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| want to talk about the relationship of
narrative to the avant-garde. Thisis a
debate that is becoming obsessive in
North America, where we have so little
tradition of an art cinema and where
consequently until recently there seems

to have been an almost total polarity
between dominant and experimental
cinema in people's minds.

The avant-garde in visual arts has often
been characterized as a division from the
mainstream that is determined histori-
cally rather more than economically and
formally, as in film. In visual arts, the
avant-garde may eventually be incorpo-
rated into the cultural mainstream of art
practice; whereas in film the avant-garde
is constructed often in terms of its
opposition to dominant cinema, which
has different values and audiences and
does not ‘catch up’ to experimental film
in the same way. This is not to deny that
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in visual arts the historical avant-garde
has typically defined itself in opposition
to mass culture and to art institutions, or
that many formal innovations of the mod-
ernist period have never become
‘traditional’; but in comparison to film, the
avant-garde has functioned in the visual
arts within the larger sphere of ‘fine art’,
whereas in North American film practice
the values of the avant-garde are not
perceived as relevant to the makers or
the popular critics of dominant cinema. In
mass film culture there has been some
small acknowledgement of the avant
garde; for instance Scorcese has cited
the influence of Wavelength on Taxi
Driver, and more recently, rock videos
have begun to exploit some of the
techniques of underground cinema of the
sixties, like scratching and painting on
film, use of hand-held out of focus
camera, etc. But experimental film has
been defined by many of its practitioners
in terms of its opposition to the main-
stream, rather than its position in the
vanguard. That stance is at various times
and by various people accepted as the
political mission of experimental film.

Certainly there have been many avant-
garde filmmakers working in the great
anti-imperialist days of the seventies who
did not reference mass culture at all —
with narrative or without. Even among
this group however there has been an
increasing borrowing of the formal
elements of other media, particularly
television — with narrative or without. |
am thinking off the top of my head of
David Rimmer, James Benning, Peter
Rose. This does not necessarily imply an
oppositional stance, as in the old
modernist use of elements from mass
media to comment on
‘alienation’,'imperialism’,
‘materialism’,etc.; but if any analysis is
built in to the work (as in Rose’s ‘linguis-
tic' films and tapes) it tends to be
simultaneously cooler, more formal, less
judgmental.

Now, along comes ‘new narrative’,
whatever that is, to confuse the issue.lt's
been used to describe everything from
Stranger Than Paradise to Adynata. If
it is simply defined as reflexive narrative
then it isn't new at all.

This ‘new narrative’ is typically character-
ized by experimental filmmakers of the
modernist school as some gigantic
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conspiracy that steals the soul of the
avant-garde and uses its hard-won
techniques as gimmicks to spruce up
conventional little story films in order to
win attention from novelty-hungry
academics and journalists. So to add to
the basic nightmare of Hollywood pop
culture and shrinking audiences, now we
have the little magpies of new narrative,
running off with all the best ideas and
leaving the real experimental filmmakers
pillaged and abandoned.

Here's an example of this attitude, which
| quote from the short-lived American ex-
perimental film journal Spiral. In every
issue they invited their readers to
comment on topics of interest; in Spring
of 1986, the question to be addressed
was framed like this:

“There is the perception
that at this point in time it
is very fashionable to be
considered a ‘narrative’
filmmaker; in fact, entire
conferences and aca-
demic journals have ad-
dressed these narrative
directions, and how many
filmmakers today seem
intent on working a
narrative structure, no
matter how obscure, into
their films simply because
it's the thing to do?

Some people have
asserted that this
dramatic shift away from
modest, personal visions
(made on small budgets,
but allowing for more im-
provisation, more
freedom to take chances,
and the opportunity to
develop a visual aes-
thetic) toward the
narrative form (which
usually involves a larger
budget, more fundraising,
and less risk taking) to be
a reactionary movement,
and have pointed to a
plethora of poorly made,
misguided and thoroughly
unaccomplished 'narra-
tive’ films to illustrate their
argument. It might be
stated that the narrative
film is alluring because it
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is popular now in academic circles; it is
also ‘safe’ and more accessible to
contemporary audiences of avant-garde
film, which seem to exhibit less interest
in and tolerance for the visual, abstract,
and reflexive forms of cinema.”

