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Flaming Creatures (1963 USA 43 mins) 

Source: CAC/NLA Dir, Phot: Jack Smith Ass Dir: Marc Schleifer Recording: Tony Conrad Special Assistant: Dick Preston Facilities: The Windsor Theater 

Cast: Francis Francine (himself), Sheila Bick (Delicious Delores), Joel Markman (Our Lady of the Docks), Dolores Flores [Mario Montez] (The Spanish Girl), Arnold [Rockwood] (Arnold), Judith Malina (The Fascinating Woman), Marian Zazeela (Maria Zazeela) 

By all accounts, Jack Smith was one of the most volatile, exhausting and creative of the original members of the New American Cinema group of the early 1960s. Best known for his controversial featurette Flaming Creatures (1963), Smith devoted his life not only to filmmaking but to acting, writing, photography and performance art. 

As an actor, Smith first emerged in the underground film work of Ken Jacobs, appearing initially in films like Saturday Afternoon Blood Sacrifice (1957) and Little Cobra Dance (1957), and later in Little Stabs of Happiness (1958–63) and the remarkable Blonde Cobra (1959–63). As a filmmaker, Smith's first offering was Scotch Tape (1959), a single hundred-foot roll of Kodachrome film made with a camera borrowed from Jacobs. Later films included Overstimulated (1960), Normal Love (c.1963) and No President (c.1968), but the film that established Smith's underground following was Flaming Creatures. Shot on the roof of the (now demolished) Windsor Theatre in New York in the summer of 1962 in bright sunlight and on outdated black and white reversal film stock, the picture has a timeless, placeless, ephemeral beauty. In 1963 Film Culture awarded Flaming Creatures its Fifth Independent Film Award, its editorial (written by Jonas Mekas, founder of New York's Anthology Film Archives) stating that: 

In Flaming Creatures Smith has graced the anarchic liberation of new American cinema with graphic and rhythmic power worthy of the best of formal cinema. He has attained for the first time in motion pictures a high level of art which is absolutely lacking in decorum; and a treatment of sex which makes us aware of the restraint of all previous film-makers. (1)


 

Between 1962 and 1964, Film Culture published a number of Smith's essays, including his aesthetic manifesto “The Perfect Filmic Appositeness of Maria Montez.” (3)


 Montez embodied for Smith the 'magic' of the movies and his film and later theatre work is filled with references to specific Montez pictures, and to Hollywood exotica more generally. 
(2)


 Written while Smith was shooting Flaming Creatures, this piece of writing revealed Smith to be a film cultist. Smith endorsed a realm of “secret flix” ranging from B-grade horror movies to Maureen O'Hara Spanish Galleon “flix,” from Busby Berkeley musicals to Dorothy Lamour sarong “flix.” In addition to this, Smith singled out for valorisation Universal Pictures' “Queen of Technicolor,” Maria Montez, star of exotic adventure films such as Arabian Nights (1942), Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves (1944), and Cobra Woman (1944). According to writer Ronald Tavel, Smith, while working as an usher at Chicago's Orpheum Theater in 1951, was introduced to the films of Maria Montez when news of her untimely death inspired a retrospective: “It was then and there [that Smith] became familiar with the star whom he has since referred to as The Wonderful One or The Marvelous One. He felt that all the secrets of the cinema lay in careful study of [that] woman.” 
Inspired by the images of Montez's films, Flaming Creatures eschews conventional narrative to depict a pantheon of gorgeous and ambiguously gendered 'creatures' in a loosely connected series of tableaux set to an inspired collage of scratchy recordings. Shown privately during the early months of 1963, Flaming Creatures was also praised by Mekas in his “Movie Journal” column for The Village Voice: 

Jack Smith has just finished a great movie … and it is so beautiful I feel ashamed to sit through the current Hollywood and European movies…. The film will not be shown theatrically because our social-moral-etc. guides are sick. This movie will be called pornographic, degenerate, homosexual, trite, disgusting, etc. It is all that and it is so much more than that. (4)


