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SYNOPSIS
Peter Dunning is a rugged individualist in the extreme, a hard-drinking loner and former artist who has burned bridges with his wives and children and whose only company, even on harsh winter nights, are the sheep, cows, and pigs he tends on his Vermont farm. Peter is also one of the most complicated, sympathetic documentary subjects to come along in some time, a product of the 1960s counterculture whose poetic idealism has since soured. For all his candor, he slips into drunken self-destructive habits, cursing the splendors of a pastoral landscape that he has spent decades nurturing. Imbued with an aching tenderness, Tony Stone’s documentary is both haunting and heartbreaking, a mosaic of its singular subject’s transitory memories and reflections—however funny, tragic, or angry they may be.
                           -Synopsis courtesy Film Society of Lincoln Center
A CONVERSATION WITH THE DIRECTOR, TONY STONE 

There was an unusual intimacy between the filmmakers and Peter, how did you achieve this, did you all know him before you decided to make the movie?
I have known Peter since I met him at the Brattleboro, Vermont farmer’s market when I was nine years old but had never gone to his farm. The rest of the crew had met Peter at the market on visits with me. Everyone was always drawn by his performative style at the tranquil and utopian market. Peter always stuck out with his wit and he could really hold court. Everyone felt his charisma and also his pride in his product. He was a meat farmer. He cared for his animals and you could taste it and even see it in the flesh. At the market one day, Peter invited us to his farm. When we arrived the next day, we had all been thinking the same thing. 

A few years before, we had invited Peter to play a bit part as a turn of the century logger in a short film so he had seen our approach to the medium and had an interest in what we were doing.  Point blank at the farm, Peter said we should make a movie documenting his suicide.  We said we didn't want anything to do with that and Peter laughed it off that we were merely meek. It was dark but we were aware he had just spent a year and a half land locked on the farm due to a suspended driver’s license. His little bit of Noah's Ark respite had turned into a prison. But we did come up with concepts for a documentary and we suggested we return in a month to begin filming his life on this beautiful farm. However, a week later we received a letter in the mail informing us this was not the time to film.  We drove back up there that weekend and talked him into back into it. It was all luck, crew’s schedules and state of mind as well as Peter’s. It a was a time of transitions and tumult for everyone and we all wanted to be at his hilltop farm that November. Films are sometimes about creating a reason to go somewhere and learn. There's a lot to learn from Peter and he saw our appreciation. I think called it affirmation at some point but there was an excitement for him to share his world. We needed to document this era of man.  Peter’s unique life from orphan from the lower east side, to the adopted son of a gentleman farmer, to sniper instructor in the Marine Corps, and then hippie back-to-the-land artist and so on. The complexities of Peter are all rich and deep. We were his outlet for his thoughts, memories, ideas and prose.  Because he’s a performative person by nature, merely existing with an unresponsive audience of only his land and his animals was driving him mad. I think Peter may have missed his calling as an actor.  Our most significant job was really just to be editors of Peter’s material.

What was the film you expected to make and how different was this idea from the finished film?
It’s impossible to make a movie just how you expected it to be. I don't think it would be very good. Though it’s beneficial to retain your first impressions, you are going on a journey where you will eventually know your material inside and out and know the project’s own set of rules that will instruct you on how to stay on the appropriate path for the project. How can one know the visual terminology or places or interactive relationships that will arise before hand? That doesn’t happen until you’re knee-deep in filming.

One of the goals of the film was not to have any predetermined narrative or angle on extracting information. The openness would be essential to understanding the relationship between Peter and the farm and nothing could be pushed, no story told on command. It was a sort of pagan approach of being in the earth on the farm at every point of Peter’s routine and trust that naturally things would reveal themselves.  Sometimes we would see the specialness in something Peter would miss, which would then spawn a new action that Peter would reveal. In a way, nothing happens in the film, just a celebration of the micro. No hidden family secrets unfolding to manipulate the audience to stay enthralled and establish a ticking clock of what else could be lying behind the veil of the man. 

