. the myth that an effective documentary must take a 
large budget. In these companion videos about a grass 
roots AIDS education program undertaken by two black 
women in Columbia, SC, Spiro also explodes another 
dangerous myth, namely that sex in the age of AIDS can 
no longer be any fun. With compassion, humor, and a 
spirit of social commitment and activism, Spiro has 
created two important documents not only of AIDS 
awareness but also of the triumph of the human spirit 
over ignorance, fear, bureaucracy, and death. 

Completed in 1990, the first of the two pieces , 
DiAna's Hair Ego: AIDS Info Up Front, introduces us to 
two fascinating women: DiAna DiAna, a cosmetologist 
who uses her beauty salon as a center for distributing 
information about how to prevent AIDS to her primarily 
black clientele, and her partner, Dr. Bambi Sumpter, 
who works with her in the community to answer the 
many questions that people have about this dreaded 
disease. This beauty parlor is the center of DiAna's 
efforts as she talks with customers about AIDS during 
their shampoos and blow dries , as she distributes 
condoms from a bin in her salon, as she points out her 
AIDS tree covered with paper skeletons to represent the 
many people who have died. 

But her efforts go far beyond the confines of her 
small business . We see or hear of DiAna and Bambi 
involved in a multitude of activities, at churches, 
business lunches, and high school auditoriums. Together 
they have prepared educational videos for parents to 
show children asking real questions, wrapped condoms 
in gift paper to prevent customer embarrassment, 
demonstrated sex toys at safe sex parties, compiled 
books of pictures drawn by children to illustrate 
youthful fears, and prepared pamphlets to mail upon 
request . Their involvement led to the creation of 
SCAEN, the South Carolina AIDS Education Network, 
which they operate from their own pockets without the 
help of state funds. 

In fact, the video makes its strongest political 
indictment on this point, accusing DHEC of fear of 
controversy in its refusal to fund these admirable efforts, 
efforts which have subsequently formed the basis of 
model community programs in other cities. Spiro's use of 
a final written condemnation in the closing credits , 
however, is probably not necessary after the much more 
powerful indictment implied in the shots of DiAna 
working late into the night, simultaneously doing her 
hair, her store books, and the necessary SCAEN 
mailing. The incendiary rhetoric of Spiro's parting shot 
is probably meant to show the seriousness of the 
situation but seems out of place with the humanity and 
restraint of the rest of the piece. 

The closing remarks read: " .. . the state health agency, 
hiding behind federal guidelines and state bureaucracy, 
continuously denies funds to SCAEN. SCAEN's 

situation is not isolated. There is a national crisis in 
AIDS education fueled by 'morality' crusades and federal 
mandates. Until the government wakes up, many 
grassroots AIDS groups will be dependent on private 
donations and community support." Although the 
filmmaker's commitment and concern are genuine, not 
much is shown in the documentary to substantiate these 
claims. So even though many of these charges may be 
true, in a documentary of this calibre, such cant seems 
unnecessary, especially since the focus of the piece is not 
on the government's imbecility but rather on the success 
of the women's program, which has been amply 
demonstrated. 

The successes of DiAna and Bambi's work can be 
seen in the positive response of the on camera 
customers, the awareness implicit in the interviews of 
people who know of their work, the wisdom and 
maturity shown by Bambi's young daughter in several 
episodes in the tape. The original music of the Tri Tears, 
a band of teen a cappella singers writing songs about 
AIDS, illustrates the impact of the women's work on the 
lives of many and how the simple philosophy of "each 
one teach one" really makes a difference. 

Spiro, who shot, edited, and produced the tape, is an 
unobtrusive but not invisible participant in the daily 
activities . We see her reflected in the beauty parlor 
mirrors, hear her questioning voice, and witness the 
casual interaction between the videomaker and the 
"subjects." Obviously, she has won their trust and 
admiration , for they respond very naturally and 
confidently. Not just DiAna and Bambi are comfortable 
in front of the camera, for they have had the advantage 
of being "on stage" in many of their educational 
activities, but the customers and participants in the 
workshops seem equally at ease. 

Spiro uses a rather loose structure and simple visual 
strategy to organize her material and convey her points. 
Sometimes relying too much on cliched techniques, like 
racking focus and too many mirror shots, Spiro manages 
to capture some lively visual details to enhance the 
ambiance of the beauty parlor, with its small physical 
space and the sense of constant activity, through her 
attention to closeup detail and her roving hand-held 
camera. The fresh, unstudied visuals compliment the 
spontaneity of the speakers and the vitality of the 
program. 

