
ch ine in the con tempora ry w o r l d I. In 
the context , then, o f the d i sappear ing 
Canad ian pub l i c , a state-apparatus 
whose c o m m i t m e n t to Canad ian cul-
tu ra l 'object ives' has ahvavs been 
ambiguous , and a marke tp lace whose 
c o m m i t m e n t to Amer i can cu l tu re is i ts 
raison-d'etre. wha t is left o f Canad ian 
c inema ? If Harcour t can s t i l l r ema in 
vaguely hopefu l , Hand l i ng for his par t 
is pret tv m u c h readv tu sign ihe death 
cer t i f icate and p romp t l y revive Ihe 
corpse in the f o r m of an " image indus-
t i y " I And exp l i c i t l y for the l ikes of a 
Rohin Wood, Canadian c inema never 
a m o u n t e d to any th ing m u c h in the 
first place, so noth ing 's been lost as 
no th ing was there,1 

Only Elder, it seems, w o u l d disagree 
- vehement ly and rad ica l l y so. First, bv 
w r e n c h i n g away the s ta te-monopo lv 
011 a cu l t u ra l pol i t ics, he anchors the 
Canadian cu l t u ra l project in the con-
cept o f the na t ion itself. For Elder, the 
very fact o f be ing Canadian, o f be ing 
able to th ink about Canada, posits a 
metaphysics of Canadian cu l tu re that 
is ne i ther c r a m p e d no r defensive, but 
i m m e n s e and at least at ease in its 
d i f fe rence. Secondly Elder, because he 
is comfo r tab le w i t h i n Canadian meta-
phys ica l t rad i t ions there in encounters 
that bedrock of the Canadian m i n d 
that is a p r o f o u n d l y e th ica l c r i t i que of 
the Amer i can techno log ica l universe. ' 
Th i rd l y , on the bases of that c r i t i que 
w h i c h stems f r o m the assumpt ion that 
Canada of fers different face to the 
un iversa l techno log ica l system (wh i ch 
means that the Amer ican appropr ia t ion 
is on ly a t rope and not the th ing itself), 
he absolut izes the Canadian c r i t i que 
of Amer i can mode rn i t y into a concep-
t ion of c inema f rom w i t h i n las opposed 
to against or, in the case of i m p o r t i n g 
U.S. cu l tu re , f r o m w i t h o u t l the techno-
logical c losure. R ight ing the Hegel ian 
inver ted w o r l d , the Elder ian concept 
o f Absolute C inema presents the phe-
nomenologic.al d issect ion of the w i l l -
to- technique that resul ts f r o m the en-
counter of a spectator 's consciousness 
w i t h the u n f o l d i n g lo r c o m i n g in to 
presence) of the c inemat i c system 
Unl ike Amer i can art 's endless celebra-
t ions of the d isappear ing subject, 
Canadian art (as I read E lder l is a 
manifestat ion of the appear ing subject-
object as the d ia lect ic he tween place, 
person, and m j n d . His is a rea l ism i n 
w h i c h Canada is not a pe rpe tua l be-
c o m i n g or vanish ing, but an integer. 
Nor is the analysis he is m a k i n g based 
e i ther 011 his o w n beha l f o r to p r o m o t e 
the k inds of f i lms he h imse l f makes, 
but only as one Canadian m i n d th ink ing 
about w h a t Canad ian c inema a l ready 
has the capaci ty to be. For modest 
Canadians, it's an ex t raord inar i l y im-
modest c l a im - w e r e it not that it is no 
d i f fe ren t f r o m the l i terary c la ims 
made by a Hugh MacLennan in his ep ic 
concep t i on of Canada, o r the pa in ter ly 
c la ims o f a Paul -Emi le Borduas, f o r i l is 
n o t h i n g less than the Canad ian imagi-
na t i on man i fes t i ng itself. 

If, as the debate here shows, there 
are other ways to read' Elder, i nc lud ing 
Elder 's o w n read ing of h imsel f , per-
haps the least that shou ld be said for 
n o w migh t be, in a paraphrase of 
R imbaud : "Al lons, messieurs, mesda-
mes les cineastes lies professeurs, les 
gouvernants...), encore un effort, car 
c'est de votre Canada qu ' i l s'agit." 

(1 ) A r t h u r Kroker , Technology and the 
Canadian Mind: Grant McLuhan Innis. 
Mont rea l , 19S4, and New Vork. 1985 

by Geof f Pevere 

The rites (and wrongs) 
of the elder or 
The cinema we got: 
the critics we need 

Natural ly , perhaps, Canadian f i l m cri-
t ic ism (that is. c r i t i c i sm of and about 
Canadian c inema, and not c r i t i c i sm 
w r i t t e n in Canada about movies made 
e lsewhere l tends to the prescr ip t ive 
mode. What Canadian c inema shou ld 
be, in other words, is a more frequent ly 
addressed mat ter than w h a t it is. 

