
so. 
what did Elder say? 

by Bart Testa 

So, wha t die) Elder say w h e n lie w ro te 
that piece for Canadian Forum ? Lots 
of things, some of t hem open to com-
plicated interpretat ions. Bui f irst, we 
might wan t to know h o w Elder came 
to say wha t he said and this involves 
several c ircumstances. 

The piece that appeared in the Fe-
bruary Canadian f o r u m under the 
t i t le "The Cinema We Meed" was ori-
ginally the artist's "statement" Elder 
wro te to accompany grant applica-
tions to the Ontar io Arts Connci l and 
the Canada Counci l for his new movie, 
Lamentations. The sl ightly edited 
Canadian Forum version appeared In 
a special section devoted to Canadian 
c inema along w i t h art icles bv Gary 
Evans, Brenda Longfel low and Geoff 
Pevere. The magazine's regular cri t ic, 
Robin Wood, took the month of f and 
there is a tale here thai. ! believe, 
af fecled the lone o f a l l but tyie of the 
pieces. 

Once upon a l ime, unt i l three years 
ago actual ly, Cariadian Forum had a 
rotating chair thai was held by a chang-
ing group of f i l m cr i t ics that inc luded 
Peter Harcourt, Kay Armatage, Setb 
Feldman, Joe Medjuck and others. 
They wro te often (but not always) on 
Canadian fi lms. When Forum's new 
editor, John Hutcheson. replaced Sam 
Solecki in 1982, Hutcheson canned this 
crew and instal led Wood as ihe maga-
zine's regular f i lm reviewer. A dist in-
guished academic cr i t ic w h o has wr i t -
ten a who le shelf of invaluable f i lm 
hooks since the mid-'GOs, Wood is also 
a topnotch journal ist ic f i lm rev iewer 
who, in recent years, has done some 
really good things at Body Politic and 
The Toronto Clarion as w e l l as at the 
Forum, Now Wood does not ih ink 
much of Canadian f i lms and wr i tes 
about them less. He has expla ined why 
in the May Canadian Forum where he 
responded cr i t ical ly to Elder's "The 
Cinema We Need" . basically, Wood 
does not bel ieve in ihe project of 
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Canadian cultural nationalism, at least 
in the forms that project n o w takes. 

Although I w ish he wou ld contribute 
more essavs to the debates in Cana-
dian c inema as penetrat ing as his 
"David Cronenberg : A Dissent ing 
V iew" (wh ich appears in The Shape of 
fiage, ed. P Handl ing, Toronto, 19831, 
Wood's decision pretty much to ignore 
Canadian movies is his business. But 
this decision also has meant that in the 
three vears Hutcheson has been run-
n ing Canadian Forum, yet another 
outlet for w r i t i n g on Canadian f i l m has 
been stoppered. 

The point is that when the special 
section ran in February, it prov ided a 
rare edi tor ia l w i n d o w for Canadian 
f i lm cr i t ics at Forum and the wr i te rs 
felt compel led to shout through it 
loudly. Pevere t r ied to na i l d o w n every 
male model movie in Canadian cine-
ma ! Longfe l low c rammed ment ions 
of just about every feminist Canadian 
f i lm of the last year into her piece. Only 
Evans was untouched by the others' 
urgent sense of the occasion, penn ing 
a trai ler for his new book. John Crier-
son and the National Film Board of 
Canada. Naturally, it was a piece in 
praise of propaganda - just the c inema 
w e need, r ight ? 

Carry ing the monstrance of experi-
mental f i lm into the cr i t ical proces-
sion, Elder delivered a manifesto. While 
Elder has indicated precious l i t t le 
talent for the strong rhetor ical gesture 
in his w r i t i n g before, this t ime he 
boi led over into bell igerent accusation 
and prescr ipt ion, regular moves in 
mani fes to-wr i t ing and just Lhe t icket 
for the ceremonies Canadian Forum 
onwi t i i ng ly staged. 

So much for the genre, what about 
the auteur? F igur ing out wha t Elder 
said is par t ly a matter o f w h o m the 
art ic le addresses and who 's do ing the 
addressing. At first it might seem sil ly 
to div ide up one m a n into two wr i te rs 
but there are at least two Elders : lhe 
avant-garde moviemaker of long f i lms 
like Illuminated Texts and the acade-
mic cr i t ica l w r i t e r of long essays on 
Jack Chambers and Michael Snow, 
These two Elders are lhe same man 
entertaining the same ideas but wr i t ing 
under two compuls ions, using two 
d i f ferent rhetorics, serving two diffe-
rent projects. In this instance, Elder 
was w r i t i n g as an artist addressing 

groups of his peers gathered in counc i l 
to del iberate on the grant-worth iness 
of his f i lm Lamentations. The decision 
to w i d e n the readership of his artist's 
"statement" came later and at Canadian 
Forum's inv i tat ion to submit a piece to 
their special section on Canadian cine-
ma No doubt Elder also must have 
noticed that his wr i t i ng , usual ly so 
di f fuse and tor tured hv qual i f icat ion 
and academese, had come out of the 
word-processor vvith sharp contours 
and a pissed-off charge of indignat ion. 
In short, a manifesto. 

