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ABSTRACT This essay analyzes Barbara Hammer's 1974 experimental nonfiction film Jane
Brakhage. Both an homage and a rebuttal to the many films of Jane Brakhage made by her
husband, Stan Brakhage, Hammer's film gives Jane the voice she never had in Stan's work.
The article contextualizes Jane Brakhage's production at a moment when competing strands of
feminist thought took different approaches to the fraught topic of nature. Hammer's films
were criticized as essentialist by feminists in the 1980s, but this essay argues that Jane
Brakhage complicates that reading of Hammer's work. The film documents Jane's creative life
in the mountains, but critiques the limitations of her role as a heterosexual wife and mother. By
locating this short film within a larger genealogy of feminist and environmental thought, we
can better appreciate the extent to which Hammer's films explore the feminist and queer
potential of nature. KEYWORDS Barbara Hammer, essentialism, experimental film, Jane
Brakhage, nature, Stan Brakhage

In October 1973, filmmaker Barbara Hammer typed a letter to filmmaker’s wife
Jane Brakhage, asking if she could visit her at home in the mountains of
Colorado “to make a film of you, a woman looking at a woman” (fig. 1). At the
time, Hammer was still a student in the MA program at San Francisco State
University, and she planned to submit this film as her master’s thesis. Jane
responded with a handwritten letter saying “I guess,” but also, “My feeling is
that what I am—or anybody is—is like the clectron. When you try to shine a
light on it, the light beam knocks it away” (fig. 2). Hammer responded,
“Electron or not, I want to try.”' The short film that she completed one year
later, Jane Brakhage (1974), took the form of a ten-minute experimental
documentary. Shot on black-and-white 16mm, it presents a glimpse of Jane in
her home and immediate surroundings in the Rocky Mountains: conversing
with animals, explaining her ideas about domestic labor as a creative form, and
describing her homegrown posthumanist philosophy of the world.
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October 9, 1973

Dear Jane,
I met you about a year ago briefly when I drove you and Stan
to San Francisco State College for the film showing and discussion.
T have since been intrigued by an idea I have to make a £ilm of you,
a woman looking at a woman. I am still in the M.A. program at State
and have use of a video system as well as the Arri BL so equipment
is available besides my own Bolex. I also have friends who have offerad
me a place to stay near to Rawlinsville. 5o the interruption of your
1ife Twould hope should be kept to the bare minimm or else absolutely

none.
You may wonder about my interest in filmming you. Ever since
the class James Broughton taught where we saw and studied the corpus
of work St¢an had completed to that date I have been intr}gued with his
image of you and how different a woman's would be., T think I sense
some of your connections with organic life and rhythms., If you would
b e interested in writing or speaking about this further without making
a commitment I would be glad to carry on a dialogue through correspondence
or a personal visit. I am eager to hear what you think about this idea.

Witk sisterly Llove,
ara Hammer
2712 Derby Street

Berkeley, California
98709

FIGURE 1. Barbara Hammer to Jane Brakhage, October 9, 1973. James Stanley Brakhage
Collection, Norlin Library Archives, University of Colorado Boulder.

Hammer’s Jane Brakhage is both an homage and a rebuttal to the many
films of Jane made by her husband, Stan Brakhage, which relentlessly visual-
ize her as a symbol of transcendent femininity, confined to the gendered
roles of heterosexual lover, wife, mother, and birthing body. Hammer’s film
of Jane, one of many cinematic studies of women she would make over the
next forty-five years, pursues a different set of ideas about femininity and a dif-
ferent kind of cinematic portraiture. It combines a feminist portrayal of Jane’s
domestic labor with an interest in Jane’s deep connection to animals, plants, and
nature. The film resonates with a tension between conflicting impulses, includ-
ing a critique of Jane’s role as a disempowered housewife and a veneration of her
persona as a singular kind of earth mother. The finished film is an ardent and
delightful portrait of Jane and Hammer together for a brief moment, and
bears visual testimony to Hammer’s own working through of 1970s feminist
aesthetics and politics.

This essay offers an analysis of Barbara Hammer’s Jane Brakhage, a film that
gives Jane the voice she never had in Stan’s films. I frame this moment in
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FIGURE 2. Jane Brakhage to Barbara Hammer, November 1, 1973. James Stanley
Brakhage Collection, Norlin Library Archives, University of Colorado Boulder.
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Hammer’s early career in the context of her admiration for Stan Brakhage’s
work, comparing and contrasting Brakhage’s and Hammer’s approaches to and
places within experimental film in the 1970s. Drawing from part of an extensive
research project I have been conducting on Stan and Jane Brakhage, what
follows tells the story of Jane Brakhage the film, and also begins to tell a story
about the person who once went by that name. Finally, I explore Jane
Brakhage's production at a moment when competing strands of feminist
thought took different approaches to the fraught topic of nature. While goddess
mythology had experienced a moment of popularity in the early 1970s alongside
experiments in communal living and lesbian separatist communities, by the
mid-1970s an influential form of social constructionist theory was beginning
to emerge in which the category of “woman” was rejected outright. As Linda
Martin Alcoft put it in a 1988 article framing the debate between cultural
feminism (feminism as rooted in an unchanging, biological notion of female-
ness) and poststructuralism, “Replacing woman-as-housewife with woman-as-
supermom (or earth mother or super professional) is no advance.” In the
1980s Hammer’s films came to be associated with cultural feminism, and were
frequently criticized as essentialist. However, I argue that Jane Brakhage is alive
to a range of potentialities for feminism and complicates a reading of Hammer’s
work as essentialist. Here I echo a line of argument recently made by Greg
Youmans that calls for a reevaluation of Hammer’s work from the 1970s as not
naively essentialist but productively utopian and filled with a knowing, ironic
humor.’

