


Film
Brunswick Park Film Festival

Since its inception in 2018, this annual film festival
programmed by The Bower in South London has
‘normally’ taken place in the gallery’s park location.
This year, for obvious reasons, it took place online. The
plus side of this was that non-locals could view all the
films on The Bower’s Vimeo site without the hazards

of three evenings’ travel. Conversely, aside from the loss
of community interaction, making a set of artists’ films
available simultaneously by means of a ‘next’ and ‘prev’
tab raises the possibility of an arbitrary viewing
experience that counters the contemporary tenet that

a screening is as much about the curatorial ethos of

the whole as it is about the films being screened. In

the case of the Brunswick Park Film Festival, the ethos
was clearly an intersectional feminist one that ranged
and resonated across very different kinds of filmmak-
ing practices.

The opening screening of artists’ films kicked off
with a work commissioned by The Bower, G’s Engerland
Part 2, 2020, a short performance-to-camera video
in which, after an intertitle reading ‘It’s a critique’,
the artist, wearing a pale pink hoodie and in profile,
approaches a white wall. She mouths the word
‘Engerland’, at first in a barely heard whisper, but
at the end of the two minutes and 45 seconds she is
at full volume, her punkish rage reminiscent of Sinéad
O’Connor’s first album. Her anger voiced, she exits,
leaving a faint smudge on the wall, the play with
visibility and invisibility perhaps a response to recent
political events in which those in power have refused
to hear the voices of those they consider marginal.
Voice transmogrifies to animal sound in Jaki Irvine’s
Nightingale, 2005, a black-and-white 16mm film
transferred to DVD in which a circular light appears
and disappears at intervals across the screen as if
pulsating to the piercing song of the eponymous bird.
Its intermittent illumination reveals fragments of a
classical temple (the Villa Borghese in Rome), the
transfer to DVD creating a haunting glitch in the
image that makes the architecture seem to waver
in conjunction with the birdsong.

Voice and transmission were also to the fore in the
following three films: Olivia Plender’s Hold Hold Fire,
2019, Frances Scott’s Diviner, 2018, and Rosa-Johan
Uddoh’s Request for Reference, 2019. Aside from the
loose thematic connections between the films, the
screening was also a placeholder for the gallery’s
exhibition programme: its past, postponed (due to
coronavirus) and future one. Scott’s ‘Diviner’ inaugu-
rated the gallery in 2018. Irvine’s exhibition is resched-
uled for summer 2021, while Plender’s ‘Neither Strivers
nor Skivers, They Will Not Define Us’, part of her
current research project on the East London Federation
of the Suffragettes, will open later than planned in
early 2021. Drawing on the same body of research,
Hold Hold Fire, a performative short documentary,
records a group of volunteers, many of them artists,
engaged in a self-defence workshop with movement
director Jennifer Jackson. The various martial arts’
throws and defence chants, while gestural and edited
to offset the overtly pedagogical set-up, conveyed
not only collective joy and strength but also the real
urgency of such skills in a society in which violence
against women is rife. In the final sequence, posing
against the arcadian painted backdrop replicating
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Olivia Plender, Hold Hold Fire, 2019, video

Rosa-Johan Uddoh, Request for Reference, 2019, video

east London’s Victoria Park, the women simulate an
archival photograph, taken around 1914, of The People’s
Army - a self-defence group that was part of the
suffragettes’ East London Federation. Aiming wooden
replica rifles in the viewer’s direction, the re-enactment
seemed empowering but also traumatic, the perfor-
mance of violence triggering its continuity across time.

Other than the opening sequence showing the
telecine process, ie the transfer of analogue film to
digital, the footage in Diviner comes from the South
West Film and Television Archive in Plymouth.
Technological and magical modes of transmission are
to the fore in the speedy, yet smooth, flow of Scott’s
edit. Much of the footage refers to the region, particu-
larly to other films that were shot there, such as
Dracula, 1979, and Far from the Madding Crowd, 1967,
soundbites from their cast punctuating the flow. The
eponymous water diviner is shown wielding his rod,
people recount alien visitations and radio waves
transmit sounds from both the long-distant and the
not-so-distant past.