Some of the qualities of "The Cinema 
We Need." 1 should add, were borrowed 
f rom George Grant. The opening nine 
paragraphs are wr i t t en in unmistak-
able Grant ian cadences ; Elder's use of 
' technology' ' as his central cr i t ical 
idea comes pretty much straight f rom 
Grant's Technology arid Fmpire, and 
the pol i t ics Elder invoked were Gran-
tian through and through. Al though 
Grant is hard ly known among f i lm 
cr i t ics in Canada iWood, for example, 
ut ter ly misses the point o f the term 
technology for this reason I, Elder 
knows the phi losopher 's id iom wel l , 
having already deployed it extensively 
through Illuminated Tests. It must 
have been impossible to resist s inging 
the heavy sarcasm that colors his ar-
tist's "statement1 for Lamentations 
through the vocal arrangements of the 
Canadian aothor best k n o w n lor t 
Lament for a Nation. 

Instances of the artist's manifesto - the 
broad, combat ive declarat ion of pur-
pose, intent ion, aspirat ion and pres-
cr ip t ion for art ist ic pract ice - are 
almost u n k n o w n in Canadian f i Im cul-
ture since the days of John Grierson.1 

Tvp ica l of manifestos everywhere, the 
actual topics taken up in "The Cinema 
We Need belong not just to the pract i -
ce, of f i l m m a k i n g but to a pol i t ic of 
cu l ture and to the agenda of art itself 
If is also typical of manifestos thai 
Elder's art ic le has set of f a controversy 
between the artist and the crit ics, so 
far in this case. Wood, Peter Harcourt 
and Piers Handl ing, the latter two r ight 
here on the pages of Cinema Canada. 
Elder's art ic le openly attacks Harcourt 
and Handl ing naming them as the best 
representat ives of w h a t he opposes ; 

in fact, these t w o cr i t ics are father 
IPeterj and son (Piers) in the discussion 
of Canadian cinema, 

Harcourt , w h o has done more to 
provoke the best w r i t i n g on Canadian 
f i lm than anyone, has many sons 
among Engl ish-Canadian f i lm cr i t ics 
and Elder Is one of them. Even when 
Elder cr i t iques Harcourt s posit ions, 
wh i ch he has been do ing since the 
mid-"70s,~ as a cr i t ic speaking molto 
sotto voce, there is obvious care taken 
to honor this father. As an artist, how-
ever. Elder is not at al l one or Harcourt's 
sons, but a ch i ld of the avant-garde 
brought up by that ext raord inary 
teacher, Gerald O'Grady. It was invevit-
able that Elder's f i l ia l piety for peter 
w o u l d cross w i res w i t h his f ierce com-
mitment to experimental cinema since 
Harcourt holds no d iscern ib le concep-
tion of avant-garde f i l m m a k i n g as a 
dist inct enterpr ise and Elder is a str ict 
Sectarian. The f lash-point came w i t h 
the vast - and vastly successful - retro-
spective of Canadian movies at the 
1984 Toronto Festival of Festivals. The 
programmes we re coord inated by 
Hand l ing w i t h Harcour t , Armatage. 
J im Monro, lan Bumie and other crit ics 
lending a hand, inc lud ing Elder w h o 
ran the exper imenta l p rogramme. 

My o w n impression is thai nei ther 
Harcourt nor Hand l ing should have 
expected the accusal inns Elder makes 
against them in "The C inema We 
Need" since the festival was, for them, 
a v ind icat ion o f ihe one b ig happy 
fami ly of Canadian cinema. But w h e n 1 
expressed that v iew of the proceedings 
in The Globe & Mail, Elder p rompt l y 
del ivered an angry rep r imand to me 
over the telephone It should have 
been obvious that Harcourt and Hand-
l ing bel ieved the bright l ight of 
Canadian c inema all resemble w h a t 
Handl ing repealed cal led the "smal l 
persona] f i lm " in press in te rv iews 
published around the festival For those 
two crit ics, the narrat ive movies of the 
early 60s are the parad igm of Cana-
dian f i lmmak ing . Even w h e n pressed, 
on one of the panels Elder organized 
to accompany his p rogramme in the 
festival. Harcourt w o u l d not speak to 
di f ferences between independent 
personal f i lms' and exper imen ta l 
movies. This distressed Elder and for 
reasons "The Cinema We Need'1 t r ied 
lo lay not. Its w r i t i n g came shor t ly 
a fie i' the Toronto festival 

