
	
	

Treevenge at Sundance: An Interview with Canadian Indie Filmmaker Jason Eisener 

26-year-old Canadian filmmaker Jason Eisener took the time recently to chat with A’n’E Vibe. The Dartmouth, Nova 
Scotia native went from the local skate park all the way to Park City, Utah [Sundance Film Festival], never 
compromising his dream and vision along the way.  
 
Written By: Amanda Wenek (Montreal)  
   

Dartmouth filmmaker Jason Eisener is proving himself as a 
force to be reckoned with among the leaders of Canada’s 
independent movie scene. The 26-year-old received an 
Honourable Mention at this year’s Sundance Film Festival for 
his genre hit Treevenge, and he has even bigger plans still to 
come.  
 
Treevenge details the experiences and the horrifying reality of 
the lives of Christmas trees. The idea came to Eisener while 
decorating the family Christmas tree one year, when he 
thought, “This must be the most horrifying experience for a 
tree; to be chopped down from your home in the woods, sold to 
a family, dragged into a strange home, and screwed into place, 
all the while being humiliated having been decorated with 

ornaments." The film chronicles the gory tale of the year that the trees fought back.  
 
Surprisingly, Eisener didn’t always aspire to be a filmmaker, “When I was a kid I wanted to be a Ghostbuster, then in 
grade 5, I grew an interest in marine biology and hoped to one day study sharks.”  
 
Eisener bought his first camera in the eighth grade when he started skateboarding, so he could film his friends 
skateboarding. Then in the summer of 1998, when Eisener was 16 years old, a friend introduced him to genre films like 
Evil Dead and Return of the Living Dead.  
 
That summer marked the beginning for Jason’s infatuation with filmmaking. The video store down the road from his 
house had a deal called “5 for 5 for 5”: 5 movies for 5 days for 5 bucks. Eisener and his friends cleaned out the horror 
section that summer and turned his backyard shed into a makeshift theatre, watching every genre VHS movie they 
could get their hands on.  
 
He made his first movie in grade 11 at Prince Andrew High School in Dartmouth. Eisener took drama class and they 
were given an assignment to write a stage play, so he and his best friend John Davies went to work writing one.  He 
recalls, “The teacher thought it was too crazy for the stage and instead suggested we make it into a movie." So the two 
friends shot a short film using Eisener’s own camera, brought it to class, and anticipated the reaction from their 
classmates. “Seeing them react to it in such a positive way was addicting [sic]. I wanted to do that for an audience 
more often,” says Jason.  
 
Noticing that there was an interest for filmmaking, the school created a film and video class. Eisener spent every free 
moment creating shorts with his friends, “To be honest, at that point it really consumed my life. I did nothing but 
watch/study and make films. I forgot about chasing girls or drinking at parties on the weekends, all I could think about 
was film.”  
 
From there, Eisener enrolled in the Screen Arts Program at the Nova Scotia Community College. The program was 
new and Eisener felt it did a great job of teaching him how to use film equipment and how a professional film set is run, 
but there wasn’t much instruction on how to tell a story or write a script. Luckily, the school gave students full access to 
all of its equipment, so Eisener spent his time learning the art of filmmaking and developing his own style while taking 



out the gear on weekends.   
 
Eisener recalls a lack of inspiration near the end of the year. One day, friend and classmate John Davies brought in a 
copy of Robert Rodriguez's book "Rebel Without a Crew” which was passed around and reignited the spark in Eisener 
and his friends. “We got so inspired that we decided we would shoot our own action flick. This film was called Fist of 
Death, and it was an hour long post-apocalyptic zombie movie done in the style of a 80s action flick.” They borrowed 
gear from the school every weekend and tortured their friends for months while shooting out in the cold winter of Nova 
Scotia.  
 
The movie was screened at the Oxford Theatre in Halifax to which Eisener remembers, “That was the first time I saw 
one of our own films play on a big screen, and had a large crowd cheering along with it. We had a blast and made a 
film that we were very proud of.”  
 
