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Seeing eye-to-I 
Notes on Canadian identity 

A chill wind blasted between the office 
buildings along Bloor st. on the las t 
ni ght of the 9th Festival of Festivals. At 
the Towne Cinema, theatre personne l 
were ripping down th e plethora of 
posters a d vertis ing fe s tiva l film s, 
schedule changes and hatred for On­
tar io' s film censor. Further along, in 
front of the University Theatre, th e rent­
a-search ligh ts, that for th e past 10 
evenings had beamed their gala beacons 
into the Toronto sky, were extinguished. 
011 th e th eatre marquees, th e ha lf­
rep laced le tters INDIAN A 10 sign a ll e d 
the return of business as u s ual. In th e 
morning, these theatres, like so many 
others across the land, would again be 
showing American film s to Canadian 
audiences. 

Th e Festival w as over. But for 10 
glorious d ays, Can adian cinema, in the 
largest public showing it has ever r e­
ceived, lived as it has never lived before: 
in th e g low of admiration a nd th e 
celebra tion of its film directors; above 
all, in the see ing of itself as good. For 10 
unforge ttable days, Canadian c inema 
exis ted in a condition of norm a lity, as 
Ca nadian a udie nces and Canadian film s 
e ncountered one another in a spirit of 
eye-opening discovery. For 10 days, the 
extraordinary became the ordinary as, in 
the h eart of this most Ameri can of Cana­
dian cities' downtown theatres, screen s 
fli ckered from morning to night with 
images of Canada from the 1890s to the 
1980s. Perhaps not since the days of the 
National Film Board's traveIling projec­
tionists had the power -of Ca nadia n been 
so apparent. FOr while the festival lasted, 
it \Vas as if the m ovies themselves had 
s ingle-handedl)' succeeded in over­
turning the falseness of what which 
claims to be reality. After alL are not 
American m ovies just as illusory as Cana­
dian movies? That last chilly night on 

14/Cinema Canada - November 1984 

by Michael Dorland 

Bloor St. , watching the return of the Ame­
rican illusion, it seemed tha t th e problem 
had less to do, in the e nd, with movies in 
themselves than w ith the spi r it through 
w hich they are seen - or rendered invi­
s ible. 
"No thing is as fore ign to Canadians as 
Canadian culture," writes Seth Feldman 
in his introduction to Take Two, one of 
two books on Canadian film published in 
conjunction ""ilh the 1984 Festival of 
Festivals' 259-film hurrah to Canadian 
ci nema. 

The statement is as harsh and as blunt 
as it is true. While the Festival was 
running, the Art Gallery of Ontario "for 
th e firs t time in rece nt m e m ory," ac­
cording to the Globe and Mail's art critic, 
opened an exhibit to co ntemporary 
Toronto painters. Tha t the n ewspaper 
art critics hated it is only another m easure 
of the foreignness of Canadian culture 
a nd the depth of the problem. 

• 
A second example d eals with litera-

ture, via one of the film s in th e Festival's 
Northern Lights retrosp ective (a title that 
re fe l's knowin gly to th e ce le brate d col­
lection of Canadian w riting that es tab­
lis h e d the exis tence of Ca na dian li tera­
ture!. In a memorab le scene in Larry 
Ke nt' s epochal When Tomorrow Dies 
119651, a film that played comme rcia lly for 
on e week { I ) before va nishin g into th e 
a rchives, one ofthe charac ters, who teach­
es literature at UBC, te ll s h is class he's 
goin g to do something unheard of: add a 
Canadian novel to the course. There's no 
re ason , he te ll s th e class, why thi s novel 
should not be tau ght, fo r it is perfectly 
competent. " as competen t," h e adds, "as 
it ca n be coming from a country that 
syste m a tically refuse s its U\'Vn grea t­
ness." 

Painting, w riting and filmm aking are 
those arts that reflect. in verbal, paiateJ;ly 

or moving images, both the eye and th e I 
of how w e li ve in this co untry. But to ex is t 
(as we do ) cut off from one's own visual 
arts (us ing this te rm in the widest pos­
sible sense), is to live in the formal sepa­
ration of eye from I on the leve ls of 
landscape, language, a nd gesture - that 
is , on th e leve ls of eye-dentitv and eye­
dentifica ti on - that co ns titute th e only 
authentic separatism at the heart of th e 
Canadian proble m. 