Ostensible d is t ingu ish ing marks 
and manner isms no tw i ths tand ing , the 
f requency of the use of the prescr ipt ive 
mode by Canadian film cri t ics suggests 
cer ta in f undamen ta l and c o m m o n 
assumpt ions. Basically, they are : f irst, 
that there is someth ing ident i f iab le as 
Canadian F i lm, and thus an object o f 
c r i t i c i sm w h i c h exists. Second, that 
this object, Canadian F i lm, is qual i ta-
t ively and observably d is t inc t f r o m 
other, s im i la r objects borne of s im i la r 
aesthetic las c inema i and cu l tu ra l 
(Canadian, Amer i can or whatever ) 
concerns or s tandards of de f in i t i on 
Th i rd , that the objects Canadian Fi lm 
o r Cinema, is somehow benef ic ial and 
necessary to someone It per forms a 
funct ion that is somehow edifying, 
enl ightening, nour ish ing and st imulat-
ing lo someone o r some g roup of 
someones (presumably , i n th is case, 
Canadians). In a wo rd , i l is w o r t h 
hav ing around. 

So far, these are elementary assump-
t ions for most or a l l f i l m c r i t i c ism, but 
the prescr ip t ive mode makes its dis-
t ingu ish ing detour here. Wh i le most 
forms o f nat ional ist f i l m cr i t i c ism 
imp ly the values stated above, f ewe r 
suggest, as o u r c r i t i c i sm f requent ly 
does, f irst, that there is some th ing 
def in i te ly lack ing in a par t i cu la r 
nat inal c inema that impedes it in 
real iz ing its ideal and necessary fo rm 
and func t i on ; a lack resu l t ing f rom 
factors imposed e i ther f r o m outs ide 
(economic starvat ion, cu l t u ra l impe-
r ia l i sm, governmenta l ind i f fe rence, 
etc J or fester ing f r o m ins ide (psycho-
logical re tardat ion , cu l t u ra l imma tu -
r i ty o r myop ia , over fed midd le-c lass 
ind i f fe rence l the na t iona l organ ism. 

Geoff Pevere, aside from teaching 
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Final ly, that th is is a lack w o r t h repair -
ing. 

And, fur thermore, for the cu l tura l ly 
c r ipp led Canadian Cinema, that there 
are strategies and means avai lable fo r 
mak ing the repairs, and that these 
w i l l , i f carefu l ly and r igorously admin -
istered, b r i ng Canadian c inema closer 
lo its ideal state. There are, accord ing 
to this set of assumptions, workab le 
b luepr in ts for the reconst ruc t ion and 
sustained heal th and we l l -be ing of 
Canadian C inema - or so the prescr ip-
tive mode impl ies . 

But f inal ly , the most s ign i f icant and 
essential assumpt ion shared by pres-
c r ip t i ve Canadian f i l m cr i t ics is also 
the least apparent and discussed, 
w h i c h is not surpr is ing, given that it is 
also the most relat ive, content ious and 
abstract of th is set o f assumpt ions 
that there is, in fact, a perfect state, 
cond i t i on and context for the object 
Canadian F i lm : a set of idea l ized 
env i ronmenta l , po l i t i ca l and ideolo-
gical c i rcumstances under w h i c h the 
object w i l l f l ou r i sh and nour ish 
accord ing lo the relat ive s tandards of 
wha t this ideal Canadian C inema is o r 
must be. The reason ing is tauto logical 
but essential to the pract ice of pres-
c r ip t i ve c r i t i c ism, fo r there can be no 
heal ing measures appl ied to the organ-
ism un t i l a s tandard o f per fect heal th 
is establ ished. A l l med i c i ne imp l ies a 
cure, but no cure is absolute. L ike doc-
tors, cr i t ics have vary ing standards of 
per fect ion. Unspoken and i m p l i c i t as it 
is, th is re lat iv i ty of s tandards fo r the 
perfect Canadian C inema is in fact the 
most f undamen ta l and fa r - reach ing 
de te rm inan t o f the prescr ip t i ve mode. 
It d i rects a l l c r i t i ca l speculat ion, 
i n te rp re ta t ion and even pe rcep t ion 
towards a par t i cu la r end o r set o f stan-
dards w h i c h def ine an i n d i v i d u a l 
cr i t ic 's concep t ion of the perfect Cana-
d ian Cinema. Moreover , the prescr ip-
t ive mode cus tomar i l y submerges 
these standards, m a k i n g i m p l i c i t the 
ideo log ica l de te rm inan ts in the expl i -
cit p lans for the per fec t Canad ian 
Cinema. The cr i t ic 's va lue system 
must be deduct ive ly ret r ieved by s i f t ing 
t h rough the apparent to the imp l i ed . 
By wha teve r means the cr i t ic 's value 
system is s leu thed by the s tudent o f 
such th ings, it is an object w o r t h sni f f -
i ng out. Not ions and standards of per-
fect ion, pa r t i cu la r l y as they shape or 

inf luence cu l tura l o r pol i t ical discourse, 
are valuable gauges of ideological self-
def in i t ion, ideal ized portra i ts or reflec-
t ions of h o w w e m igh t appear, we re it 
not for the smudged and cracked 
looking-glass we've got - the c inema 
that stands between us and the c inema 
w e w a n t or, in the urgent prescr ip t ive 
message of Bruce Elder, the c inema 
w e need. 

