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Isabel:
Would you start by introducing yourself and you can tell us a bit about your path and how you
ended up doing what you do?

Liz:

My name is Liz Miller and | am a documentary maker with a passion for participatory processes,
and collaboration is key to my practice. | value listening as one of the most important parts of
my practice, and | think that it is what brought me to documentary filmmaking. | come out of a
background of political economics and social thought, so I'm very interested in thinking with
and about social systems and justice. But | think the best way to understand larger social issues
is through personal stories, so personal stories has always been at the core of my work. In terms
of making work, | come out of the ethos beyond “ the DIY” but instead a DIWO “do it with
others,” and so I'm always trying to imagine and think about projects that can engage a variety
of expertises.

Isabel:
How did you discover documentary filmmaking?

Liz:

As a young person, | worked in Central America and | ran a non-conventional academic program
that basically placed students in internships throughout the region. | came to know some
unbelievable individuals. At the time | was practicing photography and | had a wonderful boss
who said to me: “You've stayed here more than a year,” (which was the length of stay most
people in my position had lasted), “l would like to give back something to you. What kind of skill
training would you like?” and | said “Well, | would like to transfer my experience of still
photography into moving images, into video.” So she hired somebody to give me a course for
one week in video production.

| had a crash course and then | reinvented my job so that, in addition to scouting out locations
for possible internships for college students, | was documenting some of these internships and
so | learned in the field.

Isabel:
And was it on a manual and technical level really frustrating at first or how did it go? Did the
curiosity kind of carry you through?



Liz:

The curiosity totally carried me. The hardest part of course was editing and that was back in
analog editing days so editing was more complex but it was a really exciting way for me to bring
a new creative angle into what | was already doing. | was already meeting people in the field,
fostering networks, making connections between student talent and on-site locations and
suddenly | had this creative add-on.

Isabel:
When you left that job, did you keep working in academic settings?

Liz:

| came back to the United States after being away for five years and | thought that getting an
MFA would be a helpful transition back to the United States. It was at a pivotal moment with
media and technology, so | chose a program called Electronic Arts. | had noticed traveling
around Central America that there was a gap in knowledge between emerging technologies and
non-profits, so | thought “Oh, | could train myself in some of these new emerging technologies
and then go back and resume my job.” But | became increasingly enamored of the potential of
art as a medium to bring communities together and ended up taking an academic position in
the States.

It was like adding a new dimension to what | already cared about: | cared about community
work, organizing events and creative convening, field education and then suddenly | saw how
creative practices fueled and energized what | was already doing.

Isabel:

You've done a couple of large-scale projects in different places over the world. You worked on
different social causes. Are there particular projects that you feel like were a particularly
poignant representation of what you care about?

Liz:
| would say a more recent project that brings together a lot of the things that | value is a project

called The Shoreline.!!

For many years, | have been part of the International Association of Women in Television and
Radio. We decided that there was a gap in knowledge about women and climate change, and so
we decided to do a collaborative documentary that was low carbon, which meant that we
would have five directors from across five continents working on the same film. Each woman



director would choose a change-maker in her community who was addressing climate change
through a collaborative, intersectional feminist lens. We were going to foster a process where
the medium would match the message — the process and the subject would be environmentally
aware. So instead of one director traveling to five different continents, it was about staying local
and at the same time strengthening our network. | became the executive producer, and | told
myself that my challenge was that | wasn’t going to leave the house for this international
project. | am somebody who loves travel, who loves being in the field, so, this was a big
challenge but it was an exciting challenge.

We made this documentary called Hands On: Women, Climate, Change'” and not only was the
process low carbon and collaborative, engaging five directors from five different continents, but
we also shared our work in progress with all our members from all over the world. Our
processes instigated a dialogue about how we as journalists, news and film directors,
storytellers, wanted to address this issue in our respective locations.

The film almost effortlessly traveled the world through local television stations in the five
continents where we had the directors, through festivals, at universities. It was screened at key
climate meetings. People would write and ask me to send the Indian segment or the Kenyan
segment, and | realized that educators and audiences were moving away from the 52 minute
broadcast documentary form, and that what they wanted was shorter segments pieces to
activate dialogue. That led to The Shoreline.

Basically, | took the best of what | had learned from Hands On which is that engaging with
partners from around the world was key. We focused on creating short pieces -- that could
easily become tools for dialogue in classrooms or any public venue. We really prioritized the
dialogue over the media. And we were creating stories about people creating change rather
than simply presenting a daunting problem. With my background in electronic arts, | wanted to
incorporate data visualization, soundscapes, maps and this was at a moment where interactive
documentary was really big in Canada. So, | used everything | had learned from this linear
documentary film, translated it into a non-linear, accessible online platform, and also
committed to the notion that my target audience would be students, educators, and change
makers. So, rather than worrying about “Oh where is this going to be broadcast, where will this
be premiered?” | thought more about its potential as a tool in different contexts.

Isabel:
As an educator yourself, did you bring that experience into making Shoreline? Did you make
content that you wished you had in the classroom?



Liz:

The gift that | have as a media maker is that as an educator in Communication Studies | am
constantly in touch with young people who use media and we learn so much together. It is
really exciting to be able to work with students — undergraduate, master level, PhD students --
because it keeps me in touch with how young people use the medium, what kinds of stories
they're interested in... and the rapid changes in the field. Teaching also puts me in contact with
very talented young people. So when | was working on this project The Shoreline, a student said
to me “Oh I'm going to Chile, I'm going to be hiking by glaciers.” | was able to say, “Let me tell
you about this project and if you find a story just call me.” So, while many of the The Shore Line
stories were director by professionals, others were created by first-time documentary makers.
So | was able to tap into many of my existing networks which includes students and professional
associations.