As we shall see, Jane Brakhage explores and documents the possibilities of
living a creative life in the wilderness, but critiques the limitations of life as a
heterosexual wife and mother. While it captures certain contradictory ideas
about nature and women that were characteristic of carly 1970s feminist
thinking, the film also reaches for a utopian understanding of the ways in which
feminism and environmentalism might work together. As theorists today re-
think the category of nature while we witness accelerating forms of ecological
collapse in the Anthropocene, new strands of feminist thinking are revealing
the limitations of what Stacy Alaimo calls feminism’s “flight from nature.”
In this context, Jane Brakhage's brief musing on the materiality of nature seems
visionary, and the film remains remarkably resonant today thanks to Jane’s
compelling narration about animals, humans, and the planet. By locating this
short film in its moment in experimental film history and within a larger gene-
alogy of feminist and environmental thought, we can better appreciate how
Hammer’s work meditates on the possibilities of a feminist environmental
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cthic. In this film, that ethic is voiced by Jane and intensified by Hammer’s film-
making, which visualizes a world in which nature is neither dominated nor dis-
solved, but holds vital power. In the world of Jane Brakhage, the human is
intertwined equally with the more-than-human.

BARBARA AND JANE AND STAN AND THE CAMERA

Although she is best known as the first wife of renowned experimental film-
maker Stan Brakhage, Jane Wodening (she changed her last name in the late
1980s) is a fascinating figure in her own right. Today, at age cighty-three, she is
a published author of numerous books and nature stories.” Much earlier in her
life, from the time they met in 1957 until their divorce in 1987, Jane appeared in
many of Stan’s films, including Car’s Cradle (1959), Wedlock House: An
Intercourse (1959), Dog Star Man (1961-64), numerous films in the Songs cycle
(1964-69), Scenes from under Childhood (1967-70), The Machine of Eden
(1970), and Star Garden (197 4). Stan filmed Jane giving birth to all five of their
children; the first of these birth films, Window Water Baby Moving (1959), is
one of the best-known works in the canon of US avant-garde film.° For Stan,
Jane served as inspiration, antagonist, and support system. She was an essential
part of his construction of a transcendent mode of vision refracted through ev-
eryday life in their family home in the Rocky Mountains. Beyond appearing in
his films, Jane was an important collaborator in Stan’s work in many other
ways.

As Hammer was well aware, the “Brakhage” persona in the eatly 1970s was
made possible by Jane and the children. Jane helped Stan not just by appearing
in his films but by operating the camera for certain portions of some of them.”
Archival records show that she acted as a de facto publicist, distributor, and
manager for Stan over the course of their marriage.® She also became friends
with many of the numerous filmmakers, poets, and artists who passed through
the Brakhage home. Most of all, Jane provided Stan with the stable base—a
partnership and a family—that he seemed to need in order to make his art.
In fact, it was Jane who brought them to live in Lump Gulch, Colorado, in the
first place. In a 1994 interview Stan described their prior life together as “an un-
usually difficult living situation at nine thousand feet in the mountains, subject
to eight months of winter for a man who grew up a city boy. . . . Despite it not
being my kind of place, I had ecstatic moments up there.” But while Jane was a
willing participant in this life as a wife, mother, and creative partner, her image,
voice, and power were circumscribed by the mid-twentieth-century patriarchal
structure of their relationship. Stan himself was deeply ambivalent about his
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need for such stability—he begins his 1963 book Mezaphors on Vision with a
reflection on his marriage as a deviation from the mythos of the artist at mid-
century: “A married artist was an incomprehensible thing to many friends.”"’

For Hammer, Jane was worthy of attention not just because she was Stan’s
wife, but on her own merits as well. Hammer met Stan and Jane when they vis-
ited San Francisco in 1972. Hammer was already a deep admirer of Brakhage’s
films, but she now became keenly interested in Jane. Hammer later wrote, “She
was so interested in the world around her while Stan seemed caught up only in
his ideas. She picked seed pods from trees and plants and told me she had writ-
ten a lexicon of dog language. She was so much more complex than Stan’s por-
trayal of her . .. that I decided to make a documentary on her for my graduate
project.””! When she made Jane Brakhage, Hammer was creatively working
through the personal and political experiences of her own life. In the space of
three years she had left her husband, come out as a lesbian, and returned to
graduate school to study film (she had already earned an MA in English litera-
ture from San Francisco State in 1963). In later years, she described herself when
she enrolled for this second graduate degree in 1970 as a “late bloomer of
thirty.”'> As a developing artist, feminist, and out lesbian, Hammer was fasci-
nated by Jane, who lived the life of a creative heterosexual wife—a life from
which Hammer had only recently removed herself. The film, which has rarely
been shown until recently, is important in Hammer’s body of work, for it
broadens our understanding of her artistic concerns at the earliest stage of her
career.”” Now that Jane Brakhage has been newly preserved and made available
for screening, we can see how Hammer’s commitment to feminism and queer
art-making has always exceeded rigid boundaries of gay and straight identity."
Jane Brakhage allows us to appreciate the ways in which Hammer’s films
explore the feminist and queer potential of nature.

