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Vivian Ostrovsky holding a
Super 8mm camera. (Source:
Gartenberg Media Enterprises).
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In the history of avant-garde cinema, the two film-
makers who have travelled extensively across conti-
nents and who have infused their films with distinct
global visions are Vivian Ostrovsky (born in 1945)
and Warren Sonbert (1947-1995). Ostrovsky, a peri-
patetic traveler (Brazil, Moscow, Paris, New York
and elsewhere), has noted that “Home’ is wherever
I feel at home — and that might be in a hotel or on
a plane or on my way to an unknown destination
with a camera and recorder in my bag.”! In Sonbert’s
case, first from New York, and then from San Fran-
cisco, he made forays to the East and West coasts of
the United States, throughout Europe, as well as to
Africa and Asia. Shots from these four continents are
woven together in Sonbert’s magnum opus, Carriage
Trade (1973). In observing the mores of different cul-
tures around the world, both filmmakers demonstra-
te a kind of ethnographic curiosity.

Global Travelers

Warren Sonbert holding a
16mm Bolex camera. (Source:
Gartenberg Media Enterprises).
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Both artists filmed people and landscapes with a keen
observational eye. Far from being travelogues, though,
they shaped their footage into experimental narrati-
ves, albeit in different fashion. The building blocks for
Ostrovsky’s films are scenes, through which she articu-
lates the geography of a place (e.g. Copacabana Beach,
1985 and Tatitude, 2009), a geological environment (/ce/
Sea, 2005), or socio-political cultures (U.S.S.4, 1985).
The building blocks for Sonbert’s films are the shot,
wherein the connection between them is based on
formal constructs more than narrative logic. Whereas
Ostrovsky’s films suggest the poetics of displacement,
Sonbert’s films bring together the global connections
between people.

Ostrovsky collapsed the cinematic forms of
the film diary, personal memoir, and essay film to
create found footage collages. Sonbert, on the other
hand, disliked being referred to as a diary filmmaker,
ashisambitions were more cerebralin the structuring
of his imagery into overarching themes (e.g. “Rude
Awakening [1976] is about Western Civilization and
its work ... Divided Loyalties [1978] is about
1 art vs. industry and their various cross-

overs.”)2 He was also particularly invested
in exploring the formal qualities between
shots, which has been termed “polyvalent
montage” by film theorist Noel Carroll in
which “each shot can be combined with
surrounding shots across many dimensi-
ons.”® For Sonbert, this is “the language of
film as regards time, composition, cutting,
light, distance, tension of backgrounds to
foregrounds, what you see and what you
don't, a jig-saw puzzle of postcards to pro-
duce varied displace effects.*
Ostrovsky originally worked in Super 8mm, a
celluloid film format that she loved for the “gritty inde-
finition” of the images that were exposed on the film’s
emulsion. (She eventually graduated to 16mm and the
MiniDV, the latter to simultaneously record image and
sound together). Ostrovsky has noted that “If I want
to shoot outside on a nice sunny day, I know that with
video it's going to look flat and have a homogenized
plastic veneer. In Super 8, I would be able to capture
a beautiful landscape, the warmth of the light and a
sense of space”® All of Sonbert’s films were shot and
edited in 16mm (he passed away in 1995, at the dawn
of the digital era).

In terms of film stocks, Ostrovsky utilized Ko-
dachrome, Ektachrome, or black-and-white Tri-X 400;
this resulted in a relatively even tonality in each of her
respective movies. In contrast, Sonbert’s more extre-
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me color schemes in his films de-
rived from his use of a plethora of
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Vivian Ostrovsky’s Super 8mm
shot list. (Source: Re:Voir Video).
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.. different film stocks (a total of 8 in
low.  Carriage Trade alone), and of deli-
tzon berately underexposing and over-
exposing certain shots. Ostrovsky’s
filming technique was often from
a more fixed camera position than
were Sonbert’s; his films were re-
plete with shots from his ever-ro-
ving camera choreographed in con-
cert with characters or objects in his
field of vision. Ostrovsky employed
an array of techniques, including
accelerated motion, pixilation, split
screen, superimposition, and ani-
mation. Sonbert largely eschewed
such cinematic strategies, opting
rather for films made in the traditi-

”r&f j' . on of straight photography, thereby
Alawa (o) @ showcasing the inherent qualities

