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In 2014, the imagineNATIVE Film + Media Arts Festival hosted “indigiTALKS: 
Following that Moment,” a session that focused on experimental video proj-
ects created by Indigenous artists in Canada in the early 1990s. Their work was 
framed as an origin point for the ideological and formal strategies developed 
by subsequent generations of Indigenous artists who not only challenge 
colonial representations of Indigenous people but also test and reflect on 
the video apparatus and its role in these meaning- making activities.1 This 
session emphasized the role that the Aboriginal Film and Video Art Alliance 
(AFVAA), an Indigenous media-  and arts- based organization, played in this 
history as a catalyst for the rise of Indigenous media in Canada. Four years 
later, at the 2018 festival, this sentiment was reinforced through a retrospec-
tive for one of the AFVAA’s original and core organizers, Marjorie Beaucage 
(Métis), an accomplished experimental filmmaker, activist, and community 
leader in Canada.2 Lisa Myers (Anishinaabe), the curator of both sessions, is 

1 Lisa Myers, Of the Moment in the Moment (Toronto: VTape, 2014).
2 Lisa Myers, “Marjorie Beaucage: Retrospective,” imagineNATIVE, accessed March 2, 
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not alone in recognizing the AFVAA’s contributions to the Indigenous media 
wave that began in Canada in the early 1990s.3 However, its public acknowl-
edgment at imagineNATIVE, the largest Indigenous media festival in the 
world, recuperates the AFVAA’s role in this phenomenon and in the devel-
opment of contemporary understandings of Indigenous media as a creative 
practice and a cultural category.

One of the AFVAA’s goals was to support the development of an Indig-
enous media language that links Indigenous cultural politics of the era with 
the formal features of screen representation. The AFVAA operated on the 
principle of Indigenous self- government, a term arising from Indigenous sov-
ereignty movements of the latter part of the twentieth century in North Amer-
ica. Indigenous self- government refers to the inherent right of Indigenous 
peoples to govern themselves according to their own nation-  and community- 
specific political traditions and structures.4 Consistent with this principle, the 
AFVAA advocated for Indigenously controlled programs and resources within 
Canadian cultural institutions. The AFVAA’s mission was to enact institutional 
self- government by “visioning new partnerships, based on Self Government 
[sic] principles, with cultural institutions and funding agents.”5 These part-
nerships were intended to support the development of an infrastructure for 
Indigenous media and arts by creating dedicated resources and Indigenously 
controlled spaces within these institutions to sustain Indigenous creative 
production. The exact design and operations of these spaces were necessarily 
open and undefined in order to parallel the principle of self- government: 
Indigenous self- government does not have content per se, or, in other words, 
there is not one prescriptive form of self- government that can be applied to 
different Indigenous communities and nations; instead, self- government must 
be developed and tested on the ground as the right and purview of Indige-
nous communities.6 The AFVAA’s partnerships echoed these premises but 
also sought to extend them into art and media production, where the politics 
of self- government was to be exercised and represented through experi-
ments with the formal features of media technologies. The AFVAA thereby 
contributed to the production of an influential and widespread discourse of 
Indigenous media that weds cultural politics to the textual and technological 
features of moving image media, as I will discuss in a small sample of the orga-
nization’s activities.

The roots of the AFVAA were established in April 1991 at a meeting 
that brought together forty- five Indigenous filmmakers, performers, artists, 
and journalists to create an organization that would promote and practice 

2018, https://web.archive.org/web/20180924094844/https://imaginenative 
.org/2018-marjorie-beaucage-retrospective.

3 Maria de Rosa, “Studio One: Of Storytellers and Stories,” in North of Everything: 
English- Canadian Cinema Since 1980, ed. William Beard and Jerry White (Edmonton: 
University of Alberta Press, 2002), 328– 341; and Cheryl L’Hirondelle, “Re:lating Neces-
sity and Invention: How Sara Diamond and The Banff Centre Aided Indigenous New 
Media Production (1992– 2005),” Public 54 (2016): 25– 35.