Unlike many of Hammer’s better-known films from this era such as
Dyketactics (1974), Superdyke (1975), Multiple Orgasm (1976), and Women I
Love (1976), all of which explicitly depict lesbian bodies, sex, relationships, and
communities, Jane Brakhage documents the life of a heterosexual woman, wife,
and mother of young children, albeit one living an unconventional artistic life
in the mountains. Although Hammer is most often described as a “lesbian film-
maker,” and while her commitment to lesbian visibility is a crucial part of her
legacy, there is also a way in which this label “reduce(s] her broad, complex
investigations of the corporeal body to the relatively narrow realm of identity
politics,” as Ara Osterweil has argued."”> Alongside her sustained exploration of
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lesbian sexuality and female bodies in film, this article begins to explore the role
of nature in Hammer’s films, a consistent theme across her corpus of work. In
Dyketactics, women frolic naked on the grass outside among the trees before a
segment in which we see Hammer making love with her then-girlfriend, Poe
Asher. Women I Love shows a series of Hammer’s friends and lovers at home
and in gardens alongside close-up shots of spherical-vaginal leafy vegetables
(cabbage, lettuce, artichoke). Multiple Orgasm shows Hammer’s vulva in
close-up as she masturbates, then a close-up of her face as she climaxes, all over-
laid with landscape shots of rock formations taken at Capitol Reef National
Park in Utah. What interests me is the way in which nonhuman nature—the
outdoors, flowers, grass, trees, insects, vegetables—serves not just as a backdrop
for Hammer’s portraits of women’s bodies (in a traditional figure-ground oppo-
sition characteristic of a long tradition of landscape painting) but as a space
of emancipation, pleasure, and potentiality for women. Indeed, Hammer’s
portrayal of lesbian sexuality explicitly links erotic desire to elements of nature.
This veneration of nature as a space of freedom must be contextualized as part
of the larger countercultural myth of nature in the 1960s and 1970s, along with
the feminist exploration of goddess mythology popular at the time.

THE PERSONAL AND THE POLITICAL IN 1970S EXPERIMENTAL FILM
US avant-garde film of the late 1960s and early 1970s has been analyzed for

its preoccupation with bodies in all their unruly messiness.'® But while both
Stan Brakhage and Barbara Hammer found acclaim making explicit films
about bodies, each faced different forms of criticism from the left: from
other filmmakers and from feminists. Hammer’s presentation of female
bodies brought her some early-career success in the 1970s but disfavor in the
1980s, as critical frameworks for feminist film changed. Critical assessment
shifted as well for other female filmmakers of Hammer’s generation such as
Carolee Schneemann and Chick Strand. Hammer made a deliberate shift
from bodies to landscapes in the 1980s as a strategy to find a larger audience.
As she explained in a 1991 interview, “My lesbian films were often rejected by
avant-garde showcases across the country and in museums everywhere during
the period I was actively and expressly engaged in making lesbian representa-
tion. It wasn’t until I ‘depopulated’ my cinema, i.e. took the women out, that
I began to get the invitations I had so long sought after.”'” This intentional
refocusing of subject matter marked an important new phase for Hammer.
In discussing her films Benr Time (1981) and Stone Circles (1983), she explained,
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“The move from locating the film image in the body to the landscape is a move
for me from intense interior-looking and identity-naming to a broad geogra-
phy-claiming.”*® I do not have space to analyze these early-1980s landscape films
in this essay, but Jane Brakhage demonstrates the degree to which Hammer's
interest in nature and landscape was a component of her work from the
beginning.

In its own way, Jane Brakhage is an intensely personal film. Beginning with
an impulse of empathy and solidarity, Hammer made a kind of pilgrimage to
the Brakhage home in Colorado. Like Jane, just a few years earlier Hammer had
lived with her husband in a remote cabin in Northern California, where she was
a frequent visitor at the nearby Wheeler Ranch commune in Sonoma County."”
But, as she noted many years later, “I just wasn’t happy being kind of an alter-
native housewife.”” In filming Jane, Hammer was able to probe the potentiali-
ties and limits of this social role for women, and at the same time create an
opportunity to visit the home of one of her most important artistic influences.
For the duration of her career, Hammer emphasized how formative Stan
Brakhage’s films had been for her. In a 2012 interview she described how his
work transformed her way of seeing the world: “I saw Brakhage’s Prelude:
Dog Star Man and was very impressed, as hundreds of us were, by the abstrac-
tions in the film, the personal ‘heroic story” and the fact that he always carried
his camera with him. When I left the cinema after The Art of Vision 1 saw the
world differently: I viewed the world cinematographically.”' Along with the
films of Maya Deren, which she also encountered in her MA program,
Brakhage’s work defined the possibilities for avant-garde cinema that inspired
Hammer in her early career: “In the ’7os, the films just rushed out. I was in
school, but I didn’t make them for classes, I just made them for myself.”*
Indeed, although she had intended Jame Brakbage to be her thesis film,
San Francisco State did not accept it as such. In a 1974 postcard to
Jane, Hammer wrote, “The Committee’ did not approve J.B. for a M.A. film
as, I suppose, they would not approve your mountain’s name. Undaunted,
I continue. “Why didn’t you make one of your personal films, Barbara?’
they asked.””

It may seem ironic that as she was establishing her lesbian, feminist, activist
filmmaking practice in the 1970s, Hammer should have been inspired by
Brakhage, who was already a divisive figure in the experimental film world, seen
by some as a masculinist, apolitical artist. But the two of them had more in
common than a casual acquaintance with their work might suggest. When they
met, Brakhage was an established midcareer artist while Hammer was just
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starting out, but in fact she was only six years younger than him.2* They shared a
deep appreciation for Maya Deren and her work. Deren was a mentor for
Brakhage, who published an essay on her films; Hammer also published an essay
on Deren’s work, and made a film homage in 2011 entitled Maya Deren’s Sink.>>
Both Brakhage and Hammer produced films in which images of nature play a
predominant role, although their engagement with concepts of nature moved in
different directions. Most of all, while Brakhage was a pioneer of personal film-
making, Hammer took his model of the personally explicit experimental film
and developed it for different, socially engaged purposes. Hammer filmed her
friends, lovers, and family members over many years, but unlike Brakhage, she
did so for political as well as aesthetic reasons. While Brakhage is considered
a luminary of the Romantic tradition in US avant-garde filmmaking, Hammer
took that strain of Romanticism and translated it for her own creative purposes
in which social and political concerns hold primary significance.

