Janice Filipuzzi's review of film-makers, Richard Lowenstein and Lyn-Marie Milburn "Autoluminescence" Rowland Howard (R.I.P)
"Autoluminescent" expresses mastery in the form of a cinematic elegy.

If I told you that you were about to participate in a solemn embrace with an ethereal soul, would you commit to this dimension of experience all the while thinking you were there just to spectate as film-goer?

For me, I felt honoured to be given the opportunity to grasp the essence of such a being, and humbled that such a journey as that life, was shared so lovingly, reverently and with such extraordinary grace and patience as the film-makers, Richard Lowenstein and Lyn-Marie Milburn could bestow.

The film is indeed, a tribute of the most serious kind.
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Rowland Howard sidewalk photo stolen from Richard Lowenstein’s
 Facebook, photographer unknown.

Yes, it documents the trajectory of an artist in his almost solipsistic reverie of instinctual forms the impulse to write, to voice, to sing and primally, to scream. And scream he did: Rowland S Howard's guitar, not so much an instrument, as an outward vibration of an inner scintillation of being autoluminescence no less.

In his world, words would excrete poems, sounds would prosecute feelings and voice would lyricise his muse to milk the energetic sound waves of their melancholy…
With guitar in hand, Howard seems to zoomorphically combine to present as an exoskeleton of a raven creature, dark and primitive - a testimony to his lineage engendered by The Boys Next Door and The Birthday Party of the post-punk 70's and 80's.

 

Chronicled very subtlely in the film are the erstwhile rivalries, successes and spent missions of success involved in the evolution of music and its creators' commitment to the commandment of artistic integrity. The film curiously records deliberations centred around the enshrinement of Howard's ethos in his famed composition "Shivers", which was rejoindered by Nick Cave' in his mis-rendition of it in song. Now frankly recanted by Cave, it is perhaps a case of the deft poet tripping the Dark Prince, if you will.

But was it always about the music and its chronology of summary achievements? 

At least in this documentary, the interest seems to lie in also turning a carrion eye to trace the metaphor of the purism of artistic endeavour and its concomitant sacrifices, as expressed through the life of Rowland S Howard. The loves and loves lost, the grinding effects of heroin addiction, malnutrition and illness, the unconsummated projects truncated by ensuing death, the fragile execution by time towards worldly extinguishment, all to contribute  to the summing up of a life, which of course, is nigh impossible.

Nick Cave and others observe that Rowland was delivered 'whole' unto the music world, replete with all the musicality and native poetic that he would ever need; that Rowland, as a 16 year-old,  was already present, even prescient.  Should this be so, then, the piecing together of this maze of a life to tell its story was a triumph by the film makers of a collective will to deliver unto the audience this communion of artistic effort.

"Autoluminescent" is told in allegorical style utilising interviews traversing many eras and domains- sometimes modeling post-modern intent encompassing anything from a religious redemption story to testimonials from the faithful of Howard's lovers and peers, all enriched by authentic footage of performances, including that wondrous evocation of Rowland in Wim Wenders' film, "Wings of Desire". Almost a sequence of proofs, one is recruited to the belief in the stark influence of Howard's authentically-driven music and lyricism. Readings of poems interpolate throughout, imaged in snatches of moodily-themed icons of gothic sensibility: gravestones, clocks, cats and scattered words on a page. Lyric romanticism if you will, but resonant nonetheless. This tale of the artist seems to throw up possible dimensionalities and interpretations was he an inert god of the underworld or discrete poet of multiple realities?

The dimension of time having been manipulated, the riddle of place is played out in documenting the Birthday Party's struggles to subsist musically and personally in their adopted cities of London, New York or Berlin. Somewhat quizzically, Wim Wenders puts forward his idea that somehow, Rowland as enigma, rightfully represented and summoned the spirit of Berlin at that time be he, angel, creature, crow?

This confirms what may always have been intuited about artistic expression_ that the carriage of art might be simultaneously represented in place, or parallel universe, just as it might be embodied in an allegorical Everyman of a Cave or a Rowland. The places be: Nirvana, Hades, Elysian Fields, and the Garden of Eden.......Berlin or St Kilda, for that matter, where it all began and ended.

Ah, St Kilda, that St Kilda of the dis-enfranchised, underworld dwellers existing as if protagonists in a Hieronymus Bosch painting. If not, then projecting themselves into vampiric landscapes of strain and dread, a heady mix of lures to tread a path both righteous and unrighteous, amongst the prostitutes, the drugged, the mad, the art-derived, the depraved, the sinful, the vacuous, the forgotten ....

And the music would pulse the way, as mesmerising to fragile little souls as the Pied Piper of Hamelin's tunes. Generations of youth spontaneous apparitions disappear mysteriously to the call of which true dark prince? Was it magical thinking that conjured such a one as Rowland S Howard?

Did we dream away his existence?
His legacy would be his works, both musical and poetic. But most tellingly, the film seems to be suggesting that he was his own best work of art _ and with compassionate wisdoms to transfer to those who linger: that time is not to be wasted, that love is everything and that being true to one's heart (and art) is what one can best gift to the world.

As Genevieve Mc Guckin, producer of the film, emphasized at the special tribute screening at the Classic Theatre, Rowland required that this portrait of his life be depicted with honestly and integrity warts and all, she reiterated, warts and all.

Like gilt scripture on a page of an illumination manuscript, this delicate, beautiful, immortal soul has been captured for eternity. Esoteric and on temporal loan, he is autoluminescent, indeed.

 Written by photographer/artist Janice Filipuzzi, 

(bolded text editing) by Lionel Curtis  www.theoperaboys.com.