Before embark ing u p o n an examina-
t ion of the speci f ic terms and impl ica-
t ions of Elder's audacious, i f eccentric, 
prescr ipt ive b luepr in t for a nat ional 
c inema ICanadian Forum, February 
19851, it m igh t be usefu l to br ie f ly 
examine some of the cond i t ions w h i c h 
have bred, fed and susta ined the 
p redominance of the prescr ip t ive 
mode in Canadian film c r i t i c ism. 
Basically, the pract ice of f o rmu la t i ng 
strategies for a better Canadian c inema 
assumes that a better Canadian Cinema 
is necessary and w i l l s o m e h o w be 
bet ter for Canadians because, even 
m o r e basical ly, there is be l ieved to be 
a dist inct, d i rect and discernib le cause-
and-ef fect re la t ionsh ip be tween cul-
t u ra l p roduc ts and the i r consumers. 
Cu l t u re is v i ewed as a necessary agent 
in the process of social and po l i t i ca l 
se l f -def in i t ion , and na t iona l ident i ty 
rema ins a sal ient issue in the var ious 
debates over Canadian cul ture. Culture 
can increase o u r de te rm ina t i on and 
po ten t ia l to act upon and unders tand 
the env i r onmen t w e l ive in because it 
de l ineates ou r pos i t ion in re la t ion to 
that env i ronmen t . I t shows us w h o 
and w h e r e w e are. I n Canada, where 
most of the cu l tu ra l products consumed 
are i m p o r t e d f r o m o the r po l i t i ca l and 
cu l t u ra l contexts, the s i tuat ion is 
regarded as urgent a n d par t icu lar ly 
pronounced. Given the assumed direct 
re la t i onsh ip be tween cu l t u re a n d con-
sumers in prescr ip t ive c r i t i c ism, the 
Canadian cu l tu ra l p red icament retards 
bo th ou r ind iv idua l and social potent ia l 
f o r persona l and na t iona l self-recogni-
t ion, g r o w t h a n d de te rm ina t ion . Thus, 
w h i l e c r i t i cs m a y not agree on the 
prec ise na tu re and f o r m of the c inema 
w e need, there is l i t t l e q u i b b l i n g over 
the fact that w e need a c inema. Appa-
rent mot i va t ions and de te rm ina t ions 
may d i f fe r ( ranging, r igh t to left , f r o m 
c u l t u r a l j ingo ism, to the pract ica l 
d r i ve to econom ic se l f -suf f ic iency, to 
the mob i l i za t i on of strategies to sub-
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vert the d i scourse o f fo re ign c u l t u r a l 
oppress ion) , bu t the c o m m o n end 
rema ins . W e need a c inema, t i le pres-
c r i p t i ve c r i t i c te l ls us. a n d w e need ou r 
o w n 

Acco rd ing to Bruce F.lcfer, the c i nema 
w e need probably isn' t t he c i nema 
most of us w a n t , i f most of us w a n t one 
at al l . An e x a m p l e o f p resc r i p t i ve cr i t i -
c ism so hypo the t i ca l and Utopian it 
does not even t o u c h g r o u n d long 
enough to iden t i f y any spec i f i c exam-
ples of the c i n e m a w e have, Elder 's 
a r t i c le addresses a m u l t i t u d e of issues 
and possib le a n s w e r s to the cen t ra l 
and d r i v i n g d i l e m m a of p resc r i p t i ve 
f i l m c r i t i c i s m : h o w to get the re f r o m 
here, or, h o w to make the c i n e m a w e 
need out of the c i n e m a we 've got 
Accord ing to Elder, the cent ra l p r o b l e m 
fac ing contemporary ' Canad ian c i nema 
is n o t h i n g so c o m m o n - a n d presum-
ably repa i rab le - as a c o n d i t i o n o f cul -
tu ra l re ta rda t ion imposed bv economic 
and ideo log ica l d o m i n a t i o n o f the 
Yankee m e d i a m o n o l i t h . I n E lder 's 
v iew, w h a t c o r r u p t s the c i n e m a we 've 
got is n o t h i n g less t h a n the a i l m e n t of 
an age : a mater ia l i s t i c , goa l -o r ien ted , 
technoc ra t i c m o d e of t h i n k i n g that 
d is t rac ts h u m a n e n d e a v o u r and con-
t e m p l a t i o n f r o m the des i red a n d 
l amen ted r e a l m o f the i m m e d i a t e , 
m u l t i p l e a n d exper ien t i a l , to a f u t u r e -
f ixated, select ive and sp i r i tua l l y bar ren 
p iecemea l ex is tence. Tha t , i n E lder s 
v iew, is w r o n g . By t h i n k i n g in l i near 
t e rms o f causa l l y - re la ted events, w e 
are m iss ing o u t o n the b l i ss fu l bar rage 
of m u l t i t u d i n o u s impress ions that com-
pr ise the everyday o rgan ism 's exper i -
ence o f the h e r e - a n d - n o w . 