Elder argues for one pol i t ic of Canadian 
f i lm and against another w h i c h may 
prove to be a phan tom w i t hou t force 
or trajectory However in its present 
form, as a cr i t ical model o f wha t Cana-
d ian f i l m might be (even w i t hou t ex-
plicit pol i t ical art iculation), that pol i t ic 
shapes those in Canadian f i lm cu l tu re 
w h o count themselves on its Left. (On 
ihe Kight, of course, w e have the 
s inecured hacks and snoozers of the 
NFB: and the usuai gaggle of sleazoids 
w h o r o n the laughitble "commerc ia l 
industry." Because lhe> are the mosi 
thorough of Canadian f i lm crit ics, wha t 
Harcourt and Handl ing have to sav 
does have w i d e cur rency among the 
enlightened!. One of the purposes of 
"The C inema We Need" is to force 
open ihe a r t i cu la t ion of the po l i t i c 
beh ind the mode l - Elder s tactic is to 
be f rontal and abrasive. Elder takes 
" independent personal narrative f i lms' 
and argues i ts po l i t i ca l impor tance 
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DEBATE 
can b r i n g e x p e r i m e n t a l c i nema u n d e r 
the c r i t i que of cu l t u ra l "ut i l i ty .1 But 
E lder does th is a l l ass-backwards, by 
p u t t i n g his po l i t i ca l c r i t i que first. 

W h a t he savs in " T h e C inema W e 
Need" is, Okay, b r i n g on the c r i t ique -
I ' m ready to p lay in your park, so put 
em up E lder insists the po l i t i cs o f 
Canad ian f i l m m a k i n g come out in the 
open, by a rgu ing h o w the c inema he 
espouses has i t s po l i t i c . This , 1 take i t . 
is w h y he starts his man i fes to w i t h a 
s ta tement of the Grant ian po l i t ic , that 
s t ruc tures Elder 's most ma tu re w o r k 
of art , Illuminated Texts.3 

Of course. Elder 's rhe to r i c o f coun-
te r -c r i t ique serves not so m u c h as a 
detence of his o w n mov ies as a pre-
emp t i ve str ike. For the usual reasons 
art ists w r i t e mani festos, he wan ts to 
m a p out and occupy - bunke r m o r t a r 
and sand -bag - the in te l lec tua l g round 
on w h i c h he wan ts to f ight . 

Elder 's a rgument ro l ls up the ato l l o f 
c i n e m a by assert ing that f i l m narra t ive 
a lways ar t icu la tes the techno log ica l 
v iew of t ime, o f purpose, o f experience. 
"Nar ra t ive is the ar t is t ic s t ructure of 
s t ruc tu re of technocracy." he says. T h e 
a l ready k n o w n is enfo lded, the subject 
o f the d iscourse is a l ready mastered, 
pe rcep t i on is closed, t h r o w n into a 
past and den ied its p rob lemat ic What 
is so s t r i k ing about th is assert ion is 
that a lmost everyone invo lved in se-
r ious f i l m c r i t i c i sm bel ieves some ver-
s ion o f it.4 Th is goes for cr i t ics w h o just 
shrug, those w h o seek to d iscern sub-
vers ions in some movies iRobin Wood, 
fo r example) and those w h o , l ike 
Cla i re Johnston, have sought to forge 
n e w tools of analysis in o rder to chase 
d o w n the po l i t i ca l imp l i ca t ions to 
t he i r last reverse angle. 

Not manv cr i t ics w o u l d , however , 
agree w i t h Elder's Grant ian fo rmu la -
t ion o f the a rgument that nar ra t ive 
expresses a technolog ica l v iew. They 
w o u l d compla in that his phi losophical 
te rms of reference are po l i t i ca l l y pro-
b lemat ica l . "Too metaphys ica l for 
me,' is the succinct way one young 
film theor ist put it on read ing " T h e 
Cinema We Need." That's fa i r enough 
as far as it goes. Nonetheless, 1 have yet 
to read an adequate c r i t i que o f Grant 's 
thought that leads easily to d ismiss its 
adapta t ion to issues of Canadian cul-
ture out o f hand. On the cont rary , the 
w r i t i n g s of A r t h u r Kroker (e.g., Tech-
nology and the Canadian Mind, Mon-
treal, 19841 ind ica te that Eider argues 
f r o m a s t rong po l i t i ca l a n d phi loso-
ph ica l pos i t ion However , on the side 
of f i l m c r i t i c i sm, no top ic has been so 
vexed in the last 15 years as the arti-
cu la t ion of just w h a t the b ig p r o b l e m 
is w i t h narrat ive. E lder bel ieves he has 
the answer, backed by a nat ional tradi-
t ion. his "c inema of percept ion." That 
proposal raises its o w n p rob lems and 
quest ions no doubt , but let's get back 
to the specif ic bu r rs unde r E lde rs 
i nd igna t i on , 

