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Re: Barbara Sternberg

Dear Mesdames and Sirs:


It is a pleasure to write in support of the nomination of Barbara Sternberg for the Governor-General’s Award in Visual Arts and Media.  For more than thirty years, she has been a leading figure in experimental film in Canada whose works in film, video, installation, performance and essays have been exhibited and distributed in the most prestigious national and international film festivals and art galleries.  As co-founder of a number of artist run centres and associations, she has contributed richly of her intellectual insights and energy to the development of Canadian experimental film.  Through such initiatives and through her teaching, residencies and writing, she has opened spaces for younger artists to create and show their work.


I first met Barbara Sternberg when she was a professor in the Interdisciplinary Studio in the Faculty of Fine Arts at York University in the late 1980s and have followed closely her increasingly accomplished productions, as she has diversified the media in which she works, adding video and installation to her more than 21 films.  As a cultural theorist and critic, I have written a number of catalogue essays on her films and installations at the behest of galleries such as the Albright-Knox Gallery in Buffalo.  Through my close observation of her films and videos I have gained an increasing appreciation of the power of her work on both a symbolic and formal level where she uses light, “the ‘stuff’ of life,” as she calls it, as the primary element to draw on film, playing with the emulsion moving to blue or gold, toward shadow or illumination, in rhythmic pulses that measure time, both the transcendent moment of insight and the slow beat of the everyday. In varying ways through her films and videos she has pursued a self-reflexive exploration of the filmic medium, of the properties of light and movement, in tandem with a meditation on the quotidian in both its evanescence, scarcely graspable, and in its repetitiveness.  Through her investigation of repetition, Barbara Sternberg engages in an extended meditation on temporality, with embodied time, time as it is lived and felt in bodies, both those of actors and spectators, as rhythm.  She makes films that draw together complex networks of images and cultural references to touch and move, working to change perceptions and to reorder the world. 

 Among these changes, an attempt to give more visibility to the feminine, to the interweaving of feeling with thinking, has been central to her filmmaking.  From the prize winning Opus 40 (1979) with its sound track composed of the prose of Gertrude Stein’s The Making of Americans overlaid with the noises of a foundary, the award winning Through and Through (1992) which drew on the work of Virginia Woolf as well as Gertrude Stein, and Beating (1995) with its interpolations of the prose of Hélène Cixous, Barbara Sternberg has found inspiration in the experimental prose of the great modernist feminist writers who sought through verbal language to make palpable the rhythms of women’s desire.  The installation Surge (1998), with Rae Davis, drew on Virginia Woolf’s The Waves, with looped images of surging waves and lightning flashes, and videos surrounding a table piled high with cutlery--a central image in Woolf’s fiction of women’s work to create community in the everyday.   Midst (1997) with its three sections working with different palettes of colour, combined in different types of pattern on the screen, recreates in a visual medium the changing play of light on water of the transitions that structure Woolf’s novel, The Waves. Through the repetition of film frames in her work with the varying plateaus of light and shade, Barbara Sternberg produces disjunctive syntheses which, in the rhizomatic mode of Deleuze and Guattari, create lines of flight, opening to the unexpected, the radically new.

Barbara Sternberg’s films have received much praise and critical attention from national and international viewers with her Transitions (1982) awarded prizes for best experimental film and best sound at the Atlantic Film Festival, Halifax, and Through and Through winning the Award of Excellence (1993)  at the Ann Arbor Festival in Michigan, USA.   With increasing frequency, her films have been shown in the most prestigious festivals and galleries, Like a Dream that Vanishes (2000) premiering at the Toronto International Film Festival then shown at the New York Film Festival, as have several other of her films, Beating (1995) being shown at the Los Angeles Film Forum, the San Francisco Cinemathèque, George Eastman House in Rochester, Through and Through  (1992) at the Museum of Modern Art in New York and at the Art Institute in Chicago. Her work has been shown across Canada, from Newfoundland to Vancouver Island in universities, festivals, cinemathèques and art galleries.  Internationally, she has presented her films as far away as the JAKART Festival in Indonesia, and in such prestigious venues as the Centre Georges Pomidou, Paris, and other French galleries and festivals, as well as at Kino Arsenal, Berlin, and the University of Bologna, Italy.   A regular exhibitor at the Cinemathèque Ontario in Toronto, where a number of her films have premiered, Barbara Sternberg was a featured filmmaker at the Images Film Festival in Toronto in 2000 with a retrospective of her work and book of critical essays, like a dream that vanishes: the films of Barbara Sternberg, edited by Mike Hoolboom.  That her work is not limited to festival audiences but is accessible to a wider public is evidenced by the projection of Transitions (1982) on TV Ontario.

Reaching a wider audience for the kind of poetic essay she creates with light and the range of experiments in non-narrative, non-documentary film that comprises the alternate film practices termed “experimental,” has been a major aim of Barbara Sternberg’s activism on behalf of the film community through the establishment of forums for making and exhibiting film.  Since the early 1980s, in her role as co-founder of the Struts artist-run centre in Sackville, New Brunswick, she has been generously giving of her knowledge and energy to emerging filmmakers as she helped found Pleasure Dome, a Toronto-based artists film and video exhibition group, the International Experimental Film Congress, the Canadian Filmmakers’ Distribution Centre, and most recently the “Association for Film Art.”  Through this association and her curatorial work for many exhibition spaces, but especially for the exhibition “Pulse: Film and Painting After the Image,” co-curated with Ingrid Jenkner at the Art Gallery of Mount Saint Vincent University in Halifax in 2007, and with its follow up in “Pulse 2: Film and Painting after the Image,” re-mounted in the Wynick-Tuck Gallery during the Images Festival, April 2008, Barbara Sternberg has advocated for the reception of film as visual art.  Bringing together experimental film in dialogue with contemporary abstract painting in the same gallery space, she has sought to change the ways viewers look at film.  Films were selected for the way they dismantled the stability of the representational image.  Paintings were chosen for their matching emphasis on optical vibration, repetition, rhythm, layering and blurring of figure-ground distinctions.  Instead of the fixed image of narrative cinema and representational painting, these art works highlighted the counterimage and afterimage of process to draw parallels between the two art forms as time and space based media.

As these recent curatorial projects demonstrate, Barbara Sternberg is an established artist with an important body of work who is ever extending her practice into new creative fields, always innovative and truly “experimental.”   As such, through the intermedia scope of her art practice and leadership, she is eminently deserving of the Governor-General’s Award in Visual Art and Media.  I strongly support her nomination for this award.






         Yours sincerely,

Barbara Godard
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