In th e pathological absence of self­
images, the eye, because it must nonethe­
less see, will acce pt as rea l whatever e lse 
is th ere . It v-'ill eye-de ntify with its own 
alienation a nd attempts to alter that 
id e ntifica tion {Canadian content , for 
instance) vvilJ in turn seem foreign and 
a lienating. Furthermore, since the 
separation of eye from I requires the 
mainte nance of d e-dramatization (as th e 
encounter of eye with I is essential a 
dramatic one), a prefe re nce for the un­
dramatic and factual becomes the 
dominant style of identification that 
leads to such things, for example, as the 
documentary tradition in Canadian film­
making or, m ore to the point, in the case 
of Ca nadian te levis ion, the noted pre­
fe re nce for news and sports, whi le 
drama and e ntertainment are supplied 
by the Am erica ns. A third manifestation 
of the preference for the factual confers a 
privileged s tatus to newspapers and 
newspaper accounts of things, which, 
particularly when one is dealing with 
national culture, amounts to a self-per­
petuating struc turing of the communica­
tions bias that favors the factual in the 
first place. 

In this sense, it was not surprising, if 
one judged only from the Toronto press 
coverage of the Festival, to read that it 
was on the whole b usiness as u su a l, with 
the usual fawning before American stars, 
and no inkling that something qu ite dif-

fe rent was taking place at the Ca nadia n 
part of th e festival. By and large - and for 
the sam e reasons - this was also the case 
for the business-end of the Canadian film 
industry, with the entire spirit thorough­
Iv we ll-captured by a Sid Adilman 
co lum n e ntitl ed "Canadians eat cana­
pe s , Am erica n dine in style." 

But this w a s, significantly, not the case 
for Canadian filmmakers seeing their 
fi lms, nor for the public. Not for nothing 
did th e Festival advertise its Ca nadian 
re trospective with th e slogan "Two hun; 
dred answers ~ to the question of Cana­
dia n ide ntity." For the first time on such a 
sca le , Canadian film culture wou ld , in 
ceas ing to seem foreign , have answered 
th e qu estion of Canadian eye-de ntity'. 

• 
There was, among the Festival organizers, 
som e fear and trembling over the size of 
the Canadian retrospective. A first in the 
nine-year history of Canada's two major 
fi lm festivals, Toronto this year devoted 
65% of the programming of 400 feat ures 
a nd shorts to our national cinema. 

But last year a Canadian documentary 
re tro of some 60 films had been a big dis­
appOintment, attracting li ttle interest 
and even less public. So th ere was con­
cern that this year's large display of Cana­
dian films would be, as chief program­
m er Piers Handling put it, "overdoing it 
with a massive .thin g this size." 

The gradualists among th e organizers 
favored steady year-by-year increments 
le adi n g, five years down the road, to the 
large retrospective that would actually 
take p lace this year. Immediatists wanted 
the large retrospective now. But this was 
not a battle between Some people more 
in favor of Canadian film than others. 
B?th positions had their advantages and 
disadvantages. If the imme dia tist ap­
proach won out, this would prove equa l-
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Iv to. the satisfactian af the gradualists. 
Far the prablem was nat internal to. the 
Festival arganizatian w hich, fram the 
Baard af Directars thraugh festival 
directar Wayne Clarksan, was, as a ll the 
arganizers af the retraspective agreed, 
campletely suppartive. The prablem lay 
in the nature af daing samethll1g un­
precedented. Far example, . in pro­
gramming the Experiments sen es, Bruce 
Elder faund that h e cauld have put 
tagether 50 pragrams as easily as th e 20 
finally agreed upan. What shauld the 

raper balance be withaut drall1l11g 
~aterial fram the ather pragrams ? 
Handling mentians "there vvas a point 
when we realized tha t we \vere h aldll1g 
13 separate screenings per day in th e 
Canadian retrospective as campa re d to. 
anly five in the Can tempara rv World 
Cinema pmgram. \lVe l'e we s tre tchll1g 
the audie nce tao. muc h ?" . 

What was invalved , HandlIng ex­
plains, was nathing less than " th e wh~,le 
process 0.1' definin g Ca nadian c lI~ e n~a -
of be ing represe ntative and p i agl a 111-

ming gaad film s at the same tim e, and 
this within the limitatians af fa ithfully 
attempting to. reflect the. r a nge af 
Canada's 1100 feature-film hlstary fram 
an available sample af abaut 10%. 

"Laaking back fram 1984," says Han­
dling, "it seems clear that the years 1963-
1975 were a p e riad af extraardll1ary 
growth in the madern' Canadian cine­
ma. I wanted to. give a sense af tha t, to. 
ce lebra te what we've done best. The 
film s themselves need no. apalogy. In 
fact they canstitute ane af the mas t 
stim ulating natianal cinemas in the 
warld ." 

