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Robert Nelson Interview by Gerry Fialka
pfsuzy@aol.com 310-306-7330 Laughtears.com

4 Is this need or Want to C

Experimental flmmaker Nelson (March 1, 1930 - January 9, 2012) sent me
the following hand-written answers to 81 questions | sent to him in the fall of
2011. He answered 49 of them — much to contemplate.

1- What's the best thing for a human belng’?
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3- Why do we collect/gather lnformatlon’?
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ollect information learned or hardwiriad?
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5- What is your earliest memory? -
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6- Is memory a curse or a blessing?
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12- James Joyce was the first projectionist in Dublin over 100 years ago. He checked
out and asked, "Why should | go inside a building and see a movie of a tree when | can
go outside and see a real tree?" Years later William Faulkner said that the best fiction
can be more true than journalism. Why do we have to recreate/reproduce things in
order to get them? Why do we go to a theatrical play of people acting out life? Why
don't we just live life?
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14- A screen writing teacher told me a great film is when you can clearly see the
intention of the maker? Kubrick says the opposite - great art is when you can not see
the intention of the maker. What role does intention play in your creative process?
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16- If clothing is an extension of skin, and knife & fork are extensions of teeth, what
human sensorium does the moving image camera extend?
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17- McLuhan said there ifsinoisuohithing as a good or bad movie, it's a gééd orbad
viewing experience. Any comment.
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18- Peter Greenaway said that cinema is much too r.icfﬁl:r-\edium to be left to
storytellers. Are experimental filmmakers telling stories a _d|fferent way or doing
something completely different? Is Tony Conrad's The Flicker story telling?
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19- If you and | were starting the Ann Arbor Film Festival with George Manupelli many
years ago, would you want to be more inclusive or exclusive? Keep in mind that

its featured a fraction of animation and docs, but mainly is experimental. Chick Strand
was starting Canyon Cinema around the same time in the SF area. She told me they
were trying to recreate their 11 cent movie going experience by showing a feature, a
newsreel, a cartoon and added an experimental. Brakhage told them to just show
experimental. Those other genres have venues.
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20- Can we avoid the ghettoiizationwcfe'xperimental film? When Jackson Pollock was
on the cover of Life Magazine in 1949, regular folks could start developing an
aesthetic on experimental painting. No Bruce Conner or Maya Deren on the cover of

Life Magazine. Generally its the privileged (alot of rich art kids) who dominate the
experimental film world. Any comments.
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Zﬁ- Whén | asked Michaglnf\;)@ years ago why rock video makers feel séﬁ)iig\ea;;:,
edit fast, he told me "because we have learned to take in information faster." Martin

Scorsese also said that he edited his films faster because of MTV. Can we indeed
learn to take in info faster?
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22-"Film as an art form has been swindled by capitalism." Any comments.
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23- Jean-Luc Godard told Michael Moore his film was going to help Bush get elected.

With the slew of political docs over recent years, do they more activate or more
passive? S
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24- Marcel Duéhamfp said there is no art without an audier;CeTWhat role does the
audience play in your creative process (during the making)?
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25- What was the motiveEnc the cave artists?
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. 26- What IS more |mportant conviction or compromtse’?
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27 Is ambltlon based more on fear orJoy’?
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28- Is loyalty based on reason?
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20 7'I:§7E7I7ietsaid that poetrfis otﬁngﬁ)umrﬁ;dialegue What language is your
~_inner d|alogue m’? What form IS your inner consciousness in?
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30- George Manupelll says lgnore yourself : Jonas Mekas says there is no self—
expression. Cecil Taylor says he is a vehicle and it comes through him. Is art making
more self-expression or more vehicles for whatever dominant technology or culture is
currently present? Can art be ego less’? ) B
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32- MoLiuihaniprobefd Finne?ang Wake 4biy James Joyce: artists dream awake. We all
have creative powers we use to dream while sleeping, but artists also use them while
awake. Dream awake. Have dreams played a role in your creative process? How?
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33- McLuhan reworded Brownlng's "Our reach should exceed our grasp or what is
heaven for?" to "Our reach should exceed our grasp or what is a metaphor?" How and
why do you use metaphor in your art?
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34- Why is it so difficult for humans to consider the possibility that life may be pointless?
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35- Lewis Carroll said "l believe in as many as six impossible things before breakfast."
Have you believed in any impossible things lately?
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36- What elements of your art have changed and what have remained the same since
~you started creating art?
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37- Moshe Feldenkrais said that it is literally possible to identify a weakness and

incorporate it to become a strength. We are normall
y taught to overcome a weakn
Please tell me a weakness that you have turned into a strength. ak
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38- The American Indtans and Eastern culture respect their elders. Can you explain
Western culture's disdain for old age’?
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39- Why would Joseph Beuys say "Make the secrets productlve " Can you telI me a
secret?
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40 Can anger r be a productlve emotlon’?
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~ 45- How do you find peace of mind?
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 46-If you were walklng down the street today and you met yourself as a 12 year oId
what would you say to your 12 year old self?
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47- Should toilet paper go over or under the roll? Why’?
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 48-Ifap a publlsher was to release your autoblography, off the top p of ryour head What
would the title be? They want to scent the glue in the binding. What smell Would it be?
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49- If a statue was built in your honor, where Would it be displayed and what would it
be made of?
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50- Please tell mefsometihlng good you never had and never want.
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51- If you were in a vat of vomit up to your neck and somebody threw a bag of shit at
your face, what would you do?
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52 What is the healthlest cultural shlft you see developlng today?
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53- What glves you the most optimism?
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55- Please answer the 4 questions of McLuhan's Tetrad for the Ann Arbor Film Festival,
or any human invention (tangible or not)

A: what does the Ann Arbor Film Festival enhance or intensify?
B: what does it render obsolete or replace?

C: what does it retrieve that was previously obsolesced?

D: what does it become when pressed to an extreme, what does it flip into?
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56 Any ntuals or routines in your creative process?
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60- Larry Jordan: "Human beings conduct their lives from much stronger sources than
the rational mind." Name other sources?
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64- Consider: TV is Iight {hrouét{ like stain glass window, right brained, more female.
Film is light on, left brained, more male. Any comments.
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72- Introducing Andrei Tarkovsky to an audience at the 1983 Telluride Film Festival,
Stan Brakhage declared: "l personally think that the three greatest tasks for film in the
20th century are 1) To make the epic, that is, to tell the tales of the tribes of the world.
2) To keep it personal, because only in the eccentricities of our personal lives do we

have any chance af the truth. 3) To do the dream work, that is to illuminate the borders
of the unconsmous Any comments. What are your 21st century's updates?
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_ 75- What quides your decision mak maklng’? Allen Glnsberg says first thought best thought.
Jonah Lehrer (How We Decide) says fast-blink decisions are not always
\efﬂl Maloolm Gladwell (Blink) recommends gut-decision maklng
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