4 Dan Russell, A People’s Dream: Aboriginal Self- Government in Canada (Vancouver: 
University of British Columbia Press, 2000), 11.

5 Marjorie Beaucage, “Aboriginal Film & Video Art Alliance: Background History” (Duck 
Lake, Saskatchewan: Marjorie Beaucage Personal Archives, 1991).

6 Russell, A People’s Dream, 11.
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Aboriginal self- government in the arts.7 The AFVAA subsequently took 
shape as a group consisting of a thirteen- member Steering Committee with 
representatives from regions across Canada and established artists and 
media practitioners as advisors, including Alanis Obomsawin (Abenaki), Wil 
Campbell (Cree- Métis), Bernelda Wheeler (Cree, Assiniboine, Salteaux), 
and Maria Campbell (Métis).8 The AFVAA’s mission was to bring Indigenous 
politics into the cultural sphere by “promot[ing] and encourag[ing] the 
interdisciplinary art form of film and video production” along with creating 
“new cultural storytelling forms within the principles, values and tradi-
tions of Aboriginal Self Government.”9 This statement set the terms of the 
AFVAA’s art- based activism by invoking storytelling to affirm the continuity 
of Indigenous cultural forms into the present; it also conveys the group’s 
intention of testing the applications and limitations of media technologies 
for representing Indigenous knowledges, perspectives, and issues. Such 
testing is an expression of self- government, a dominant Indigenous political 
discourse of the 1990s that affirmed that Indigenous rights and sovereignty 
remain unextinguished in Canada.

The AFVAA envisioned itself as a national organization operating on 
self- government principles as well as a hub for the collection and distribu-
tion of information and resources relating to Indigenous artists and film-
makers.10 Its scope echoes that of a national cultural institution, suggesting 
that it would operate parallel to such institutions in keeping with a national 
partnership model but within terms determined by those Indigenous people 
participating in its creation. Commenting on the founding of the AFVAA, 
Loretta Todd (Cree/Métis), one of its key organizers, stated, “[w]e hold as 
a philosophy the practice of self- government and the exercise of Aboriginal 
rights in the building of our own cinema and television industry/communi-
ty.”11 Todd’s characterization of “Indigenous self- government” has to do with 
control over the means of production, though she does not envision this 
work in isolation from other institutions or groups. Rather, Todd asserts that 
“[w]e want to work with other film and video industries and communities, 
but we want to do so from a site of power, and not as part of someone else’s 
power, always on the margins.”12 Todd makes clear that while Indigenous 
people’s access to and autonomy over media resources is a cornerstone of 
Indigenous media, Indigenous production does not occur in isolation from 
other arenas of cultural production.

In order to develop its organizational capacity, the AFVAA sought part-
nerships with mainstream cultural institutions in which space for Indigenous 
participation could be created and supported. AFVAA representatives also 
reached out to federal cultural institutions and funding bodies, including the 
Canada Council for the Arts (CCF), to advocate for similar partnerships. As 

7 Beaucage, “Background History,” 1991.
8 Beaucage, 1991.
9 Beaucage, 1991.
10 Marjorie Beaucage and Delegates, Storytellers and Media: A Gathering (Banff, Alta. 

Banff Centre for the Arts, 1993), 4.
11 Loretta Todd, “We Dream Who We Are,” Talking Stick (1994): 7– 8.
12 Todd, 7 – 8.
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Beaucage explains, “this organizational restructuring would be an exercise of 
Indigenous self- government because it would transfer control over Indigenous 
resources and decision- making to Indigenous people, and involve Indigenous 
people in mainstream processes: None of us had ever been invited to sit on 
media arts juries. We weren’t a part of any of that mainstream process, or eli-
gible as independent artists. The other disciplines only had the superstars of 
visual arts. Now every single department at the Canada Council has an Aborig-
inal arts component.”13 The CCF was responsive, and in 1994, it founded the 
Aboriginal Arts Secretariat, which oversees grants to support Aboriginal artists 
and later funded and participated in AFVAA initiatives.14