But knawing th at as a critic 0.1' teacher 
wauld be ane thing and knawing tha t as 
pragrammer af the largest Can au ian 
film retrospective ever wauld be anather 
- as Ha ndlin g admits, describin g h aw 
he felt as the Fest ival gat underway. 
- " I was pe trifi ed , tota lly numb , I 
cauld n't sit throu gh a film . It took me 
three days to. sc rew up the caurage to. go. 
see wha t was happening. By Manday, I 
kn ew. The cinemas were p acke d and 
the pea pIe were applauding th e films . I 
cauldn' t believe it. It w as naon a nd the 
cinemas were packed . That Manday, 
three days after th e Festival ape n e d, 
was the biggest high af my life ." 

The differe~e, of co urse, was th a t the 
film s were at las t reac hin g a p ubli c, 
and an enthusiastic ane. As Ha ndling 
put it : "Seeing the films in a scr eening 
roam, usually alone, is one kind of expe­
rience. Seeing th e films with 500 p e aple 
is totally different ." 

Perhaps it was this difference that 
wauld prompt Festival baard af directars' 
member Bill McMurtry to. respond to. 
jaurnalistic criticism of the retrospec­
tive with these wards: "People who 
camplai~ abaut it dan't knaw squat 
abaut cinema." 

• 
It's nat that the films change so. much 
(thaugh each viewing of a film a lways 
reveals a differen t film ), it's that you a re 
changed: the films became ya ur eyes as 
I~\ ' ('~ and I meet a nd s uddenlv yo u can 
S;~ I I In such a con tex t the films escape 
from th e ghettaizatian af being part of a 
minority culture and , thus fre e d , begm 
to re fer to. each other: at times they 
seem to. echo. on e anather quite d e lib­
e r ute lv. Far in s tan ce, a shot af a park in 
Lea P~a l ' s La Femme de ['hotel (1984) 
will refer to. the same park in Michael 
Snow's One Second In Montreal (1969). 
I\:ot anlv do. the films begin to. can verse 
amang - themselves, they also. speak 

by Dot Tue .. 

It was a voun" a nd frustrated Larry 
Ke nt , pro~lJ)pted by the banningofhi s 
film High in 1968 by the Ontana 
Ce ns or l3oanl, who was quoted by 
th e ToronlO Star as shouti n g "l ' m 30, 
and ]'111 nat waiting around until J'm 
45 IV h e n I'll b e mak ing films as bad a s 
th ev are now. I have my talen t now . I 
wa ;1t to be seen naw ", 

SiAteen veal'S la te r, these \,,>fards 
have a n ir~ll ic avertone for those of 
us who 're-d iscove red ' his now 
obscure films during the retrospec­
tive o f Cil naclian cinema at this year' s 

. Fes ti va l of Fest i\'ids . For despit e the 
- Il o tori e tv aLld acc la im Ke nt enj oved 

in th e '60s; wril in g, dil'l~ c (ill g , and 
pl'lldueing' Th e Bitter Ash , 1963: 
Sweet Substitute, 1964; Wh en 
TOf/lorrow Dies , '1,,65; and High ~ 

1967, the onlv surviving pl' int ::; ot 
these film s in t'he '80s al'e to be fou nd 
in h is tori ca I sa fe- keeping at th e 
Nil li o nal Film r\ rc hives ill Ottawa. 

Badgered by censors, ancl , be lea­
gupred by in a d eq uat e distnbutLOn 
faciJi ti es and ta ck 01 s upport In 
Canada for inuepende nt features, 
J-- tj nt tUl'lwd in th e '70s to the Nat io nal 
Fi lm Board and outside produce rs. 
Hi s Sli bsequent film s lost th e s ta mp 
of Larr\' Kellr's o ri g inal senS ibIlity, 
ancl hi ~ name and work dropped 
lit crallv from s ight. And while th e 
Fes ti \' ~l' s dedi cation to res urrectin g 
th e 'b uried treasures' of our cinema­
tic past has given th ese four indepen­
d e nt features by Kent mome ntary 
recognition and public viewing, I~ 
SCl' IllS a bitter-swee t reqUIem for 
what should be widely distribut e d 
tIlm s b\' one of th e major and c ur­
rPlltlv ;Jclipsed tal e nts of Canadian 
cin e llla. 

