Seeing eye-to-

Notes on Canadian identity

by Michael Dorland

A chill wind blasted between the office
buildings along Bloor St on the last
night ot the 9th Festival of Festivals. At
the Towne Cinema, theatre personnel
were ripping down the plethora of
posters  advertising  festival  films,
schedule changes and hatred for On-
tario’s film censor. Further along, in
front of the Universitv Theatre. the rent-
a-searchlights, thai for the past 10
evenings had beamed their gala heacons
into the Toronto sky, were extinguished.
On the theatre marquees. the halk
replaced letiers INDIANA JO signalled
the relurn of husiness as usual. in the
morning, these theatres, like so many
others across the land. would again be
showing American films to Canadian
audiences.

The Festival was over. But for 10
gloricus days, Canadian cinema, in the
largest public showing it has ever re-
ceived, lived as il has never lived before :
in the glow of admiralion and the
celebration of its [fim directors : above
all, in the seeing of itself as good. For 10
unforgettable days, Canadian cinema
existed in a condition of normality, as
Canadian audiences and Canadian films
encountered cone another in a spirit of
eve-opening discovery. For 10 davs, the
extraordinary became the ordinary as, in
the heart of this most American of Cana-
dian cities' downtown theatres, screens
flickered from morning to night with
images of Canada from the 1890s 1o the
1980s. Perhaps not since the days of the
National Film Board’s travelling projec-
tionists had the powerof Canadian been
so apparent. For while the festival lasted.
it was as if the movies 1themselves had
single-handedly succeeded in over-
turning the falseness of what which
claims 1o he reality. After all. are not
American movies just as illusorvas Cana-
dian movies ? That lasl chilly night on

Bloor St.. watching the return of the Ame-
rican illusion, it seemed thal the problem
had less to do, in the end, with movies in
themselves than with the spirit through
which they are seen — or rendered invi-
sible.

“Nothing is as foreign to Canadians as
Canadian culture,” writes Seth Feldman
in his introduction 10 Take Twe, one of
1w o houks on Canadian film published in
conjunction with the 1984 Festival of
Festivals' 259-film hurrah lo Canadian
cinema.

The statement is as harsh and as hlunt
as il is true. While the Festival was
running the Art Gallery of Ontario “for
the first time in recent memory' ac-
curdingtothe Globe and Mail's art critic.
opened an exhibit to contemporary
Toronto painters. That the newspaper
art critics hated it is onlv another measure
of the foreignness of Canadian culture
and the depth of the prohlern,

®

A second example deals with litera-
ture, via one of the films in the Festival's
Northern Lights retrospective (4 title that
refers knowingly 1o the celebrrated col-
tection of Canadian writing that estab-
lished 1he existence of Canadian litera-
luret. In a memarable scene in Larry
Kent's rpochal ivhen Tomorrow Dies
112651, a film that plaved commergially for
one week !} before vanishing into the

archives, one of the characters, whoteach-
es literature at UBC, tells his ¢lass he's
going 1 do something unheard of : add a
Canadian novel to the course. There's no
reason. he 1ells the class, why this novel
should not be taught, for it is perfectly
competenl, "as competen!,” he adds, "as
it can be coming {Tom a country that
svstematicallv refuses its own great
ness.”

Painting, writing and filmmaking are
those arts lhal reflect. in verbal. paintegly

ormoyving images, both the eve andihel
of how we live in this country. But to exist
tas we dol cot off from one’s own visual
arts tusing this term in the widesi pos-
sible sense! is to live in the formal sepa-
ration of eve trom [ on the levels of
landscape. language. and gesture — that
is. on the levels of eve-dentity and eve-
dentification - thal constitute the only
authentic separatism at the heart of the
Canadian problem.