The tape is deceptively simple in some ways, partly 
to illustrate Spiro's explosion of the myth that 
meaningful documentary must be a big budget 
production. DiAna's Hair Ego was produced on low-end 
video eight equipment with few elaborate editing or 
cinematographic techniques. Spiro wants to encourage 
other filmmakers to explore their own communities for 
equally interesting and important people and projects. 
She does not want to pretend that the filmmaker does 
not exist, that any documentary is the absolute 
unequivocal pure and abiding truth. Her casual presence 
in the film documents her own role as an active 
interpreter of events and people and a purveyor of 
information to the world outside of the video. The final 
shot of the tape (before the closing montage) confirms 
this approach as Bambi and her child bid farewell to 
Spiro; the exchange of thumbs up among them shows 
their mutual support and concern. We are all in this 
battle together with each doing her part to contribute to 
the cause. 

0 
APES 

v 
SPIRO 

Carol Ward 

Party Safe! takes up where DiAna's Hair Ego leaves 
off by elaborating upon one aspect of DiAna and Bambi's 
AIDS education program, the safe sex party. The basic 
information on the safe sex party had been previewed in 
the first documentary, but the flavor and feel of the 
actual party is vividly created in Party Safe. This 
companion tape interweaves the events of seyeral 
different sorts of safe sex parties from five different 
locations (New York City, Chicago, Toronto, Los 
Angeles, and Columbia, SC) to present a lively, colorful 
celebration of sexuality in the nineties . Blending 
together parties populated by gays and straights, blacks 
and whites, young and old in various parts of the 
country, Party Safe! proves that AIDS education is 
needed for all people, but perhaps more importantly in 
the age of AIDS, that sex can still be fun if people are 
creative and safe. 

The tape balances useful information about AIDS 
prevention with the elements of a safe sex party and 
with the participants' notions about sexual behavior; 
fact and fantasy merge to reveal what people can do 
sexually, instead of the usual negative emphasis on 
what you cannot do. The transformation of some of the 
partygoers from shy and somewhat embarrassed to 
outrageous and boisterous is a joy to behold. The mother 
of one lesbian, who at first stops her daughter from 
expressing a fantasy, later wins a prize for her own wild 
fantasy. A rather quiet woman wearing a sweatshirt 
with a Jesus/Pepsi logo recites a detailed fantasy. 

Throughout the tape the importance of verbalization 
of one's preferences and questions is repeated. The 
crossword puzzles, strip darts, and fantasies enhanced 
by sex toys all emphasize the use of open discussion 
about the usually taboo subject of sex. As the people 
talk, they visibly become more comfortable and relaxed. 
What the parties and the videotape tell us is that 
whatever one wants to do sexually is fine, as long as it is 
safe. 

This "sequel" to DiAna's Hair Ego places less 
emphasis on DiAna and Bambi and more emphasis on 
the results of their educational efforts. With familiar pop 
tunes ("Party Lights" and "It's So Nice to Be With You"), 
colorful titles, fluid editing from one party to another, 
and with the humor of the partygoers, Party Safe! is a 
much more entertaining and in some ways more 
effective piece than DiAna's Hair Ego. They fit together 
well, however, with their contrasting styles and 
complementary information (they were originally meant 
to be part of a South Carolina Trilogy). 

Spiro's continuing commitment to AIDS education 
and to gay and lesbian issues can be seen in another of 
her videos, (ln)uisible Women (about three Latina 
women living with AIDS), and a forthcoming project Out 
Here, a look at Southern gay and lesbian culture, from 
Tennessee Williams and Bessie Smith to contemporary 
men and women across the South. Hopefully she will 
continue to explode myths and to provide us with 
outstanding examples of social activist documentary, 
even as her budgets get larger (Out Here was awarded a 
$78,000 grant from ITVS). 

For information, contact Video Data Bank, The 
School of the Art Institute of Chicago, 37 South 
Wabash Avenue, Chicago, Illinois 60603. 

Carol Ward is Assistant Professor of English at Clemson 
University in Clemson, South Carolina. 
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South Carolina Arts 
Commission Media Arts Center, in 
cooperation with South Carolina ETV, 
the South Carolina Film Office, the 
University of South Carolina Media 
Arts Department, and the South 
Carolina State Museum will be 
sponsoring the Fifth Annual 
Southeastern Media Institute in 
Columbia from July 24 through 
August 6, 1993. 

The Southeastern Media Institute is 
one of the few programs in the nation 
that provides intensive, hands-on, 
practical media production experience 
at a reasonable cost in small, intimate 
workshops. 

More than hands-on training, the 
Institute involves the aesthetic and 
practical working perspectives of 
talented professionals. It also creates 
a place for independents, commercial 
producers, media educators, 
broadcasters, writers, actors and 
others involved in film, video and 
audio to meet and share information. 