FrOIll the \'antage point of th e '80 s, 

th e se ns ibility whic h charac te rized 
tlwse fil's t I"eatures i.s in every wa\' as 
rel e vant todav as it was to Kent 's 
contL'nlporari~~s of th e 'GOs. Th e int e l'­
\'cni ll g YCiU'S, how ever, have alt e rpd 
tlw \\ 'a\ ' ln which hi s once scandalaus 
subject-matt e r is recpi\ 'ed ancl y e l'­
cc i\'t.! d bv an audie nce and cntI cs . 
For LarT~ ' Kent' s troubles with tlw 

nul Tuer is a Toran/a freelarlcer , 
specializing ill tile contemporar,l 
\'isual arts, 
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The 
resurrection 
of 
Larry Kent 

censor boards and his hostile encoun­
ters with the mainstrea m press were 
a result of bis proclivity to. partray 
individua ls who were lured by the 
pramises af a counter-culture and 
trapped by the social and economi c 
realiti es o f a larger society. 

Hi s characters w er e one way or 
another outsiders ; whe ther it be the 
listless r ebellion of a bored house­
w ife in When Tomorrow Dies , or the 
dll s pe ration of a woma n married to a 
se lfi s h Beat in The Biller Ash , or the 
ahho r rent lifes tvle of two hippies In 

High . Th is led to his re putation as an 
' an ti-t's ta blishme nt' fi ll1llll aker who 
was di"spmillatin g ,l!l insidious 
im nlOl'a litv throu gh hi s work. Ye t, in 
rp tnlspcct', it is c1 t'ar that Kent was 
Ll si ng til e context of a cou nte l'-cuIture 
as a ve il ic le to e-"amin e th e cl'Ises and 
dege ne ra tio n of ind ividuals in a ny 
soc ie tv w h o struggle wit h th e I'ecog­
nitiol1' o f oppress ian a nd the choices 
thi s n~cognition ol'fers . Far frol11 
illlJ11 o l'a L hi s film s are in man)' w a\'s 
harsh indi c tments of th e li\'es of bis 
charac tP I's w ho ~ee k an alternati\'e 
e.\ iste nce to the status-q uo 1]1' adopt­
in g the ideas ofa co unter-c ulturt' . But 
hi s film s are a n equall \' harsh mdlc t­
m e nt of the lwpocrisy a il e! oppreSSIOJl 
engendered 'by th e es tab lishmt'llt' s 
\·alu es. h 

Ke nt's originality - he is a Sout 
African expatriate - lies in his ac ute 
perceptian of aur societv as an eca­
namic and sacial structure that ~ s pa­
triarchal and limiting, so. pervasIVe 111 

its materialistic idealagy that even 
the ideas of the caunter-c ulture turn 
sour a nel oppress ive. It i ~ til itl sense of 
comple-" and sophisticated dialpcti !' 
between idealism and it s practIcal 
reali z a ti on that pe rh a ps horrifie d 
th e censors unknO\vinglv in the '60 S, 
and it is certainly this sensibil ity 
whic h has c rea ted works w hich s till 
have th e [Jowe rta shock. a nd to ques­
tion , o ur choices and dil emma s as 
indi\ 'idual s today 

or th l~ four films scr eened at th e 
Fes t i\'a l of Fes tivals, The Biller ,-\s h is 
the m os t ra\\' a nd biti ng rl.'ali za tion 
of thi s l1lorall\" ambiva le nt dial ec tic ., 
and pe rhaps the most remarkab le o t 
his c in e matic achi e\"t~m e nts . HIS h rst 
film , and the first fca tul'c to be pl'a­
du ced O il the West Coast in 33 ~ears , 

i!:' a n inspira tional l' .\.ample far a ny 

filmmaker struggling to. make inde­
pendent films in Canada. Filmed 
while he was a student of theatre and 
psychology at U.B.c', Ke nt use d stu­
d e nt actors, an amateur c rew a nd a 
wind-up Bolex ca m era to c rea te a fi c­
tional doc ume nt of th e Bea t e r a 
which rivaJs Robert Frank 's Pull My 
Daisy. 

Intluenced by Cassavetes' ShadolVs 
and Fe llini' s La Strada , this film 
reveals a gritty realism and o riginal 
edi tin g stde that distinguishes Kent 
as a unique ta le nt in CanadLan CIl1£'­
matic hi s to ry. Utiliz ing a ca mplex 
cLltting al1cl ll a~bback structure, Kent 
traces th e co ncer'Jl S of two couples 
living in \ 'a ncouve r's 1 0IV l~ I' economi c 
fl 'ing£' . The th e mes of the ir e \.i s t('nces 
re\'olve arou nd tile boreelO"ll! and 
mOllotollv of office and assemb ly­
line work, and the il1f'\' it abil it\ ' of 
preg llan c~ ' which forces th e m to 
manY. But \\'hile o ne ot th e male' 
char~c t ers sees hi s Ollh' e scape 1'1'0111 
the s\ 'stelll ill the acquisitionoi' 1110ne\ ' 

