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Indie Culture

Master of his own domain name

Jim Munroe finds
liberation by
doing it himself

Don’t like
corporate media?
Make your own

MURRAY WHYTE

ENTERTAINMENT REPORTER

On a recent trip to Liberty City,
Jim Munroe was a little non-
plussed about the abrupt edict
he received: Beat someone’s
head in with a baseball bat, steal
his car, then repaint and fence it.

“I just didn’t feel like it,” he
says, sheepish, almost apologet-
ic. “It was a great day. It was
beautiful out. The sun was shin-
ing. And y’know, I don't even
play baseball, much less want to
kill someone with a baseball
bat”

Instead, Munroe played tour-
ist, meandering around the city
on foot, drinking in urban vistas
from rooftops, and simply en-
joying the peace of Liberty
City’s lushly treed, waterside
glade.

“It was just a great to get away
from the city, the hustle and
bustle, and just hang out in the
trees,” he says. “It's a side of
Grand Theft Auto that I think a
lot of people don't take the time
to enjoy.”

No doubt. In Liberty City, the
subtler pleasures of urban tour-
ism aren’t exactly a priority.
Munroe couldn’t actually visit
Liberty City, of course — it’s the
site of Grand Theft Auto III, a
wildly popular video game
where picking up cocaine, steal-
ing cars, shooting pimps and
beating prostitutes are among
the goals — but he did make a
wee movie of his aberrantly civil
conduct in the game environ-
ment for his CD-ROM ’zine,
Novel Amusements.

The recently released third is-
sue, 2,000 copies strong, is a col-
lection of unapologetically low-
fi, inventive short video curios,
and provides a glimpse into the
homespun empire of proudly
independent, blithely contrar-
ian, anti-corporate, do-it-your-
self media Munroe has built for
himself in the past several years.

As empires go, it’s a little thin,
made up of Munroe’s apart-
ment, a computer, a CD burner
and a head full of ideas. But
that’s how Munroe likes it.

“It gives you another model of
how to learn to do stuff;” says
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Counter-culture media activist Jim Munroe, 30, recently issued the third volume of his CD-ROM 'zine Novel Amusements. He has also self-published two novels.

Munroe, an effusive 30-year-old
with scruffy dark brown hair.
“With ’zines, you learn that you
can do whatever you set your
mind todo —and thatyouhavea
right to.”

Munroe wants you to know
that right belongs to everyone —
not just the big-shot corporate
types who can saturate the mar-
ketplace with mass-produced
product. On his Web site,
www.nomediakings.org — the
name inspired by his own real-
ization that Newscorp magnate
Rupert Murdoch owns every-
thing, give or take, and that’s bad
— Munroe imparts a vast store-
house of DIY knowledge.

The message is simple: You
have a voice. Use it. Don’t like
corporate media? Make your
own. Irked by publishers whose
profits on your book sales are
more than yours — or worse, by

publishers who won’t publish
your novel at all? Do it yourself.

“T've always felt that I can ei-
ther complain about media con-
solidation, and talk about what a
bastard Rupert Murdoch is, or I
can provide an alternative mod-
el,” he says. “And to me, people
who do independently publish,
whether they know it or not, it’s
a political blow against media
consolidation.”

Munroe’s first novel, 1999’s
Flybey Action Figure Comes
With Gasmask, was published
by HarperCollins — owned by
Murdoch — but he turned them
down for his follow-up, Angry
Young Spaceman, choosing to
self-publish outside the all-en-
compassing grasp of his evil
nemesis. His third novel, Every-
one In Silico, was published the
same way. A little frightening at
first, perhaps — who wants to

foot the bill for a book that may
or may not sell — but Munroe
found the indie path entirely
liberating.

“There’s a certain type of per-
sonality that’s much niore
drawn to doing it on your own,”
he said. “You don’t have to ask
permission, you don’t have to
win the approval of anyone ex-
cept the person reading it.”

With HarperCollins’ apparent
marketing clout behind it —
“they did very little,” Munroe
says — Flyboy sold out its print
run of 2,500 in Canada, making
Munroe a bestseller; striking
outon hisown, his indie identity
revived, Angry Young Spaceman
sold the same number in half
the time.

Life outside the corporate
buffer is what Munroe insists
on, though it's one fewer and
fewer of us experience. Books,

movies, magazines, music — a
startlingly vast majority of cul-
tural product is deemed worthy
for consumption only after be-
ing filtered through an unset-
tlingly small bottleneck of cor-
porate taste-makers. Art
morphs from individual expres-
sion to mass market product at
the dictates of those who manu-
facture it. So, Munroe says,
make it yourself. Hey, he
learned how to publish and dis-
tribute novels — how hard can it
be?

With ever-improving and ev-
er-more-affordable technology,
it’s getting easier by the day.
Case in point: Armed with a
mini DV camera, his computer
and a CD burner, Munroe
taught himself to shoot and edit
video, then started burning it on
to CDs to hand out at "zine fairs.
Thus was Novel Amusements

born.

It is not just the happy reality
of homemade, high-tech pro-
duction that can make a devout-
ly indie DIY’er’s heart sing, but
also the distribution: No need to
arrange costly screenings to get
the work seen. Just slap a 48-
centstamp on it and send it any-
where in the country. Or put a
stack at Pages, Suspect Video, or
The Beguiling — all committed
independents themselves —and
let the like-minded drop $5 for a
bite-sized package of DIY inspi-

ration.

It's the intimacy of an inter-
action with an unfiltered voice
that should jump-start your
own project, says Munroe.

“You're one removed from the
author. And that’s really inter-
sesting” he says. “We all have
power. It’s just a matter of how
we use it.”

Jim Munroe’s pro;ect rescues the CD-ROM from obscurity By MATT GALLOWAY
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IT;WAS_:ONLY A FEW YEARS AGO THAT
CD-ROMs were the bleeding edge of

Films like Spmal Tap were pressed
onto CDs to watch from the comfort of
your computer,and no self-respecting
band would think of releasing an au-
dio disc without an “enhanced” com-

‘ponent - usually just some press pho-

tos and a bio, but occasionally featur-
ing ways to manipulate the music it-
self.

The trend died almost as quickly as
it began, in part because of the rise of
DVDs, which could cram more and bet-
ter-quality information onto a disc,
and also because people figured out
that no one really wanted tosit in front
of their computer for two hours
watching a film.

It's that mild obsolescence that
gives Novel Amusements its edge. A
CD-ROM-based digital zine published

by author jim Munroe, the disc fea-
tures a handful of short MPEG films by
different contributors. Volume 2's
gems include a hilarious bit of Star
Trek melodrama, some guys trying to
light their asses on fire and acat stalk-
ing a rabbit in the snow.

Despite the digital format, it feels
like a magazine. None of the films is
more than a couple of minutes long,
which gives the impression that you're
thumbing through something. It's
also fairly disposable, meaning that
you probably won't look at any of the
films more than once.

Munroe probably understands this,
which is why the disc is an entertain-
ing but entirely no-frills affair. It takes

“advantage of the technology but isn't

obsessed with it.
Pickitup and then passiton. @