A c i n e m a that r ep roduces the w o n -
der a n d r i chness o f the n o w , i n a l l i ts 
sensual, a m b i g u o u s a n d r h y t h m i c 
sp lendou r , a c i n e m a that rejects narra-
t ive - fo r na r ra t i ve , w i t h its s t ructu i -ed 
re i f i ca t ion o f the d o m i n a n c e and legi-
t i m a c y o f cause-and-ef fec t re la t ions, 
and its basis i n representa t i ve arts, 
w h i c h p u s h events, a priori and by 
d e f i n i t i o n , i n t o the past, is the concre te 
f o u n d a t i o n on w h i c h the ed i f i ce o f 
technocra t i c , se lect ive t h i n k i n g is b u i l t 
and sus ta ined ; a c i n e m a that , t h r o u g h 
the use o f such s tap le avant -garde 
s t ra teg ies as stasis, repe t i t i on , r h y t h m 
a n d m i n i m a l i s m , emphas izes the 
t e m p o r a l i t y of its o w n u n f o l d i n g and 
the m a t e r i a l basis o f its o w n f o rmu la -
t ion, a c i n e m a that emphas izes its 
here-ar id -now-ness , is the c i n e m a w e 
need Or do w e ? 

it is a p rovoca t i ve and p e c u l i a r for-
mu la t ion cer ta in ly . w h i c h is made even 
m o r e e n t i c i n g and ba t t l i ng by E ider 's 
c u s t o m i z i n g o f t e r m i n o l o g y ( w h e r e i n 
techno logy becomes " techn ique" a n d 
o l i fac to rv expe r i ence becomes, n ice ly , 
"g ivenness" l , f requen t f l igh ts o f mes-
s ianic r he to r i ca l fancy I "This associa 
l i on o f the r h v m i c a l i t y o f the process 
by w h i c h events c o m e to presentness 
in exper ience w i t h (be phys ica l i t y a n d 
r h v t h m i c a l i t v o f bod i l v processes 
means that the r hy thm ic f o r m o f a w o r k 
of art can, by u n i t i n g the pu lse o f the 
body w i t h pa t te rns i n h e r e n t in emer -
gent events [event p h e n o m e n a l , un i t e 
the m i n d and the bodv ' i,1 and a ten-
dency to emp loy value-packed phrases 
such as "good pol icy".2 "a just society", 
' the g i f t o f t h i n g s ' ^ and, f r equen t l y . 

" va lues" 5 i tse l f - w i t h o u t l e t t i ng us in 
on w h a t these te rms m e a n to h i m , thus 
d i sgu i s i ng re la t ive and c u l t u r a l l y 
d e t e r m i n e d concep ts as abso lu tes o r 
givens. A n d jus t w h o are "we", any-

w a y ? W h a t un i tes me, you, or us, as 
readers, to E lde r ? To w h o m the w r i t e r 
m i g h t be speak ing is an issue left 
un reso lved , a n d s ince the ar t i c le sug-
gests that w h a t w e need m i g h t be 
p r o t r a c t e d ep ics of sc ra t ched emu l -
s ion. the "we" o f the needy I not to 
m e n t i o n the w h v o f the need) is a 
cons t i t uency that mus t be de l i nea ted 
and ident i f ied. Personally, I don't th ink 
w e inc ludes me or the guy w h o 
manages the Mac's M i l k on the co rne r . 

A n o t h e r cu r i ous l i f less p o r t e n l i o u s l 
p r e m i s e of the p iece is the suggest ion 
tha i i r r epa rab le damage has been 
done by the Peter Ha rcou r t /P ie rs 
H a n d l i n g schoo l of f i l m c r i t i c i sm, 
w h i c h a p p a r e n t l y advocates the use of 
ce r ta in st rategies o f se l f - re f lex iveness 
cu l l ed f r o m avant-garde f i l m prac t ice in 
c o m m e r c i a l nar ra t i ve Canadian cine-
ma, p r e s u m a b l y f o r the p u r p o s e o f 
assemb l i ng a c i n e m a t i c mode that is 
m o r e d ia lec t i ca l , i n te l l ec tua l l y invol -
v i n g a n d po l i t i ca l l y p rovoca t i ve than 
c o n v e n t i o n a l i l l us ion i s t / rea l i s t / rep re -
sentat ive H o l l y w o o d p rac t i ce L ike 
" t e c h n i q u e ' , E lder is against th is . Yet 
his spec i f i c ob jec t ions , o n c loser scru-
t iny , are e i t he r u n f o u n d e d , of f -base, or 
reac t i ona ry 

Having, 1 th ink , a passing fami-
l ia r i ty w i t h the w o r k o f bo th cr i t ics, I 
reca l l c o m i n g across no r a l l y i n g to the 
cause o f a " N e w Nar ra t i ve " c i n e m a in 
e i t he r of H a n d l i n g or Harcour t ' s ex-
pans ive w r i t i n g s on Canad ian c inema. 
A h y b r i d o f avant -garde a n d c lassical 
styles that emp loys the se l f - re f lex ive 
m e c h a n i s m s o f the f o r m e r to under -
m i n e the reac t ionary h e g e m o n y o f the 
lat ter . E lder 's d r e a d e d N e w Narra t ive 
vanda l izes 6 " commerc ia l i zes " 7 and 

" h i j a c k s " 8 c o n v e n t i o n s o f a v a n t - g a r d e 
c inema, a process w h i c h , c l a ims Elder , 
not on ly robs the a l te rna t i ve c i nema of 
its u n i q u e capac i ty fo r au to te l i c i t v — 
e m p h a s i z i n g nowness over then-ness 
— but also serves to preserve the reac-
t ionary ideo log ica l f u n c t i o n of ma in-
s t ream c inema ; since the mechanisms 
o f i l l u s i o n i s m p resumab l y o v e r w h e l m 
the strategies of au to te l i c i t v , the New 
Nar ra t i ve on ly saps the avant -garde of 
its un ique l y se l f - re f lex ive and subver-
sive character, it, in do ing so, u l t imate ly 
serves the oppressive ends of dominan t 
c i n e m a , s ince it coopts conven t ions o f 
the avant -garde in o r d e r to d r a i n t h e m 
of the i r po ten t i a l to subver t . 