The po in t Elder wan t s to c lar i fy 
about the re la t ionsh ip be tween Cana-
d ian movies general ly and exper imen-
tal movies in par t i cu la r takes focus on 
Harcour t a n d Handl ing 's loose treat-
m e n t o f "persona l i ndependen t f i lm . " 
E lder charges that they w o u l d , i f un-
checked, appropr ia te exper imen ta l 
f i l m to narra t ive c inema by us ing the 
idea of " n e w narra t ive . " E lder rests his 
case on a read ing of the way these t w o 
cr i t ics hand le Canadian f i lm . They are, 
he says, c o m m i t t e d to a c inema that 
" shows us as w e real ly are... and so 

engenders, o r at least re inforces, ou r 
sense of identity." I f this realist posi t ion 
Elder a t t r ibutes to Harcour t and Hand-
l ing sounds fami l i a r , it shou ld . Every-
body - we l l , a lmost everybody - pro-
m o t i n g Canadian cu l t u re makes these 
k inds of noises, as readers of Cinema 
Canada w i l l have surely not iced. More 
to the po in t , E lder bel ieves Harcourt 
and Hand l i ng do not under l i ne the 
d i f ferences between the scruffy1 natu-
ralist movies of O w e n and Shebib, the 
lyr ical art c inema of Lefebvre and the 
expe r imen ta l f i lms of Snow w h e n they 
w r i t e the i r accounts of Canad ian film, 

For Elder, a l l th is is, so far, the back-
d rop whose design stands out in thick 
rel ief w h e n he reads Harcourt or 
Hand l ing and whose surface just got a 
br ight n e w coat o f pa int , w i t h a bit o f 
b i g - t ime gl i t ter , at the To ron to f i l m 
festival. Centre stage n o w , though, is 
Elder's distress over the possib i l i ty 
that the cr i t i ca l app rop r i a t i on of " n e w 
narrat ive" , w h i c h Elder proper ly 
v iews as pseudo-avant-garde f i lm-
mak ing, w i l l be taken up by Canadian 
cr i t i cs as a way of re juvenat ing the 
t rad i t i on represented by Owen, Jutra. 
Shebib and that bunch . On one side, 
the cr i t ics wan t a re tu rn to ar t - f i lms ; 
o n the o ther academic pub l ic is ts for 
" n e w narra t ive" c la im to be w a v i n g 
the banner o f expe r imen ta l c inema 
Canadian cr i t ics have been passing a 
decade pra is ing med iocre Canadian 
feature f i lms us ing the tools of an 
o u t w o r n au teur i sm w h i l e s tand ing 
knee-deep in the ru ins of a real ist 
theoret ica l scaf fo ld ing. The history of 
the i r c r i t i ca l project cu lmina tes in The 
Shape of Rage 11983) and the bu lg ing 
midd le-sect ion of Take Two 11984). 
Surveying this c r i t i ca l te r ra in f r o m the 
gay hot a i r ba l loon set aloft at the 
To ron to f i l m festival, E lder has cause 
to w o r r y Canadian cr i t ic ism as a who le 
cou ld catch the " n e w narrat ive" v i rus 
n o w ep idemic among younger, aca-
demica l l y t ra ined Canadian f i l m cri-
tics. Elder bel ieves that, if the conta-
gion catches on, everyone w i l l be 
cough ing up the op in ion that - n o w ! 
today ! this week ! — exper imen ta l f i l m 
means " n e w narra t ive" movies and 
" n e w narra t ive" movies means a re-
b i r t h of Canadian c inema. 

So. w h a t w i l l happen then ? Noth ing 
in terest ing w i l l happen w i t h Cana-
d ian c inema but, accord ing to Elder, 
the avant-garde c inema represented 
by Snow. R immer , Bazul is, Hancox. 
Wie land , Ho f fman and, we l l , Bruce 
Elder, w i l l appear to be an i r re levance 
of dub ious ' " too metaphys ica l fo r 
me !" l po l i t i ca l s igni f icance. Elder 's 
response is to d ig in and ma in ta in the 
t rad i t i ona l str ict oppos i t ion be tween 
narra t ive f i lms and exper imen ta l 
movies, that oppos i t ion m a r k i n g the 
spot w h e r e Elder real ly wan ts to f ight 
it out. 

