You Don’t Buy Poetry at the Airport:

Since 2012, John Klacsmann
has held the role of archivist
at Anthology Film Archives,
where he overseesthe
preservation and restoration
of experimental films. Here
he speaks with Raymond
Foye about the technical
necessities, the threatsto
the craft, and the soul of
analogue film.

RAYMOND FOYE Tell me about your back-
ground? If somebody wants to become a film
restorer, how do they go about doing it?

JOHN KLACSMANN My undergraduate
degree, from Washington University in Saint
Louis, isin computer science. | got into film
preservation and film archiving at the end of
my college studies; | worked inthefilmarchive
there as a student. The appeal for me at that
moment was the analogue aspect of the work,
but I quickly realized that my knowledge of
computing was going to be useful in the field
too. From there | went to the George East-
man House [in Rochester, New York], now the
George Eastman Museum, which has the old-
est film-preservation programinthe world: the
L. Jeffrey Selznick School of Film Preservation.
RF This programonly startedinthe’90s, right?
JK Yes, asaprofessionalfield, film preservation

andarchivingisquitenew.Notthatthereweren’t
film archivists before—there were some very
good filmarchivists before the’90s—but they
were self-taught or they pickeditup onthejob.
Therewasn’taplace you could gotostudy how
tobeafilmarchivist back then.

RF Were there legendary figures in the old
days of Hollywood, or in Paris, who are revered
inthe field?

JK Ohyeah, sure—someone like Henri Lang-
lois,whofoundedthe Cinémathéquefrancaise
in Paris in the 1930s. Coming a little later, |
immediately think of someone like Jonas
Mekas, obviously, but there are many others
too. Jonas was a critic and a filmmaker but he
also preservedalot of films. I remember asking
him some esoteric technical questions about
filmonce and hefolloweditall.|had toremem-
ber, “Oh yeah, Jonasis actually a very skilled
and experienced filmmaker, so of course he
canfollowthis.”

RF Is that true of most filmmakers you’ve
worked with?

JK Itvaries.

RF Do you think Harry Smith was a good
technician?

JK I would suspect so, but you don’t seeit so
much in Harry’s films if you inspect one of his
originals, for example. As an animator, there’s
alot going on, and a lot of his skill would have
beeninin-cameratechniquesand on an ani-
mation stand. In any case, he clearly knew
what he was doing and at a pretty high level,
especially considering whatever equipment
he would have had access to, which would

probably have been pretty DIY or homemade.
RF How many people graduate from the
Eastman program every year? What are
some of the other programs in addition to
thisone?

JK Eastman graduates around ten. There are
some other graduate programs,oneat UCLA
andoneat NYU. The UCLA oneismorelibrary
science-based, or at least it used to be, and
the NYU program, while they do study film, |
think puts more emphasis on video and digi-
talmedia, whereasthe Eastman Museum pro-
gram is very film-based because that’s what
they primarily do there: archive and preserve
celluloid films. Not that you don’t learn about
digital or video at the Eastman Museum—you
haveto now—but the history of that programis
really in celluloid film. And of course the East-
man Museumis one of the older film archivesin
the world. They’ve been collecting film longer
than most.

RF When you think about your peers, people
outthere like you who are doing what you do,
how many of them are there?

JK Well, fewer and fewer.

RF Really?

JK I think so, yes. In the work | do, even if it
incorporates digital technology at times, |
still believe in making archival film elements
and film prints. That’s becoming increasingly
fringe, even at the largest, most well-funded
national film archives in Europe. Then when
you talk about people who specialize in avant-
gardefilm preservation,it’s really just a handful
of people. And | know them all [laughs].

RF Sowiththese newHollis Framptonrestora-
tionsyou’vedone, they’rereferredtoas photo-
chemicalrestorations. That’s afilm restoration,
precisely the opposite of digital, right?

JK Ithink you can have a film restoration that
incorporates digital technology, and | can
explain that, but the Hollis Frampton restora-
tions were all done photochemically, meaning
digital was not involved. They were all done
with photo-printing and chemistry—expos-
ing film, processing, making contact prints.
RF Colortiming.

JK Yeah, color timing too. Soit’s a very direct
way to preserve afilm by going back to the orig-
inalelementsand duplicatingtheminapurely
analogue way.

RF Taking the Hollis Framptonrestorations as
the example, what’s your toolkit?