Implicit in this request for readers’
opinions on the subject is the implication
that people working in narrative are
positioning themselves in the middle of a
continuum that has ‘avant garde’ on one
end and ‘dominant cinema’ on the other;
that working in narrative is fundamentally
a compromise between the two; that
narrative filmmakers are selling out in a
desperate quest for a popular audience;
and that it is the dangerous incursions of
film theorists’ or at least ‘academics’ that
are leading our youth astray.
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| question this assumption that narrative
filmmaking is ‘safe’ and automatically
involves ‘less risk-taking'. If one accepts
the debatable argument that narrative is
more accessible than non-narrative film,
it remains true that the more accessible a
film is, the more vulnerable to criticism
from its audience. My film students at
Simon Fraser University, for example,
have always tended toward the formally
adventurous and the politically left-wing
in their work. This year one production
class was taught by a sessional who
insisted that his students justify their film
ideas with more discipline than usual.
When | saw their finished work, my first
thought was of how unusually politically
naive they seemed to be — blaming
‘television’ or ‘Amerika’ in broad strokes
for all our ills. Gradually | realized that
the ideas were no
different from before, but
by questioning some of
the obscurative imagery,
our sessional had forced
the students’ hands. In
our efforts to protect their
‘artistic intuition’ the rest
of us had allowed visual
style and obliqueness to
mask unexamined
opinions and aesthetic
choices.

The devaluing of narra-
tive cinema on the
grounds of its ‘popularity’
is rampant in Canada as
well as the U.S. avant-
garde. Bart Testa in
Cinema Canada claims
that, as a result of all this
interest in “new narra-
tive”, the films of Snow,
Rimmer, Razutis,
Hancox, Wieland,
Hoffman and Elder will
“appear to be an irrele-
vance of dubious political
significance.” Elder has
taken it upon himself as
we all know to define for
us the cinema we need,
and it is definitely not
narrative. He conflates
all contemporary narra-
tive film together, calling
it in Cinema Canada and
elsewhere, “the artistic
structure of technocracy.”
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In an interview in the
above-mentioned issue
of Spiral, he describes
narrative film's ability to
elicit desire and then
satisfy it, both intellectu-
ally and emotionally. He
goes on to say, “That
the film satisfies the
viewer's demands
makes the viewer feel
that he is in control.
Furthermore, that viewer
is safely positioned
outside the narrative —
he looks in on it but never really enters
into it — and yet at the same time he
feels that he actually regulates the flow
of information that it provides. So he is
both inviolate and powerful. Now this
image of the viewer is consistent with the
liberal, technological view of the individ-
ual as autonomous, private, with a being
that is God-given, natural, and whose
parts are wholly harmonious with one
another.”
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There is certainly an implied criticism of
this illusion in the above statement.
However, unlike most other formally- or
politically-oriented critics of narrative, he
doesn't seem to be attacking it for its
unifying quality, its simulated resolution
of disorder and imposition of normative
social values. In another article, he
states that in ancient times, stories
reinforced the cultural belief in the
Absolute, the Holy; but that narratives
now “have lost their roots in the realm of
the transcendant. Their telling has
become a ritual that has entirely lost its
inner meaning....Now....they reinforce the
liberal world view."

He goes on to denounce contemporary
narrative for addressing problems of
personal psychology. "Consider how
often our narratives depict the individual
as the maker of his own destiny, and
how rarely the hero of the psychological
narrative is depicted as answering the
call of the Divine or as responding to the
mystery of the Holy.... Consider how
often it is the quest for the healing of
wounds. Consider how rarely it concerns
the Good....Our narratives — nar- rative
itself — have become as worthless as
emptied-out rituals are. They further the
disenchantment of the world.”
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THE TWO ARGUMENTS AGAINST NEW NARRATIVE: THAT IT “CONSPIRES”
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Thus Elder's complaint is not that
narrative sucks us in, but that it doesn't.
He claims it is akin to scientific positiv-
ism. He reduces all narrative to realism,
ignoring the mythic quality of many of the
most popular recent Hollywood films; and
never explains the source of its ongoing
attraction for us in the face of its lack of
meaning, its emptiness. He certainly
does not addrass all the multiple forms of
narrative, either the art cinema of
Europe, third world films, or this pesky
‘new narrative’ except for a few insults in
passing, to the effect that as mentioned
above it merely steals the ideas of real
experimental filmmakers: “Such
breaches of convention have little lasting
value, for what seems unconventional
one day often becomes a cliche the
next.”