Harcour t and Hand l i ng answer El-
der's charges against them on thei r o w n 
realist, auteur is t tu r f bu l t he i r art ic les 
in Ib is ed i t i on of Cinema Canada don' t 
ef fect ively move to his g round . I ' m 
pret ty sure that Elder has cor rec t ly 
stated w h a t is at stake w h e n his peers 
sit to del iberate over a grant applica-
t ion for a f i lm l ike Lamentations. I 'm 
less sure he does m o r e than this. 
Elder 's combat ive s tatement is not for 
h i m an ai ry abstract ion but an urgent 
address made in the m i d d l e of an 
act iv i ty of f i l m c r i t i c ism, the g ran t i ng 
process, that has the most ser ious con-
sequences fo r an artist. And, as an 

art ist, E lder lives by his oppos i t ion 
be tween narra t ive and expe r imen ta l 
filmmaking and his manifesto explains 
w h y he, at least, con t inues to make 
that choice. 

I also th ink there are reasons to take 
his wa rn ings seriously, i f not w h o l e 
hog. T h e c r i t i ca l confus ions that 
a t tend " n e w nar ra t ive" f i lms and the 
foo l ish try at m o v i n g Canadian a r t - f i lm 
f rom its sh runken d o m a i n to the t iny 
is land of exper imenta l c i nema pro-
bably do consp i re to damage the fur -
ther possib i l i t ies of the best avant-
garde c inema be ing done in Canada. 
Th is w i l l benef i t no one, least o f a l l the 
feckless filmmakers w h o w a n t to 
make movies l ike Low Visibility, a 
perfect and sad example of wha t comes 
of such i l l -considered sideways mo-
t ion, as Elder fears and predicts. 

• 

Let's sum u p and see h o w the contro-
versy a r o u n d "The Cinema We Need" 
shapes up, and shapes ou r read ing o f 
that text. Wood, I th ink, bel ieves the 
c inema w e need must come ins ide an 
accessible popu la r m o v i e m a k i n g that 
d raws the v iewer into his "na t ion" , the 
c o m m u n i t y o f those w h o resist the 
dom inan t cap i ta l is t -pat r iarcha l ideo-
logies And, for Wood, Elder w r i t es l ike 
an au thor i ta r ian . Harcour t bel ieves 
the c inema w e need tel ls Canadian 
stories, ref lects Canadian lives, i n 
short, expresses/creates an identi ty that 
he associates w i t h Canadian cul ture. 
And, fo r Harcour t , E lder wr i tes reli-
giously, l ike an imprac t i ca l myst ic 
w h o just doesn't k n o w w h a t the score 
is. Hand l i ng slyly sees Elder as re-
sum ing the prescr ip t ive proposals of 
John Grierson, not in content but by 
genre, cast ing E lder as someone bo th 
au thor i ta r ian and at least moral is t ic . 
Handl ing 's pos i t ion is close to Har-
court 's but his is a more h is tor ica l and 
f i lm-h is to r i ca l sensib i l i ty and h is cri-
t ical w r i t i n g serves an "archeology" of 
Canadian f i l m t rad i t ion . 

These cr i t ics al l come f r o m and are 
st i l l c o m m i t t e d to k inds of film w o r k 
that can be ca l led auteur is t , rea l is t 
sociological, w i t h the accents fa l l i ng 
on d i f fe ren t sides of sensib i l i t ies at 
d i f fe rent t imes. In my v iew, Harcour t 
and Hand l ing can land do) prov ide 
a m m u n i t i o n for the pract ical battles 
on arts counc i ls and at f i l m festivals 
and they serve the c inema lhey th ink 
w e need, or are most ly l ike ly to get i f 
we ' re luckv, as academic publ ic is ts 
mode l l ed on ear ly Cahiers du Cinema 
and early A n d r e w Sarris. As a cr i t ic . 
Elder is not so di f ferent in the purposes 
he ser i es, as Harcour t correct ly men-
t ions in his response to " T h e C inema 
We Need," What is d i f ferent , of course, 
is the canon o f f i lms Elder's c r i t i c ism 
serves to exfo l ia te and to publ ic ize, 
and that changes every th ing about the 
k inds of f i l m c r i t i c i sm Elder pract ices, 
and makes for the d i f fe rences on 
d isplay in the cur rent controversy. 