Additional support for the program 
is provided by the John D. and 
Catherine T. MacArther Foundation, 
the National Endowment for the Arts 
and corporate sponsors. 

A registration brochure is available. 
For a copy of the brochure, or for more 
information, contact the Southeastern 
Media Institute, South Carolina Arts 
Commission Media Arts Center, 1800 
Gervais Street, Columbia, SC 29201, 
(803) 734-8696. 

A schedule for the 1993 
Southeastern Media Institute follows. 

F I F 

, WEEK ONE - JULY 26-30 
(9:00-5:00 Monday-Friday) 

• Making Historical Documentaries 
- Paul Stekler 

• High End Video on a Rock Bottom Budget 
- Ellen Spiro 

• Advanced Cinematography 
- David Leitner 
-John Butler 
- Denise Brassard 

• Video Toaster 
-John Banks 

WEEK TWO - AUGUST 2-6 
(9:00-5:00 Monday-Friday) 

• Video Editing 
- Stephen Roszell 

• Video in the Classroom 
- Betsy Newman 

• Young Videographers 
- Don Patterson 

• Short Personal Narratives 
- Cecelia Condit 

WEEKEND ONE - JULY 24-25 
(9:30-5:00 Saturday-Sunday) 

• The Documentary Process 
- Steven J. Ross 

• Film Criticism 
- Armond White 

• Location and Post-Production Sound 
- John Butler 

T 

WEEKEND TWO - JULY 31-AUGUST 1 
(9:30-5:00 Saturday-Sunday) 

• Funding Your Film 
- Morrie Warshawski 

• Experimental Approaches to Personal Documentaries 
- Alan Berliner 

• Screenwriting 
- Syd Field 
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Ellen Spiro's Low Budget Video class at The Southeastern Media 
Institute in 1991. 

Steve Roszell teaching Video Editing in 1991. 

Betsy Newman with her 1991 Video in the Classroom students. 

Folklorist Nick Spitzer taught Radio and Production at the 1991 
Southeastern Media Institute. 

N u A 

YOUNG 
VIDEOGRAPHERS 

COURSE 
AVAILABLE 

The South Carolina Arts Commission Media Arts Center is sponsoring a Young 
Videographers seminar, August 2-6, in Columbia, as part of the 5th Annual 
Southeastern Media Institute. 

This seminar is designed to give students between the ages of 13 and 18 an 
opportunity to participate in a video instruction program that will provide hands
on experience in TV production while improving their higher order thinking skills 
through exposure to a variety of TV career jobs and through individual 
performances. Participants will learn how to develop a complete production by 
identifying program ideas, drafting scripts, operating cameras, directing and 
producing a program for broadcast. 

Young Videographers has a limited enrollment of 15 and was offered at a special 
Institute discount rate of $200.00 per student. 

The South Carolina Arts Commission is very pleased to announce that the 
Michael Fleishman Media Arts Trust Fund has graciously paid the total fees to 
support the seminar. Therefore, there will be no tuition required for participation, 
and the class will be filled on a first come, first serve basis. Instead, we are asking 
that each registrant make a $75.00 contribution to help replenish the trust fund. 
The $75.00 is 100% tax deductible with checks made payable to the fund c/o The 
S.C. Arts Foundation, P.O. Box 11887, Columbia, S.C. 29211. 

The trust fund was established by the S.C. Arts Commission and the S.C. Arts 
Foundation as a living memorial to Michael Fleishman, founder of the 
Southeastern Media Institute and the former director of the South Carolina Arts 
Commission Media Arts Center, who died in 1991. 

It is our hope that this fund continues to receive contributions so that monies can 
be used to support independent media projects for years to come. 

Don Patterson, seminar instructor, is the Founder and Executive 
Director/Producer of Impact on Youth, an award-winning organization that has 
trained youth in the art of video/TV production since 1983 while broadcasting four 
different weekly shows on cable throughout Virginia and New York City. Don has 
received five awards from the National Federation of Local Cable Programmers 
for producing some of the top TV shows for youth on cable TV in the United 
States. 

If you have any questions or would like to receive a Southeastern Media Institute 
brochure, which contains complete information on the other seminars and 
workshops offered this year, please call 734-8696. 

Please note: there is no housing available for participants in this seminar. 

L 



VOICES FROM 
A still of the GreatWhale River.from Kevin Balling's video 
Voices from the Garden. 
(photo by Gretchen McHugh) 

A still of an Inuit woman and her grandson as they prepare a goose on the shore of Hudson Bay. 
(photo by Gretchen McHugh) 

Voices From The Garden. Kevin Balling. 3/4" Video. Color. 28 min. 