We must turn again to his Boswell, Bart
Testa, for further illumination. “l also
think there are reasons to take his
warnings seriously, if not whole hog.
The critical confusions that attend ‘new
narrative' films and the foolish try at
moving Canadian art film from its
shrunken domain to the tiny island of
experimental cinema probably do
conspire to damage the further possibili-
ties of the best avant-garde cinema
being done in Canada. This will benefit
no one, least of all the feckless
filmmakers who want to make movies
like Low Visibility, a perfect and sad
example of what comes of such ill-
considered sideways motion, as Elder
fears and predicts.” Again in a nutshell,
the two arguments against new narrative:
that it “conspires”, as if mounting a
concerted attack on the avant-garde in
order to undermine it from within; and
that it compromises in a"sideways
motion”, as if the deconstruction of

MISE ON THE PART OF FORMER MEMBER

A“SIDEWAYS MOTION”, AS IF THE DECONSTRUCTION OF NARRATIVE WERE
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IT ISN'T COOL.

narrative were merely a compromise on
the part of former members of the avant-
garde who secretly want to be Spielberg -
but know it isn't cool.

| don't want to spend too much time on
Elder's argument because | believe it's
pretty aberrant from the mainstream of
anti-narrative criticism in its relentless
Romanticism. | want instead to propose
what is possible in working within
narrative forms if one does not use the
non-narrative avant-garde as the moral
delineator of what is properly Cinema.

Peter Wollen, in The Two Avant Gardes,
uses (like many theorists) structural
materialism as a convenient synechdo-
che to represent all experimental film of
the seventies, and then opposes it to a
practice that he characterizes as more
directly political and relevant to a larger
audience, for which he takes Godard as
a paradigm. | don’t want to get into the
whole argument about this article right
now; | just want to use his description of
Godard's work after May '68 to begin
dealing with the question of narrative as
a political form: "We glimpse something
of an alternative route between conten-
tism and formalism, a recognition that it
is possible to work within the space
opened up by the disjunction and
dislocation of signifier and
signified....Godard’s view of bourgeois
communication is one of a discourse
gaining its power from its apparent
naturalness, the impression of necessity
that seems to bind a signifier to a
signified, a sound to an image, in order
to provide a convincing representation of
the world. He wants not simply to
represent an alternative ‘world’ or
alternative ‘world-view', but to investigate
the whole process of signification out of
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which a world view or an ideology is
constructed.”

For another approach to a description of
‘new narrative': Stephen Heath, in his
article Narrative Space contrasts
deconstructive narrative with the
deconstructionism of structural material-
ism. And again | don't at this point want
to address the conflation of avant-garde
practice into the historical blip of struc-
tural materialism.(You see, theorists do it
to everyone, not just the story-tellers.)
Heath says, "Deconstruction is quickly
the impass of formal actuality, an
aesthetics of transgression when the
need is an activity of transformation, and
a politically consequent materialism in
film is not to be expressed as veering
contact past internal content in order to
proceed with ‘film as film’ but rather as a
work on the constructions and relations
of meaning and subject in a specific
signifying practice in a given socio-
historical situation, a work that is then
much less on ‘codes’ than on the
operation of narrativization. At its most
effectively critical, moreover, that work
may well bear little resemblance to what
in the given situation is officially acknowl-
edged and defined as ‘avant-garde;’ in
particular, and in the context of the whole

I BELIEVE THAT IN DEFINING CANADIAN AVANT-GARDE, TOO OFTEN WE'RE
BEING TOLD WHAT IT IS NOT OR WHAT IT SHOULD BE RATHER THAN WHAT

IT MIGHT BE. OR BEST OF ALL, WHAT IT IS. I BELIEVE THAT THE WAY THE
AVANT-GARDE IS CURRENTLY BEING DEFINED IN THIS COUNTRY IS AN

EX

ELIMINATE EVERYONE B

MODELS FROM MORE AND MORE EXCLUSIVE ARMED ENCAMPMENTS.

account offered here of film and space, it
may well involve an action at the limits of
narrrative within the narrative film, at the
limits of its fictions of unity.” (Questions
of Cinema).