JK Well, if you're sticking to analogue and not
incorporating digital tools and technology, a
lot of the restoration process is about repair-
ing the best surviving film materials—so phys-
ically going over the splices, using tape to fix
any tears or perforations. That can be very
labor-intensive. Then it goes off to a film lab
and your tools there are really cleaning; film
labs have special machinesthat can clean film,
and you have liquid gate printing, whichis an
analogue technique to keep scratches from
getting printed into the new film elements
that you're producing. Very few labs do this
butthere’s also atechnique called rewashing,
where you basically runthefilm elementyou’re
tryingto preserve through the wash portion of
afilm processor, which happens near the end
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ofaprocessingmachine. Thatcan helptoactu-
ally physically remove scratches.

RF You wash it first, or do you wash it at the
end aswell?

JK No, youwash it before you print it, before
you copy it. And of course you dry it after wash-
ing it. That can basically help fuse very light
emulsion scratches: the emulsion gets wet, it
swells, and the scratches fuse back together.
Thatcanbeavery usefultoolif you’re working
with something fairly scratched, which hap-
pens quite often. But that’s about it when it
comestoanaloguetools. And then of course
color timing, and that’s a craft, where you’re
programmingthe colored lightinthe printerto
change the color and the density of each shot
inthe film. That’satooltoo, althoughthereare
limitstoit, but if you’re working with atechni-
cianwho’s particularly skilled at that process
inthefilmlab,that can make abig differencein
the quality of the restoration. With the Framp-
ton films we were lucky to be able to avail our-
selves ofthe services of Bill Brand of BB Optics,
who had been Hollis’s assistant.

RF Youdidn’tgrow upinthe analogue age, did
you? By the time you came of age, everything
was digital already, right?

JK | grew up going to the movie theater and
seeing 35mm prints. On the other hand, |
started usingacomputerwhenlwasnine.Sol
don’tknow—it depends how you defineit.

RF There are alot of parallels to printing an
artbook:learning the cameraand filmtechnol-
ogy for the transparencies and color separa-
tions; what type of screen you’re using; learning
how the presses work. Then you’re on press,
making these little adjustments with this big
machine, totease out little nuancesallthe time.
And if you have a press-person who’s sym-
pathetic, you cando alot. If you get one who
doesn’t care, you’rereally screwed.

JK Exactly the same with film. Especially when
you’re dealing with experimental films. Some
labs aren’t really familiar with experimental
films, might not even care about experimental

films, sothey don’t putinthat extraeffortthat’s
required.

RF Orthey may see something they think isa
mistake when it’s not, it’s exactly the way it’s
supposedto be.

JK Absolutely. So you have to know who to
send what to. Some labs are better than oth-
ersat certain aspects of preservation.

RF How many labs are left that are doing this
work, say inthe US?

JK Veryfew.Inthe UStherearereally only three
orfour:Colorlab, whichisin Maryland.lusedto
work there before | worked here at Anthology.
Thenthere’s FotoKem, in LA—the biggest lab
inthe country now. Cinema Arts, inrural Penn-
sylvania, is afilm lab that focused on preser-
vation work relatively early on. Cineric herein
New York City is very good, although they’re
mostly digital now and don’t have film proces-
sorson-site. They’re what we calladry lab.

RF If you could improve afilmin arestoration
and makeitlook betterthanthe original, would
you do that, or would you consider it a step
toofar?

JK Itry not to, but I think sometimes there are
opportunities to fix mistakes. | don’t mean
when the filmmaker didn’t do something cor-
rectly,| mean when an original got scratched
accidentally, say. But | think the area where |
take moreliberties inimproving the work isin
soundtracks. You can do alotin sound resto-
ration now that can really improve the quality
ofthe audio.

RF That you couldn’tdointhe old days.

JK Thatyou couldn’tdoinanalogue at all.

RF Why, because of Dolby?

JK Because of digital technology, yes, you’re
able to clean up or excise certain parts of the
track.16mmsoundin particularis quite bad, so
ifyoucan bring outthe soundtrackand make it
alittle bitmorelegibleintherestoration,Ithink
that’s generally admissible. You don’t want
togotoofar,itcan’t be sparkly clean, butifit
makes it more intelligible I think that’s a good
thing. What I’'ve always really wanted todo is

make a Dolby digital track on a 16-to-35mm
blowup so that the sound that was carefully
restored can be played back digitally on a
35mm film print. The problem with that is you
have to pay something like a $5,000 licensing
fee to Dolby to even print one of those tracks.
Sol never do that, because I’'m only making
three or four prints. It’s not really economical
tomake adigital track onthefilm print, whichis
unfortunate because thattechnology is pretty
good and you could still make a Dolby digital
track that’s mono, like the original. But the
audiowould be very clear.