Kvin Balling's Voices From the Garden is a 28 minute videotape docu
menting the environmental, economic, and cultural impact of the James Bay 
Power Project on the lives of the Cree and Inuit Indians of northern Quebec. The 
"Garden" is the name the Indians have given their land and the documentary 
eloquently gives voice to the Native people's concerns that their self-sufficient 
way of life is rapidly disappearing. This change in their lives is Phase I of the 
James Bay Power Project, the world's largest hydroelectric power project. The 
Indians' objective is to prevent the completion of Phase II. Voices From the 
Garden presents a visual but one-sided thesis to punctuate their arguments. 

The program opens with an expository crawl but quickly moves to images of 
the Indian people by firelight accompanied by the unusual throat songs of the 
Inuit. Balling effectively uses this technique to evoke a feeling for the traditional 
culture of the Indian people. He also uses footage from a press conference held by 
the tribal leaders as well as interviews with individual Indians that clearly 
express their conviction that Phase II of the James Bay Project should be halted. 
By intercutting the poetic imagery with the no-nonsense arena of the press con
ference, we get a sense of a people firmly rooted in the 20th century trying des
perately to hold onto the best of their traditional ways of life. The Grand Chief of 
the Cree Grand Council, Matthew Coon-Comb, reminds us at the press confer
ence that the Indian people should not be once again forced off their land by 
industrial expansion-not in the 1990's, not on the eve of the 21st Century. 

Balling provides us with other dissenting opinions of the project. Helene 
Lajambe, a French economist, explains that the project involves a tremendous 
amount of financial risk. Hydro Quebec is publicly-owned but Lajambe suggests 
that its shareholders are not given an account of what is at stake financially. 
The Indian people also question the economics of the project and express their 
concerns about passing debt onto their children. Lajambe also notes that, per 
capita, the Canadian people are the second highest consumers of electricity in 
the world. With home weatherization and other energy conservation measures, 
Canadians could save twice the amount of energy expected from the Power Plant 
complex. Lajambe's steady, factual interview perfectly counterpoints the Indian 
people's more impassioned pleas. 

The author Thomas Berry is also interviewed. Unfortunately, there is no 
identifying by-line for Mr. Berry (other than his name) so the viewers unfamiliar 
with his work will probably wonder who he is and why he's being interviewed. 
Berry's interview is possibly the most passionate in the film as he points out that 
for all our 20th Century knowledge, we're not as smart or as civilized as we pro
fess to be. He notes that many times we've been told by so-called experts that the 
systematic alteration of the environment won't have any long-term effects, usu
ally with devastating results. Berry suggests that our scientific community is not 
"that intelligent." 

This is where the documentary really works. By combining the eloquent pleas 
of the Indian people to leave their land alone with the factual testimony of the 
two experts he's chosen to interview, Balling creates an atmosphere that 
reminds us the Indian peoples' concerns are our concerns because we share this 
planet. Thus Balling avoids the trap of the Indian-vs-the-White-Man documen
tary which can often arouse a sense of collective guilt over the near genocide of 
our Native people but also a mistaken sense that the genocide is "in the past" 
rather than an ongoing process. 

Make no mistake though-this film is (or at least attempts to be) from the 
Indians' point of view. No one associated with the Power Project is interviewed 
so we never hear their side of the argument. This definitely isolates the James 
Bay Power Project as the large faceless antagonist Mr. Balling wants us to 
abhor. That's certainly his option as a documentarian but the exclusion does 
draw attention to itself. 

Structurally the film works well to give you information and help you identify 
with the plight of the Cree and Inuit. The arguments against James Bay are 
clearly defined. Balling's choice of narration and his use of it works well to bridge 
certain areas of the documentary without interfering with the Indian voice. 



THE GARDEN 
However Balling needs to trust his images more. The poetic images and 

native sounds are what draw us into the program in the first place. And the 
interviews all help to give cohesion to the principal argument. A poem that offers 
an apology to the Indian for the White Man's short-sightedness is appropriate in 
theme but feels tagged on. Where the program doesn't work is when Balling 
shifts tone by employing a kind of technopop score and quick cuts of the power 
project. By cutting on the beat of the score he takes away from the fluidity in the 
earlier portion of the piece. Perhaps this is a deliberate shift in tone to 
emphasize the ugliness of modern society. But unfortunately, in keeping with 
the tempo of the modern score, he doesn't leave the shots on the screen long 
enough to read. Thus the effect is annoying rather than provocative. Instead of 
feeling at one with the native people by being drawn into the textures of their 
music and surroundings, we're reminded of the artificiality of the video 
documentary medium and its manipulative properties. 