Th i s , the c rux of Elder 's b iscu i t , 
i n t roduces enough theore t i ca l and 
po l i t i ca l gr is t le to c h e w on fo r 10 
i nvo l ved and l ike ly u n w i e l d v acade-
m ic d iscuss ions, but 1 shal l res t r ic t 
myse l f to a b r ie f survey a n d response 
to the most pe r t i nen t , p u n g e n t and 
con ten t i ous o f the po in ts just ra ised. 

E lde r m a i n t a i n s that nar ra t ive , in 
and of i tself , is reac t ionary and serves 
ex is t ing systems ot p o w e r a n d socia l 
re la t ions because it is representa t ive , 
a n d any rep resen ta t i ve f o rms o f dis-
course f reeze and isolate t i m e and 
expe r i ence in to a p r e s u m a b l y safe, 
p re - i n te rp re ted , u n a m b i g u o u s and 
una l te rab le past. Nar ra t i ve c i n e m a 
l im i t s expe r i ence in te rms o f ihe al-
r e a d y - h a p p e n e d and t hus the beyond-
i n t e r v e n t i o n It creates a false a n d 
p e r e n n i a l c o n t i n u u m o f pastness that 
b locks the f u t u r e a n d b l u r s the present 
by re lega t i ng a l l expe r i ence i n t o a 
safely d is tanced and un touchah le past. 
Wha teve r the spec i f i c f o r m o f address. 
E lder c l a i m s tha t a l l na r ra t i ve f o r m s , 
by d e f i n i t i o n , speak i n past tense. T h i s 
is, I t h i nk , t rue to a c e r t a i n ex tent . 

D o m i n a n t f o r m s o f c u l t u r e w o u l d n ' t 
be d o m i n a n t i f [hey d i d not f u n c t i o n as 
part o f those appara tuses w h i c h serve 
to suppo r t and preserve soc ia l and 
p o w e r re la t ions the w a y they are. If 
not a l l nar ra t ive , t hen ce r ta i n l y most 
c o m m e r c i a l movies, a n d a l l f o r m s o f 
p o p u l a r cu l tu re , genera l ly and by de-
f in i t i on , po l ice the poss ib i l i t y of social 
c r i t i c i s m bv p r e s e n t i n g end less ly re-
gu rg i t a ted i dea l i zed rep resen ta t i ons 
of th ings as they are. Not by p resen t ing 
or s h o w i n g us h o w good th ings cou ld 
be, but by s h o w i n g us h o w great they 
are. D o m i n a n t p o p cu l tu re rei f ies and 
l eg i t ima tes th ings as they are by con-
don ing. th rough representat ion, cer ta in 
va lue systems a n d m o d e s o f b e h a v i o u r 
and by condemn ing , th rough exclus ion 
or exaggerat ion, o the r va lue systems or 
modes of behav iou r not permissab le 
a c c o r d i n g to the a rb i t r a r y but g u a r d e d 
pa rame te r s o f the n o r m a l . A n d in 
suggest ing that th ings are okay as they 
are. d o m i n a n t pop cu l tu re fo rms nu l l i f y 
the need, or even a r ecogn i t i on of its 
poss ib i l i t y , fo r rad i ca l soc ia l change. 

But the re are w a y s of c o u n t e r i n g 
these ef fects. Popu la r c u l t u r e may he 
ub iqu i t ous , but it is not m o n o l i t h i c . 
Elder's ret urn-to-zero, ou t r igh t rejec-
t i on o f nar ra t ive s i m p l y ignores the 
p r o b l e m o f ideo log ica l h e g e m o n y a n d 
p o p cu l t u re , bu t it doesn ' t c o n f r o n t it. 
Qu i te s i m p l y , once these status q u o 
suppo r t systems, w h i c h mus t go un-
no t i ced to succeed, are r ecogn i zed 
and named , they are no l onge r t rans-
parent and thus t h e i r p o w e r to perpe-
tuate is neu t ra l i zed . The re fo re , Elder 's 
concep t i on o f a m o n o l i t h i c , i m p r e g -
ahie sys tem o f "pas tness" in d o m i -
nant c u l t u r e is i nsu f f i c i en t , for the 
system can be cha l l enged and a l te red . 
E lder forgets the t h i r d pa r t y i n the 
process o f i deo log ica l f o r m u l a t i o n bv 
p o p u l a r c u l t u r e : t he c o n s u m e r . W h i l e 
the c u l t u r a l appa ra tus may be f i xed in 
l ime in t e rms o f p r o d u c t i o n and ideo-
log ica l usefu lness, the c o n s u m e r or 
spec ta tor is not . S /hecan use he r or his 
pos i t i on as sub jec t - i n - the -p resen l to 
analyse and c r i t i c i ze the ob jec t - in - the-
past pos i t i on o f c u l t u r e ar t i fac ts . 
M e a n i n g may be encoded in pop cul -
ture p roduc ts , but i l is no t e n t o m b e d 
there. T h e s h i f t i n g con tex t o f con-
s u m p t i o n , in te rms o f both env i ron -
men t and ideo logy, and the re la t ive 
perspec t ive o f the c o n s u m e r means 
that the pastness of the ar t i fact is 
a l w a y s suh jec ted to the presentness o f 
its c o n s u m p t i o n . iVo m o v i e is an i s l and 
e i ther . 

