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Despite  Opornography®  accusations
and funding cuts, the show will go on
at the Ann Arbor Film Festival

by Rick Claypool
published March 14th 2007

“T'll send you a picture, so you’ll know what a pornographer
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looks like,” giggled Brooke Keesling from her faculty office
at Detroit’s College for Creative Studies. Keesling, a
Professor of Animation at the college, moved from her
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native Los Angeles to Detroit last year. Upon arrival, she
soon discovered that a handful of Michigan Republicans and
a free market think tank had labeled her animated short
“Boobie Girl,” along with a number of films shown at last
year’s Ann Arbor Film Festival, “porn”.

“Through arts and cultural grants, the taxpayers of Michigan
are being forced to fund pornography so bad, no one will

buy it,” said Michigan State Rep. Leon Drolet in a March

2006 press release. The statement announced his vote
against a bill that would have provided $630,000 to the
Department of History, Arts and Libraries.

“I thought they were absolutely bonkers! It’s completely G-rated,” exclaimed Keesling.

In “Boobie Girl,” a little girl wishes for bigger breasts, only to wake up one day with breasts so enormous she’s unable to
play games and enjoy life like she did before her wish was granted. She returns to normal by the end of the short,
learning “you should be careful what you wish for.”

Before “Boobie Girl” was shown at the Ann Arbor Film Festival, the five-minute film received a student Academy Award
and an Emmy Award, and it had been screened in more than 70 film festivals, including the Sundance Film Festival, the
Cannes Film Festival and LunaFest, the proceeds of which benefit breast cancer research.

Regarding the “porn” accusations, Keesling said, “It shows they didn’t do their research at all. If you’re going to call
someone’s artwork pornographic, you should at least see it.” Particularly annoying to her was the implication that public
subsidies produced films shown at the film festival. “I paid $5,000 out of pocket to produce it. I didn’t ask anyone to
fund it.”

Cinematic legacy

For 45 years, the Ann Arbor Film Festival has showcased independent and experimental films from around the globe;
the 2007 festival, which runs from March 20-25, features entrants from more than thirty countries. With a mission that
promotes film as an art form, the festival is a unique forum for the celluloid avant garde. Not to be dismissed as a mere
fringe event, past screenings have included work from directors including Andy Warhol, Yoko Ono, Gus Van Sant and



George Lucas. More than 8,000 viewers attended last year’s festival. State subsidies made up about 5 to 10 percent of its
$192,000 budget, which helped pay operating expenses like staff salaries, projectors and office supplies.

“The festival has a rich history of supporting the most extreme of independent films,” says Chris Gore, author of “The
Ultimate Film Festival Survival Guide,” founder of Film Threat Magazine and current host of the Independent Film
Channel’s “Ultimate Film Fanatic.” “It’s not the kind of festival that follows trends, and it’s not the ‘Sundance of the

Midwest.” It’s completely unique.”

Big Mack Attack

Last March, a melee ensued following publication of the essay “Entertaining Art” by the Mackinac Center for Public
Policy’s Director of the Morey Fiscal Policy Initiative, Michael LaFaive. In the essay, the fiscal conservative LaFaive
denounced state Sen. Shirley Johnson’s proposed tax on entertainment venues to add funding to the state’s Department
of History, Arts and Libraries. LaFaive, who opposes all “government handouts” from grants to arts organizations to
subsidies for the Michigan Economic Development Corporation, named a number of films from the 2006 festival with
titles like “America’s Biggest Dick” and “Chests” — titles likely to make right-leaning lawmakers uncomfortable.
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Bryan Boyce’s “America’s Biggest Dick” splices Al Pacino’s “Say hello to my little friend” monologue into Dick Cheney’s
mouth; Dol-ores Wilber’s “Chests” depicts a pair of men’s torsos bumping into each other for several minutes. According
to the artist, the film symbolizes “headless conflict.”

LaFaive insists his intention was to point to the inherent subjectivity of art, not to rehash culture war debates about
where to draw the line between art and pornography. LaFaive writes, “One person’s highpoint of artistic achievement
may be deemed a cesspool of silliness by another.” He argues that the arts should not receive public funding, because
taxpayers who don’t appreciate art are bound to pay for it anyway through their taxes.

“Every public expenditure is a subjective decision,” retorted Jay Nelson, Chair of the Ann Arbor Film Festival’s Board of
Directors. “A lot of our tax dollars are going to a war in Iraq that I don’t support. All the public can do is elect people
more closely aligned with their values. I don’t know why the arts are being singled out. They’ll have to cut a lot of
$13,000 grants to make a difference in the budget.”

