
It seems a long time since I saw Brian Jungen’s exhibit of moosehide drums in a gallery in Chelsea,  
New York,1 each drum a little crazier-looking than the next, as if stretching the very concept of the drum 
along with the moosehide itself. What I thought then was that while the drum could be considered as 
something “authentic” and ancient (in so many societies), that by no means precludes it being “plastic” 
and fanciful, playing games with authenticity as well as with ethnic identities. It was subtle, unforced, 
and simple. 

Brian told me that he learnt to make drums with his uncle, who supplied the hide —and then asked if I would 
like to join in a moose hunt. Well, that hasn’t happened, yet, but at least I got to see the 16mm film he 
and Duane Linklater made called Modest Livelihood, which includes that very same uncle.

This title bears ironic and not so ironic reference to the 1999 Supreme Court of Canada decision 
reasserting age-old Native hunting and fishing rights, so long as the hunting and fishing did not exceed 
a “moderate livelihood” and result in “accumulation of wealth.” 

The irony seems obvious enough, but I am more intrigued by the actual modesty of the film as film, 
especially its speechlessness (and soundlessness), which casts a special pall or “through a glass darkly” 
feel on watching it. Georg Simmel once observed that “the one who sees, without hearing, is much more. . . 
worried than the one who hears without seeing.”2 Hence I strain to look at and into the film as if I was some 
sort of hunter, too. I am disoriented. I have little idea what’s going on or what things mean. Were it not 
for the professionalized description provided by the gallery, the viewer would be pretty clueless—which 
is one way, I think, of engaging with the film. You are thrown in at the deep end, sink or swim, and the 
usual suspects when it comes to the issues of hunting—namely, ethnic identity politics, gun control, 
gender, and the environment—are, to some extent, unmoored. Of course it could work the other way, 
too: that we unconsciously filter what we see through our prejudices and expectations. This is the 
gamble the film takes, bearing in mind that gambling is not that different from hunting. 

What you get, in spades, is close description of the landscape through which the hunters walk, together 
with an invisible tension woven into their gait (you find much the same with Turgenev’s Hunting Sketches).3 
The trees bend with the wind, at times the river glistens like a magical serpent aglow, the sun runs straight 
into the lens through close-ups of river reeds, and always the perplexed and alert bodies of the hunters 
remind us that we are engaged with some sort of meeting with destiny. Mysterious signs make them pause 
for a moment, but we don’t often get to see faces, other than behind the mask of binoculars. They see, 
but we don’t see what they see. Our hunting is of another nature. 

Brian Jungen and Duane Linklater, Modest Livelihood, still, 2012, silent Super 16mm film 
transferred to HD digital file, 50 min. Courtesy of the artists and Catriona Jeffries, Vancouver.
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The fall colour gives way to winter, less light with more contrast of forms and colour. Occasionally there 
is what seems like a natural gas flare, and the roads through the forest bespeak a mighty industrial 
engine infiltrating the forest along with the hunters and their prey. The hunters keep walking, watching, 
and listening. Given the absence of sound, these movements at times seem as if they are mimed within 
a flow of onward movement, suggesting that we know where we are going. But do we? Is that the point? 
Or is it a journey with different rules, like Michel de Certeau’s idea of walking the city according not to 
the big plan or bird’s-eye view but according to a never-ending loosely aligned series of micrologics he 
elsewhere calls “the practice of everyday life,” which seems to me modest indeed. This practice, be it noted, 
is set up by de Certeau specifically to contest Foucault’s idea of discourse with its appeal to the idea  
of a system such as a panopticon. The hunter “walking the city” bridges and even challenges the sharp 
distinction so much of our ideology depends upon, dividing country from city, real from artificial. The hunter 
“walking the city” is Walter Benjamin’s flâneur, who rubs shoulders with the gambler and the hunter, 
marginal beings half in and half outside the commodity culture. There is a lot of the detective in this too, 
sifting clues, as Carlo Ginzburg points out, in an alternative mix of science and luck.4

Then suddenly, almost at the end—yes, there is an end—in an ever-so-brief blur of movement in the last 
shards of twilight, a big animal tumbles. We barely see this. It is surely an essential part of the film, yet 
just as we don’t hear anything, we barely see this dénouement, which, right at the end, gives the film its 
body, both the body of this large animal and the body of the narrative without narration. After so much 
walking and waiting, the hunters are successful. But here we must ask, Is death the point of hunting? 
Does the hunter hunt in order to kill, or instead kill in order to hunt?5 

Here at the end, another landscape intrudes as night falls on the glistening snow and the hunters with 
urgent haste eviscerate the animal. The landscape of vistas, of a nature “out there,” changes to close-ups 
of an “in there,” also known as the optical unconscious, in which the camera reveals unexpected textures 
and shapes. A great rib cage like the interior of a ship emerges, with blood and fat spread out on the 
snow like a halo. The hands work frenetically, cutting sideways through the sponge-like, foamy fascia 
connecting the body to the skin, to this vast tent-like skin. 

Finally done, the skin is tightly rolled and inserted into a dark plastic bag, like some conjuring trick from 
which, eventually, who knows, may emerge more strange drums.
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