Paul Kaiser '78 challenges his students to think outside the computer program

s an artist working on the experimental, creative edge
of his medium, Paul Kaiser '78 challenges people. His
medium—computer-generated “virtual film’—is hot in
cinema (think Toy Story or Spider-Man), but his work is
as far from the box office as his New York apartment is
from Hollywood. Based in the study of movement, his
digital creations are emotive, distinct, and memorable.

You probably haven't seen Kaiser's productions
unless you're an aficionado of modern art or dance, or
if you walk the streets of New York, in which case you
may have run into them—Iliterally. For Pedestrian he
and collaborator Shelly Eshkar created vibrant black
and white photo-realistic animation of people and
scenes from around New York City. The bird’s-eye per-
spective was projected down onto the sidewalk at four
locations in the city: two at Rockefeller Center, one in
Harlem, and one at Eyebeam Atelier (a nonprofit
devoted to new media art) on 215t Street in Chelsea.
The smile on Kaiser’s face grows as he shows video of
crowds as they encountered Pedestrian.

“Kids would immediately walk right into the projec-
tion, become part of it, whereas adults lined up along
the perimeter,” Kaiser says. “But wherever it was
shown, people were drawn to it and talked about it.
They interacted with the projections either by observ-
ing them closely or by jumping right into the light.”

Pedestrian had a six-week run in New York City and
has an ongoing life, having already traveled to Korea
and soon to be seen in Italy, Belgium, and Germany.

Kaiser, a visiting faculty member at Wesleyan, has
been pushing the visual and technical limits of the
same types of software used to produce such films as
Antz, Shrek, and countless video games. Beginning in
the late 1990s, some colleges began to take notice,
including Columbia, Cooper Union, the University of
California at Berkeley, and Harvard. But oddly, even
though Hollywood was rapidly embracing virtual film,

as they create virtual films. BY DAVID PESCI

“It's been mostly dance departments,” Kaiser says.
“Wesleyan's the first university that really pursued me
to teach to film students.”

“Paul is doing cutting-edge work in an area that is
having and will continue to have a tremendous impact
on the movie industry and film making,” says Jeanine
Basinger, professor of film studies. “He’s also a fan-
tastic teacher and one of the brightest students I ever
had. So of course we wanted him here teaching our
film studies students.”

Kaiser is excited about the growing role virtual film will
play in Wesleyar's film studies program, which soon will
be housed in a new facility [see sidebar]. He is also anx-
ious to get to work on his newest project, which will build
on earlier work that digitally sampled the dance moves of
Merce Cunningham. This time, however, he and his col-
laborators will be sampling the movements of animals.

“Ijust had a friend in Antarctica filming penguins,”
he says grinning. “This is going to be so much fun.”

Kaiser’'s playful intellectualism comes out of an
unusual background. The son of diplomats, he grew
up mostly behind the Iron Curtain, living in Poland,
Rumania, and Yugoslavia, as well as in South Africa.
At each new home, his parents told him that their res-
idences and phone lines probably were bugged, and he
was shadowed by secret police. Such scrutiny sounds
like a recipe for paranoia and nervous tics, but Kaiser
talks as if his childhood were unremarkable.

“This was during the Cold War, and these were very
oppressive regimes, not friendly to the United States,”
he says. “Living this way, with the surveillance, pretty
much became second nature.”

Still, coming from these environments to the
open-minded Wesleyan campus of the '70s was
refreshing, and he quickly gravitated toward experi-
mental film. The avant-garde work of Robert Breer
and Stan Brakhage especially intrigued and influ-

semester-long class on experimental film when he
was a junior.

“It was highly unusual to have an undergraduate
teach a class,” says Basinger. “But Paul was so knowl-
edgeable and insightful in the subject area. He was
also a natural teacher.”

John Paoletti, professor of art history, agrees.

“He was very exacting, and yet had this gentle,
understanding way about him. He was enormously
thoughtful and really knew his subject matter very
well. The combination made for a popular class.”

So popular, in fact, Kaiser was asked to teach the
class again in his senior year.

Kaiser’s interests went well beyond film. He spent
long hours poring over literature and sought out inter-
esting theater productions. He traveled to New York
City whenever he could to see exhibitions of abstract
art, often meeting Paoletti in galleries and museums,
sometimes as arranged, but more often by chance.
Studying with David McAllester, professor of music
and anthropology (now emeritus), also sparked a deep
fascination for Native American cultures of the
Southwest, so much so that Kaiser spent a semester in
New Mexico on a Navajo reservation.

“He picked up Navajo so quickly, and he was so
interested in their culture,” says McAllester. “He was
an extremely quick learner, one of those rare students
who really makes teaching so worthwhile.”