At the risk of oversimplification, another way to understand this would be to
say that, as a white male heterosexual, Brakhage felt free and empowered to ex-
plore grand aesthetic questions about the poetic possibilities of cinema, and did
not much concern himself with the social and political implications of his work;
in contrast, as a female lesbian (who was also white), Hammer chose to treat the
disempowered position of women and lesbians in society as the primary artistic
concern of her career. I make this point not to endorse one artistic position over
another—both are relevant and valuable (though both, I would argue, are polit-
ical)—nor to reduce the work of these two filmmakers to their identities.
Rather, in focusing on Hammer, I want to emphasize that her political commit-
ment shaped not only the kinds of work she made, but also her work’s reception
within the larger filmmaking and cinema studies communities throughout her
career. When Brakhage describes the great concerns of his work as “birth, sex,
death, and the search for God,” he might just as well be describing the lifelong
concerns of Hammer’s work.” (Though neither filmmaker was conventionally
religious, “God” here can stand for a transcendent, spiritual realm.) Today, these
filmmakers™ shared ideals and divergent approaches are perhaps easier to per-
ceive than they were in the 1970s. What Hammer’s work of that decade reveals
is a filmmaker who developed these monumental artistic concerns through a
politically engaged perspective.

In the 1960s, a feminist critique of Stan’s portrayals of Jane and their chil-
dren emerged. Or, rather, several critiques emerged, not all of them feminist.
Deren’s response is the most legendary. As famously recounted by Jonas
Mekas, after the 1959 New York premiere of Window Water Baby Moving
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(at which Brakhage was the projectionist), “Deren came before the audience to
declare, very emphatically, that giving birth was a very ‘private matter,’ and that
it shouldn’t ever be made into a public affair. ‘Even the animals, when they give
birth, retreat into a secret place” I do not remember Stan replying to Maya,”
Mekas claimed.”” Deren’s comment might be understood as a reference to her
own birth film—of a cat—made in 1944. In the twenty-two-minute 7he
Private Life of a Cat, a collaboration between Deren and her then-husband
Alexander Hammid, we see a cat couple sharing a tender moment on a window-
sill before the mother cat removes herself to a box to give birth to five kittens,
shown in a sequence of close-up shots.”® Deren’s cat birth film was likely an in-
terspecies inspiration for Brakhage’s Window Water Baby Moving: he praised
The Private Life of a Cat as “one of the finest films that has ever been made.””

Many of the criticisms of Brakhage were more politically charged. Jonathan
Rosenbaum wrote that the Romantic tradition he epitomized “reduces the uni-
verse to a list of male possessions: This is my wife, my child, my gun, my dog, my
camera, my house, my car, my summer vacation, my life.””” Amy Taubin wrote,
“I’s an ugly metaphor but I always think that Jane has no right, even if she
wanted to, and I'm not claiming that she ever does, to close her legs.”3 ! These
and other criticisms have been summarized elsewhere, and I am not going to
rehearse them again here.” Brakhage was aware of these critiques, and for some
years he tried to dismiss concerns about the way he used Jane and his children,
claiming that his scratched signature “by Brakhage” referred to authorship
shared by himself and Jane together.” (Later in life his authorial signature be-
came a scratched “SB” on the end of the film, and by the age of sixty he said,
“I'd like to inhabit with great humility the position of anonymous.”)** He also
discussed in more than one interview the questionable ethics of using his wife’s
image in this way.” But his aesthetic interests lay elsewhere.

While it is unclear if Hammer was aware of these critiques of Brakhage’s
work in the early 1970s, her artistic concern was prccisely to reimagine women
in film, and for this Jane served as an excellent, complex figure. Rebutting Stan’s
heteropatriarchal vision of Jane, she chose to portray Jane speaking for herself.
Jane Brakhage is remarkable not just for its content, but for the way it is con-
structed around Hammer’s own spectatorship of Brakhage’s work. Indeed, it
can be understood as a particularly accomplished fan film. It is impossible to
watch a Brakhage film in which Stan argues with Jane, has sex with Jane, or
shows Jane laboring at chores around the house—no matter how fragmented,
visually dense, or symbolically charged those images may be—without wonder-
ing about his actual relationship with Jane. It is impossible to watch films that
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show the Brakhage children and the family home—especially given how fre-
quently he returns to these people and places—without wondering about his
actual family life, no matter how much he was trying to ruminate on his own
subjectivity or create mythopocic images.36 Because Jane is such a visual cipher
in Stan’s films, one wants to know more about her. Most viewers—this writer
included—have strong and extremely personal responses to Brakhage’s films. As
both a fan and a critical spectator, Hammer acted upon the prurient curiosity
we all feel upon watching a Brakhage film.

BARBARA HAMMER'S JANE BRAKHAGE

Jane Brakhage’s charisma, eccentricity, and circumscribed social power were cer-
tainly of interest to Hammer when she first met Stan and Jane in December
1972. The Brakhages were visiting San Francisco on the invitation of filmmaker
and poet James Broughton, who was Hammer’s teacher at San Francisco State.
Hammer picked them up at the airport, drove them to a lunch with students in
Broughton’s Brakhage seminar, and attended an unspecified number of the
three Brakhage screenings that week.”” Just over a year later (after the death of
her mother), Hammer traveled to the Colorado mountains and made her film
portrait of Jane at the Brakhage family home in Lump Gulch, outside the small
town of Rollinsville, where they had settled in 196 4. Although Stan was present
when Hammer shot Jane Brakhage, Hammer chose not to include him, and his
absence from the film is significant.’® By showing her without her husband’s
all-powerful cinematic presence, Hammer’s film grants Jane a freedom and a
subjectivity that is never glimpsed in Stan’s films. Using the techniques of the
observational documentary—handheld camera, location shooting, sound re-
corded on-sitte—Hammer’s film works within an ethic of truth telling, empa-
thy, and witnessing. In the finished work, Jane is presented as an archetypal
mountain woman living a harmonious life in the woods. Hammer shows
Jane cultivating plants, communicating with wild and domestic animals, feeding
her children, and engaged in creative tasks such as weaving, playing music, and
dancing. But this portrait is ambivalent: even as Hammer positions Jane as a he-
roic figure whose life embodies creativity and environmental ethics, it also cri-
tiques her position outside of social power. Most importantly, while most of
Stan Brakhage’s films are silent, in Jane Brakbage, Jane’s voice is heard
throughout.”