In the pathological absence of self-
images, the eve, because it must nonethe
less see. will accepl as realwhatever else
is Lhere. it will eve-dentifv with its own
alienation and attempts to alter tha
identification (Canadian content. for
instance) will in turn seem foreign and
alienating. Furthermore, since the
separation of eve from I requires the
maintenance of de-dramatization ias the
encaounter of eye with T is essential a
dramatic onel, a preference for the un-
dramatic and factual bhecomes the
dominant stvle of identitication that
leads to such things. for example. as the
documentary tradition in Canadian film-
making or. more 1o the peint, in the case
of Canadian ielevision, the noted pre-
ference lor news and sports, while
drama and entertainment are supplied
by the Americans. A third manifestation
of the preference tor the factueal confers a
privileged status to newspapers and
newspaper accounts of things, which,
particularly when one is dealing with
natienal cullure, amounts to a self-per-
petuating structuring of the communica-
tions bias that favors the factual in the
first place.

In this sense, i was not surprising, if
one judged only from the Toronto press
coverage of the Festival 1o read that it
was on the whole business as usual, with
the usual fawning before American stars,
and no inkling that something quite dif-

ferent was taking place at the Canadian
part of the festival. By and large — and for
the same reasons — this was also the case
tor the basiness-end of the Canadian film
industry, with the entire spiril thurough-
I wellcaptured by a 5id Adilman
column entitled "Canadians eal cana-
pes. American dine in style.”

But this was, significantly, not the case
for Canadian filmmakers seeing their
Itlms, nor for the public. Not fur nothing
didl the Festival advertise its Canadian
relrespective with the slogan” Two hun-
dred ansswers 10 the question of Cana-
dian identity.” For the first time on sucha
scale, Canadian film culiure would, in
ceasing to seem foreign, have answered
the question of Canadian eve-dentity.

There was, among the Feslival organizers,
some fear and trembling over the size of
the Canadian retrospective. A first in the
nine-year history of Canada's tweo major
film festivals, Toronto this year devoted
65% of the programming of 400 features
and shorts to our naticnal cinema.

But last year a Canadian documentary
retro of some 60 films had been a big dis-
appointment, attracting little interest
and even less public. $o there was con-
cern that this vear's large display of Cana-
dian films would be, as chief program-
mer Piers Handling put it, “overdeoing it
with a massive Lhing this size.”

The gradualisls among the organizers
favored steady vear-byv-vear increments
leading, five vears down the road, to the
large retrospective that would actually
take place this year. limmediatists yanted
the large retrospective now. But this was
not a battle between some people more
in favar of Canadian film than others.
Both positions had their advantages and
disadvantages. If the immediatist ap
proach won out, this would prove equal-
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Iy 1o the satistaction of the gradualists.
For the problem was nol internal 1o the
Festival organization which. from the
Board of Directors through festival
director Wayne Clarkson, was, as all the
organizers of the retrospective agreed,
completely supportive. The problem lay
in the nature ol doing something un-
precedented.  Yor example. in pro-
gramming 1he Experiments series, Bruce
Elder found that he could have put
1ogether 50 programs as easily as the 20
finally agreed upon. What should the
proper balance be without draining
maierial from the other programs?
Handling mentions “there was a poimt
when we realized that we were hulding
13 separate screenings per day in the
Canadian retrospective as compared to
only five in the Contemporan World
Cinema program. Were we stretching
the audience oo much ?”

What was involved, Handling ex-
plains, was nothing less than “the whole
process of defining Canadian cinema” -
ol Leing representalive and program-
ming good films at the same time. and
this within the limitations of faithfully
attempting to reflect the range of
Canada’s 1100 feature-film history from
an available sample of about 10%

“Looking back from 1984, says Han-
dling. “it seerns clear that the vears 1963-
1975 were a period of extraordinary
growth in the modern Canadian cine-
ma. | wanted to give a sense of that, te
celebrate whal we've done best. The
(ilms themselves need no apology. In
fact they constitule one of the most
stimulaling nativnal cinemas in the
wortd.”

But knowing that as a critic or teacher
would be one thing and knowing that as
programmer of the largest Canadian
film retraspective ever would be another
— as Handling admuts, describing how
he felt as the Festival got underway.,

“I was petrified. totally sumb . §
couldn't sit through a film. 11 ook me
Ihree davs to screw up the courage 1o go
see whal was happening. Bv Monday. [
knew. The cinemas were packed and
the people were applauding the films. ]
couldn’t believe it. 1l was noon and the
cinemas were packed Thal Monday.
three days after the Festival opencd.
was the biggest high of my life.”