So here is suggested the possibility of
using familiar forms to critique them-
selves. This is more than simple reflexiv-
ity, this is a fundamental reordering of
structure in an attempt to deconstruct it
and open up our ability to perceive it.
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Thus new narrative is definable in terms
of — although not reducible to — an
opposition to dominant cinema. Why
then do many filmmakers and critics
within the avant-garde find it so threaten-
ing to their own interests?

The most obvious reason is the one
referred to above — some filmmakers
feel that because their work cannot does
not fit into a currently fashionable
theoretical model, it will be ignored. And
yet | think the backlash against theory in
this country is far stronger than the
support for it ever was. My own defense
is really a plea for heterogeneity more
than it is a theoretical presentation in
itself.

The claim is often made that new
narrative has been invented by theorists
for their own benefit, and that it is
constructed by theorist-filmmakers
according to prescriptive recipes. Of
course that is true in some instances —
notably Mulvey and Wollen, Bette
Gordon, Joanna Kiernan. However there
have always been filmmaker-theoreti-
cians, and some of them have been
among our most inspired and radical
filmmakers: Eisenstein, Dziga Vertov,
Richter, Godard, Pasolini, Brakhage, and

AMENTALLY

NE’S OWN PERSONAL FOLLOWER

many others have published manifestoes
and schemata to contextualize their
work.

And yet at the same time it is the job of
the filmmaker to resist categorization and
reduction into a school, a theory, a
linguistic analysis. We all resist, we all
attempt to redefine ourselves and our
work out of the structures into which
we're put. This includes new narrative
filmmakers as well, unless that category
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is reduced to a very few academics.

Part of the artist’s resistance to psy-
choanalysis, to semiotics, to all forms of
structuralism is that they posit paradigms
of any kind, not entirely because those
paradigms are inappropriate for dealing
with some issues about all films or many
issues related to some films. It is the
task of theorists to look for and to invent
categories; otherwise they are only
critics, dealing with individual works on
their own merits. When Razutis writes
his polemics against psychoanalysis and
structuralism, he never proposes an
alternate theory; when he writes about
not only his own work but the work of
other avant-garde filmmakers, his whole
thrust is to describe the ways in which
they don't fit into categories; and of
course that's his prerogative and | think a
necessary one for all of us as filmmakers
and as critics of each other’s work.

But what underlies this is an opposition
to structural theory because it is not
something that it doesn't claim to be —
an aesthetic principle. As we all know,
it's based on a non-valuational approach
derived from linguistics and social
sciences, not a Platonic or Aristotelian
concept of Beauty and Harmony. Thus
it's fundamentally not
prescriptive in terms of
formal issues. It is some
times prescriptive in
suggesting what is
always characterized as
areas of research. And |
agree, | find it personally
annoying to hear
theorists calling for
certain types of films to
be made. But | don't think
that invalidates the
theory, or the value of
working from a theoreti-
cal perspective — within
a personal aesthetic.
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But as | said, I'm not really here to
defend theory; I'm not a theoretical
filmmaker myself. | simply want to find a
place for narrative in its heterogeneity, its
radical possibilities. | think that to use
narrative to critique itself is no more
questionable than to use images from
the mass media or 19th century Roman-
ticism in ones' films in order to critique
mass culture or to invoke historical
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| believe that in defining
Canadian avant-garde,
too often we’re being
told what it is not or
what it should be rather
than what it might be, or
best of all, what it is. |
believe that the way the
avant-garde is currently
being defined in this
country is an exclusion-
ary, elitist, and funda-
mentally bourgeois effort
to eliminate everyone
but one's own personal
followers or role models
from more and more
exclusive armed
encampments.

| think part of the threat
of new narrative is that it
is associated with
feminism, and it

deploys feminist
concerns into areas
which have within
Romanticism as well as
modernism and the avant-garde been
roles for men — specifically, opposition
to bourgeois culture. Andreas Huyssen in
a recent lecture in Vancouver developed
an interesting analysis of this role-playing
in a lecture on the male mystique in art
history that characterizes the Artist as
outside of culture.

