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by Steven Woloshen
In January 2014, I was offered a unique and
coveted position at the National Film Board of
Canada's conservation department. After my
guided tour of the department and the film vault, I
realized that my office would be only footsteps
away from both the English and the French
animation departments. I was a mere 25 feet from
my animation idols and yet, still miles away from
creating animated art on their behalf. My job
description did not include producing meaningful,
art driven cinema, researching critical information
for vital documentary projects or developing
interesting programs for international audiences.
My job was simply described as the
“conservation, inspection and preservation of the
National Film Board of Canada’s film collection”.

and watched as it slowly revealed itself through
the light table below. The reds, blues and oranges
were as solid and vivid as the day they were
drawn, printed and processed at the NFB’s in
house laboratory.

As I stood in that film vault after having sworn an
oath to uphold my commitment to the values of
the Canadian civil service, I felt a renewed sense
of purpose. In the weeks that followed, I viewed
countless shrunken, scratched and faded
negatives, optical soundtracks and film prints. I
replaced broken plastic cores and identified
orphan public service announcements.

Until that moment, I had never stood in anyone's
shoes but my own. Working in film conservation
has given me a unique and privileged insight that
I have never had before. To see a McLaren film as
he himself would have seen it was a memorable
affirmation of animation art – the best kind of
task.

In that moment, the words of Roland Barthes’
book Camera Lucida  Reflections on
Photography came rushing back to me. In that
moment, I was able to look without the “noise of
time". In that moment, with my eyes at precisely
the same distance as McLaren's were when he
created it, I could see and hear the mechanics of
pen and ink, the movement of perforations in their
sprockets. In that very moment, I could even feel
the cramped elbows and sore wrists.

After one hundred film rolls had passed through
my hands, I finally opened a can containing a
35mm festival print of Norman McLaren’s 1942
direct animation classic, Hen Hop. I put the film
on my bench, wound the handles of my flanges
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