RF Arethere any other proprietary technolo-
giesthat you encounter inyour work like that?
JK That’s the biggest one | can think of. Espe-
cially whenitcomestoworking with film. That’s
the good thing about analogue, it’s—

RF —free.

JK —it’skind of hard to lock down.

RF Interesting. Youworked onthe restoration
of Michael Snow’s Wavelength [1967]. That
must have been areally exciting experience.
JK It’s still in progress. We need to finish the
sound restoration, which is actually quite
complicated for Wavelength. It might even be
more complicated than the picture restora-
tion, whichis basically done. Yeah, it’s thrilling
to work on Wavelength. But do you know what
led to me restoring it? Michael was intownin
2019, and they were showing Wavelength at the
Museum of Modern Art. | went to the screen-
ing because Michael was going to be there,
and as | was watching the 16mm print | was
thinking, “Oh fuck, | have to restore this. Now |
have to deal with this. Thisis my problem.” Not
because the printthey were showing looked
bad or anything, but just because it was afilm
that was badly in need of preservation.

RF It’ssoimportant.

JK Exactly, and the original’s notin bad con-
dition but it’s just a film that really hasn’t ever
beenrestored. There are negatives, Michael
made negatives, but he also made lots of prints
fromthem.Sothere’s not really agood archival
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negative of that film. Watchingitin 2019, | had
justfinished restoring his 1969 film <—> (Back
and Forth). I realized, I'm now going to have to
restore Wavelength,andit’s justalotofrespon-
sibility, and it’s daunting. That’s what | was
thinking—thisis alot of responsibility, thisis a
difficult task,and it hasto be donewell. Alot of
people are going to see this restoration.

RF Alot of work and a big headache.

JK A headache, but also an honor to work on.
Just the responsibility of restoring what | con-
siderto be the best film ever made.

RF Same here.

JK | don’t take it lightly. Handling the original
AandBrolls was very fascinating. | gotto map
out the entire film. Every splice | logged and
every film stock I logged. | made this map that
breaks down Wavelength in a way that maybe
doesn’texistanywhere else, except for maybe
with Michael, | guess. It’s fascinating because
he used so many different film stocks, like
every film stock went into it. It has color rever-
sal, it has black-and-white reversal, it has
color positive, color negative, Kodachrome,
Ektachrome, Kodak, Agfa, DuPont, Ansco...
allthese different stocks and manufacturers.
Sowhenyouinspectthe original Aand Brolls
where the superpositions aren’t there, you’re
seeing both sides of what he double-exposed
laterin printing.

RF And often using film contrarytoawayit’s
supposed to be used, using an outdoor film
indoors and vice versa.

JK Yes. And also cutting color negativeintothe
filmsoonscreenitappearsasanegative,soit’s
sort of an orange-based flipped section of the
film.Soyeah,hewasdoingalotof unusualand
interesting things. It’s a really fantastic thing
totryandunpack,andit’sall veryimpressive. |
have even more respect for the kind of editing
workthatwentintoitnow. Because Wavelength
is often thought of as one single slow zoom,
whichitisn’t.lthas so much careful editinginit.
RF Iwanttoask youaboutthe Harry Smithres-
torations. What was that like to work on, and

how many of those films did you actually have
original elements for?

JK Working on Harry’s films was a dream
cometrue. It’s hard for meto even believe that
I had any partin his films surviving, because
they were really the first experimental films
| ever saw and appreciated. To handle them
andrestorethemis an honor.Since the 1970s,
Anthology has had almost all of Harry’s origi-
nalfilm elements. And when he was working on
films through the ’70s and into the ’80s, they
were deposited here immediately. So contrary
topopular belief, the originals of most of Harry’s
films survived, certainly the later ones.

RF But notthe actual painted ones, do they?
JK Well, Early Abstractions [1946-5T7] is kind
ofall overthe place;it’sreally sevenshort films
that he put together [around 1964] years after
he had made them. So when he put together
the compilation, for some of them he used the
cameraoriginal,forsome of them he just used
aprint. It varies across the compilation. Inthe
first three films, which are the hand-painted
ones, what’s cut into Harry’s compilation is
actually the 16mm Kodachrome reductions
that he made from his hand-painted originals.
RF Which were on 35mm.