The diflerese, of course, waxs thal the
lilms were al lasl reaching a publie,
and an enthusiaslic ene. As Handling
put il: “Seeing the films in a screening
room. usually alone, is one kind of expe-
rience. Seeing the films wilh 500 people
is fotally different.”

Perhaps it was this difference that
would prompt Festival board of directors’
member Bill McMurtry to respond to
jeurnalistic criticism of the relrospec-
tive with these words: "People who
complain abew it don't know squal
about cinema.”

[t's nol 1hat 1he films change so much
lthough each viewing of a film ahways
reveals a different film), it's 1hat vou are
changed : the ilms become your eves as
e and | meel and suddenh vou can
seer I sueh a contest the films escape
from the ghettoizalion of being part of a
minorily culture and. thus freed, begin
lo refer to each other: at times they
seem o echa one another uite delib-
erately. For instance, a shot of a park in
Lea Pool's La Femme de Phatel 11984)
will refer to the same park in Michael
Snow's One Second In Montreal 11969).
ol only do the films begin to converse
among themselves, they also speak

The

by Dot Tuer

1L was i voung and frustratecd Larry
Kent, promped by the banning of his
lilm High in 1968 by the Onlario
Censor Board, who was quoted by
the Torento Star as shouwting *'m 30,
and I'm nol waiting around untii I'm
45 when Ul be making (ilms as bad as
they are now [ have my talent now |
want tu be seen now '™

Sialeen vears laler, these words
have an ironic overtone for those of
us  who re-discovered’ his  now
vbscure tiims during the relraspec
tive of Canadian cineima at thisyear's

CFestival of Feslivals, Far despile the
= notoriety and seclisim Kent enjoved

in the '6os; writing, divecting, and
producing The Hitter Ash. 1963
Sweel  Substitute. 1964 When
Tomorriy ies. ueo ;. and High,
1a67 ;. the only surviving prints ol
these (ilins in the'sos are tu he luund
in historical  sale-keeping  at the
Nationst Filme Archives in Otlawa,

Badgered by censors, wud belea-
auered by inadeyuale distribulion
facilities and {ack ol supporl in
Canada for independent leatures,
hentiurned in the 70s 1o the National
Filin Board and vutside producers,
His subsequent Jilms lost the stamp
ol Larry Kent's original sensibility,
and his name and swork dropped
liteea! v from sight. And while the
Festival's dedication to resurrecting
the "huried hreasares’ ol our cinema-
tic past has given these tour indepen-
dent features by Kent momentary
recognilion and public viewing, il
seems a bittersweel requiem for
what should be widely distribuled
films by one uf the major and cur-
rently eclipsed 1alents of Canadian
cinenit,

#rom the vanlage paint ol the "80s,
e seasibilily which characterized
(hese Hiest fealures is i every wad as
relevant today as il was 1o kent's
conlemporaries of the 60s. The inter
vening vears. however, have altered
The wav in which bis unce scandalous
subjecl-matler is received and per-
ceivedd by an audience and erilics,
For Laoy kent's trouhles with the

bof Tuer is a Toronto freelancer,
specializing (0 the contemparin
visual arts.

censor boards and his hoslile encoun-
ters with the mainstream press were
a result of his proelivity o portray
individuals who were Jured by the
promises of a counter-culture and
trapped by the social and economic
realities ol a larger society.

His eharaclers werg ong way or
another outsiders : whelher it be the
listless rebellion utb a bored house-
wife in When Tomorrow Dies, or the
desperation of a woman married wa
sellish Beal in The Bitter .ish, or the
aibhorrent litestyle of two hippies in
High. This led 10 his veputalion as an
anti-establishment' filmmaker who
was  dlissemingling  an  insidious
immorality through his swork, Yet. in
retraspect, il s clear that kenl was
using the context ot a countes-cullure
as o vehicte o examine the erises ad
degenecation al individusls inoam
saciety who struggle with the recog-
nition ol oppression and the choices
thas  recognition olters. Far [rom
innoral s liloos are inmam wavs
harsh indictments ol 1he lives ot his
vharacters who seek an alternative
eaistence 1o the stalus-guo by adopl-
ing the icdeas of a counter culture But
his fils are an ecually harsh indict-
ment ol the hypocerisy and oppression
engendeared v the esiablishiment’s
values.