The film is densely layered, with multiple superimposed images, asynchro-
nous edits, and multitrack sound. The soundtrack mostly features Jane’s
voice-over as she and Hammer converse, but it also features bits of music
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recorded during the trip and some voice-over recorded later by Hammer.
Moving images alternate with still photos. The film begins with a title card fea-
turing two cutout photos of Jane’s head and the handwritten words “Jane
Brakhage.” As it opens, we hear musical notes on a recorder—which we later
learn is Jane playing the instrument—overlaid with Hammer’s voice-over nar-
rating in the first person: “In January of 1974, I took a trip to Rollinsville,
Colorado, to meet and film Jane Brakhage.” We see Hammer and her Bolex as
she films herself in a car’s side mirror and then pans out to show the road, the
snow, and the evergreen trees, followed by two shots of Rollinsville’s main
street. Jane’s voice begins during these opening shots and dominates the audio
for the duration of the film.

The images and soundtrack are mostly asynchronous, so that, for example,
when we see the Rollinsville town footage, we hear Jane talking about wanting
to name her mountain “Mount Jane,” and Hammer laughing in appreciation of
this audacious statement. Still photos of Jane dissolve over moving landscape
shots as Jane continues talking, describing “taking lessons from this meadow-
lark” on how to play the recorder. Hammer’s landscape shots, which are numer-
ous in the opening section, portray the winter mountain scenery in a classic
twentieth-century landscape tradition: from the point of view of a car driving
on the road. Hammer pans across the snowy, tree-filled mountainside and plays
with composition by framing the horizon line at various points in the middle,
top, or bottom of the image. The sun beams, sun flares shooting outward in
an image reminiscent of Stan Brakhage’s films (fig. 3). This opening arrival se-
quence creates a sense of anticipation as we approach this home renowned
within the small world of avant-garde film. Hammer never explains Jane’s sig-
nificance or mentions Stan; the film presumes an audience familiar with the
Brakhage legacy, though such familiarity is not required to appreciate this por-
trait of a singular personage.

The film loads our minds with a different set of images of Jane than what we
may have seen of her in Stan’s films: Jane smiling broadly, sitting tall, standing
tall, dancing with friends, rather than in the throes of childbirth or as naked,
fragmented body parts. Hammer was of course not one to shy away from show-
ing naked female bodies in her films, and thus her presentation of Jane fully
clothed feels like an intervention in itself. More than just a simple documenta-
tion of what Jane happened to wear on the days when Hammer visited, by
showing Jane clothed and articulating her own beliefs and experiences, the film
presents a vision of her as an active agent in her own life. In fact, the viewer
might easily become fixated on Jane’s clothing, as she is shown in an array of
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FIGURE 3. Lens flare in the Rocky Mountain landscape in _jane Brakbhage (dir. Barbara
Hammer), 1974. Courtesy the Estate of Barbara Hammer.

cold-weather outfits, including a leather lace-up shirt with collar and pockets (a
ballpoint pen visible in one pocket) over a turtleneck, trousers, hoop earrings,
drop earrings, a patterned blouse, and a thick white shearling sweater with a
massive funnel neck when she goes outside to hang laundry in the snow (fig. 4).
Jane talks about clothes and grooming at one point, saying, “I quit school be-
cause I was unpopular. I was not the norm, even though I really tried. I wore
the right clothes, and I washed myself, I took baths and shaved my armpits,
and—oh! The things I did. But it didn’t work, none of it worked. I was just
weird. I didn’t say the right thing, I didn’t look in the right direction. Out of
it, I've always been out of it. I rather depend on being out of it.” Despite her
self-deprecating words, Hammer’s camera makes Jane look competent at the
center of her own life, and confers respect upon her not despite the fact that she
is an outsider, but because of it.

One of the most compelling aspects of the film is Jane’s articulation of what
we might call a posthumanist view of the world. In a densely edited sequence,
we hear Jane speaking the following words in two audio sections that were clearly
recorded in separate moments and later edited together: “The more I know
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FIGURE 4. Jane Brakhage in her white funnel neck sweater in Jane Brakhage
(dir. Barbara Hammer), 1974. Courtesy the Estate of Barbara Hammer.

about plants, the more I don’t separate animals and plants. And I ferociously do
not separate humans and animals.” Here we see three close-up shots panning
across the plants in Jane’s greenhouse, and a close-up of Jane’s hands. The
recording audibly shifts to a new moment, and Jane continues speaking:
“Anyway, my view of the world is that it’s a planet.” On the word “planet,”
Hammer cuts to two shots moving through the needles of the fir trees outside
the house. Jane’s voice continues, “And so I'm really, like, having as much con-
tact with the world, with my image of the world—that is, the planet—I'm really
relating to the planet as strong as I know how.” Hammer dissolves from the sec-
ond moving shot of the fir tree to a still photograph of Jane sitting and smiling in
her leather shirt with turtleneck, punctuating this important proclamation with
an image of Jane that feels strong, even heroic. Jane’s philosophy moves beyond
popular trends of early 1970s environmental thought, in which conservation and
an appreciation for “Mother Earth” often sound like the latest trend. Instead, her
view of nature is not only ecological but anti-anthropocentric, decentering the
human from its self-important place in the world. Jane’s way of viewing all life

forms as equivalent bears resemblance to contemporary thinking in feminist
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posthumanism.” Jane studied zoology as a student (before dropping out of col-
lege, and before she met Stan) and remains keenly interested in science to this
day, but hers has always been an eccentric, storyteller’s view of human interac-
tions with animals and ecosystems.*’