LaFaive — who said he’d oppose subsidies even if the festival only screened Disney cartoons — gained support for his
opposition to arts funding from conservative culture warriors, state Representatives Drolet and Shelley Taub. On March
28, 2006 LaFaive testified before the Michigan House Appropriations Subcommittee on History, Arts and Libraries that
the Ann Arbor Film Festival “contained its share of work that many might define as obscene, if not pornographic.”

Labeling films “pornographic” became a useful tactic to eliminate funding for the sponsoring organization, making an
example of the film festival. A section of the Michigan Council for Arts and Cultural Affairs’ (MCACA) guidelines for
funding applications reads, “The grant will not be used to fund a project or activity that includes a display of human
waste on religious symbols, a display of a sex act or a depiction of flag desecration.” Lawmakers asserted the film festival
violated the agreement in terms of displaying a “sex act” and rescinded funding, resulting in a $13,650 shortfall in the
2006 total budget of $192,000.

The news devastated artists. Wilber, director of “Chests” and a Professor of Art and Art History at DePaul University in
Chicago, said, “At first I thought [the controversy] was funny, but it’s not funny considering all the money they lost. It
makes me wonder if this is how artists fearing censorship from McCarthy felt in the ‘50s. Without public funding, only
the most wealthy will be able to see and make art.”

Casey Warner, spokesperson for Michigan’s Department of History, Arts and Libraries, said the film festival can possibly
be barred from receiving funding for three years.

TCP asked Jami Goldstein, communications manager for the Ohio Arts Council in Columbus, whether Ohio arts
organizations seeking grant funding had to sign a similar contract with the state. Goldstein replied, “We don’t encourage
censorship. We ask organizations to be sensitive and provide an educational element to show how the art is important,



but we don’t have language that specific.”

Former Rep. Taub, who ran for a Michigan State Senate seat and lost to another Republican last year, said the film titled
“What is it?” was the one that put her over the edge. The directorial debut of Crispin Glover (who famously portrayed
George McFly in the 1985 blockbuster “Back to the Future”), critics have compared “What is it?” to other boundary-
pushing experimental films like David Lynch’s “Eraserhead” and Salvador Dali’s “Un chien andalou.”

Taub, however, associated “What is it?” with productions of America’s multimillion dollar porn industry saying, “I am a
The former politician was disturbed to
learn that it portrayed a man with cerebral palsy having “certain body parts stroked” by a woman in a monkey mask,
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taxpayer, and I don’t want to pay for anyone’s Playboy or ‘Debbie Does Dallas.

though Taub admits to not having seen the film. “To me, it was pornographic and totally unacceptable.”

While throwing around the term “pornography” is sure to spark a heated debate, it’s important to note that the term has
no legal definition. In 1964, a lawsuit between the State of Ohio and Nico Jacobellis, a Cleveland area theater manager
who screened French film “Les Amants” went to the U.S. Supreme Court. Famously, Supreme Court Justice Potter
Stewart ruled in Jacobellis’ favor. Justice Stewart would not define pornography, but said, “I know it when I see it,”
concluding that “Les Amants” was not “it.”

WhatOs a sex act ?

Anticipating unprecedented scrutiny into the festival’s selections, the Ann Arbor Film Festival’s board of directors voted
unanimously against seeking funding through the MCACA.

“Their guidelines are too vague,” said Nelson, chair of the festival’s board. To comply with the restrictions, he said,
would have compromised the organization’s artistic integrity. “We heard language was being put into the rules to prevent
us from getting funding anyway. By not applying, we defused the politics, making [whether or not the festival would
receive funding] a moot point.”

Christen McArdle, now in her second year as executive director of the film festival, agrees. “I asked [the MCACA] over
and over again to define the term ‘sex act.” It’s unconstitutionally vague, and they wouldn’t give us guidelines. They told
us to use common sense. But even a long kiss can be very sexy,” said McArdle.

To eliminate submissions on the basis of their compliance with the MCACA'’s grant guidelines would have imposed
excessive screening criteria on submissions, most of which are not produced in Michigan. “Ninety five percent of the
submissions come from outside of Michigan. They represent thirty different countries,” said McArdle. “It’s a renowned
festival with an international reputation for showcasing interesting art films.”

In light of the anticipated shortfall, festival organizers sought funding elsewhere. “Thankfully, we received a $10,000
grant from the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences,” said McArdle. Other fundraisers included a twenty-four
hour “free speech” radio show, during which callers could request anything they wanted to hear, and an auction of film
ephemera provided by recognized Hollywood names like George Clooney, Richard Linklater, Darren Aronofsky and
Matthew Barney, director of the experimental “Cremaster Cycle” films.