 

Mekas' review anticipated the scandal that would be produced by Flaming Creatures. In March 1964, the film was seized by the district attorney's office and was subsequently banned in the state of New York. The prosecution of Flaming Creatures prompted the film's champions – notably Mekas and Susan Sontag – to mount a high cultural defense of it, attempting to legitimate its sexuality by framing it within discourses of censorship and high art. (6)


 
(5)


 Years later, in his 1978 Semiotext(e) interview, Smith complained that these identifications of Flaming Creatures merely served to limit its potentiality; “the first audiences were laughing all the way through. But then that writing started – and it became a sex thing … [and] there was dead silence in the auditorium.” 
Recent sub-cultural interpretations locate the film's potentiality in its conceptual elusiveness, in its refusal of fixed categories of knowledge: “[Flaming Creatures'] strategic disruption of gender and sexual norms [is] ultimately an attempt at expressing the possibilities of an eroticism that is always beyond the reach of [identity and] representation.” (9)


 J. Hoberman, Flaming Creatures' greatest champion, perhaps best sums up the film's indeterminability and its place in film history: 
(8)


 Rather than legitimate Smith's work solely on aesthetic grounds, these later critics see its political dimension, recognising in Smith's self-consciously trashy artifice, in his performance, “the possibility for creating a more fabulous, a more livable reality.” (7)


 Rather than propose a stable, gay sexuality as a precondition for (pre-Stonewall) activism, these critics argue that Flaming Creatures puts forward a non-essentialist conception of gayness, one in which there is “no subjective essence to be realized, no interiority where the self's truth lies dormant.” 
At once primitive and sophisticated, hilarious and poignant, spontaneous and studied, frenzied and languid, crude and delicate, avant and nostalgic, gritty and fanciful, fresh and faded, innocent and jaded, high and low, raw and cooked, underground and camp, black and white and white on white, composed and decomposed, richly perverse and gloriously impoverished, Flaming Creatures was something new. Had Jack Smith produced nothing other than this amazing artifice, he would still rank among the great visionaries of American film. (10)


 

JERRY TARTAGLIA PRESENTS THE FILMS OF JACK SMITH

Introduction
Amongst Ali Baba, weirdoes and other Outcasts

In films like FLAMING CREATURES the flamboyant filmmaker Jack Smith created an imatinative, decadent universe of exotic creatures in A THOUSAND AND ONE NIGHTS-like setting. Norwegian short film director Runar Hodne was fascinated by Smiths work at a short film festival in New York two years ago.

It is rare when a film packs a punch. After being introduced to Jack Smith's films at a small New York film festival in 1997, I realized why: most filmmakers are vain and foolish — this is an inherent part of the director's position — but Smith is something else. He freed himself from film history in order to make the films he made — just as untreated, unpredictable and skipping as life itself. He could film an asshole and cut right to a religious symbol — without a moment's thought to the power of this juxtaposition. It is this honest naiveté which make Smith's films so combustible.

Despite being one of the greate talents from the '60's underground scene in New York, Jack Smith is surprisingly unknown. This is not only because of his personality and lifestyle, but also because he never completed his films in the normal sense. Even though he used film first and foremost to unleash his sensational fantasy, he was also in many ways an artist-of-the-moment. He created such a successful combination of performance, theater and film that the material he left behind after his death in 1989 tells only one part of the story.

It is fascinating to consider Smith as a Godfather of intermedia-art. He used all the media he worked in with great confidence. He was a DJ, a still photographer, film auteur as well as a theater director. He created performances in his Lower East End apartment in Manhattan. Here he played from his eclectic record collection while re-editing his films as they were being projected. At one of these get-togethers in 1962, Andy Warhol became curious with film and later used Smith and his creatures in his own films. A screening of a 60-minute film at one of Smith's performances could take up to three hours because he used scotch tape to edit in shots from different reels which weren’t threaded in the projector while he continually played his records. He restructured his films ´liveª showing no respect for the existing material, with complete faith in intuition and the power of the moment. The next performance could be a theater piece, the presentation of a theatrical idea or some still photographs sequenced in spontaneous order. In other words, he worked between and around different media rather than combining them in a multi-media show which differs from intermedia by its lack of a thematic concept. Modern terms such as ´intermediaª and ´hybrid-artª are appropriate Smith's general method of expression.