Kaiser graduated summa cum laude and Phi Beta
Kappa, and then decided to leave behind the world of
film that he had just spent four years embracing and
exploring. “I was done with that part of my life,” he
says. “I wanted to move on to some other things.”

He started a novel and moved to Bucharest, struggling
as an expatriate artist. After more than two years, he fin-
ished the novel but was unsatisfied with the book (it
remains unpublished). In 1982 Kaiser returned to the

these schools were not hiring Kaiser to work with
their film students.

enced him. He sought out and studied so many films
from the genre that Basinger asked him to teach a

United States, settling in Washington, D.C. Unsure about
his next move and deep in debt, he took an “extremely bor-
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This image from BIPED shows giant-sized digital projec-
tions that danced on stage with live dancers, choreo-
graphed by Merce Cunningham.

ing” job as a legal researcher. At a party he had a chance
meeting with an administrator from the Lab School in
Washington. He began talking about the school's stu-
dents: severely learning disabled children and adoles-
cents. The conversation led to an interview for an open
position at the school. Within a few weeks Paul Kaiser was
back to teaching, working in a new medium: computers.

The terms “digital artist” and “virtual film” hadrt even
been coined, and computer animation wasn't much more
sophisticated than green and black graphics featured in a
new sensation, a simple video game called Pong. Still,
Kaiser saw great potential for his new students.

“These kids had a lot of problems communicating
through traditional methods,” Kaiser says. “I'd heard
a bit about computers, and I thought they might offer
some interesting alternatives.”

With Kaiser’s encouragement, the students were using
some of the drawing software to share their thoughts and
ideas graphically. This was especially heartening because
many of them were attending the Lab School specifically

time for a fresh challenge. He and his wife, Kathy, also
a teacher whom he had met at the Lab School, moved
to San Francisco, where he worked with computer-
driven museum kiosk installations. His work garnered
a Computerworld/Smithsonian Award in 1991, which
led to more museum exhibitions and recognition from
a wider and increasingly influential audience.

“One day I got a call from Robert Wilson's founda-
tion,” he says. “Theyd seen some of my work, and they
wondered if I would be interested in a collaboration. I
mean, Robert Wilson! He was mentioned the same
way in theater as John Cage was viewed in music or
Merce Cunningham in dance. It was very exciting.”

Soon Kaiser was engaged with other groundbreaking
work. These included You Walk? and Ghostcatching,
digitally animated video and projection collaborations
with renowned choreographer Bill T. Jones; Hand-
drawn Spaces, BIPED, and Loops with choreographer
Merce Cunningham; and the narrative Trace, a collab-
oration with Bell Labs scientist Nicolas Tsingos, which

"Paul is doing cutting-edge work in an area that is having
and will continue to have a tremendous impact on the

movie industry and film making," says Jeanine Basinger.

because they had extreme difficulty communicating.

He has archived some of his students’ work. One,
created by a nine-year-old, tells the story of a fighter
pilot shooting down another plane. Though crudely
created, the images are cinematically complex in their
execution and cut deftly from one perspective to anoth-
er. Another, drawn on the computer and narrated by a
six-year-old, tells the story of a wolf that lives in a for-
est. One day a man enters the forest searching for
berries. The sharp-fanged wolf attacks the man and
kills him. “And the wolf lived happily ever after.”

Kaiser laughs when showing this one.

“I loved it, because it turns the whole traditional
fairy tale perspective on its head,” he says. “These
drawings showed me that these students who were so
hard to communicate with had very rich inner lives.
What also amazed me is that this generation had
unconsciously mastered all of film grammar: cutting,
point-of-view, and so on. And it pleases me to think
that it's this same generation I'm now teaching at the
college level. It helps explain how quickly and inven-
tively they take to the medium.”

After 10 years at the school, Kaiser decided it was

included selected footage from Kaiser’s old Wesleyan
films. His list of exhibitions is also impressive and
includes the Pompidou Center, the Whitney Museum,
MASS MoCA, The Brooklyn Academy of Music, and
Lincoln Center. He has received numerous awards,
including a ComputerWorld/Smithsonian Award in
1991, and, in 1996, he was the first to receive a
Guggenheim Fellowship for virtual film.

With all his talent, a degree in film studies from
Wesleyan, and with an ever-growing list of projects,
which employ the same type of software and technolo-
gy that Kaiser has learned to bend and apply in ways
outside the mainstream, would he ever be tempted to
dip his toe into the Hollywood pond?

“I don't think so,” he says. “The only thing that really
intrigues me in mainstream filmmaking right now are
credits. I hear people get a fairly free hand in putting
those together. That might be fun to do, and it would
offer a chance to reach a wide audience in an unusual
way. But it really would have to be the right project.”

