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Film Analysis & Criticism/Bonner


Tarnation (Jonathan Caouette, 2004; 91 minutes)

Producers: Jonathan Caouette, Gus van Zant, John Cameron Mitchell, et alia
Editor: Jonathan Caouette and Brian A. Kates
Cinematography: Jonathan Caouette
Original Music: John Califra and Max Avery Lichtenstein

Cast (all characters as themselves):

Renee Leblanc

Jonathan Caouette

Adolph Davis

Rosemary Davis

David Sanin Paz
Abstract (adapted from IMDB.com): 

Part documentary, part narrative fiction, part home movie, and part acid trip, Tarnation is a psychedelic whirlwind of snapshots, Super-8 home movies, old answering machine messages, video diaries, early short films, snippets of '80s pop culture, and dramatic reenactments to create an epic portrait of an American family travesty. The story begins in 2003 when Jonathan learns that his schizophrenic mother, Renee, has overdosed on her lithium medication. He is catapulted back into his real and horrifying family legacy of rape, abandonment, promiscuity, drug addiction, child abuse, and psychosis. As he grows up on camera, he finds the escapist balm of musical theater and B horror flicks and reconnects to life through a queer chosen family. A look into the future shows Jonathan as he confronts the symbiotic and almost unbearable love he shares with his beautiful and tragically damaged mother.
Questions for Discussion (for your journals, answer question #5):

1.  What parallelisms and contrasts do you find suggested among the different main characters and their situations? 

2.  How does the film use cinematic techniques to encourage or withhold our judgments of their values and their conduct? 

3.  How do the editing, camerawork, mise-en-scène, and sound of Tarnation compare to our other screened films: Chungking Express, Fresh, In the Mood for Love, Punch Drunk Love, Y tu mamá tambíen? 
4.  What do you interpret as the film's explicit, implicit, and symptomatic meanings? (Check Film Art for a refresher of these terms). In what ways do the film’s documentary formal principles generate those meanings and others?

5.  Think about Tarnation in terms of Brakhage’s possibilities for filmmaking and in terms of Nichols’s expository, observational, interactive, reflexive, and performative modes of documentary filmmaking. In what ways does the film exemplify one or more of these modes? In what ways does it deviate from these modes? How do Brakhage’s concepts inflect these modes? Find examples from Tarnation to support your arguments for each mode.