JK Which were 35, and don’t survive. | con-
sider those 16mm Kodachrome reductions
the originals because as far as | know, Harry
never showed those early painted films on
35mm. They were immediately reduced to
16. You can look in [SFMOMA’s] Art and Cin-
ema program notes, where they first showed,
and it’s mentioned in one of them that he was
waiting for the reductions to come back from
the lab before they could be screened inthe
series. So I’'m fairly certain that those are the
original 1940s reductions he cut togetherin
the Early Abstractions compilation. The thing
that | realized when | handled Early Abstrac-
tions and preserveditisthatthere are splices
withinthose reductions too, so they’re edited.
Throughout the films, Harry often painted
over the cement splices to hide them. So he’d



rephotographed the painted animations but
then he was painting on the copies too, which
youdon’treally realize when watching because
they blend in so naturally. | had no clue until |
inspected it and | realized, Oh, there’s paint-
ing on this physical film that I'm handling, it’s
notjust printedin. Sothat actually limited what
we could do photochemically: no cleaning, no
rewashing, no liquid gate printing. Because
we couldn’t remove the paint that Harry put
onthose physical 16mm Kodachrome reduc-
tions we were working from.

RF That’sjustagivenasapreservationist,you
cannotdothat.

JK Well, you could, but if you did, the paint
would come off before you duplicatedit...and
that would be bad. So the Early Abstractions
restorationisalittle scratchierthanlwould like.
But that’s the way it is, since we couldn’t use
any of those analogue techniques to take the
scratches out because of the paint that Harry
putonthefilmto hide his splices.

RF That’s always agiveninart conservation:
you don’tdo anything that cannot be redone
later on.

JK It’s similar in film preservation, although
the differenceis, film preservationis all about
making duplicates. We’re working with the
original object but the goal is actually to
copy it, whereas in art conservation you’re
actually painting on the painting, the origi-
nal object. We’re not doing that. But yes, you
wouldn’t want to use atechnique that would
be destructive, and dealing with painted film
isagreat example. That comes up all the time
in experimental film. You have to be really
aware of what the filmis, and that’s really only
revealed by handling the film and inspecting
it carefully.

RF In art conservation, if you have a water-
color,youdon’t putitonawallwhereit’s going
to get lightstruck. Do you have that problem
with film, where it’s going through a projector
andyou’ve gotlight coming atit? Doesthat ulti-
mately affect the film?

JK Well, in film preservation we’re almost
always projecting new copies. So if some-
thing got damaged or it faded, we either have
another print or we could make a new one, at
least right now we still could. So there’s a lit-
tle bit lessrisk. But afilm really won’t fade in
a projector because each frame is not really
exposedtothe projector’slamp forlong. The-
oretically it could cause fading, it’s getting a
lot of light from the projector lamp, and if you
left afilmstrip outside inthe sunit would fade
pretty quickly. Butinthe projector it doesn’t
really happen. It’s going to fade naturally over
time morethanit will via projection. And when
film’s not being shown, it’s stored inacanin
the dark.

RF That’s a big part of preservation, proper
storage, right?

JK Huge part.Infilmarchiving we’llreferto that
as conservation, because you’re conserving
the original object or master. The storage envi-
ronment is critical. Besides duplication, that’s
how you make film survive.

RF Doyoufeellikeyou’reinarace againsttime
with your profession?

JK Yes[laughs].

RF So you know while you sit here that things
are actively degrading and falling apart, very
important things.

JK Yes,and | also know that we’re not going to
be abletomake newfilmelements of every film
in Anthology’s collection. There’s not enough
time or money to do that. And that’s the case
with most archives, eventhe onesthat arethe
best funded.

RF Soyou have to make decisions about what
you save and what you don’t.

JK You have to make decisions about what
youduplicate and what youdon’t.Inthe future,
scanningeveryfilminacollectionisagoalthat|
think will be doable, withenoughtime. Whereas
preservingfilminatraditional sense eventually
won’t be possible anymore. They’ll stop mak-
ing film before we get to all of them. For that
reason I’ve been trying to focus more on that

aspect: producing new polyester-based film
elements. My approachistodoas much of it
as we can, right now, to preserve films on film.
Many other archives don’t take this approach
anymore, but | think we should, because now
it’s possible and eventually it won’t be.

RF Because you foresee the day when East-
man Kodak will just cease to exist.

JK They’llstop making film. There’llbe nolabs
todothe work. There’ll be no lab technicians
who know these processes.

RF When do you think that will happen?