: C‘;,‘O % 4l @ of the photographic medium itself.
PARTS (b ey | dom In striking fashion, both mo-
X‘ﬂ ((\fi% u’f: viemakers similarly created a libra-

o (o) e Iy of “found footage” material that
fuey () o they themselves had filmed previ-
s W B ously. As Ostrovsky has written:

“Every time I got a roll of super 8 back from the
lab, [ would log the essential information into a
notebook. I was quite meticulous about this log-
ging process,; describing what was on the film,
where and when it was shot, the type of film that
1 had used. If I found a scene interesting — if it
looked good technically or if there was anything
worthwhile — I put a check next to it. To me-
rit a check, it had to have some kind of value,
whether emotional, comical or aesthetic.”®

When I went through Sonbert’s archive of film mate-
rials, I discovered 27 large 16mm film reels comprised
of thousands of “outtakes”; the individual shots were
tape-spliced together. These were accompanied with
similarly annotated shot lists, which for Sonbert focu-
sed on the subject and directional movement (e.g., “Cu-
mulus Sunset cloud from Plane..MOV'T from L to R”).”

Both filmmakers then consulted their shot lists
from which they created their movies. Ostrovsky of-
ten liberally integrated other archival footage into her
filmmaking practice. For example, in 7atitude (2009),
she parodies the movements of characters in Jacques
Tati’s Mr: Hulot’s Holiday (1953) by filming beachgoers
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Warren Sonbert’s shot list for
“Rude Awakening”. (Source:
Gartenberg Media Enterprises).
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from the same time and place),
in a more palatable manner than
Sonbert’s editing technique affords the spectator.

Ostrovsky dealt with the footage she shot on
a film-by-film basis. For her, “In Super 8, once I had
taken the images I wanted from a certain chronologi-
cal period, I usually didn’t go back to it. I considered
thatI'had explored all the possibilities in those reels.”
In his polyvalent montage films, Sonbert would se-
lect footage from different time periods (filmed often
a decade or more apart) to incorporate into the cur-
rent film on which he was working. (He notoriously
disassembled shots from his earlier vignette films
from the 1960s to include in his later montage films
of the 1970s and 1980s).

The tonality of Ostrovsky’s and Sonbert’s films
differ. Ostrovsky’s movies are of a playful nature, re-
plete with humor and irony, as for example, of beach-
goers exercising in accelerated motion in Copacabana
Beach. Such imagery is reinforced by funny, densely
layered audio tracks of disconnected voices, a plen-
titude of sound effects, and varied music and song
accompaniments. “Rather than underscoring the
contents of an image, Ostrovsky‘s soundtracks opera-
te in dialectic contradiction to her visuals, thanks to
her ongoing use of asynchronicity and dissociation.
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Still from Vivian Ostrovsky’s “Copacabana
Beach” (1983). (Source: Re:Voir Video).
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Ostrovsky once remarked, “It has always
astounded me how much sound can totally
transform the way an image is perceived.
This is one of the many things I adore about
the films of Jacques Tati, the way he could
change the way we see his images by his
use of sound.”

In Sonbert’s case, his first twenty
years of making polyvalent montage
works (1969-1988) were silent, in which he
endeavored to create musicality through
the rhythm of his images. For example, he considered
his first three silent montage films in a Mozartian key:
“Carriage Trade in E-flat Major, broad, epic, leisurely,
maestoso; Rude Awakening in D minor, brooding,
cynical, fatalistic dancing on the precipice; Divided
Loyalties in C Major, agile, dynamic, spry with a hint of
turbulence ...”2 When Sonbert did reintroduce sound
into his films, beginning with Friendly Witness (1989),
the classical music and songs were undoubtedly in-
formed by a range of emotions — rage, anger, sadness,
and loss — about his diagnosis of HIV and his gradual
decline in health.

In conclusion, Warren Sonbert might be vie-
wed as a more cerebral and deliberate filmmaker (e.g.
determining the overarching themes of his movies
before selecting shots to include in his films). Vivian
Ostrovsky was more intuitive in her artistic practice.
She writes that “In general, when I went back over
footage that I had shot fairly randomly, I would edit
in an improvisational way just to see what would
happen.”® In either case, though, these two artists,
who were both colleagues and friends, distilled their
global travels into works of parallel, yet distinctively
individual visions.
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Still from Warren Sonbert’s “Carriage Trade” (1973).
(Source: Gartenberg Media Enterprises).
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