Jane’s voice-over continues, clearly recorded in a different moment in the
conversation. “Oh, I have contact with the world. Here you are! How did you
know about me?” Jane continues, this time with no break in the audio record-
ing, her desire to shift the focus of the conversation audibly perceptible:

But anyway, the goats—have a ritual of taking a walk with me. And I'm
the leader, and the donkey has his style of coming along. And there’s some
ritual in that, I guess. There’s a lot of ritual, or at least repeated gestures,

in conversing with goats and whatnot. The goats, for instance, are
conservative. Or like wearing the same outfit to talk to the chickadees.
They’re conservative. They recognize me in that outfit. They may think I'm
somebody else when I'm wearing the other coat.

Jane’s words seem to magically conjure a set of images as Hammer shows her
setting out on a walk dutifully followed by her dogs, goats, and donkey (fig; s).

Jane’s description of the goats recognizing her outfit extends the film’s motif of

FIGURE 5. Jane Brakhage taking a walk with her dogs, goats, and donkey in Jane
Brakbage (dir. Barbara Hammer), 1974. Courtesy the Estate of Barbara Hammer.
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clothing in a delightfully weird interspecies direction. Hammer’s observational
style allows the audience to duly appreciate Jane’s way of interacting with an-
imals, and moves on in the final part of this sequence to show Jane’s deep
relationship with dogs. We see close-ups of Jane’s dogs while she says, “I re-
member when I did this when I was a kid, and ran around with dogs. And I got
so good at dog language that I was considering at one time writing a dictionary of
dog language.”

In contrast to her other early films of goddess-like women in nature, here
Hammer’s vision of a woman in the woods is more complex. While it edges
close to pastoral myth in casting Jane as an archetypal mountain woman,
Jane’s own complexity resists oversimplification, and we can feel Hammer
working through the contradictions of this myth as she confronts her, camera
in hand. After the above sequence, Hammer asks, “Jane, do you consider your-
self a housewife?” Jane’s response is fascinating:

I say I'm a housewife. I don’t know, I think the word “housewife” is like—I
don’t know, it’s one of those dirty words, like God, art—I think it’s a great
form. I can do what I want with it. I don’t see why everybody’s down on the
word “housewife.” Except maybe because of centuries of unimaginative
women. What I would mind would be if my time were being taken up by
having a job. A career. In society—I think it’s extremely interesting, and very
various, and you can actually bring in anything you want to bring in. I mean
like donkeys, goats, chickens, guinea fowl, plants, a greenhouse on the roof.

At this point the soundtrack moves on to a different moment recorded in the
conversation. For the minute and a half that she speaks these words, though,
Hammer presents a montage of Jane weaving. These images seem to support
Jane’s claim that being a housewife can be “a great form,” showing that creativ-
ity is possible in the domestic sphere. Hammer might have undercut Jane’s
words by juxtaposing them with images of domestic labor, but instead she chose
to support Jane’s assertion with the weaving footage. In a larger sense, however,
while Hammer may have wanted to make Jane into a heroic earth mother,
Jane’s defense of the role of housewife clearly short-circuited that desire. The
film’s ambivalence in this respect might help explain why it was not considered
one of Hammer’s “hits” in earlier years.

Although the film does not contain any explicit discussion of feminism, Jane
has maintained throughout her life that she is not a feminist. She said to mein a

2016 interview:

I have never been part of the feminist movement. I've been sympathetic to it

of course. And I thought it was horrible about getting smaller salaries. . . .
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And so, this point of contention about, was I a partner in Stan’s work. Stan
said so, over and over again, from the stage. And that’s interesting. . . . So, T'll
see what I can say, but what I'm speaking from is: I was working on the films.
I was working on raising kids. I had a couple of dozen animals in the
backyard and I was making cheese out of the goat’s milk. And I was not
concerned with women’s rights.42

Even within the film, despite Hammer’s visual affirmation that domestic life
can be creative, we are shown enough detail to remain skeptical of Jane’s claim
that being a housewife is “a great form.” Jane does the family laundry, and we
see the impossibly large number of sheets she hangs outside to dry in the snow
(fig. 6). We hear her talking about the physical burden of five sequential preg-
nancies: “My hair was getting shorter by itself; I was green, I was in terrible con-
dition after weaning the fifth child, which was seven years of either pregnancy
or nursing, without a moment’s respite.” Hammer responds, “Now why did you
do that?” And Jane answers, laughing, “We were experimenting with birth con-
trol methods.”* Clearly, this is a labor-intensive life that Jane lives, and within
the feminist critique of women’s domestic labor, it does not appear to be a life

FIGURE 6. Jane Brakhage hanging out the family laundry in Jane Brakbage (dir. Barbara
Hammer), 1974. Courtesy the Estate of Barbara Hammer.
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of freedom. But in the film, Jane says she is living the life that she wants. And as
an observational documentary, the film resists simple judgment about Jane’s life.