There is no common thread to life's work — just a series of contradictions. One could call him a surrealist-romantic and a ´speedyª post-modernist. Still, the most curious thing about Jack Smith was his ability to turn the banal into the sublime, as at times what he expresses is truly banal. Because he attacked kindred spirits rather than the establishment, he was mainly surrounded by crazy outsiders like himself. It was among these social outcasts he created his fables. In these surroundings clichés were glorified, and he brought clichés into his concept. Jack Smith directed his films as insane parodies of Hollywood, from the complex to a completely predictable universe.

Filmmaker and journalist Jonas Mekas (a guest of the Short Film Festival in 1994) was in many ways a connecting element for underground-artists in New York, both as a public advocate and as an organizer of exhibitions and festivals. When Mekas showed FLAMING CREATURES to Federico Fellini and Michelangelo Antonioni, Fellini was very enthusiastic and later mentioned Smith as a central source of inspiration for SATYRICON. As in SATYRICON, Smith combines mythology and sexuality in a loose network of unfinished stories. Many of his films revolve around stories from A THOUSAND AND ONE NIGHTS. A homosexual artist with a penchant for outrageous costumes, Smith was obviously fond of Ali Baba. He used the term ´very Baghdazianª as a kind of aesthetic conclusion for many of his films.

A series of scandals followed screenings of his films. In 1963 when Mekas arranged a screening of films by, among others, Smith, Kenneth Anger and Warhol, they were continually interrupted by the police. Ironically, FLAMING CREATURES — made as an innocent comedy — became the big victim in the campaign against ´fags, weirdoes and commiesª. It ended as a case in the US House of Congress. Apparently that Smith didn’t want to be a martyr. Beeing ´The Baudelarian Revolution of American Cinemaª (Mekas), he maintained a low profile. He didn't even participate in the court case against his own film in fear of creating a scandal. 

It is inappropriate to consider Smith a camp-artist. That's just the surface of his productions. He was definetely a decadent composer of drag, banalities and pomposity. He cultivated the mystical within transsexuality through partly pornographic and symbolic signs. He was an insistent director — an obsessive. But because he orchestrated accidents within a clear aesthetic framework (often defined as camp) a different, more deeply arresting quality emerges. The films fluctuate between subjectivity and objectivity, but generally end up in the middle. This is most apparent in his brutal cuts from close-ups to long shots. And once again one returns to the concept of complexity. The films stand out as extensions of his personality and there is apparently minimal distance between idea and the finished result. There is a sense of improvisation and immediacy to his work.

Smith's method of presenting situations and characters on the edge was picked up in theater, mainly by the playwright and theater director Richard Foreman. He calls his performances ´unbalancing actsª and lets them swing wildly between various events. Through his theater method, Foreman developed Smith's universe into a modern dramatic theory. This dramatic theory lies within what is called ´retheatricalization of the theaterª. In order to conquer the theatrical, one must go through clichés, truisms, and artistic taboos and through all of the refined modernism. But Smith values that in his films. He was concerned with costumes and props because he believed that they formed the character in the same way that the fairy tale creates illusion.