Besides, does not al l social discourse, 
by d e f i n i t i o n a n d des ign, isolate a n d 
ob jec t i f y e x p e r i e n c e ? A l i c o m m u n a l 
i n te rac t i on d e p e n d s o n systems o f 
shared symbo l s and codes w h i c h 
ob jec t i f y a n d isolate expe r i ence so it 
can he t r a d e d a m o n g the cons t i tu -
ents o f those c o m m u n i t i e s . A n d is th is 
not because, w i t h o u t a sys tem o f 
m u t u a l l y shared a n d recogn ized sym-
bols, the re w o u l d be no soc ia l inter-
ac t ion ^ Language is d ie basis o f com-
m u n i t y , and il is rep resen ta t i ve by 
rial l i re. 

T h e r e is no c o m m u n i t y , no la rger 
consc iousness, no sense o f t e m p o r a l 
c o n t i n u i t y or soc ia l connec tedness 
w i t h o u t language a n d s i m i l a r repre-
sen ta t i ve modes o i d i scourse . W i t h o u t 
t h e m , w e are left on ly w i t h the un-
n a m e d and u n n a m a b l e sub jec t i ve 
sensory i m p r e s s i o n s that c o n s t i t u t e 
ou r v iscera l e x p e r i e n c e - the very leve l 
o f consc iousness E lde r pos i ts as the 

mode l for " the c i nema w e need." Adr i f t 
i n the r e a l m of the senses : it makes f o r 
an a t t rac t i ve image , i f a r o m a n t i c and 
apo l i t i ca l one, but that 's w h a t E lder 's 
c o n c e p t i o n o f the c i n e m a o f sub jec t ive 
he re -and -now-ness a m o u n t s t o : by 
pos i t i ng the ideal c inema as one w h i c h 
puts us in touch w i t h the pre- l inguis t ic , 
p u r e l y sensory r e a l m of v iscera l 
response, E lder is h e a r k e n i n g back to 
the mys t i c the even speaks, w i s t f u l l y , 
o f the "anc ien1s " ' j y e a r n i n g , l i ke 
some pos t -psychede l i c h y b r i d o f Mer -
l in and Learv, fo r a p re -Jung ian re-
i ns ta temen t o f art i n t o the r e a l m o f the 
subconsc ious , the mag ica l a n d the 
i ne f f ab le 

T h e c i n e m a w e need, w e are to ld , is 
a c i n e m a separate f r o m a n d u n s u l l i e d 
by the g r i m e a n d c o r r u p t i o n ot every-
day d iscourse a n d p o p u l a r taste I t is a 
c i nema that depends u p o n mystery 
and supe rs t i t i on , a n o t i o n o f ar t as 
s o m e t h i n g i r r a t i ona l , u n e x p l a i n a b l e , 
s p i r i t u a l and exa l ted - s o m e t h i n g 
mag ic . It is a pe rspec t i ve tha t pos i ts 
ar t as n a t u r a l a n d g iven, r a t h e r t h a n as 
the p r o d u c t o f p a r t i c u l a r soc ia l a n d 
h i s to r i ca l forces, a n d ar t is ts as d i v i n e 
m e d i u m s o f messages d i s p a t c h e d 
s o m e w h e r e f r o m the b lack c a u l d r o n 
o f Ihe subconscious, and accessible 
on ly to them, ra the r t han p roduce rs of 
h i s to r i ca l l y d e t e r m i n e d c u l t u r a l ar t i -
facts. It is a v i e w that seeks to es tab l i sh 
a h ie ra rchy of know ledge a n d pr iv i lege 
that exp lo i t s m y s t i f i c a t i o n as a neces-
sary m e a n s o f m a i n t a i n i n g a n imba-
lance o f p o w e r b e t w e e n the exa l ted 
f e w tha t p r o d u c e a n d c o m p r e h e n d ar t , 
and the g rea te r masses tha t do not . 
And . w h i l e w e ' r e at it, just w h a t the 
fuck is " a r t " a n y w a y ? 