Another postponed project is The Bower’s collabora-
tion with Uddoh. Her Request for Reference, a silent
black-and-white short film, reworks an extract of
Una Marson’s request for reference for her time as a
producer at the BBC with archival footage of BBC war
propaganda that she both appeared in and generated.
Marson was a British/Jamaican activist, radio pro-
ducer, presenter and poet, and her commemorative blue
plaque is visible from The Bower. The film ends with
footage of Marson and her dancing partner officer on
continuous repeat, the hiccup between each iteration
perhaps signifying the gaps in tracking iconic black
women’s histories.

Using archives differently to generate black women’s
media histories is the cornerstone of Cheryl Dunye’s
classic of ‘new queer cinema’ The Watermelon Woman,
1996, which was screened on the second evening of the
festival. Dunye directs and stars as a filmmaker called
Cheryl who assembles archival material on a fictitious
Hollywood actress, Fae ‘The Watermelon Woman’

Richards. Richards represents the typecasting of
African-American actresses as ‘mammy’ figures and
servants. In the absence of material documenting these
actresses, Dunye, with the aid of artist Zoe Leonard,
fabricates video footage and archival photographs of
Richards to tell ‘her’ story, the material’s ‘authentic’
look signalling the necessity of building imaginary
archives not for the past but for the future. The film is
also significant for its lesbian erotics and a use of
ironically self-deprecating humour to deal with sexual
and racial discrimination, particularly in Dunye’s
performative enactment of a ‘stop and search’ scene.
The festival ended with Linda Goldstein Knowlton’s
We Are The Radical Monarchs, 2019, an upbeat and
heart-warming documentary on the Radical Monarchs,
an Oakland-based alternative to the Girl Scouts for
young women of colour (ages 8-13), co-founded by
two queer women of colour, Anayvette Martinez and
Marilyn Hollinquest. The girls earn badges for complet-
ing units on social justice and radical pedagogy, and
they engage in street demonstrations and present the
case for rent protection to the Oakland City Council.
The movement has had criticism for its separatist
nature, Fox News categorising it as the indoctrination
of another generation of racists. Martinez and
Hollinquest pass this off as ‘white noise’ but do not
really answer one of the girl’s questions about why
liberation is only directed at people of colour. At the
end of the three-year programme, however, it becomes
clear that separatism does not equate with division
but instead engenders in these young women the
confidence to actively engage in a more inclusive
society and, as they put it, to have fun while making
history or ‘herstory’. In combining opaque and overt
voices and modes of transmission, this small film
festival packed a punch for the cause of multitudinous
on-screen difference.

Maria Walsh is reader in artists’ moving image
at Chelsea College of Arts. Her book Therapeutic
Aesthetics: Performative Encounters in Moving Image
Artworks is forthcoming from Bloomsbury in 2020.

Matt Wolf: Spaceship Earth

For the sterilised, quarantined mode of existence shared
by so many around the world today, Matt Wolf’s new
documentary Spaceship Earth provides fertile soil for
sprawling feelings, unearthed reckonings and renewed
insights. Wolf’s retelling of the story of Biosphere 2

- an immense ecological undertaking during the years
1991 to 1993 that once sent the world into frenzied
scepticism - sets out to excavate the unmuddied

hopes of its creators from the morass of media

ridicule and corporate disputes.

Biosphere 2 was a 3.14-acre, airtight terrarium
containing a closed ecological system located in Oracle,
Arizona, designed as a prototype for colonies in space
(Biosphere 1 is the earth). For the experiment, eight
‘biospherians’ lived in it for two years. The first 30
minutes of the film show the project’s spirited back
story. We meet the Synergists, a commune/theatre
troupe/corporation founded in San Francisco in the late
1960s by charismatic leader John Allen, and learn how
they marched from one inspired venture to another,
often with ‘planetary’ as the guiding word. These
included the ‘Theatre of all Possibilities’, a sustainable
ranch in New Mexico, an oceangoing ship in which they
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