JK It could be ten years, it could be twenty
years, it could be tomorrow. | focus alot more
on film preservation than mass digitization. |
feel like we have from now until forever to digi-
tize while we have amuch more limited window
to make film copies, so let’s do that now while
wesstillcan.Wewon’tbe ableto preserveallthe
films we have on film, but the more we can, the
better. The preserved films will become even
more valued and cherished once itisn’t possi-
ble to make new film elements anymore.

RF Inrecent years have you noticed more ofa
sensitivity on the part of young people to ana-
logue media?

JK Ithink so. | think especially since covip. At
Anthology’s screenings, especially of avant-
gardeclassicsand preservedfilms, the attend-
ance hasneverbeenhigher.It’s not exclusively
young people, but there are alot more young
peoplethanthereusedtobe. Andlthinkthat’s
because more and more there’s a lack of film
prints being shown in cinemas. | mean we’re
very lucky in New York City, because actually
quite afew repertory cinemas still project film
here.But I think people appreciate it because
they realize it’s special and increasingly rare.
Andifyoucometo Anthology and you see new
restorations, you’re essentially seeing brand
new film prints.Sothey’llnever look better. It’s
areal opportunity.

RF | believe that digital actually blocks a lot of
the metaphysical and spiritual content of the
work. [ think there’s this physicality, but then
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there’s something else, which is presence. |
think digital blocks alot of those vibes.
JK 1100 percent agree. When you’re doing a
photochemical preservation, there’s areally
direct connection to the original object, lit-
erally. It’s been physically duplicated, repro-
duced.There’salineage,anditgoesright back
totheoriginal. Andifyou’vedoneitwell,it’srep-
resentative of the earliest timesthat work was
shown. To adedicated group of people, thisis
essential to experiencing the work.
Onetimewhenlwaswalking around Anthol-
ogy with Jonas, he was being interviewed by
a German journalist, who asked him, “How do
people know to come here? Don’t you want to
reach more people with these films? You’re
only getting a small number of people here.”
And Jonas said, “Well, you don’t buy poetry
atthe airport.” | always think about that. Not
everybody’s going to appreciate avant-garde
film, but the work is stillimportant and has a
place.
RF Yeah, you have to be fine with a small audi-
ence when you work in these kinds of fields.
How many copies of the Tractatus did Witt-
gensteinsell? Something like eleven. T.S. Eliot,
Ezra Pound, W. B. Yeats, all their first books
were self-published in editions of forty, fifty,
seventy-five copies, and they didn’t sell many
at all. So there’s nothing wrong with a small
audience.
JK When you’re archiving and preserving,
you know that you’re doing it for the future,
really. It’s about the present to some degree,
butreallyit’'saboutthe future.Sothere’ssome
hope that this stuff will survive and people will
stillhave accesstoit,and will still be interested
init, many years from now.
RF Do you have personal or sentimental
favoritesamongthefilmsthat you’ve restored?
JK Maybe some of Ron Rice’s films: Chum-
lum [1963], The Queen of Sheba Meets the
Atom Man [1963], and Senseless [1962]. The
Queen of Sheba Meets the Atom Man res-
toration is a great example of the amount of

money it coststo restore afilm,and how many
times more it costs to restore afilm than what
it cost the filmmaker to make the film origi-
nally. It costs far more to restore than the film
has made and ever will make at a box office.
Sowhenyou getthe opportunity to preserve
afilmlike that, you really do feel good about it.
There’s no commercial incentive for this work
to survive, whereas in Hollywood-film preser-
vation, there is. And that’s why preservation
gets done in Hollywood: they duplicate and
preserve their films so that they can continue
to make money off them; the films are seen as
afinancial asset. Ron Rice’s films are assets
but notfinancial ones, they’re cultural.lhave a
lot of respect and gratitude for Martin Scors-
ese’s foundation the Film Foundation, and for
the Hobson/Lucas Family Foundation, which
supportedtherestorationofalongfilmlike The
Queen of Sheba Meets the Atom Man, whichis
justabonkersinsane Beat experimental film
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that’s brilliant but, you know, just taking care of
itisafinancial burden for the archive. The film
will never make any money back in its entire
life, restored or otherwise. It isn’t about mak-
ing money anyways.

RF Andthisisjustbecausethose filmmakers,
Scorseseand [George] Lucas, saw these films
when they were young and were inspired by
them.

JK Absolutely. They understand the cultural
importance of experimental cinema—that
it’s not only Hollywood, it’s not only narrative
film. It’s like poetry:there are novels and there
are poems; we’re preserving the poems, and
great filmmakersunderstandthat, having been
inspired by them.
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