Kent's originality — he is a Soulh
Atrican expalriale — lies in his acute
perception of our society as an eco-
nomic and social structure thatis pa-
triarchal and liniling, so pervasive in
its materialistic ideology that even
the ideas of lhe counter-culture (urn
sour and oppressive. [Uis this sense of
compiex and sophisticated dialectic
between idealism and ils practical
realization that perhaps horified
the censors unknumwingly in the '6us,
and il is certainly Lhis sensilsility
whiivt hiss created works w hich still
have the power o shockand to ques-
ton uor chojees antl difenmas as
individuals 1oday

O the Tour Tilms screened an tie
Foestival ol Festivals, The Bitter \sh is
the most rass ang hiling realization
of this morally ambivalent dialeclic,
and perhaps the must remarkable of
his einematie achiovements. ths Birse
fittn, anel the livst lealure 1o be pro-
duced on the West Coast in 33 v ears,
is an inspirational example for any

resurrection

Larry Kent

filmmaker struggling to make inde-
pendent films in Canada. Filmed
while he was a student ul thealre and
psychology at ULB.C.. Keal used siu-
cdent aclors, an amateur crew and i
wind-up Rolexcamera to create d fic-
lional document of the Besl era
which rivals Robert Frank's Pulf Alv
fiisy

(nfluenced by Cassavetes' Shadows
and Fellini's La Strada. this lilm
reveals o gritty realism and original
editing style that distinguishes Kenl
as a uninue talent in Canadian cine-
matie history, Utilizing a complex
cutting and flashiback structure. Kent
traces the coucemns of twu couples
living in Vancouver's lowse ceconomic
tringe. The Lhemes of their existonces
revolve arowmud the boredom and
monolony of ollice and assembiy-
fine work, and the inevitabiliy ol
pregoamsy which forees thent Lo
marny. Bui wwhile ene of the male
characlers sees his only escape lrom
the syslem in the ace guisition ol money
and material goods, the othear has
rejected 1hese valoes Tor the ree
dont ol a botremian lilesiyle, VW hat
hecomes evident during the evolu-
tion ol thebr characters, is that either
choice by a mabe doublv raps the
females, swho are vppressed by o
suciely which offers them ao splion
except miarriage, and in turn are op-
pressed by the demands of their ego-
Listic spauses o morally and eco-
nomically support their 'freedoms.’
As the events of the il lead o a heal
party whete all of the churacters’ lives
inlertwine, the powerful ironies and
lrustrations ol their worlds unfold
during one ol the most originall
Hilmed parties in einematic hstary
anel it is indicative, not of 1he film,
but of the slale ol Canacdian cinema-
lic institutions. that a subdued and
modesthy  surprised  famy Kem
seemed almwst bewildered by the
eveitement of the audience whe
gatheved around hin to praise this
titm during its screening at the Fes.
tival.

Encouraged by the enthusiasm of
the crond, Larry Kent. at 45, is thisth-
ing of striking a print of the fitm lor
distribution  Sisleen  vears  later,
Kent's plea thal he " wants 1o he seen
soen” may finally come 10 pass
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bevond themselves, addressing a future
still remote when the film itself was
made . the shadow of October 1970
already hangs over Le Chat dans le sac
[1964), or feminism in Larry Kent's The
Bitter Ash 119631 or When Tomorrow
Dies 119651, or modern nationalisim in
Wieland's prophetic Reasan Over Pas-
$ion 11969). In each other’s presence. the
lilms become less the orphans in search
of significance that they are in solitary
viewing situations: instead thev are
part of a noisy and numerous family.
They have an air de familfle thal provides
a context, a commonality that notl only
protects and enhances them. but sup-
port them as well : call it a landscape of
film.