A n d t h i s a l t i t u d e , I d a r e s a y , is a 
d a m n e d s ight m o r e r e a c t i o n a r y t h a n a 
ver i tahle s lew o f decadent , past- f ixated, 
na r ra t i ve t rash mov ies . Suggest ing ar t 
mus t be l i be ra ted f r o m language a n d 
the rep resen ta t i ve i m p u l s e i n o r d e r 
fo r it to p lay a subvers ive r a t h e r t han 
s u p p o r t i v e socia l ro le i n r e l a t i o n to 
d o m i n a n t ideology may s o u n d l ike a 
t r u m p e t ca l l t o rad ica l ac t ion , bu t 
w h a t ' s rea l l y afoot he re is the reac-
t i ona ry r o m a n t i c i m p u l s e to r e t u r n the 
p r o d u c t i o n o f c u l t u r e to the r e a l m o f 
the myst ic , to take it ou t of the r e a l m o f 
shared social exper ience and d iscourse 
l a n d t hus po l i t i cs) , a n d r e t u r n it safe ly 
to the t o m b o f sanc t i f i ed p r i v i l ege 
w h e r e it be longs. Ra the r t h a n a m o r e 
po l i t i ca l c i n e m a , in the sense o f a 
c i n e m a tha i addresses, in bo th f o r m 
a n d con ten t , t he h e g e m o n y o f d o m i -
nant p o w e r s t ruc tu res , the c i n e m a 
E lde r says w e need is n o l p o l i t i c a l at 
al l . A p p a r e n t l y , it is above such th ings . 
M is thus , in m y v i e w , a useless c i n e m a 

a n d no less status q u o t h a n its Hol ly -
w o o d c o u n t e r p a r t . 

Perhaps p resc r i b ing w h a t w e shou ld 
have is. in a n d of i tsel f , a r e t r og rade 
ra l l i e r t han a p rogress ive ac t iv i ty f o r 
C a n a d i a n c i n e m a . C c r t a i n l y E l d e r s 
p resc r i p t i ons , w h i c h ca l l fo r n o t h i n g 
less than a r o m a n t i c r e i n s t a t e m e n t o f 
art to the a n t i q u a t e d r e a l m of the mvs-
l icaf and i ts r e t r i e va l f r o m soc ia l d is-
course, can no l be p rac t i ca l in t e r m s o f 
m a p p i n g a p a t h to a " h e l l e r c i n e m a 
t h r o u g h an u n d e r s t a n d i n g of i hc o n e 
we , as Canad ians , have W h i l e f e u 
e x a m p l e s o f p r e s c r i p t i v e c r i t i c i s m for 
C a n a d i a n c i n e m a have re t rea ted q u i t e 
so fa r f r o m f r o m p rac t i ca l po l i t i ca l a n d 
c u l t u r a l cons ide ra t ions as E lder 's has, 
most do i m p l y a s i m i l a r w i t h d r a w a l 
f r o m an ana lys is o f w h a t w e ' v e got i n 
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order to consider what w e need. In 
fact, i f there's a crisis facing Canadian 
c inema al the moment , it 's a fa i lure in 
f i l m c r i t i c ism as much as it is the f i lms 
cr i t ic ised. Why can't w e deal w i t h 
what we've got ? 

As mentioned, prescriptive cri t ic ism 
usual ly assumes a dismissal, on qual i-
tative grounds, of the c inema w e have. 
Disheartened w i t h the likes of wha t 
we've got, l ike The Surrogate, Heaven-
ly Bodies and Hock and Bute, cr i t ics 
w i l l indu lge in reveries of wha t we 
migh t or should have. Usually, this 
cr i t ica l u top ian ism imp l i c i t l y or expl i-
cit ly posits the achievements of natio-
nal cinemas more consistent, pervasive 
and respected than ours as models for 
deve lopment . (The phenomenal suc-
cess, in the past decade, of Austral ian 
c inema, w h i c h we once regarded 
fondly as a bedfe l low in cu l tu ra l retar-
dation, has only sharpened the edges of 
our o w n sense of inferiority.) There is 
no single reason for this cycle of sell-
fu l f i l l ingcr i t i ca lse l f - f lage l la t ion , but it 
seems general ly to spr ing f rom factors 
more common ly c i ted to bemoan Ca-
nadian f i lmgoers than crit ics, i.e., the 
state of cu l tu ra l schizophrenia caused 
by the cumula t i ve effects of the unhin-
dered consumpt ion of someone else's 
systems of sel f -def in i t ion. And l ike 
those audiences for w h o m the standard 
of qual i ty , fami l ia r i ty and even intel l i -
g ibi l i ty * has been f i rm ly established 
by the Amer ican model , Canadian cri-
tics, when dealing w i t h Canadian films, 
do so under the long shadow of Holly-
wood. Thus, our o w n f i lms are invari-
ably found to be " lack ing" or "inept'1, 
"embarrassing" or "amateurish." In-
stead of be ing evaluated on their o w n 
terms or even in the context of a 
broader but cu l tura l ly integrated area 
of enqui ry l ike "Canadian Cinema," 
Canadian f i lms are rout inely hauled 
by Canadian cri t ics onto the Holly-
w o o d chopp ing block and there con-
demned to death for fai l ing to measure 

up. Our producers, directors and 
awards-show presenters routinely resort 
to the euphemism " internat ional" or 
"universal " as both goal and a stan-
dard of achievement for Canadian 
movies to aspire. But there's real ly 
only one border w o r t h crossing for 
these "universal ists", and it's the same 
one that's proven more d i f f i cu l t lor 
Canadian than Amer ican movies lo 
cross. 