“Now,” McArdle concludes, “the best defense is to throw an awesome festival.”

John Bracey, Executive Director of the MCACA admits limiting funding to art that portrays human waste on religious
symbols, sex acts or flag desecration could result in politically motivated attacks on exhibits.

“For example, I don’t know what would happen if a museum put together a retrospective of the Shah of Iran,” said
Bracey. One highly publicized image of the fall of the Shah’s regime in 1979 depicts revolutionaries occupying a U.S.
Embassy and burning American flags.

Bracey also admits the language remains unclear regarding depictions of sex acts, as one could argue that even the
implied sex portrayed on daytime soap operas could constitute a violation.



Because the controversy involves explicit government restrictions on the freedom of speech, the MCACA’s language has
come under scrutiny by the American Civil Liberty Union. “Any time you put restrictions on moneys, it has a chilling
effect on the art,” said Rana Elmir of the ACLU’s Michigan office. In other words, organizations might preclude anything
that might possibly be in violation, and artists who would want to participate in events that receive state grant funding
would be encouraged to self-censor. “Right now, the State of Michigan is using the power of money to sway artistic
expression. That power should be given back to the artists.”

Elmir doesn’t mince words: “The government cannot withdraw funding to an arts organization based on guidelines
trying to censor certain speech.”

The show must go on

Despite the controversy, the 45th Ann Arbor Film Festival promises to maintain the organization’s status as a premier
exhibitor of independent and experimental film. Indeed, the very economy of Washtenaw County thrives in part due to
cultural events like the film festival.

Along with cultural organizations like the Ann Arbor Art Center, the Purple Rose Theater Company and the University of
Michigan Museum of Art, the Ann Arbor Film Festival contributes millions of dollars to the local economy. According to
a 2006 report on the Economic Impact of Arts and Culture in Washtenaw County, these organizations provide more
than 2,600 jobs and $57 million in income to local households. All in all, the Arts Alliance estimates not-for-profit arts
organizations contributed more than $165 million in economic impact in 2002.

“In terms of recognition and promoting our area, the Ann Arbor Film Festival is a real feather in our cap,” said Nick
Miller of the Ann Arbor Area Convention and Visitors Bureau.

Artists named in the controversy remain in solidarity with the film festival. They argue the importance of including
diverse perspectives and voices overrides any mandate to work within parameters imposed to limit content. Wilber
explains, “Some people feel threatened when they see something they might not immediately be able to understand, yet
we don’t expect people to immediately understand great literature, or even science. We need to support art, just like we
support going to the library. It’s part of being a human being.”

“I think we underestimate how important movies are to our lives,” said Chris Gore, who had his first film festival
experience in Ann Arbor. “They can change the way we look at the world. Having heard about all their trouble, I'm going
to make sure to get back and support the festival.”

Even LaFaive, whose essay and testimony financially damaged the festival, says, “Even though the folks at the Ann Arbor
Film Festival won’t believe it when I say it, I hope their privately funded festival is a roaring success. I want to see it
thrive.”

By maintaining its legacy of offering a broad spectrum of artistic expression ranging from the mainstream to the
extreme, festival organizers anticipate success. Whether funding struggles or restrictive language will continue to
beleaguer the Ann Arbor Film Festival and other cultural organizations in Michigan, however, remains an open question.
Like subsidized funding, privatization comes with its own, if implicit, content restrictions.

At this critical juncture, it would be truly offensive if controversial art ceased. Censored art, clearly, will remain offensive
to those whose expression is silenced.

| know it when | see it

During the Ann Arbor Film Festival, March 20-25, more than 100 films will be screened. TCP previewed a few just for
you. For more info on the festival’s offerings and show times, check out aafilmfest.org.

e Kiristall (Christoph Giradet and Matthias Muller): Giradet and Muller reassemble moments from European and
American melodramas to ruminate on uncanny moments. Ambient tones, like a wet fingertip circling a wine glass



rim, add tension to the silent, awkward instances characters dwell on their images reflected in mirrors. Seeing
similar scenes with different characters and settings encourages viewers to think about the heightened meaning of
this generic imagery. Tuesday, March 20 at 8 p.m.