After NSCC, Eisener wanted to expand his film education and decided to take film at the reputable Nova Scotia 
College of Art and Design, but things didn’t work out as planned there. “Let’s just say that when I first met with one of 
the department heads I was told there would be no zombie films or post-apocalyptic films made within the program. I 
finished up my first semester and then dropped out of the school.”  
 
But the best education he’s had, claims Eisener, grew out of the advice given to him from an editor by the name of 
Dean Soltys. He told Eisener to take the money he would have spent on school, go buy 500 movies, watch them and 
watch their commentaries, and learn about movies by watching them. So he did just that.  
 
And now years later, and with quite a bit of experience under his belt, Eisener can hardly believe the kind of success 
he’s seeing.  
 
In March 2007, his short Hobo with a Shotgun won a contest put on by director Robert Rodriguez to be featured at the 
start of his Grindhouse film, Planet Terror, one half of a film collaboration with Quentin Tarantino.  
 
Contestants were given two weeks to shoot and edit a fake 
Grindhouse/exploitation style trailer. As entries began to show 
up on YouTube, Eisener’s hopes were dashed. “I saw hundreds 
of kickass trailers, that I thought there was no way we would 
make it in.”  
 
Well, Eisener knew he had done it when he got a call from 
someone at the Weinstein Company while working at The Last 
Game Store in Dartmouth, “I was so stoked that I had to lock up 
the store for a couple of minutes to talk to her.” The rep 
informed him that Rodriguez wanted to get the top three teams 
to Austin, Texas and there he would pick his number one 
favourite, which ended up being Hobo.  
 
While at the California premiere of Grindhouse, Eisener got a 
call from Alliance Atlantis in Toronto telling him that they want to 
turn out 186 film prints of Hobo, attach it to Grindhouse in Canada, and also make it into a feature film.  
 
Treevenge is Eisener’s follow-up to Hobo. He and his film partner Rob Cotterill had initially submitted Hobo to The 
Toronto After Dark Film Festival and The Fantasia Film Festival, but when it got distributed along with Grindhouse in 
Canada it didn’t make much sense for a festival to play it. “Both festivals expressed that they would love to play 
something else by us,” says Eisener, “So we made Treevenge hoping that those festivals would dig it.”  
 
Once Treevenge played at Fantasia someone suggested that they send it into Sundance, “Rob and I were thinking that 
there was no way Sundance would play our film. We sent a DVD and kind of expected to probably never hear from 
them.”  
 
But then Eisener was hit with a life-changing surprise. “A couple of months ago, I was shopping for groceries when Rob 
calls me and screams 'Treevenge is in Sundance!' I dropped everything and ran outside and started to cry; I called my 
parents, the crew, my girlfriend and my friends.”  
 
Eisener and his crew headed to Park City, Utah in January, basically to cheer on a friend whose film he thought would 
be a shoo-in to win an award, Max Winston's film I Live in the Woods. They started calling out the nominations for best 



	
 

shorts, and I Live in the Woods received a nomination. “I was so happy,” says 
Jason, “I turned around to grab a drink to toast to that, then my name and 
Treevenge gets called up as a nomination. I looked at Rob, and we both had 
this look on our faces ‘Is this really happening!?’”  
 
Having Treevenge play at Sundance was a big honour for Eisener and his 
friends, “We were very proud, not only to get accepted into the festival, but to 
get an honourable mention. Words can’t describe how we felt. Having made 
this movie back home, with friends, on a budget of basically nothing; it was 
just mind blowing that this could happen to a group of filmmakers from Nova 
Scotia.”  
 
Eisener loves making films in his home town, "The best thing about Halifax is 
that you could decide to shoot a film this afternoon and have a full crew ready 
to go by tonight. People here are just so awesome to work with and are down 
for anything. I love that about our city. Everybody seems to want to get 
involved with something creative.”   
 
But even with Treevenge appearing in the upcoming South by Southwest 
festival and Hobo in the works to be a feature length film, Eisener isn’t feeling 
the heat of success or fame just quite yet. “Everything still feels the same,” 

remarks Eisener, “I’m still making films the way I used to in high school: no money, stealing locations, and just making 
the kinds of films like the ones I grew up watching in that shed in my backyard.” 	
	
	