Many qualities of Smith's work lie outside of his films, yet it is his film work that remains for posterity. A good deal of the honor for this goes to the Short Film Festival's guest Jerry Tartaglia. He has devoted many years to restoring the films. Smith left behind a substantial chaos and Tartaglia has called the restoration process ´enslavingª because it has been so comprehensive but fascinating. Smith himself felt that only one film was completed, FLAMING CREATURES. All the others were more or less ´works in progressª. It goes without saying that restoring unfinished material is all encompassing, and it is with respect for Smith's process-orientation that Tartaglia has restored and put together the presentation copies which have given Smith the recognition he deserves, ten years after his death. In working with NORMAL LOVE, each cut was taken apart, cleaned of glue and bits of tape, and put together again. In this manner, Tartaglia has managed to freeze Jack Smith's career as a finished ´work in progressª.

Jack Smith in Retrospect 

BY GARY MORRIS

Not long ago, Fran Lebowitz invoked the sad-comic image of a sailor disembarking in New York, heading to Times Square, and experiencing total psychic dislocation at the replacement of the hookers, porn shops, and bars of yore by the Virgin MegaStore and Mickey Mouse. True, New York's place at the head of the table of culture is now debatable, but t'was not always so. In the early '60s, the Big Apple wasn't the least bit wormy. The visual arts were particularly blessed, with off-off-Broadway thriving, performance art and happenings starting to spring up, and cinematic renegades gaining increasing notoriety as American culture, prodded by a few brave souls, finally began to question itself.

Perhaps the most prodding of the pack was queer film artiste Jack Smith (1932-1989). The emphasis on film is misleading and limiting, however. Smith, who was raised in trailers in Ohio and Texas before landing in New York in 1950, was also a brilliant writer, wit, a pioneer in what came to be called performance art and in being an early proponent of using color in fine art photography. But the writings are gulaged in obscure small-press publications, the photographs are hard to find, and the performance pieces - with a couple of exceptions - were not recorded. (A pity since some observers of the time say his best work could be found there.)

Happily, though, his films, while rare, are extant in various states and are slowly reentering the cultural discourse through the efforts of friends and advocates. These efforts are paying off. Smith's oeuvre has played at a variety of respectable venues lately (most recently, San Francisco's Yerba Buena Center for the Arts), and a reassessment of at least his major works - Flaming Creatures and Normal Love - is now possible.

Flaming Creatures (1963) was not his first film; that distinction belongs to The Buzzards of Baghdad (1951-56). But it is still his most notorious, not only because it convincingly broke a number of taboos but because it was banned practically everyplace it was shown. This included, of all places, the halls of Congress, where it was unleashed by the dessicated Strom Thurmond in an anti-porn tirade. (Technically, it's still banned, but don't expect the police, or Strom, to show up at screenings.)

By all accounts, Smith was difficult but charismatic, a magical trickster manically involved in all kinds of projects at all times. Never far from poverty in spite of a few grants here and there, he was gifted in seducing actors and friends to work for free and in "appropriating" materials he needed for his art. For Creatures and the films that followed, he used cheap, sometimes discarded, color reversal stock to immortalize the drag queens, mermaids,!vampires, naked poets, and other "creatures" who populate his films. The effect is of a dream that stubbornly resists consciousness, the imagery sometimes subtle and painterly, sometimes stark and high-contrast in rendering the filmmaker's ecstasy-drenched demimondes.

Smith was raised on Hollywood kitsch, and the imagery of 1940s movie monsters, and especially his patron saint Maria Montez - to whom he built an altar and prayed - inspired him. Always a good talker, he insisted on Montez's importance as an actress to all who would listen (and there were many). He called her "the Holy One" and "the Miraculous One." After a screening of one of her films, he told a friend, "The Miraculous One was raging and flaming. Those are the standards for art."

Smith's own standards for art let him refashion Montez and the whole ethos of tinny Orientalia, low-budget intrigues, and what he called Universal's "cowhide thongs and cardboard sets" into Dionysian revels that were both wild camp and subtle polemic in upsetting an overflowing apple cart of norms: heterosexuality, narrative, social and sexual and aesthetic repressions. The world as seen in his films is a comic collage of fake history and fake culture, reduced to pathetic backdrops before which his "creatures" - vaguely gendered Frankenstein assemblages of makeup and rags - heroically writhe.