One of the AFVAA’s first initiatives was to take over the Pincher Creek 
Film Festival in Edmonton, Alberta.15 At the time, the Alberta government was 
looking to transfer management of the festival to a non- Indigenous film- based 
organization, but the Alliance intervened, arguing that the festival should 
serve Indigenous interests.16 Beaucage explained that the Pincher Creek 
festival was highly problematic, often programming films with colonial repre-
sentations of Indigenous people and deterring Indigenous filmmakers with 
unaffordable submission fees. When the AFVAA took over the film festival and 
renamed it the Dreamspeakers Film Festival, they reorganized the adminis-
trative mechanisms that limited Indigenous participation, which included 
dispensing with submission fees for Indigenous filmmakers.17 Such changes 
reflected one of the founding principles of the AFVAA, which was to remove 
barriers to Indigenous participation in the arts by forging relationships with 
sympathetic organizations and institutions. The value of affiliation between 
groups, Beaucage explains, was an extension of Indigenous values that empha-
size cultivating and sustaining community relations. In this model, the festival 
welcomed the submission of any Indigenous- produced film and video pro-
duction. Their work was screened under the principle of giving back, which 
refers to a reciprocal practice in which Indigenous artists share their work 
and receive feedback from festival organizers and audience members. Dream-
speakers Film Festival can be seen as an early test of Indigenous governance in 
the cultural sphere, which the AFVAA continued to explore with other institu-
tions, including its three- year partnership with the Banff Centre.

In 1992, Sara Diamond, then- director of the Banff Centre’s Television 
and Video Program, approached Todd with an invitation to participate in the 
Banff Centre’s artists programs.18 The Banff Centre, located in the scenic town 
of Banff, Alberta, is one of Canada’s oldest and most renowned art- based insti-
tutions. Affiliated with Alberta’s postsecondary system, the Banff Centre offers 

13 Marjorie Beaucage, interview by the author, July 4, 2014.
14 Canada Council for the Arts, “Arts & Culture in Canada Fact Sheet: Aboriginal Arts in 

Canada,” Canada Council for the Arts, 2009, http://canadacouncil.ca/-/media/Files 
/CCA/Research/2009/08/InuitFactSheetEN.pdf; and Ahasiw Maskegon- Iskwew, “The 
Moccasin Telegraph Goes High- Tech,” Talking Stick (Spring 1994).

15 First Nations Filmmakers Alliance, “Discussion Paper for ‘Making It’: Issues and Recent 
Developments in the First Nations Film and Video Community,” in ‘Making It’: A Sympo-
sium for First Nations Filmmakers and Videographers, Regina, Alberta, October 8, 1992.

16 Michelle d’Auray, “Aboriginal Film and Video Makers’ Symposium,” National Film Board 
of Canada, April 12, 1991.

17 Beaucage, interview.
18 Loretta Todd, interview by the author, August 8, 2014.
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professionalization programs for artists in all disciplines and is known for the 
Banff Method, a nine- week residency program designed to immerse partici-
pants for several weeks in a creative environment in order to spur innovation. 
Both Beaucage and Todd had participated in these residencies and there-
fore had existing relationships with the institution. They envisioned that the 
AFVAA would form a partnership with the Banff Centre wherein the AFVAA 
would develop autonomous programs and spaces for Indigenous media and 
art experimentation. The residency program provided a template for testing 
these kinds of initiatives, adapted and transformed under the direction of the 
AFVAA to operate in the service of Indigenous creative and political interests.

The AFVAA’s adaptation of the residency program was their first experi-
ment in self- government, institutionally and aesthetically. The activities of the 
residency program attempted to wed Indigenous cultural politics to aesthetics, 
specifically to express self- government through the production and textual 
features of screen content. Though the AFVAA’s scope was interdisciplinary, 
Beaucage relates that the AFVAA focused on film and video because Indigenous 
artists did not have widespread access to moving image industries.19 Further-
more, Beaucage explains that film and video have unique properties that are 
relevant to other art disciplines: “[w]hether you’re a writer or a visual artist . . . 
you can all be a part of that film and video process . . . and music and sound, 
and all of those things are all in film. It’s like the seventh art . . . it’s all in film 
and video . . . and it’s story.”20 Here Beaucage makes a formalist argument about 
moving image media in which the technology can be shaped to the ideological 
and political concerns of Indigenous peoples. The formal properties of media 
technologies become a consideration of Indigenously produced representation, 
a link that was tested through the AFVAA’s residency program.