Isabel:

I'm really starting to see what you mean by participatory practice. What would it mean for you
to look back at your career once you retire and think “I contributed to doing something game
changing.” What does that look like to you?

Liz:

The framework of academic prioritizes individuals. Grants are premised on the notion of a
principal investigator — or a first author. So | am investing in trying to bring the ethos of
collaboration into every realm that I'm a part of. Be it a professional realm of women journalists,
or the university. | think that the value of doing things together, of interdisciplinary research, of
intergenerational research, of cross-platform research, of constantly trying to see how we can
bring added value by engaging other people along the way -- this is something that | value in
every realm of my work. So if we are living a moment of extreme individualism, | think | will feel
that | have contributed something by pushing back towards a more collective framework.

Isabel:
On the topic of collaborating, are there particular peers, colleagues, students, or mentors that
you've had the chance to work with who have really deeply inspired you?

Liz:

Yes, somebody who really influenced me early on in my career at Concordia was Stephen High
who initiated the Center for Oral History and Digital Storytelling.®® He has such a gift for
identifying talent and bringing people together, and at the same time bringing his own expertise
as a writer into the mix in a powerful way. | had the wonderful experience of working with him
on a very big project called Life Stories of Montrealers Displaced by War. | facilitated the youth



section of that project and | just learned so much from him about what good leadership looks
like, because he was able to bring a wide range of players together, and everybody had
autonomy and yet we were deeply connected.

Another mentor of mine is Patricia Zimmerman. She's no longer with us she was a brilliant
writer and a brilliant convener, and she came up with this concept of open documentary.® She
was forever curious about new trends in media but how they were connected to strengthening
community initiatives and she had a way of identifying expertise and bringing it into the public
sphere with contagious enthusiasm. As a theorist and a writer, she also had an ability to frame
that work so that more people could learn from it and be inspired by it. So, again, she used her
unique potential as a writer and as a convener and as a generous individual to elevate the work
of others. Through Steve, Patricia and many others | have learned what it means to elevate
others as a critical way of strengthening community.

Isabel:
Do you have any dream or fantasy projects that you haven't been able to do yet? You
mentioned loving to travel and then also working on environmental issues and wanting to
create projects that have a really minimal carbon impact. | imagine that there's a bit of a tension
there.

Liz:

My work is increasing local as a result of my increasing awareness of my carbon impact in the
world, but also because as an educator, the more | know about the place where | live and owrk,
the better prepared | am in bringing some of environmental stories and contested histories into
the classroom. | am currently trying to advance a project that is based on the Hochelaga
Archipelago.

It's an initiative that uses the archipelago both as the subject, this archipelago here on the Saint
Lawrence River, but also as a creative prompt to think about how collaborative initiatives
resemble archipelagos. That is, if we think about the Hochelaga archipelago as the rivers and
the 300 islands in our midst, an interconnected system that we are part of, we might be inspired
to find new ways to work together, in collective ways to protect this unique place.

So many of us understand that Tiohtia:ke/ Montreal is an island, but we don't necessarily
perceive ourselves as part of an archipelago, as part of a watershed. Similarly, by initiating
collaborative processes of gathering stories about our local archipelago, perhaps we can come
to a better relation with the waters and the watershed and the more-than-human presence
around us.



The most recent documentary that | worked on, As the Gulf Flies® that was in the biosphere last
year really inspired this idea. For that film, | collaborated with my friend and colleague MJ
Thompson!”! Concordia students, and toxicologists such as Jonathan Verreault® and Anna
Lippold®, who had been following the 70,000 Ring-billed gulls that arrive on lle Deslauriers
every spring to hatch their eggs. The toxicologists realized that these birds were not only
feeding from the river, but that they had found an open buffet, the landfill, and as a result the
toxicologists were trying to determine how the toxic waste in the landfill, such as the dust from
flame retardants, might impact the gulls ability to fly and navigate their local terrain. So they
were have been doing cutting edge research for over a decade and what we were interested in
how to use immersive documentary to awaken a sensitivity to the impact of our wasteful habits
on the gulls, and how we can also restore the reputation of the gull from a nuisance to a
messenger of the impacts of our wasteful habits on others.

It was a very exciting project for me because of the great team of researchers | was able to meet
and also to be able to share this local story with others in a compelling way.

Isabel:

At Concordia, you must have students who come from different linguistic and cultural
backgrounds. You’ve also worked with people all over the world, so you've been in communities
where you don’t speak the mother tongue. How do you navigate that as a storyteller? How do
you address that power dynamic, since English is a storied and complicated language, especially
in the global south.

Liz:

Here in Quebec, we have the unique advantage of always thinking beyond a single mother
tongue and | think that that is a real gift because it asks us to stay humble. | speak English,
Spanish, and French and the challenge of having to work across languages is humbling.

Even beyond language there are so many different ways of listening, observing, understanding
both people and the more than human cohabitants of our city, of our archipelago. This goes
back to the power of listening doesn’t it — what is spoken but also what is left unsaid?

Isabel:
Thanks so much for your time, Liz.
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