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RKLSS Artist Breaks Into TIFF
“Art saved my life,” a bold claim artist Tank Standing Buffalo makes honestly. Standing Buffalo’s art, and some harrowing parts of his life story are garnering attention at one of the largest and most prestigious film festivals in the world. Standing Buffalo’s latest animated short, RKLSS, has been selected to screen at the 2020 Toronto International Film Festival. 

RKLSS, a 5-minute animated short, follows Tank and his friends in a high-speed chase after a heist gone wrong. What follows is a creative and unflinching look at Tank’s experience as a young offender in the criminal justice system, which included beatings and torture during six months of involuntary segregation. 

“At the time, I didn't realize I was being tortured. I thought that this was the way it was supposed to be; routine beatings by guards, fear tactics and isolation were all part of being in segregation. Years later, upon reading about the long-term effects of prolonged segregation which include depression and suicidal thoughts, I felt it was time to go back and figure out what happened to me.  How have I survived when so many people I know have not?  Friends depicted in the film died in solitary. Many of my past experiences make sense to me now that I understand what I was subjected to was not normal. I want to shine a light on my experience and, through my artistic expression, find some healing in what was a horrible time in my life.” Tank Standing Buffalo

RKLSS was written, directed, and animated by Standing Buffalo over the course of a year using 2D animation and a program called Toon Boom. RKLSS was commissioned by Calgary Animated Objects Society as part of a larger project to bring awareness to the Government of Canada’s Canada Learning Bond Program. (The Canada Learning Bond gives up to $2000 to low income youth born after 2014 for post-secondary studies.)

A prolific artist, Standing Buffalo is also an illustrator, a tattoo artist, and designs tiki mugs. He normally shies away from personal material, opting instead for creepy sci-fi, horror and zombie genres. Producer and CAOS Artistic Director Xstine Cook challenged him to write RKLSS, and to draw from his personal experience, recognizing the hope and redemption in Standing Buffalo’s life story. 

“RKLSS depicts my passion to create art and how art managed to get me through the experiences I endured in segregation,” says Tank Standing Buffalo

RKLSS’s driving, funky, and soulful soundtrack was composed, performed and recorded by Cara Adu Darko and Brandon Smith at the National Music Centre in March, wrapping up on Friday the 13th as the world tipped sideways and went into lockdown. Working with long-time supporter Quickdraw Animation Society and CAOS, Tank was able to set up an animation studio in his home to continue working on RKLSS through the pandemic.

While Tank is thrilled to have RKLSS included in TIFF’s lineup, which he plans to attend online with the majority of filmmakers this year, he hopes the attention will help shine a light on the ongoing inhumane treatment of prisoners in Canada’s justice system.
“These stories are sadly common. This is happening every day in our Canadian prison system. Fundamentally everything about the system is flawed, from how it is designed to turn prisoners into raging animals to how you are mistreated and left to die.” – J.P. Blanchette, prisoner activist and a featured subject in RKLSS

RKLSS SYNOPSIS

Tank, a natural artist who is always drawing, runs into trouble with the law with his gang of friends. Tank is convicted, jailed, and subjected to solitary confinement and intense brutality. His art allows him to escape his terrible conditions. He discovers his own native spirituality while in jail, and through his art, finds a way to be in the world, and to reflect on his own reality. Dedicated to the memory of Yvan Blanchette and Trevor Spooner.

RKLSS Trailer:  https://vimeo.com/433275110
TANK STANDING BUFFALO BIO
Tank Standing Buffalo is a mixed-race person with First Nations heritage who does art.
His mom has status with the Caldwell Nation, near Leamington, Ontario. Her side is mixed with Black and Potawatomi. The Potawatomi helped Black Americans escape from America during the slavery era, and Tank’s ancestry is born of that history.

https://www.instagram.com/tankstandingbuffalo/
Background Information on RKLSS from TANK STANDING BUFFALO:

RKLSS is a true depiction of my passion for creating art and how it saved my life. I did two years in a maximum-security facility as a young offender, and was subjected to involuntarily segregation for six months. The practice of prolonged segregation has since been deemed cruel, and an inhumane punishment.  Extended involuntary holds in segregation have damaging and lasting psychological effects. RKLSS depicts my passion to create art and how art managed to get me through the experiences I endured in segregation. 

Statement on Solitary Confinement and Prisoner Justice Day from J.P. Blanchette:

“You don't think torture takes place here in Canada? Think again.

On August 10, 1974, Edward Nalon, held in solitary confinement in Millhaven Maximum Security Prison J-unit for much longer than what was justified, slit his wrist.  Guards pressed the emergency panic button for medical help, but the button malfunctioned and Nalon died.

Fast forward 29 years, to 2003. My 27 year old brother Yvan faced the same outcome as Nalon, after almost 12 months of involuntary solitary confinement without being formally charged. Same prison, same cell. Same emergency panic button malfunction when the guards found him. Same sad outcome.

At one point, I as well had been taken into involuntary solitary confinement at Millhaven Maximum Security. Fortunately, after an 8 day hunger strike, after losing 22 lbs, Corrections agreed to some of my conditions and released 3 of my colleagues. I was eventually found not guilty of the suspected charges and was released from solitary confinement 4 weeks later, where I finished my time in general population. I was fortunate enough to make it back home. Many of Canadian inmates are not so lucky.

These stories are sadly common. This is happening every day in our Canadian prison system. Fundamentally everything about the system is flawed, from how it is designed to turn prisoners into raging animals to how you are mistreated and left to die. 

If you come at me with "Club Fed, easy time,” I’ll show you my collection of scars received serving time, and am willing to tell you about the countless scars I've left on others. It was not easy time. It was definitely not humane.

Canadian prisons are in need of a serious overhauling. 

This is why Prisoners Justice Day means so much to me. More so than any other day of the year. On August 10th every year I stand in solidarity with all of my fallen brothers. 

For every inmate that has died an unnatural death within our prison walls, I stand for you! https://johnhoward.on.ca/sudbury/prisoners-justice-day/”

-J.P. Blanchette

CAOS (Calgary Animated Objects Society). Since 2003, we create and present unconventional films, performances and experiences with, and for, our communities, and act as a catalyst for improving communication, understanding and respect for each other and our world. By amplifying voices through acts of radical creativity, Calgary Animated Object Society exists to connect people and communities to each other and our world. http://animatedobjects.ca/

RKLSS was produced by CAOS and created with the support of the Government of Canada’s Canada Learning Bond Program, and the Alberta Foundation for the Arts. 