Not only do the films emerge from
specific settings (e.g. Montreal, Van-
couver), but each film creates and re-
creates its own definition of that setting,
sometimes uniquely, sometimes in con-
junction with other films. Gilles Carle’s
use of the autoroutes around Montreal
in Red (1970] to define a view of that
city's dynamic modernity had always
struck me as unique. Seeing Arcand’s La
Maudite Galette (1972) showed me how
another filmmaker could use more or
less the same setting to create the com-
pletely opposite effect. In both cases,
the two films were adding to a cultural
definition of Montreal.

This can be done in endless ways.
Michael Snow’s One Second In AMont-
real took a city with which ! am rather
familiar and made it utterly unfamiliar.
a marvelous effect that is difficult to
achieve. Lea Pool in La Femme de Photel
could not recreate that unfamiliarity so
hauntingly present in her 1980 film
Strass Cafe.

The most startling rediscovery of
landscape for me was in Gilles Groulx’s
Le Chat dans le sac when Claude leaves
the city for St-Charles-sur-Richelieu,
mythical scene of a brief victory for the
1837 Patriotes, and scene for me of my
adolescence. To see that highway pre-
served circa 1963 as 1 saw it weekend
after weekend tthough none of it, from
the road-signs to the road itselfl. exists
any longer) was an extraordinary thrill.
It was as if a part of my past had
unexpectedly been returned to me.

I can say something similar for Jack
Chambers’ experimental The Hart of
London 11970} which in 80 rivetting
minutes gave me every image | needed
to understand why I've never gone back
to the city of my birth.

These are only two immediately per-
sonal examples of something of the
mnemonic landscape that films can
evoke, of the manner by which filmic
representations do become entwined
with the personal, and gain the powerto
claim a place in the national imagina-
tion. For a Canadian film can say some-
thing guite specific to one growing upor
living in this country in a manner that
not even the greatest masterpieces of
world cinema could ever hope to. Butin
order to do that Canadian film would
require what it does not possess and
what for 10 days the Festival gave it:
inklings of a national film culture.

Such a film culture need not be in the
personal style of this, that or any par-
ticular filmmaker. Indeed filmmaker
and theoretician Bruce Elder has

argued — and the masterful series Ex-
periments which he programmed for
the Festival demonstrated - that Cana-
dian visual art need not be realistic at
all : in order to become I, the Canadian
eye does not have to define itself through
realism but can instead manifest itself
as an awareness of its own self-conscious-

Without eye-dentity the body is just a photograph, as Lefebvre arguesin Ultimatum (197 1}

ness. The main thing is that it manifest
itself and that it have the opportunity to
be seen in its manifestations.

Yet if the festival showed what a genuine
national film culture could be like, it
also showed what obstacles to that film
cullure remain. aside from the lack of
access to Canadian images. For part of
the difficulty of approaching Canadian
film begins on as mundane a level as
proper subtitling. If the 1 cannot see, the
ear will not hear. and on the whole the
quality of English subtitling from Que-
becois was surprisingly poor. Gilles
Carle pointed this out seeing Red in
Toronto (the first time since the film's
release 14 years ago) when he won-
dered aloud why so many meanings in
French were completely reversed in
tnglish. He gave the example of someone
saying “Bonjour” only to have it sub-
titled "Good evening,” only a slight
exaggeration. With the exception of
Robert Gray’'s subtitles for La Femme de
I'hotel, every one of the eight Quebecois
features 1 caught contained similar
major reversals of meaning, as well as
other instances of ‘creative’ translation
such as turning an ordinary Quebecois
name Rosaire] into an Anglicism (8am).
The flip side of this complaint, perhaps,
is that only a festival! such as this one
could provide the opportunity to notice.

For what the festival underlined, again,
was the desperate need for continuity of

all kinds in Canadian film in each and
every one of its manifestations, in-
cluding film festivals (not to mention
governmenl policy or the commerce of
film production, distribution and ex-
hibition). For only such a continuity can
create the Canadian film culture — the
ways of seeing ourselves - that can
orien! the future of Canadian filmmmaking
because il reflects an awareness of
Canadian cinema's pas!.