The question remains, however, whether Hammer’s portrayal of Jane simply
instrumentalizes her differently than Stan’s films do; I argue that it does not.
Because she neither venerates Jane as a goddess nor denigrates her as merely a
housewife, Hammer is not just another filmmaker using Jane’s image for her
own purposes. Jane Brakhage remains more open-ended and less proprietary
than Stan’s portrayals of Jane. While she covers extremely personal details of
Jane’s life, Hammer preserves a distance between herself and her subject; her
film does not proclaim, like one of Stan’s films, “this is 72y wife,” or even “this
is my friend,” but rather, “here is 2 woman.” The difference is not simply that
Jane is not sexually objectified in this film, nor is it even that she gains a voice.
It’s that she seems to have slipped free from an extraordinary cinematic cage for
these ten minutes. Hammer includes images of herself in the film, reminding us
of cinema’s inherent constructedness as well as encouraging us to read this film’s
production as a kind of pilgrimage.** In one moment, we see her on the floor
filming with her Bolex as Jane sits on top of the stove (fig. 7).*> This image
nicely sums up their relationship, which was cordial but not close.*®

FIGURE 7. Barbara Hammer on the floor filming Jane Brakhage on the stove in Jane
Brakhage (dir. Barbara Hammer), 1974. Courtesy the Estate of Barbara Hammer.

84 FEMINIST MEDIA HISTORIES SPRING 2020



In refusing to reduce Jane to her biology and reproductive function, Jane
Brakhage is an anti-essentialist film, especially when understood in the context
of 1970s avant-garde cinema, when to refuse the visualization of women as pri-
marily sexual and reproductive bodies was in itself radical. Hammer’s rebuttal to
Stan Brakhage’s films of Jane anticipates the social constructionist argument that
biological essentialism is dangerous for women. At the same time, Jane Brakhage
anticipates the contemporary posthumanist move of turning away from anthro-
pocentrism and toward the materiality of nature. Through the combination of
Jane’s thoughts about nature and Hammer’s commitment to feminism, the film
advocates an array of possibilities for a feminist environmental ethic. Jane embra-
ces companion animals and celebrates interspecies communion, low-impact liv-
ing, and growing one’s own food. Jane advocates a blurring of the traditional
divide between nonhuman nature and human culture, one of the cornerstone
tasks of critics working in the environmental humanities today. More generally,
the film portrays a life in which humans live differently with nature, learning
about it and from it rather than trying to dominate it. The film respects and
admires Jane precisely for her creative, anti-anthropocentric life in the moun-
tains, even as it critiques her role as a heterosexual wife, mother, and circum-

scribed cinematic “muse.”

RESISTING ESSENTIALISM, RECUPERATING NATURE

In the 1980s, Hammer’s work was criticized by feminists for being essentialist—
rooted in cultural feminism. According to Alexandra Juhasz, “When I was a
graduate student at NYU in the mid-1980s, her work had been used primarily
as an exemplar of what feminist film should 7oz be: an exploration of an essen-
tial female body or sexuality, rather than images focused on how such a body
and sexuality come to be known through the representational systems of cul-
ture.””” Hammer's images of naked women frolicking in the grass do work a
feeling of naive 1970s popular environmentalism, although as mentioned above,
this can be interpreted as ironically humorous. In venerating women as god-
desses, Hammer was picking up on a popular strain of goddess mythology that
was influential at the time. When she formed a company to distribute her films
in the 1970s, she named it Goddess Films. The essentialist thinking underpin-
ning this myth can be glimpsed in Diane Stein’s popular The Women's
Spirituality Book, which declared in 1988, “Women’s spirituality is a return to
the goddess, to the female principle of creation that is uniquely women’s
own.” Of course, such proclamations can be used just as easily to argue for
women’s inferiority as for their creativity; the idea that there is a universal essence
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that is uniquely women’s own went quickly out of fashion in critical thought
(though it survives in certain strains of commercial and popular discourse).
Hammer later explained, “We feminists were studying ancient women goddesses
at the time, hence the name. After a while it didn’t interest me anymore and
I left the goddess circles and dropped the name and logo.”** Regardless of her rea-
sons for abandoning goddess mythology, the utopian element in Hammer’s films
was never entirely reducible to essentialist politics. These films capture the joy
Hammer felt at being freed from patriarchal sexual relationships and expressing
her sexual desire for women. But Hammer was marked as essentialist, and this
perception of her work exerted a negative effect on her career for decades.

The mid-1970s marked a pivotal moment in feminist critical thought, and
the shifting concept of nature played a significant role in these formations.
Second wave feminism in the late 1960s had popularized a form of identity poli-
tics founded on consciousness-raising about the patriarchal structure of women’s
lived everyday lives. This was the moment in which Hammer came out as a
lesbian and started making films. Just a few years later, new forms of rigorous and
theoretically grounded feminist thought began to emerge in academic scholar-
ship. The year after Hammer completed Jane Brakhage, Gayle Rubin published
her groundbreaking essay “The Traffic in Women,” and Laura Mulvey pub-
lished “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” which transformed the nascent
field of cinema studies.® At this point, it became the task of feminist film
scholars and filmmakers to use methods derived from psychoanalysis and struc-
turalist theory to call out and/or circumvent the phallocentric processes of au-
dience identification that occur in mainstream narrative cinema. The preferred
solution for avant-garde feminist filmmaking at this time was not a return to
the personal; rather, feminist “countercinema” practitioners of this era—
Chantal Akerman, Yvonne Rainer, Laura Mulvey, and others—made films
that were aware of and shaped by feminist academic concepts.®' Against this
changed framework, Hammer’s films seemed rooted in politically retrograde
notions of feminine essence.