Dismissed and abandoned, Cana-
dian c inema is left largely forgotten, or 
consciously put out of m ind . Much is 
wr i t ten about the horrendous and crass 
results of the c.c.a.-spawned boom of 
the late '70s, when tax shelter incen-
tives s t imulated f i lm produc t ion on a 
scale this country had never seen be-
fore or since. The prob lem was the 
f i lms were dreck of the lowest order, 
usually th i rd-generat ion r ip-offs of 
formula Amer ican genres such as 
pol ice thr i l lers, teen comedies or teen 
slash-em-ups. Most were never deemed 
fit for d is t r ibu t ion and, unt i l pay TV, 
w i t h its gaping, 24-hour-a-day appet i te 
for product , came along in 1982, most 
were never seen This per iod has be-
come noth ing less than the Cul tura l 
Revolut ion of Canadian f i lm history. 
IThis despite the humi l i a t i ng fact that 
Meatballs and Porkv's, Canada's most 
lucrative commercia l exports of al l 
t ime, we re produced d u r i n g this pe-
riod.) It's rarely discussed, and never 
w i t h any seriousness t oward the f i lms 
and always in an incendiary tone. 
Fault is usually found, and always 
somewhere else. 

Vet, if the emphasis of Canadian f i lm 
cr i t ic ism shif ted f rom the prescr ipt ive 
and the evaluative to (he descript ive 
and the analyt ical ; if al l f i lm texts, 
f rom the Heavenly Hodies's to ihe 
Grey Fo.x's, were treated objectively as 
te.xts wor thy of analysis (because all 
cu l tu ra l texts, f rom the crass lo the 
vanguard, convey vi tal messages of 
cu l tu ra l and ideological self-defini-

t ion I, and were given equal due, 
Canadian Cinema might f inal ly y ie ld 
that elusive motherlode of self-identity 
sought by the prospectors o f Canadian 
cu l tu re since Confederat ion, What w e 
are, what we w o u l d like to be, what we 
aren't - Ihe means ford iscuss ingthese 
matters of cu l tura l identity are as firmly 
encoded in' Death Ship and Running 
Brave as they are in those rare English-
Canadian ' features that do measure 
up to the arbitrary evaluative standards 
of " internat ional" or "universal " 
appeal. Pop cul ture, al l of it, h igh or 
low, crass or class, is an equal ly va l id 
ind ica to ro f the cu l tu ra l context w h i c h 
produces it. of the ideological temper 
of the l imes. The refusal or inabi l i ty of 
Canadian f i lm cr i t ics to adapt a non-
evaluative, descr ipt ive and analyt ical 
mode of cr i t ic ism has merely perpe-
tuated the colonizat ion of the Cana-
dian col lect ive consciousness l i f such 
a beast exist). Like the average week-
end moviegoer, the cr i t ic in Canada 
has undergone a process of cu l tu ra l 
dislocat ion, resul t ing f rom the adop-
tion of impor ted cr i t ical standards that 
can only be self-defeating in a count ry 
where these standards cannot deal 
adequately w i t h the cu l tu ra l products 
that country produces : of course 
Heavenly Bodies sucks, we can a l l 
agree on that. But what does it tel l us 
about ou r cul ture, our pr ior i t ies, ou r 
values, ideals, and aspirat ions ? 

Concomitant to this negative of the 
evaluative and prescr ipt ive mode as a 
necessary progression in the under-
standing of Canadian popular cu l ture 
is a re-evaluation of what consti tutes a 
nat ional cinema. Here, as elsewhere, 
the cues have been bor rowed f rom 
other contexts and appl ied back home, 
where the def in i t ions can't be as safely 
or securely appl ied. To insist, part icu-
larly in English Canada, that the natio-
nal c inema is compr ised of theatr ical 
features, is to fur ther t ighten the cycle 
of crit ical sell-strangulation by l imi t ing 

Ihe scope of analysis to a small, and 
part icular ly dest i tute, area of cul tura l 
activity, in Canada. Most of the f i lm 
product ion act iv i ty in this country is 
dispersed to other media, such as 
broadcast and pay television. Unless 
ihe concept of nat ional cinema is 
broadened suff ic ient ly to encompass 
Ihesp vi tal and comparably f lour ish ing 
areas of activity in f i lm-related pro-
duct ion, and the t radi t ional cul tural 
e l i t ism elevating f i lm f rom "lesser" 
forms of visual media is dismissed for 
the cu l tu ra l ly stagnant att i tude it is, 
Canadian popu lar cul ture, and Cana-
dians' unders tand ing of what it is and 
what it means - and abil i ty to direct its 
fu ture based on this knowledge - w i l l 
cont inue to y ie ld nothing but a sense 
of cu l l Lira I embarrassment, impotence 
and retardat ion. And that, I 'm sure, we 
don't need. 
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" Ear l ier th is year, I taught an in t roduc to ry 
course in f i l m studies a l Car le ton U n i i e r -
si ly l l was i l l u m i n a t i n g , i f d i smay ing , to 
d iscover lha l , i n a course that i n c l uded 
Codard . Bergman and Wel les , i l w a s i he 
Canad ian sect ion of Ihe course (hat p roved 
a ma jo r s t u m p e r to s tudents Canad ian 
f i lms were the most "foreign" f i lms , in 
le rms of f am i l i a r i t y , p resented a l l year 

* In Quebec, as usuai. as always, th ings are 
d i f fe rent Most of Ihe points urgent ly 
addressed here are e i t he r m n o l or non-
e \ i s t e n i ihere 
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