As the retrospective showed. itis nota
monolithic past by any means. Fora film
past with so few resources. it is some-
thing of a model of tolerance of different
approaches to filmmaking : from the be-
ginning it grants a space to the Ernie
Shipmans, the George Martons (Whis-
pering City) and other forerunners of
Herous-Greenberg imernationalism. On
the other hand. this pluralism has
not been returned by Canadian film-
making's industrial turn, as has been
stressed by every perscnal fitmmaker
again and again, and most recently by
Micheline Lanctot at the press conferen-
ce in honor of her Venice Silver Lion for
Sanatine. "Make your films,” she said.
“make any kind of film you want, just
don’t take from me my right to make my
kind of film.”

Curiously, in the light of the festival
retrospective, it is federal government
film policy (or the lack of it! with its
unerring nose for creating bureaucracies
on the one hand, and for interfering
when it shouldn't (as with tax-shelter
legislation) and not interfering when it
should have (in distribution as of the
late '40s! that emerges as the chief

butcher of Canadian cinema, far more
than the havoc perpetrated by a new
breed of producers whose 'commercial’
triumphs, mind, were not exactly in
centre stage at this retrospective.

if nothing else, the major achievement
of Northern Lights was to demonstrate
that Canadian cinema’s past is some-
thing to be profoundly proud of - and to
disregard that past is to deliberately
close one's eyes to Canada’s eye-dentity.

S0, as Margaret Atwood might have said,
how does one go from there to here?

That of course was the question on
many people's minds as the festival
drew to a close. It was on the minds of
those filmmakers who saw their films
come alive again on the screen, and
realized that they had been right all
alongin what they were doing. It was on
the minds of the retrospective's or-
ganizers who were, rightly perhaps,
leery about drawing conclusions as to
what it all meant. And it must have been
on the minds of the Festivals Board of
Directors, as Toronto will next year
celebrate the Festival of Festival's 10th
anniversary

In the immediate future, the 10 best
Canadian films will, thanks to the con-
tribution of Labatts. tour the country.
Requests to extend the tour have come
in from some L.5. states, as well as from
overseas, from Britain, France and Italy.

For next year and every vear thereafter,
the program Perspectives Canada, thanks
to another corporate sponsor, !mperial
0il, will offer a permanent festival win-
dow to current Canadian film produc-
tion.

But is that really enough — especially
when the 1984 Festival was without a
doubt the single biggest vindication of
the Canadianess of Canadian cinema
ever ? Surely the point of the retrospec-
tive amounts to something more than a
passing corporate pat on the back of
Canadian film before reverting to the
business as usual of celebrating inter
national cinema and international unity
a l'americaine ? Surely in this country
someone must be prepared to face the
fact that what happened at the 1984 fes-
tival was an authentic cultural turning-
point ?

What if the Festival had, almost with-
oul knowing it, discovered that magical
key that evervhody from the DOC 1o
Telefilm Canada to the CBC have been
desperately searching for — namely,
how to successfully market Canadian
cinema to Canadian audiences ? And if
that were the case, would this not mean
that Toronto had almost miraculously
gained the power of life and death over
the future of Canadian cinema : it can
eilber help launch the rebirth of a
genuine Canadian cinema, aware of
itself, or complete the job of the lingering
death already so familiar to Canada's
best filmmakers.

Canadian culture, it has been said,
will either be nationalist or will con-
demn itself to eternal cosmopolitan
exile. It would be more than ironic that
the Toronto festival, in the past so
successful at promoting cinema's
cosmopolitan exile, may have at last dis-
covered its true vocation, perhaps even
its destiny, as the national showcase of
Canadian cinema.

But then. walking along Bloor Street
that cold and windy evening, it was not
the ironies that were lacking. For it
seemed, for amoment, that perhaps the
Fesnval was not over; on the contrary,
it had barely even begun. ®
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