But "The C inema We Need" is not 
real ly c r i t i c i sm at al l bu t a mani festo in 
w h i c h E lder t r ies to put the experi-
menta l c inema at the cent re of Cana-
d ian f i lm . Th is p r o m p t s reasonable 
people to ask who ' s c i nema can this 
be ? Harcour t and W o o d answer by 
d r a w i n g on the per fect ly obv ious t r u t h 
that that c inema w i l l never be long to a 
sociologically s ign i f icant aud ience, 
Harcour t p robab ly has Elder dead to 
rights w h e n he lashes out w i t h , "To 

offer a theoret ical a rgument to cu l tura l 
bureaucrats, to the guys w h o p u l l the 
str ings of cu l t u ra l p rac t ice i n th is 
country, is to c o m m i t an act o f suicide." 
Sure as shoot in ' , they w o n ' t k n o w 
w h a t E lder is ta l k ing about. As you 
m igh t imagine, bureaucrats are less 
l ike ly to k n o w George Grant, even i n 
Tory Ot tawa, than f i l m cr i t ics are and, 
i f they d id . they cou ld hard ly be ex-
pected to embrace an essay l ike " I n 
Praise of Nor th Amer i ca " as a basis for 
Canadian cu l t u ra l pol icy. 

So, w h a t else is n e w ? Vou th ink 
socio logical ly a n d you don ' t t h i nk l ike 
an avant-garde f i l m m a k e r or a Cana-
dian phi losopher. What cou ld be more 
obvious ? But f i l m cr i t ics don' t have to 
t h i nk socio logical ly a l l the t ime and 
everywhere and expe r imen ta l f i lm-
makers almost never do. 1 b r i ng up 
Grant again for t w o reasons. First of 
all, he is a c ruc ia l Canad ian phi lo-
sopher and has taught us m u c h about 
the k i nd of imag ina ry Canadian Tony 
W i l d e n cannot teach us. Grant is also a 
cu rmudgeon , So, I hasten to add, is 
Bruce Elder. But it is precisely the job 
of the phi losopher and the avant-garde 
f i lmmake r to serve as po in ts of re-
sistance to the dom inan t discourses, i f 
y o u w i l l , in the sense M iche l Foucaul t 
describes the mat ter . Th is has been 
the case since the 1920s w i t h Del luc, 
Epstein, Vertov, F.isenstein and Kul-
eshov ; it doesn't change 40 years later 
w h e n you come to Conner, Brakhage 
and Mekas, and I don't see any reason 
to be annoyed now, 60 years later 
w h e n , local ly, you come upon Razutis 
and Elder More, that Elder takes up 
Grant at the same t ime he moves to the 
high ground of "The Cinema We Need" 
is doub ly t rad i t i ona l for an avant-
garde mani festo. E lder owes the style 
of his gesture to a who le history of 
attacks on narrat ive and on its h i gh 
va luat ion w i t h i n a sociological film 
c r i t i c ism, the h is tory of avant-garde 
f i l m theory and cr i t i c ism. A n d he owes 
his local color and pol i t ics to a phi lo-
sopher w h o upho lds the po l i t i ca l -
eth ical d is t inc t ion o f Canada by art icu-
la t ing h o w the nat ion can occupy a 
po in t o f resistance, howeve r weak it 
m igh t be, against the technolog ica l 
emp i re . 

It is embar rass ing that f i l m cr i t ics 
l ike Harcour t and W o o d do not 
acknowledge these ra ther t ransparent 
features of "The C inema We Need" 
before at tack ing Elder. They attack 
h i m personal ly . They see in his tex tno t 
an ar t is t m a k i n g an art ist 's b ig noise 
for his k i n d of art but on ly a nefar ious 
amb i t i on . Nefar ious because Elder's 
po l i t i c does not accept the i r sociolo-
gies, amb i t i ous because he dares to 
say w h a t artists should do. These critics 
have read Elder poor ly w h e n they 
cou ld be read ing h i m w e l l a n d cu t t ing 
h i m fou r ways to next Tuesday. 

There is a persona l side to "The 
Cinema We Need." i n fact an auto-
cr i t ique. Harcourt declares "more re-
cently, cer ta in ly in th is last ar t ic le 
I' The C inema We Need"), his theore-
t ica l w o r k has been des igned to justi fy 
his o w n f i l m m a k i n g act iv i ty ," Har-
cour t is mis taken. The c inema Elder 
proposes is to be a " c i nema of percep-
t i on " and w i l l not be conce rned " w i t h 
ideas" a n d w i l l not be a nar ra t i ve" 
c inema W e l l w e have not yet seen 
Lamentations but a l l o f Elder 's major 
w o r k - Fool's Gold, The Art of Worldly 
Wisdom, Illuminated Texts ~ is ob-
sessed w i t h ideas and tho rough ly 
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narrat ive in design. Elder's mature 
cinema could hardly be called a cinema 
of percept ion, though it longs for such 
a c inema just as Elder the cr i t ic l ingers 
over the f i lms of Chambers, of Snow, of 
Brakhage These f i lmmakers are the 
ones mak ing the movies Elder h imsel f 
needs. The k ind of c inema they have 
made is the k ind he aspires to make 
and. so far, has not made. In the 
themes Elder's recent f i lms take up 
and develop he tr ies to discover how 
he w o u n d up in a spot where he 
cannot make the c inema he needs ; in 
his manifesto he tries to imagine wha t 
that c inema w o u l d be l ike we re h e - o r 
anyone else - able to make it This, too, 
is a Grant ian gesture : to call up the 
image of idea of that to w h i c h one 
aspires and cannot attain now. It is 
also the gesture of the unhappy modern 
Romantic, a f igure str icken w i t h 
memories of the future he imagines, 
the frantic, f requent ly abrasive, rather 
funny figure w h o wr i tes our manifestos. 