While these new directions in feminist theory were being developed, the ex-
perimental film world (in the United States and Europe) was consumed with
the emergence of structural film. An almost exclusively male list of filmmakers
such as Tony Conrad, Hollis Frampton, Ernie Gehr, Michael Snow, Peter
Gidal, and Malcolm Le Grice, among others, rejected not only fictional narra-
tive but the entire tradition of film as representation, instead exploring the ma-

teriality of cinema through montage, looping, rephotography, and experiments
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with flicker, pulsation, and rhythm. The dominance of this phase of experimen-
tal film in the 1970s meant that lyrical filmmaking such as Brakhage’s and
political filmmaking such as Hammer’s seemed entirely out of step with then-
current aesthetic preoccupations of the cinematic avant-garde. Structural film’s
evacuation of representation in order to focus on “pure” formalist abstraction
made political cinema challenging, as some feminist scholars at the time pointed
out. Constance Penley argued that structural-materialist film was just another
form of fetishism: “Even if fetishism is basic to art-making, there are still degrees
of it and the minimalist enterprise seems to offer a particularly pure and ex-
treme example of the quest for an unproblematic center of significance, a uni-
fied and coherent subject, a position of pure mastery, a phallus which is not
decomposable.”” Indeed, stories and interviews from the era attest to the phal-
locentrism that flourished among male experimental filmmakers in the 1970s.
In a three-way conversation featuring Hollis Frampton, Stan Brakhage, and
Jane Brakhage published the year before Hammer made her film, for example,
Jane barely gets a word in, except when the men discuss her image in Stan’s
films. Witness this small portion of the exchange:

HOLLIS FRAMPTON: Jane, you have to realize that, from the outside, you are
presumably the most profoundly differentiated and individuated woman in
the history of film—and, probably, one of the most completely differentiated
persons in the history of art.

JANE BRAKHAGE: Hmm. You really think so?

HOLLIS FRAMPTON: You can look it up in the goddamned library, Jane. Of course
you are!

JANE BRAKHAGE: Where? Who said that?

HOLLIS FRAMPTON: I said it. Then you cut your long hair off and fucked it up.
JANE BRAKHAGE: There, that’s just what I mean . . .

STAN BRAKHAGE: I think that’s probably why she cut off her hair.

JANE BRAKHAGE: That’s rngt!53

As demonstrated by this moment of sexist condescension published without
comment in Artforum, it is worth reminding ourselves of the unyielding struc-
ture of masculinist entitlement that women such as Jane Brakhage and Barbara

Hammer faced in the 1970s.
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Rejected by two social spheres that mattered a great deal to her work—
feminists and avant-garde filmmakers—Hammer seemed unfashionably essen-
tialist and romantic. When she shifted her subject matter to landscape and
“depopulated” her cinema in the early 1980s, this was a deliberate attempt to
exit the political and aesthetic corner into which she had been painted. But it
is important to understand that while both Hammer and Brakhage were criti-
cized for their use of women’s bodies in their films, these criticisms came from
different places. Brakhage was taken to task (by some) for his heteropatriarchal
use of his wife and family, while Hammer was held accountable for basing her
celebration of lesbianism on a naive politics of essential female embodiment.
These critiques both make sense in the context of their time. But we can also
see how Hammer was held to a different standard than Brakhage, whose films
have produced generations of analyses preoccupied with formalist and mythical
concerns. These analyses seck to understand the films on their own terms, with-
out considering the highly charged questions about gender, sexuality, and power
they provoke. And this strain of critique in experimental cinema studies contin-
ues today; astonishingly, a 2019 article on the topic of silence in Window Water
Baby Moving does not even mention that Jane’s silence might have social impli-
cations or political significance for its viewers.”* Hammer’s work was already
challenging such exclusively formalist perspectives in the early 1970s.

If in the late 1970s and early 1980s Hammer’s films were perceived as essen-
tialist, in the 1990s they could be appreciated within the framework of social
constructionist and performative gender theories for the way they put female
experience into discourse. Her feature films Nitrate Kisses (1992) and Tender
Fictions (1996) used techniques influenced by the ideas of Mulvey and others to
critique normative images of women and lesbians, and were critical successes.
Hammer’s work was appreciated and celebrated within her lifetime, and her
end-of-life performance about her battle with cancer, The Art of Dying (2018),
was widely influential.”® It is worth mentioning, too, that Stan Brakhage wrote
a letter to Hammer in 1985 expressing his appreciation for Jane Brakhage, and
when I showed the film to Jane in July 2019 (she had not seen it in decades), she
exclaimed, “Oh, I like it so much.”®

Today, in the context of new directions in feminist ecological and anticolo-
nial thinking, Hammer’s “essentialist” fascination with nature and embodiment
deserves a reevaluation.’” An essentialist, I contend, misunderstands “nature” as
an unchanging, inviolate concept. Essentialists (who are digging in lately) deny
mutability and hold tight to an outmoded myth of nature as a static domain.
In contrast, feminist posthumanist theory today is unafraid to contend with
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the problematic category of nature. Rather than a retrograde conflation of
women and nature, we can understand the discourse in Jane Brakhage as
anti-anthropocentric: Jane’s refusal to separate humans and animals is an exten-
sion of Hammer’s own interest in blurring the lines between women and na-
ture, both of which are multiplicitous and fluid categories. In this context,
Barbara Hammer and Jane Brakhage can be seen as visionaries of posthuman
feminist thinking, As Celia Asberg and Rosi Braidotti write, “Postnatural femi-
nist lineages suggest that nature itself (as an unrecognizable category to which we
ourselves belong) is articulate, literate and proliferate, which puts a completely
new demand on feminist postdisciplinarity and skill sets.”® In the twenty-first
century, as we are forced to reckon with the realities of climate change, species
extinction, and the collapse of ecosystems, the seemingly exhausted category of
nature is ripe for reassessment. Perhaps Jane Brakhage, along with a reexamina-
tion of the history of feminist ecological thought, can help spark these dearly
needed new skill sets and ideas.
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