He smiles.

“To tell the truth, right now I'm very happy working on
my own stuft and teaching. I really love them both.” W

In about a year, the film faculty will have a new facility for
conventional filmmaking as well as for new technologies.
Wesleyan will soon break ground on the $5.6-million first
phase of the Center for Film Studies and Cinema Archives.
The complex will incorporate the existing Cinema Archives
building on Washington Terrace, adding teaching spaces,
production facilities, common areas, and a projection facil-
ity whose technological capability will be unsurpassed by
any other college or university.

The facility will be a considerable benefit not only to stu-
dents pursuing new technologies, but also to film majors
laboring over traditional 16mm films. During last semester’s
spring break, with the deadline for senior projects fast
approaching, these students could be found hunched over
editing tables, which are booked round the clock (no smoking
or eating, the old pizza box notwithstanding). As the film pro-
gram has grown to accommodate 70 junior and senior majors,
the need for more workable quarters has become pressing.

The facility’s new production laboratories for digital and vir-
tual film undoubtedly will be welcomed by students eagerly
exploring new technologies. . Bajir Cannon 02, for example,
created a senior thesis titled The Same Leaf Falls Twice as a
provocative, nuanced combination of digital video and realis-
tic “virtual” animation. The video images are interwoven so
seamlessly with the computer-generated animation that it is
often impossible to tell where one ends and the other begins.
Another short piece by Noah Weiss 02 is as mischievous and
rich as any three-minute clip from Toy Story.

Alan Rubacha, Wesleyan’s project manager, believes the
film center building will be a leader among academic facili-
ties, partly because students and faculty contributed to the
final concept. “This building is going to provide so many
opportunities and advantages.”

One advantage that will surely reach far beyond the film
studies program is the new viewing facility. The new theater,
which will feature seating for an audience of several hun-
dred, will also offer projection facilities for 16mm, 35mm,
and 7omm film, as well as for digital and virtual produc-
tions. In addition, each seat in the house will afford perfect
sight lines, and a Dolby sound system will enhance the
viewer’s experience. The facility also will offer opportunities
to other classes, programs, and the campus community at
large for screening events.

Basinger, for whom the building represents a capstone to a
long and distinguished career, is equally enthusiastic. “To bring
our faculty together all under one roof so that we can go in and
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out of each other’s offices, stroll down the hall to see what the
students are doing, peek our head in the door to see what film
the other is showing—it’s going to be something fantastic.”
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or me, having Paul Kaiser here to
teach virtual filmmaking is excit-
ing, because I’'m learning some-
thing new. There’s nothing more
wonderful for any teacher than to
walk into a classroom and have
students surprise you with some-
thing fantastic that you haven’t
seen before or thought about.
Having Paul open up these new places in my mind,
and seeing how he stimulates the students to think
and grow, has been great for all of us in the film
studies program.

Of course, we are still committed to 16mm pro-
duction, the “handmade film.” For students learning
the intellectual issues of perception and directing a
viewer’s thinking process, working in what some peo-
ple now call the “old-fashioned way” is fundamental
to the liberal arts tradition. Because our alumni are
so successful in the film business, people sometimes
forget that our major is not a production major. It’s a
history/theory major that includes production.
However, we owe it to our students to keep up with
current technology, to make available to them the
tools they’ll find when they leave here. Mostly, we
owe it to them to challenge them intellectually with

these new tools. We have added not only virtual film-
making, with Paul, but also digital video filmmaking
with our new production teacher, Jacob Bricca.

The exciting thing is the cross-pollination we are
seeing from 16mm to digital to virtual. Last year we
had two senior theses shot in digital that incorporat-
ed virtual, and one virtual that incorporated digital.
We also had two 16mms that included virtual compo-
nents. These creative challenges and mixes stimulate
the thinking of our students in new ways. And there
are other advantages: it is cheaper to work in digital
video and virtual, so students who might not have felt
they could afford to try an individual filmed project
previously now can do it at a reasonable cost.

| have always been a believer that everything in
the classroom is really about ideas, hard work, and
effective interaction between teachers and students.
But in a medium like film, which is technological,
you do need proper tools. | don’t believe in upgrad-
ing tools just to be able to say, “We’re at the cutting
edge.” The “cutting edge” always has to be in the
mind, and if it isn’t, your tools are just going to sit
there. We moved forward to add both digital video
and virtual filmmaking to our program only when we
knew we could do it at the very highest level and with
the very best people.
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From Ghostcatching, a virtual dance piece that digitalized the
dancing of renowned choreographer Bill T. Jones and replaced
his body with animated forms that retain his movement.
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