N O T E S 

(1) I t h i n k Piers H a n d l i n g takes th is u p i n 
the present issue of Cinema Canada. 

(2) See, fo r examp le . E lder 's " O n the Can-
did-Eye Movemen t . " Canad ian Film Hea-
ders, ed i ted by Joyce Nelson a n d Seth 
F e l d m a n 11977), p p 84-94 

(3) Th is is, in t u r n , w h y 1 take it that anyone 
w h o w a n t s l o argue w i t h " T h e C i n e m a We 
Need", the te.xt o f an art ist , must also be 
p repa red to argue w i t h Illuminated Tests 
and do so in po l i t ica l terms. Peter Harcourt 's 
ar t ic le in Ih is issue of Cinema Canada 
ind icates ih is is the case but i f the ar t ic le 
does not engage in the a rgumen t i t , ! hope, 
p re f igu res I w o u l d guess Lamentations 
w i l l also be o f interest i n th is regard. What 
Harcour t misses w h e n he says Elder 's f i lms 
are b e c o m i n g more ph i l osoph ica l is that 
the way they are b e c o m i n g m o r e ph i loso-
ph ica l is po l i t i ca l 

(4) E lder u t te r ly despises lo r professes to 
despise) Stephen Heath but , at the b road 
level o f cu r ren t film theory isn' t Ques t ions 
of C inema real ly i n i he same universe o f 
c r i t i ca l assert ions as th is sentence by E l d e r 
"Narrat ive f irst creates and then reconci les 

d i sco rd " ? 

by Piers Hand l i ng 

Bruce Elder's "The Cinema We Need" 
is the first theoret ical manifesto of 
principles to have appeared in English-
Canada since John Grierson la id d o w n 
his v iews in the 40s. Coming as it does 
f rom one of our most prominent f i lm 
thinkers, both at the level of practice 
and of theory, it needs to be taken 
seriously, especially at this point in 
t ime w h e n Canadian c inema seems to 
be standing at vet another crossroads 
in its history. 

Vet. Elder's proposals, despite the 
eloquence w i th wh ich they are argued, 
must be countered and quest ioned in 
a variety of ways, from the assumptions 
that he makes, to the conclusions that 
he draws and the c inema that he 
proposes. 

It almost goes w i thou t saying that 
Grierson has been the most impor tant 
aesthetic inf luence on the way our 
cinema has evolved. The t rad i t ion of 
real ism that Grierson spawned was 
vi tal for its period. It gave us the 
freedom to explore the social, cu l tura l , 
and occasionally the pol i t ica l and 
economic reality of our country w h i l e 
establ ishing an indigenous style of our 
own. It served its purpose but, like al l 
theories, it was specif ic to a certain 
histor ical per iod and its usefulness 
was, or should have been, consigned 
lo those t imes. Like all theories, it 
needed to be chal lenged, bui l t upon, 
used, and then ult imately transcended, 
synthesizing into something else. Film-
makers in Quebec understood this 
dialect ical process and perhaps as a 
consequence their films grew in stature 
as a result of th is dynamic. In English-
Canada, a s imi lar debate d id not occur 
and perhaps our c inema has been the 
poorer for it. 

Much of the recent debate in con-
temporary f i lm c r i t i c ism has centred 
around the quest ion of real ism, a de-
hale that has par t icu lar relevance for 
Canada because of the o v e r w h e l m i n g 
documentary tradit ion in our art. Elder 
is r ight to foreground this issue and 
posit it as problemat ic . Certainly it is 
beg inn ing to assume a posi t ion of cen-
t r a l i s in my o w n th ink ing on Cana-

The cinema we need? 