Aside from some audio problems during a scene in a vacated village, the 
tape's technical merits are quite solid. The videography effectively draws the 
viewer into the landscape of the Cree and Inuit and reminds us of how delicate 
our natural resources are. The program flows smoothly and efficiently, providing 
a balance of information and visuals to keep the viewer's interest and sympathy 
with the subject. 

Mr. Balling has produced a piece that reminds us of the common concerns of 
Indians and non-Indians. It also reminds us of what can happen when people 
attempt to alter their natural surroundings. Voices From the Garden eloquently 
stresses our environmental and economic responsibilities to future generations. 

Voices From The Garden was produced independently by Kevin Balling 
through grants and support from Greenpeace, The Beldon Fund, The Benton 
Foundation, The Sierra Club, The National Endowment for the Arts, The North 
Carolina Arts Council, and Appalachian State University. 

For more information, contact Kevin Balling, Communications 
Department, Appalachian State University, Boone, North Carolina 
28608. 

Marsha Moore is a former Instructor of Media Arts at the University of South 
Carolina. She is currently residing in New York. City where she work.s as a free
lance writer and film editor. 

Cree elder in his bush camp near Chiasibi, 
Quebec. 
(photo by Gretchen McHugh) 

Marsha Moore 



A still of"Swamp Thing" from Nancy Kalow's video Sadobabies. 

Sadobabies. Nancy Kalow. 1988. 3/4" Video. Color. 30 min. 

Nancy Kalow's documentary Sadobabies is a raw, unpolished documentary 
- startlingly effective - which presents the long term effects of child abuse. 
Sadobabies refuses to sugarcoat the problem of abuse (this is no Home Alone) or to 
contain the societal implications of the problem by defining, as most media forays 
into the topic have, child abuse as something that affects only small children and 
infants. It is not the immediate, visible consequences of abuse which Kalow treats 
in her video; rather Sadobabies examines the aftermath of physical, sexual and 
psychological abuse; the unpalatable realization that abused children grow up and 
become damaged adolescents. 

The narrative structure of Sadobabies forces the viewer to confront the radically 
different (and deeply ingrained) ways we interpret and distinguish between the 
behavior of abused adolescents and small children. That is to say, presented with 
the on-screen image of a disheveled four-year-old, obviously living on the street, and 
singing "if something don't change, we're gonna end up dead," we would 
immediately be outraged. We would ask who is responsible for this child's pain, this 
child's neglect, and correctly interpret her actions as a cry for help which should be 
answered. 

Yet, this is precisely the image which opens Sadobabies - albeit a disheveled 
teenager with green hair named Racho, and our reaction is very different. We see 
Racho slugging down Old English 800 and mugging at the camera and interpret her 
song as anti-social behavior, not a cry of pain. And the first half of Sadobabies does 
not give the viewer the interpretive hook to see her behavior in a different light. We 

A still from Nancy Kalow's video Sadobabies. 

Close-up of a hanged doll from Nancy Kalow's video Sadobabies. 

do not find out the meaning of the strange title of the piece or the history of abuse 
Racho has been subjected to until much later in the video. Rather, we are left to 
make what we will of the punked-out cast of characters introduced in the first half 
of the video. 

There is no narrative voice-over in this work to smooth our way. We are 
introduced to a group of teenaged runaways, skinheads and punks living on the 
streets of San Francisco. They tell their own stories. Joey, or "Mad Max" has 
bounced from the street to juvenile detention centers a number of times; Marianne, 
or "Swamp Thing" earned her nickname by dying her considerable mane of hair 
green. She has also had a four-foot mohawk. Mike is a skinhead fascinated by the 
SS, and Nazi regalia and wears, at one point in the film, a yellow star on his jacket. 
They drink, shoot up, use profanity and in general, wear the badge of 
outrageousness proudly. They are an affront to our sensibilities; even if we have 
listened to the Sex Pistols, and congratulate ourselves on our tolerance of 
"difference," - this bunch is hardly huggable. 

The narrative turn in Sadobabies comes abruptly. Out of nowhere, two 
interpreters show up on the screen (are they social workers, therapists?) and 
explain for us the context for interpreting these teens' behaviors. They have all 
been abused - physically, sexually, psychologically. Their self destructive 
behaviors, the drug use, the outrageousness, are attempts to both cover up and act 
out the pain of their existence. And, as viewers, finally, we are grounded. We listen 
differently, see "Swamp Thing" differently when Kalow brings her back on screen 
to continue her story. Her father was always, as she says, "after her" and she left 
home because she felt her mother resented her "relationship" with her father and 
saw her as a threat to her marriage. 