This program resulted in the Public Service Announcement (PSA) 
project, which consisted of six video- recorded PSAs produced by a cohort of 
Indigenous artists over the nine- week residency program in 1993. Following 
the national scope on which the AFVAA was premised, PSA participants were 
drawn from across Canada and included Joane Cardinal- Schubert (Kainai), 
Gary Farmer (Cayuga), Ruby- Marie Dennis (Dakelh), Isabelle Knockwood 
(Mi’kmaq), Crissy Redcrow (Blackfoot), and Angie Campbell (Dene). 
The PSA project aligned the conceptual with the formal; because “self- 
government” was being debated and interpreted in political and social arenas, 
the project asked participants to debate the concept as a part of the produc-
tion development process. This involved in- depth group discussions that ulti-
mately shaped each PSA. The project emphasized collaboration, with all par-
ticipants taking part in one another’s productions. Simultaneously, the process 

19 The Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples, which was established in 1991, iden-
tified that Indigenous people’s access to film and media was a priority, stating that 
“access to mainstream media is critical to achieving wider understanding of Aboriginal 
identity and realities” because the mainstream media “often contain misinformation, 
sweeping generalizations, and galling stereotypes about Natives and Native affairs.” 
The commission identified that Indigenously controlled media— which includes film, 
communications, and journalism— play a critical role in “the pursuit of Aboriginal self- 
determination and self- government.” Report of the Royal Commission on Aboriginal 
Peoples, Volume 3— Gathering Strength, Ottawa, 1996, 3.6.11– 3.6.16, https://qspace 
.library.queensu.ca/handle/1974/6874.

20 Beaucage, interview.

https://qspace.library.queensu.ca/handle/1974/6874
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sought to maintain the individual “vision” of each participant’s PSA in order 
to recognize the specificity of each person’s Indigenous heritage and nation, 
a design echoing the principles of Indigenous self- government. To different 
degrees, each of the PSAs takes an experimental approach; as a result, they 
are remarkably different stylistically, though they are of a common genre and 
share a political agenda. Thus, the AFVAA modeled a form of collaborative 
creativity, generating interpretations of self- government represented in and 
by the PSAs themselves. The PSAs manifest one realization of Faye Ginsburg’s 
concept of “embedded aesthetics,” which seeks to “draw attention to a system 
of evaluation that refuses a separation of textual production and circulation 
from broader arenas of social relations.”21 Embedded aesthetics points to the 
material contexts of Indigenous media production as sites of meaning that 
come to bear on screen content, of which cultural institutions are a part.

While the AFVAA organizationally dissolved in 1996, its members 
went to their respective regions to continue their work on Indigenous self- 
government. Beaucage observes that “we still continued to work locally in 
our respective areas, like Saskatchewan, Ontario, B.C. . . . everyone worked 
wherever they were to continue to work against appropriation of our stories 
and work towards telling our own and having our workshops in different 
areas with gatherings of our own on a smaller scale . . . to try to continue that 
vision in other ways.”22 Beaucage underscores the AFVAA’s broad national and 
institutional legacy, which was borne out by their deserved recognition at the 
imagineNATIVE Film + Media Arts Festival. Their activities, and the cultural 
politics and cultural theory driving them, mark an origin point of a model 
for a specifically Indigenous mode of media production and simultaneously 
historicize their contribution to an influential discourse in which sociocultural 
context must be taken into account for understanding the representational 
strategies of an Indigenous media text, a figure- and- ground model that is 
pivotal for contemporary approaches to understanding the production and 
interpretation of Indigenous moving images.
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21 Faye Ginsburg, “Embedded Aesthetics: Creating a Discursive Space for Indigenous 
Media,” Cultural Anthropology 9, no. 3 (1994): 365– 382.

22 Beaucage, interview.