In the eighteenth century, the artist
emerged from a system of patronage into
the Industrial Revolution as visionary,
one who is privy to non-verbal states of
being, and defined in terms of opposition
to mass culture. This trend continued into
modernism, so that Huyssen could say
about Flaubert, who is considered one of
the fathers of modernism: “Such
imaginary femininity in the male
writer...has a lot to do with the increas-
ingly marginal position of literature and
the arts in a society in which masculinity
is identified with action, enterprise, and
progress, with the realms of business,
industry, science and law. At the same
time, it has also become clear that the
imaginary feminity of male authors,

which often grounds their oppositional
stance vis-a-vis bourgeois society, can
easily go hand in hand with the exclusion

of real women from the literary enterprise
and with the misogyny of bourgeois
patriarchy itself.”

However, as modernism developed in
the twentieth century, it came to embrace
the opposite values of the post-industrial
revolution: action, enterprise and
progress, as Huyssen says. Modernism,
which found its end-point in the minimal-
ist painting and sculpture of the sixties
and in the structural-materialist film of the
early seventies — separates itself from
mass culture through a process of
reduction which Huyssen describes
as:'...self-referential and self-conscious,
frequently ironic, ambiguous, and
rigorously experimental...the expression
of a purely individual consciousness
rather than of a Zeitgeist or a collective
state of mind...Its experimental nature
makes it analogous to science, and like
science it produces and carries knowl-
edge.”

Throughout the history of modernism,
from its development out of the Romantic
tradition of the artist as suffering Other in
the nineteenth century, to its culmination
in the late Sixties with the model of the
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artist as scientist, its
opposite, mass culture,
has been characterized
as feminine in its seeking
of cheap pleasures as
typified by women's
novels, soap operas, etc.
Huyssen, referring to
another of the founders
of modernism, says,
“Significantly,
Nietzsche's ascription of
feminine characteristics
to the masses is always
tied to his aesthetic
vision of the artist-
philosopher-hero, the
suffering loner who
stands in irreconcilable
opposition to modern
democracy and its
inauthentic culture.”

I think the feminist
interest in narrative and
in theory threatens both
those positions of male
superiority, in three
ways. First, because
feminists are taking
control of some of the stereotypes that
associate us with the non-verbal, the
Absolute, the mystique of femininity —
now that we are re-claiming and radical-
izing that typage, taking back the position
of Other from romantic male filmmakers,
we are a threat to that model of ‘suffering
loner’ that they would prefer to occupy in
exclusion. We can no longer be con-
tained within the manageable roles of
Muse, or object of desire. Women and
third world filmmakers have a claim to
that role outside of the bourgeoisie which
is obviously more fundamentally
grounded in real social exclusion than
that of the self-imposed Otherness of the
bourgeois male artist.

Second, because narrative is associated
with mass culture and cheap pleasures,
women who work within it for political
and/or aesthetic reasons are suspected
of (as usual!) ingratiating ourselves to get
what we want in devious ways, of lacking
the ‘irreconcilable opposition’ of the
modernist male artist and thus of
somehow being morally compromised,
as women are so often seen to be. This |
think is the origin of the paranoia that
people working in 'new narrative’ are
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pillaging the avant garde to popularize
what should be reserved for the lllumi-
nati.

And third, at the same time as narrative
evokes pleasure in the audience and
seems to threaten the position of the
avant-garde by contaminating it with
popular forms, a theoretical analysis of
narrative usurps the traditional position of
the male, especially the modernist male
artist, as purveyor of scientific rationality
that | think is expressed in the structural
filmmaking of the Seventies.

So both as scientists and as visionaries
men are displaced by new narrative and
its association with both theoretical and
popular feminism. Just as the heteroge-
neity of women’s natures has always
been reduced into a few cliches whose
contradiction of each other does not
invalidate them in the minds of those
who apply them selectively, the work of
women filmmakers in its heterogeneity,
especially in its use of narrative as
instrument of pleasure, political tool, and
auto-critique — sometimes all at once —
is reduced again into a few paradoxical
and threatening contradictions which
modernist filmmakers use to dismiss the
work by reductive operations. It's too
bad, because as Huyssen remarks,
feminist artists have done quite a bit to
bring us out of modernism’s dead end.
But in film, a medium that still seems to
attract megalomaniacs, we are still
fighting the old prejudice and paranoia as
they stagger back for yet another battle.
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