The strength of this documentary is precisely the reorientation of the viewer it 
affects. The consequences of abuse are not easy to face; abused children grow up 
"damaged" - we know that - but the manifestations of this abuse are very real and 
very difficult to "fix". 

For more information, contact Nancy Kalow, 29 Oak Drive, Durham, NC 
27707. 

Denise Boerckel is Assistant Professor of English at Clemson University in Clemson, 
South Carolina. 

A street kid abuses a doll in Nancy Kalow's video Sadobabies. 



WORKS IN PROGRESS 
DAVID BRYANT 
Athens, Georgia 

David Bryant, a producer/director for NPR affiliate 
WUGA, is working on a docudrama about 1940s era disc 
jockeys and the war horses they rode in on. 

It's only natural for a radio broadcaster like Bryant to be 
interested in two people who found wartime employment in 
his same profession; only some people might call them 
"radio traitors." Bryant's production, Berlin Calling 
describes the causes and effects surrounding two 
southerners' eventual enlistment into broadcasting on 
behalf of the Nazis abroad. 

The program, which Bryant expects to be an hour long 
and completed around November, is inspired by a book by 
John Carver Edwards, archivist for the University of 
Georgia. Edwards catalogued biographies of numerous 
Americans who worked for the Axis powers as radio 
propagandists, then found himself interviewed by Bryant for 
the latter's regular news magazine, and Bryant felt the 
subject was so interesting that it warranted further 
treatment. 

Bryant, before starting on this project, had to decide on 
the breadth and depth of his focus, ultimately deciding to 
hone in on just two of these "radio traitors": Atlanta native 
Jane Anderson and Robert Best, of Spartanburg, South 
Carolina. "We could have summarized this phenomena and 
looked at all of them, but instead we chose to look deeper 
and do the subject justice," Bryant said. 

"The real question is why did they do it? We neglect 
some material in the book to look deeply at the two, because 
we want to figure out why they betrayed their country." 

The producer chose Anderson and Best not merely for 
their Southern upbringing, but because they can be held up 
interestingly against each other. Anderson can be described 
as a tempestuous woman whose course toward helping the 
Nazi cause was charted almost circumstantially. Whereas 
Bryant asserts that Anderson's story is one of adventure, he 
concludes that Best's is a moral tale. 

Anderson is intriguing in that she was "the first woman 
to cover World War I in the trenches" and later chronicled 
the highly charged Spanish Civil War. It was in Spain when 
she was captured by Leftists and freed by Franco's fascists, 
which Bryant believes prompted her right-wing political 
association. Her eventual contribution to the German War 
effort impacted on many writers and scholars alike, with 
acclaimed novelists Joseph Conrad and Katherine Porter 
modeling characters after her. (Bryant points out that 
Anderson was both nurse and mistress to Conrad.) 

The producer said his concerns with Best revolve around 
his cognitive processes, "what was he thinking; what were 
his moral imperatives?" Best had left Spartanburg before 
any conflict and settled in Vienna, beloved to him but a 
center-point for axis-affiliated Austria. Bryant maintains 
that Best so loved Vienna that he gradually got "sucked" 
into an accommodationist Nazi position. To remain in 
Vienna, he had to somehow coalesce to the prevailing 
political movement. 

Bryant said he decided to relegate this story to the radio 
medium because of the subject matter and due to the 
inexpensive nature of radio. He received a $4,000 grant from 
the Georgia Humanities Council, which he said will amply 
cover research and production costs. As part of the piece 
includes a dramatization, he plans to travel to the Library of 
Congress in search of actual broadcasts and music from the 
era. Bryant will also be meeting this spring with historians 
and scholars who could lend more insight to the topic. 
Bryant expects the broadcast of Berlin Calling this winter to 
be as provocative but less propagandistic than the airings of 
Jane Anderson and Robert Best. 

For more information, contact David Bryant at WUGA, 
Georgia Center, University of Georgia, Athens, Georgia 
30602. 

NANCY YASECKO 
Merritt Island, Florida 

Yasecko's Vanguard Productions is wrapping up 
post-production on a series of videos featuring the 
folksinging duo Frank and Ann Thomas, who trace the 
history of Florida. The Thomases - he on guitar and she on 
bass - "blend both humor and wit with a fresh perspective 
on the exploits of the early explorers to the 'New World'." 

In Volume I of History in Song: Encounters in a New 
World, the folksingers bring their humorous perspective to 
the first explorers of a new land including Christopher 
Columbus, Francis Drake and Ponce de Leon. 