¢ L’Education Nautique (C. Laurence): Blurred visions of childhood make this impressionistic Canadian film a
captivating instructional video for a young boy preparing to swim across the English Channel. A fatherly voice
directs the boy from childish activities to manly fortitude, saying, “Befriend loneliness. It will be your only travel
companion.” One version of this three minute film was shot in 16mm, and another was shot with using high
definition film; they will be played back to back so as to contrast the possibilities of each medium. Tuesday,
March 20 at 8 p.m.

e Popkitsch (Paul Winkler): At once entertaining and damning, “Popkitsch” depicts repeating images of
advertisements and toys. Chirping Moog synthesizers connote electronic bliss as the mass produced images add
up to an avalanche of consumer culture. Tuesday, March 20 at 8 p.m.

e Everything will be OK (Don Hertzfeldt): Simple, line-drawn characters populate the nightmarishly mundane
world of Bill, an “everyman” character whose absurd, repetitive life drives him to madness. Existential without
being pretentious, darkly comic without being mean and political without ramming an ideology down your throat,
“Everything will be OK” is as sweet as it is stark. For Hertzfeldt fans, this 17 minute film is a must see. Friday,
March 23 at 7 p.m.

¢ Film Noir (Osbert Parker): Parker adapts the surreal stop-motion animation techniques of Jan Svankmajer to
classic film noir imagery for this short film. Toy cars chase cut-out images of detectives. A giant eyeball sorts
through ribbons of data. A dead body is a broken doll squirming with slugs. Quick shots and arresting images
make the narrative difficult to follow, though viewers well versed in the genre’s conventions will have no problem
spotting a few of the plot’s twists and turns. Friday, March 23 at 7 p.m.

¢ Elizabeth Short (Deco Dawson): An eerie, atmospheric piece about the brutal murder of Elizabeth Short (a.k.a.
“Black Dahlia”) in the 1940s, Dawson’s film relies on intense and often disturbing juxtapositions. An ominous
soundtrack gives sinister undertones to clips from etiquette films and ‘50s era comedies. The film crescendos with
gruesome morgue footage of Short’s body, dwelling on this so often absent image. Friday, March 23 at 7 p.m.

¢ Invisible (Roz Mortimer): Scientists expected the bodies of Inuit people who inhabit the Artic Circle to have
little to no chemical contaminants. They’re unexposed to polluted water, pesticides, hormone-injected meat and
other potentially harmful additives Americans consume, right? This feature length documentary explores why the
Inuits actually have chemical concentrations in their bodies as much as seven times higher than people who
inhabit temperate zones, and what this means for the Artic people and the rest of the world. Friday, March 23 at

9:30 p.m.

¢ Le Bombardement (Richard Kerr): Rapid fire photomontage and explosions of primary colors make this
opaque work of anti-agitprop stand out among contemporary political commentary. Voices apparently sampled
from TV news comment on mayhem, destruction and outrage. Nevertheless, it’s difficult to tell whether they’re
speaking about 9/11, the Iraq War or something else entirely, as a sampled voice states, “It was the end of
innocence, and the dawn of a nation’s greatest glory,” (a marketing slogan for the 2001 film, “Pearl Harbor”).
Saturday, March 24 at 9:30 p.m.

Behind the black bar

University  of Toledo hosts an uncensored  discussion about
censorship

Censorship of films isn’t limited to Michigan, neither is the first amendment. On Friday, March 30 and Saturday, March
31 the University of Toledo will host its eighth annual Censorship Symposium: Censorship, Uncensored, designed to
highlight the fine line between censorship and freedom of expression.

According to Tammy Kinsey, associate chair and associate professor of UT’s Department of Theatre and Film, the
impetus of the event came about when a group of students found themselves embattled in a debate over what should be
screened at a student show. The college decided to expand the discussion. Since, a course has been offered periodically at
the school which examines the history of the ratings system and the changing nature of censorship.

While Kinsey says the school hasn’t had to deal specifically with any funding issues, thanks to their funding from the
University, the symposium has been the subject of some controversy, especially concerning last year’s screening of
“Twist of Faith,” a documentary examining child sexual abuse among Catholic priests.



As for this year’s event, Kinsey says the symposium explores America as “a safe place [for citizens personally] and a safe
place for ideas.”

The two day event features screenings of three films, “This Film is Not Yet Rated,” “Tongues Untied” and “Shortbus,”
plus a public forum entitled “How Much is Too Much?: The Peculiar Power of Images.”

After you indulge yourself in the films at the hub of the Ann Arbor Film Festival controversy, visit UT’s Censorship
Symposium, see a few films that might open your mind and then speak it at the forum. After all, this is your first
amendment right. No one can take that away, unless, of course, we silently let them.

All events will take place in the Lab Theatre (Room 1039) of UT’s Center for Performing Arts and are free and open to
the public. Seating is limited. 419-530-2202. theatrefilm.utoledo.edu [http://theatrefilm.utoledo.edu] .
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