Piers Handling is the author of numer-
ous monographs on Canadian film-
makers, and resides in Toronto. 

dian c inema, and i ronica l ly I agree 
w i t h many of Elder's conclusions in 
this regard, a l though he ascribes to 
Peter Harcourt and myself the posi t ion 
of being the defenders of the "real ist" 
cinema, This accusation I Find puzz-
ling, for nowhere, to my knowledge, 
have 1 assumed this posit ion, 1 may 
have wr i t t en on f i lmmakers l ike Don 
Shebib, Bil l Fruet, Gilles Carle and 
Andre Blanchard but never in any 
prescriptive way, and those directors 
whose f i lms I have recently examined 
- Derek May, Mike Rubbo, Larry Kent 
and David C ronenbe rg -a l l t rouble the 
realist surface, contest it and situate it 
as a problemat ic . But, at the same t ime. 
Elder also mainta ins that Harcourt 
and I are proponents of the New Nar-
rative, a fo rm that del iberately calls 
in to quest ion realist conventions. 

This, however, is not the p r imary 
focus of Elder's piece, nor should it be, 
and I w o u l d l ike to confront that, 
Elder, throughout, seems to be s imul-
taneously afra id of the present, yet 
de termined to give it a place of cen-
t r a l i s in the c inema he proposes. 
There is a strong element of passeisme 
to Elder's art icle, a hatred of the tech-
nical /manager ia l . of wha t he th inks 
we have become, of the present. He 
even cites Adorno to emphasize what 
we have lost, and Mi l ton as an example 
of the endur ing past. Indeed, much o f 
Elder's analysis of our technological 
society could have been w r i t t en a 
hund red years ago by someone warn-
ing of the dangers of the indust r ia l 
revolut ion And Elder's sense that w e 
have been dispossessed of "that rea lm 
k n o w n to the ancients, the rea lm of 
mystery and w o n d e r " carr ies over-
tones of a late n ineteenth-century 
romant ic sensibi l i ty conf ronted w i t h 
the evi l mach ine age. So much of 
Eltler's art ic le is def ined by a sense of 
loss. Things have been "vandal ized," 
"commerc ia l ized, " "hijacked,'' and 
"pil laged." Surely, i f anyth ing, w e 
must learn to take the new technologies 
and adapt them to our o w n purposes, 
We live in a technological society 
whe the r we like it or not, and there is 
no th ing w e can do to reverse that 
reali ty, in the same way that w e l ive in 
an atomic age We cannot ignore tech-
nological changes ; w e can only learn 
to control them and use them to ou r 
advantage. 

But, i f there is a fear o f this technol-
ogical present, there is also a fear of 
f ru i t fu l intercourse, of a m ing l i ng of 
forms and strategies and a desire to 
erect barr iers, to mark of f the avant-
garde From the New Narrat ive, to dis-
miss narrat ive, to create someth ing 
pure and unta inted. On the one hand 
Elder cr i t ic izes the New Narrat ive and 
its breaches of the convent ional as 
having "l itt le last ing value, for wha t 
seems unconvent iona l one day, of ten 
becomes a c l iche the next," w h i l e 
propos ing a c inema o f the present that 
presumably avoids these cl iches - as if 
art and the forms it lakes is somehow 
timeless. Is this wha t is impor tan t to 
art, that it s imply endure > Th is idea 
that there are unchang ing standards 
w i t h w h i c h we can judge "ar t ' has 
surely been unde rm ined in the past 
decade, and the quest ion of good or 
bad has tended to become an irrelevant 
question. 

Narrat ive he discards as a f o rm , but 
his object ions to the New Narrat ive I 
f ind weak. He argues that Harcour t 
and I v iew the New Narrat ive f i lm as a 
revi ta l izat ion of the "Canadian Art 
F i lm' after the dark years of the capi ta l 
cost a l lowance. Wh i le I have great 
admi ra t ion for the f i lms made here 
between 1962 and 1974,1 do not th ink it 
possible, or maybe even desirable, to 
t u rn back the clock and recreate those 
times. As Godard noted at the end of 
Prenom: Carmen, the days of the 
personal f i lm are dead. That h is tor ical 
per iod has passed ; w e have entered 
into another and our f i lms must ref lect 
that change. It doesn't mean that 1 
don t value some f i lms that are inde-
pendent and personal but 1 don' t feel 
I hat the fu ture lies here, in the same 
way that 1 don ' t th ink Godard is as 
central to our exper iencing of the 
w o r l d now as he was in the '60s. 

Elder objects lo the New Narrat ive in 
two impor tan t w a y s : 

• These Films are s t i l l fundamenta l -
ly narrat ive. Narrat ive in Elder 's w o r l d 
is a fa ls i f icat ion of exper ience that 
conceals more than it reveals, that 
essential ly closes o f f the w o r l d a n d 
suggests tha i exper ience is o rdered, 
rat ional , expla inable. To speak against 
Elder, al l art is a falsi f icat ion of 
experience. No art that I am aware of 
can repl icate exper ience. Fur ther-
more. i f New Narrat ive is narrat ive, it 
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