The second video, Florida Stories: History and Legend, 
reaches "deep into Florida history to tell of times almost 
forgotten," according to the producer. "In this volume, (the 
Thomases) explore the experience of Seminole Indians, 
runaway slaves, and the legend of One-Eyed Joe, an 
imaginary swamp man." This installment is completed by 
paintings by artist Guy Labree. 

Volume III, Changing Florida: Dreams and Realities, 
brings viewers into the present. "With every passing day we 
are changing Florida," Yasecko notes. "The Thomases 
chronicle some of these changes and call on us to make 
others." Their songs include "Sea Turtle Song," about man 
endangering the ancient turtle; "Swannee River Sunrise," 
where they lament the loss of Florida's natural beauty; and 
"Reality," which questions the image of Florida today. 

The three videos, scheduled for completion in the spring, 
were shot on a "shoestring budget," as Yasecko filmed 
without the benefit of public funding. Collaborating with 
producer/director Yasecko were cameraman Bob Gilbert, 
sound mixer Mark Spagnolo, historian Gordon Patterson, 
and Patricia McCarren, responsible for video graphics. 

For more information, contact Nancy Yasecko, c I o 
Vanguard Productions, 2400 N. Banana River Drive, Merritt 
Island, Florida 32953. 

George Georgas 

BOB DUCATES 
Blackville, South Carolina 

The most ironic thing about artist/philosopher Bob 
Ducates is that although he is a self-described hermit, his 
not-so-easily-described video/art concept could bring people 
together worldwide. 

This sky-roving, JVC-loving hermit "I'm with the monks, 
except they're around other people, and they don't have my 
toys") has a state-of-the-art satellite dish and receiver 
system that he hopes to parlay into a global electronic 
artform. 

Ducates' video is called Music in 12 Parts. It combines 
music of the same name by composer Philip Glass with his 
slow-motion animated paintings, which are comprised of 
satellite transponder abstractions of up-link transmissions 
from the ABC network in Los Angeles. 

To better grasp such technological upheaval, a 
preliminary overview is necessary. Ducates points out that 
above the equator at 22,000 miles is a "waist-belt" of 
satellites with 24 transponders in each, "catching TV shows 
beamed up by up-links on Earth andre-beaming TV back to 
Earth like a ball bouncing as you toss it across the room." 

Some of these satellite transponders "accidentally" catch 
television programs not intended for them and "like a thief 
who doesn't know what to do with the loot so he hides it, 
noise transponders hide stolen TV shows by abstracting 
them before beaming them back down to Earth. 

His electronic images lend themselves to an adroitly 
choreographic eye and ear. His gems are dancers; "some are 
energetic, some leap real high and others are quiet, poetic." 
In assessing the various stages of the "colored" forms on his 
screen, he choreographies so that the images better 
complement the music (along with Philip Glass, he also has 
recorded Manhattan street noise). "I choose which dancer to 
use, then I create the dance," he added. "The overall effect, I 
hope, is two things: visually interesting images and it's 
choreographically poetic." 

Ducates wants to exhibit his art one of two ways: On 
VHS tape to stand alone on one television or through a 
satellite transmission on a wall of televisions as in a grid 
pattern. Ducates ultimately hopes to air his paintings on a 
simultaneous broadcast throughout the world off a satellite 
feed. Everyone would see the same colors and shapes and 
hear the same music. 

For more information, contact Bob Ducates at 118 West 
Main Street, Blackville, SC 29817. 

George Georgas is a teacher and writer in Columbia, 
South Carolina. 



WORKS IN PROGRESS 
VERNON CLARKE 

Atlanta, Georgia 

C larke is the producer/director of The 
Jeanes Supervisors: Striving to Educate, an hour
long documentary, about an 86 year-old educational 
foundation for Southern blacks, founded in 1907 by 
AnnaT. Jeanes, wealthy Philadelphia Quaker. 

The Jeanes Fund was the first agency 
established for the sole purpose of improving rural 
public education for blacks, according to Clarke. To 
that end, the Fund set out to employ the most gifted 
black teachers from the old Negro schools, and to 
train them to become "Master Teachers." Clarke 
maintains that the Jeanes Supervisors' influence 
extended beyond educational guidance. "They not 
only provided educational assistance to the rural 
schools through curriculum development, teacher 
training and acting as principals and 
superintendents while introducing new subjects, but 
also served as community advocates and social 
workers," he said. 

"In essence, their overall goal was to improve the 
quality of life for the entire Negro community, and 
as a result of this commitment, their impact 
extended far beyond the educational arena." 