We had our rules that we wanted to stay active with him and engaged throughout his daily routines—no sit down interviews, no prodding to have the information downloaded for us when we hit record on our time. That is anti-investigative. We just made sure to keep up with him. We’d get in his way but that was part of it. He’d always complained that we were stopping him from getting all his chores done and if we were, we would help him out with chores in exchange. Even in conflicts with Peter we always knew he was happy to have company and knew that he wanted us there even if we became a scapegoat.  I think Peter saw the film as a mutual artistic endeavor, although he would say he could never truly understand what the hell we were up to.
How many days did you film and over what period of time?
We shot for most of a November and then we kept coming back over the next year, wanting the effect seasons on our subject. We would check in with Peter by phone, stay updated and feel out a good time to visit. With Peter’s dramatic flare, he’d give us reports of the things we had missed, always some new amazing event or crises. But it didn't matter because when we got back to the farm with Peter, exceptional things still happened. We were trying to convey an essence of somebody that is more than just big momentous things that went wrong in his life like divorce, separation from children, his drinking. You see and understand him through his actions, through his work. How he moves to pick up a gate, or milk a cow, all the processes. You can see the commitment to the work on the farm and you can imagine how he would interact with family and friends. I think it's far more engaging to look at somebody in motion to understand them.
What kinds of things were left on the cutting room floor, were there favorite scenes of yours you were forced to leave out for reasons of length?
Sure, tons of stuff, but there’s a reason it’s not in the film. Nonetheless, it was difficult to cut down. In making this kind of documentary, you really need to embrace your subject with all the faults, but avoid infatuation and keep things streamlined.  It was a lot like editing somebody’s prose or stories. The film is a visual poem that we needed to keep moving, the cyclical structure had its required rhythm. And that cyclical nature of farming needed to be driven home. The Sisyphean challenge of farming is the most intimidating part for me. It’s the ultimate mental and physical endurance test. If we lingered too long or were redundant, we would get away from that idea. The music in our film operates as a sort of sound bath/sonic cleanse from Peter and his roaming commentary. A reset to then begin processing all over again.

Who are your influences and how do you see this as a response to their work?
The greats, Maysles and Wiseman, both so different. One connected to and in love with their subjects. The other, austere processing of physical interactions. Wiseman's anthropological studies are some of the most profound visual commentaries on society. There is a reward to watching his films in their entirety. It’s magical to me, the simplicity of the documentation, the camera techniques restricted and formalized to maximize the intensity of his choices and curation. There’s a lot of difference between the two, but I think what both of these guys have in common is not telling the audience what to think and instead encouraging us to interpret and imagine.
ABOUT THE FILMMAKERS 

Director/Producer - Tony Stone
Tony Stone was born and raised in New York City. His first feature, SEVERED WAYS: THE NORSE DISCOVERY OF AMERICA, was released theatrically by Magnolia Pictures. His last film, OUT OF OUR MINDS, premiered at the Sundance Film Festival. In 2010, Stone co-founded with Melissa Auf der Maur, BASILICA HUDSON, a massive industrial factory turned performance hall, hosting cutting edge film, music, and art.


Producer - Melissa Auf der Maur
Best known for her music career as a solo artist following time as bassist in Hole and The Smashing Pumpkins, Auf der Maur is also an established photographer and occasional actress. Her photographs have been featured in National Geographic and exhibited at Sotheby's. As an actress, she has appeared in How to Make the Cruelest Month (1998), Beyond Borders (2003) and Collaborator (2011) amongst other films. As part of her 2009 multi-disciplinary project Out of Our Minds, Auf der Maur is the lead actor and serves as the film and record producer, working alongside her husband and filmmaker Tony Stone. Stone and Auf der Maur are the co-founders of Basilica Hudson, an arts and performance center in Hudson, New York.


Producer - Jake Perlin
Jake Perlin is currently Executive Director of Cinema Conservancy, a nonprofit film production, distribution, and consultation organization as well as Artistic Director/Lead Programmer of New York’s newest independent theatre, Metrograph. Perlin is also the Founder and Director of The Film Desk, which specializes in the distribution of international cinema. From 2003 to 2011, he was the Associate Film Curator at BAMcinématek and in 2014 was a Programmer-At-Large for the Film Society of Lincoln Center. Perlin is currently producing Matías Piñeiro’s HERMIA & HELENA.

Producer - Andrew Adair
Andrew Adair is currently Head of Production at Cinema Conservancy. In the past, Andrew has worked as editor and delivery supervisor in film, documentary television and broadcast advertising. Adair recently produced Shannon Plumb’s TOWHEADS with Alex Orlovsky and Hunter Gray and Executive Produced Bingham Bryant & Kyle Molzan’s FOR THE PLASMA. His upcoming projects as producer include Matías Piñeiro’s HERMIA & HELENA and Carlen Altman’s LONERS TOGETHER.
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