Much of his work is about the importance of style and, specifically, the pose; he practically rubs our noses in the idea that logic and progress and movement are always secondary to experience and stasis and the tableau, as long as it's beautiful. His films are at once coy and brazen. Their much-vaunted orgies and nudity (which some courts called "hardcore" with nothing in the films to support that) appear sometimes in flashes, where you have to squint to see it; or there may be a dick or a breast wagging quietly in the corner of a frame chiefly occupied by a muscular drag queen dressed as an ungainly mermaid. 

As serious as he was about his own work, Smith did not view it as inviolate. His view of an ideal world of constant change and pleasure no doubt accounted for his peculiar, perhaps unique, habit of re-editing some of his work while it was being projected. According to archivist/restorationist Jerry Tartaglia, Smith developed a lightning-fast technique of removing a take-up reel during projection and resplicing whole sections before they were sucked back onto the other reel and onto the theater screen.

Flaming Creatures was shot, appropriately enough, on top of a movie theater in the Lower East Side. Unable to corral the real Maria Montez, Smith settled for Francis Francine, the drag-queen sheriff of Warhol's Lonesome Cowboys, as a stand-in. Miss Francine prances around in a brocaded turban, posing, applying lipstick, and eventually succumbing to the cruelties of a transvestite vampire who rises from an Ed Wood-style paper coffin. If this sounds like an afternoon at a particularly depraved carnival spook house, it definitely has that air. But Smith was more cunning than the cheesy dramatics, "Oriental" music, mock-orgies, and mindless make-up sessions would indicate. In reformulating his treasured favorites from the catacombs of Hollywood - in this case Maria Montez's Ali Baba - he tosses out all manner of good sense and logic, paving the way for others to do likewise after him. As arbitrary and formless as the film appears, Smith is in firm control of the frame, creating ravishingly painterly images that lull the viewer into a near-hallucinatory state. He never uses per se the collage technique common to underground film of the time, but the effect is similar through his superimposition of portions of the Ali Baba soundtrack and cheaply alluring period music.

Flaming Creatures has elaborate, hilarious dance and orgy sequences and an unforgettable discussion of makeup and penises that ends with Francis Francine asking a question that so many have pondered: "Is there a lipstick that doesn't come off when you suck cock?" 

The influence of the Dietrich-Sternberg films on Smith is evident here in one major respect: nothing is quite what it seems. Even the sex of the players is indeterminate until the crucial evidence of an upraised skirt (or more likely, festooned gown) is given. The films are awash in androgyny. In Normal Love, Smith discovery and Warhol regular Mario Montez appears as a mermaid lying in repose like an odalisque, occasionally twitching, in a milk bath. She's terrorized by a fake werewolf but remains typically unfazed, protected always by the pose.

The films also have elaborate cataclysms that mock those in films like Cobra Woman and Ali Baba. Flaming Creatures ends in an earthquake created in the simplest manner imaginable - by shaking the camera. In Smith's world, even the apocalypse is just a tacky momentary diversion.

Smith's unique conceits might have remained just another private mythology, relegated to occasional basement screenings for friends, but his theatrical personality assured a far wider reach. Warhol appropriated the concept of "superstar" and fake Hollywood studio from him, and Susan Sontag made a famous defense of Flaming Creatures. Nan Goldin, Laurie Anderson, Robert Wilson, and John Waters are among those who credit Smith's singular vision with inspiring their own art.

Smith, who died in 1989 of pneumocystis, was a trickster second to none in whose remarks, even the impromptu ones - "O Maria Montez, give socialist answers to a rented world!" - lay treasures of wit and pleasure.

http://www.sensesofcinema.com/contents/cteq/02/21/flaming.html
http://www.kortfilmfestivalen.no/arkiv/english/articles/99_JerryTar.html

http://www.ubu.com/film/smith_jack.html
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