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turn as they deliver their dialogue. It is strange and unnatural by conventional standards 
but it is both effective and meaningful in a way that is foreclosed to accepted film 
language. This technique is also, whether the filmmaker likes it or not, historically 
resonant. While it’s a clever way to circumvent the same old same old, it is also a 
philosophical statement on the possibilities and limits of artifice. Like the most radical of 
the modernists, Jost is struggling with the boundaries of time and space, where they meet 
human consciousness and its perceptual mechanism and perspectival place. It is here, in 
this valiant attempt to do something new that Jost’s art shines. The practical meets the 
profound in a way that shows there’s still something new to see, more fresh terrain to be 
surveyed. ◆ 

Coming soon to Acropolis 
- What You Gonna Do When the World’s On Fire? (Dir. Roberto Minervini, 2018)—Closing 

night of “A More Perfect Union: The Films of Roberto Minervini,” June 23 at Brain 
Dead Studios 

- Measures for a Funeral (Dir. Sofia Bohdanowicz, 2024)—Los Angeles premiere, June 29 at 
2220 Arts + Archives, with Sofia Bohdanowicz in person 

- Collective Monologue (Dir. Jessica Sarah Rinland, 2024)—Los Angeles premiere, July 8 at 
2220 Arts + Archives, with Jessica Sarah Rinland in person
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Jon Jost’s 
COMING TO TERMS + 

BLUE STRAIT 



ABOUT THE PROGRAM 
Coming to Terms (Dir. Jon Jost, 2013, 89 min) | 1:00pm 
Director Jon Jost cast fellow filmmaker James Benning as a dying Montana patriarch 
who gathers his dysfunctional family together for a final request. Jost, a maverick 
independent filmmaker for the past 50 years, has made a bracing and audacious work 
that alternates between stark, expressive landscapes and unusually filmed encounters 
between the father, his estranged sons, and their mothers in which the actors/characters 
address the audience as much as each other. (MoMI) 

Q&A with Jon Jost and James Benning | 2:30pm 

Blue Strait (Dir. Jon Jost, 2015, 85 min) | 3:00pm | Los Angeles premiere! 
In this under-screened Jon Jost film, the dissolution of a long-term relationship gives 
subtle, narrative shape to an otherwise poetic still-life study of Port Angeles. The story, 
of “minor importance” by the filmmaker’s own admission, was developed through 
improvisation with his two actors, Stephen Taylor and John Manno. They play a gay, 
middle-aged couple whose mundane grievances—neglected chores, accusations of 
indifference, financial instability—edge their relationship toward a tragic end point. 
Encircling these scenes are tableaux of sea, sky, flora, and domestic interiors, which, by 
dissolving glacially into one another, suggest passages of time and the impermanence of 
everything. Other visual strategies (sliding split screen, oscillating camerawork, 
overlapping images) attest to Jost’s ongoing explorations in form. Manno, a trained 
harpist like his character, supplies the picture with its beautiful diegetic music. Blue 
Strait is a jewel in the experimental DIY director’s suite of digital films. (Vancouver 
Cinematheque) 

TRT: 174 min 
In person: Jon Jost and James Benning 

Giving Shape to Nothing: Jon Jost’s Coming to Terms 
by Chris Shields 

The following text was commissioned by Acropolis exclusively for today’s event. 

Jon Jost doesn’t want to see a film like any he’s seen before. He doesn’t want to have a 
cinematic experience that is informed by techniques or normative filmmaking practices 
that have already been unthinkingly accepted by the audience or the filmmaker. In 
essence, Jost doesn’t want to take anything about how a film can function—its form or 
how it presents its narrative—for granted. The stalwartly independent, antagonistically 
prolific 82-year-old filmmaker is the unquiet spirit of American cinema, showcasing 
what is possible for an auteur with no money and no real desire to give a fuck. 

Jost’s 2013 film, Coming to Terms, reckons with the philosophical and formal contours of 
the director’s approach. And while it is passionately driven to explore newness, like his 
previous work, it is also a film that reckons with the past both visually and emotionally. 
The overwhelming visual antecedent of the film (although not explicit) is the history of 
painting as a way of seeing, representing, and understanding. From the first powerful 
image of a John Constable-like cloud to the regionalist landscapes that fill the film, to the 
modernist explosion of perspective and dimensionality Jost uses to stage his dialogue 
scenes, to passages of abstraction, Coming to Terms presents mode after painterly mode as 
a catalogue of possibilities. But why painting? Because painting, not film, despite its 
historical simultaneity with modernity, is the key visual medium of modernism. And why 
modernism? Because modernism is the place where artists sought most nakedly to 
represent the philosophical and psychological processes of seeing (think: Duchamp’s 
Nude Descending the Staircase, No. 2, 1912). In practical terms, what this means for Jost is a 
lens through which a fairly simple narrative can be disseminated in a radically diffuse, 
yet visually substantive way. Form, as much as plot, and its essential place in seeing, 
becomes meaning.  

After the irrefutable beauty of the opening shot of the cloud—so grandly Constable-like, 
yet also Ruscha or Remmington-like in its western graphicness—Jost serves us an 
unintuitively long take of an old man (James Benning) eating soup. From irrefutable 
beauty, we are confronted with a more banal human beauty, one that lives in the artist’s 
framing and observation of the abject. The taciturn old man we watch eat is a surveyor 
who is estranged from both his sons. This role of surveyor is thematically essential. The 
character, like Jost himself, is surveying a realm of possibility to give concrete parameters 
to the limitless. Jost evokes the history of painting but it's clear he has no real desire to 
limit his own expression or the possibilities for his films: in his ideology this is death. 
Jost’s limits are only a temporary armistice with the world necessary for the singular 
moment of artistic expression. The nomadic (literal and figurative) artist will move on.  

The surveyor in the film is miserable and will die in misery because there is a strict limit 
on life (death). At the end, he is struggling with what has been, attempting to, as the film’s 
title states, come to terms with the people in his life. The film is not a fatalistic tragedy 
but one of human error, frailty, and fear. So even in the film’s visual expansiveness, there 
looms the suffocation of the past, of the history of what has visually been, catalogued, 
and presumably understood. Understanding, however, isn’t enough. It is daring that 
wins, and in the end, the surveyor does dare. The film dramatizes the dance between the 
concrete and the possible, the act of daring that is the crux of painting, to give shape to 
nothing. 

One of Jost’s most amusing and important hobby horses is his rejection of the over the 
shoulder shot. His battle cry is one that rallies against the shot-reverse-shot construction 
of communication/meaning. Throughout his work he has put his money where his 
mouth is, finding new and interesting ways to create dialogue scenes that avoid the 
conventional. In Coming to Terms, Jost uses a technique reminiscent of the stilted 
compositions of Alex Katz—placing both speakers in the frame at once at a three quarter 