Clarke's film explores the litany of programs the 
Jeanes helped implement: digging wells to provide 
clean drinking water, fundraisers for building new 
schools, introducing farmers to more scientific 
planting techniques for greater crop output, and 
developing health and hygiene programs, as well as, 
housing and sanitation projects. Moreover, Clarke is 
emphasizing that the Jeanes educators had the 
vision to "utilize the arts as means of beautifying 
the often dismal living conditions of these 
communities." 

The Jeanes introduced arts and crafts into the 
curriculum at a time when the 3 r's were the 
cornerstone of education. 

Another noteworthy attribute of the women who 
pioneered the program was their indomitable 
nature, Clarke added. He said they traveled hun
dreds of miles "in dangerous and uncomfortable sit
uations" - to serve the schools and communities 
under the Jeanes aegis. The agency has proven 
itself equally enduring, for it has operated in 
15 states throughout the South, even being incorpo
rated into educational systems in Africa, Asia, 
South America and the Caribbean. 

Despite such credentials, the Jeanes Fund still 
remains a hidden treasure, according to the 
producer. Clarke himself ran across the agency in 
the local newspaper, and he was puzzled by the fact 
such an invaluable and historic agency could be so 
underpublicized. 

He was led to the Southern Educational 
Foundation, which had facilitated the publication of 
two earlier books on the agency. The S.E.F. 
provided him with further leads, and he eventually 
received grants totaling $28,000. $8,000 of that was 
allocated by the Georgia Humanities Council for 
pre-production, which he already completed. He will 
begin actual production this spring, which will 
entail many interviews, photographs and archival 
footage. Among the people slated for interviews are 
Jeanes' students, teachers and administrators. 
Clarke expects to complete the film in the fall, 
whereupon he will make it available for public 
television, and potentially for other distributors. 

For more information, contact Vernon Clarke, BNG 
Productions, 1855-1 Hudson Crossing Road, Tucker, 
Georgia 30084. 

George Georgas 

A still from Vernon F . Clarke's The Jeanes Supervisors: Striving To Educate. A photograph circa the late 1930s of school children 
with milk brought by The Jeanes Supervisors and other teachers. (photo courtesy of Mississippi Department of Archives and 
History). 

A photograph of school being held in a church in Gee's Bend, Alabama, 1937 is a part of Vernon F. Clarke's film The Jeanes 
Supervisors: Striving To Educate. (photo courtesy of the Library of Congress). 



Southern 
Humanities 
Media 
Fund 

The Southern Humanities Media Fund was 
established in 1989 as a joint program of the Alabama 
Humanities Foundation, the Arkansas Humanities Council, 
the D .C. Community Humanities Council, the Georgia 
Humanities Council, the Kentucky Humanities Council, the 
Mississippi Humanities Council, the Missouri Humanities 
Council, the North Carolina Humanities Council, the South 
Carolina Humanities Council, the Tennessee Humanities 
Council, the Virginia Foundation for the Humanities 
Council, and the West Virginia Humanities Council. 

The purpose of the fund is (1) to support film, video and 
radio productions of high quality focused on the history and 
culture of the American South; (2) to provide effective 
support to Southern media producers and humanities 
scholars as they collaborate on projects that are related to 
the region's culture and are of regional or national 
importance, rather than those which are primarily of local or 
statewide interest; (3) to contribute to the development 
within the South of a community of media producers whose 
strengths and talents can assist the participating state 
humanities councils in achieving their mission of public 
education in the humanities; ( 4) to increase the number of 
excellent film, video, and radio productions which can be 
used for humanities education within the participating 
states; and (5) to assist in the distribution of these media 
productions within the region and nationally. 

The participating state humanities councils have 
committed funds to provide around $120,000 in grant 
support for media productions which meet the guidelines of 
the Fund. 

By July 1st, the location for the 1994 Southern 
Humanities Media Fund will be known and deadlines for 
applications will be set. Call the Virginia Foundation for the 
Humanities at (804)924-3296 for more information. 

New Access Booklet Available 
The Media Arts Center has just published a new Equipment Access booklet containing 

updated descriptions of available production and post-production film video and audio equip
ment, along with fee schedules. For a copy, contact the SC Arts Commission Arts Commission, 
Media Arts Center, 1800 Gervais Street, Columbia, SC 29201. (803) 734-8696. FAX (803) 734-
8526. 

ONTHECOVER 

A still of Sitting Bull from Paul Stekler's Last Stand at Little Bighorn. 

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 con
sumers 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 Ger
vais street. Columbia, sc 29201. The viewpoints expressed in this issue do not necessarily reflect the opin
ions 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. 

susan Leonard, Editor Taj Shiben, Designer 
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