'and ~material gaads, th e othe l' has 
re jected these values fo r th e 'fre('­
dom ' o f a boh emian lifl's tv le. What 
becom es ev id e nt durin g tilt-' e\'o lu­
tion of th e ir c haracters , is that (~ither 
choice b v a ma le duubl\ ' traps the 
female s, -who are oppressed by a 
soc iet\· whi c h offel's th e m no optioJl 
except marriage, and in turn a re ap­
pressed by the demands af the ir ega­
tistic spa uses to. morally and eca­
nomicallv support their 'freedo m s.' 
As the e ve nts afthe film lead to a b eat 
party where all af the characters' lives 
intertwine, th e powe rful il'o nit's a nd 
fru s trati o ns of their wodd:; unfold 
during o n e of th e most origi nally 
[ilm ed parties in c inem,lIi c hi ~ton· . 
.\nd it is indica tive , not of th e film, 
but of th e s tate of Canadian c in e ma­
'tic instituti ol l ~ , th at a subd ue d and 
mod es tly .su r prised L" IT~ ' Kent 
seemed ,1Imos t bewild ered b\ ' the 
l' .\l'itel1Jent af th e aud ie nce who 
ga tlH'I'ed araund him tu praise this 
film eluring its scree nin g a t the Ft's­
ti\ a l. 

Enco u raged bv th e enthus iasl11 of 
th e crowd , Larry Kent , at 45, is think­
ing of s trikin g a print of the film far 
distributi o n . Sixteen years later, 
Ke nt 's plea that h e "w a nts to be seen 
nu\\ ~' may finally come to pass. 
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beyond themselves, addressing a future 
still remote when the film itself was 
made: the shadow of October 1970 
already hangs over Le Chat dans Ie sac 
(1964), or feminism in Larry Kent's The 
Bitter Ash (1963) or When Tomorrow 
Dies (19651 , or modern nationalism in 
Wieland's prophe tic Reason O~'er Pas­
sion 119691. In each other's presence, the 
films become less the orphans in search 
of significance that they are in solitary 
viewing situations; instead they are 
part of a noisy and numerous family. 
They have an air de famille that provides 
a context, a commonality that not only 
protects and enhances them, but sup­
port them as well: call it a landscape of 
film. 

Not only do the films emerge from 
specific settings (e.g. Montreal, Van­
couver), but each film creates and re­
creates its own definition of that setting, 
sometimes uniquely, sometimes in con­
junction with other films. Gilles Carle's 
use of the autoroutes around Montreal 
in Red (1970) to define a view of that 
city's dynamic modernity had always 
struck me as unique. Seeing Arcand's La 
Maudite Galerte 11972) showed me how 
another filmmaker could use more or 
less the same setting to create the com­
pletely opposite effect. In both cases, 
the two films were adding to a cultural 
definition of Montreal. 

This can be done in endless ways. 
Michael Snows One Second In Mont­
real took il city with which I am rather 
familiar and made it utterly unfamiliar, 
a marvelous effect that is difficult to 
achieve. Lea Pool in La Femme de [,hotel 
could not recreate that unfamiliarity so 
hauntingly present in her 1980 film 
Strass Cafe. 

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

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

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

Such a film culture need not be in the 
personal style of this, that or any par­
ticular filmmaker. Indeed filmmaker 
and theoretician Bruce Elder has 
argued - and the masterful series Ex­
periments which he programmed for 
the Festival demonstrated - that Cana­
dian visual art need not be realistic at 
all : in order to become I, the Canadian 
eye does not have to define itself through 
realism but can instead manifest itself 
as an awareness ofits own self-conscious-
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• Without eye·dentity the body is just a photograph, as Lefebvre argues in Ultimatum (1971 ) 

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

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

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

all kinds in Canadian film in each and 
everyone of its manifestations, in­
duding film festivals (not to mention 
government policy or the commerce of 
film production, distribution and ex­
hibition). For only such a continuity can 
create the Canadian film culture - the 
ways of seeing ourselves - that can 
orient the future of Canadian filmmaking 
because it reflects an awareness of 
Canadian cinema's past. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

For next year and every year thereafter, 
the program Perspectives Canada, thanks 
to another corporate sponsor, Imperial 
OiL will offer a permanent festival win­
dow to current Canadian film produc­
tion. 

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

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

Canadian culture, it has been said, 
will either be nationalist or will con­
demn itself to eternal cosmopolitan 
exile. It would be more than ironic that 
the Toronto festival, in the past so 
successful at promoting cinema's 
cosmopolitan exile, may have at last dis­
covered its true vocation, perhaps even 
its destiny, -3S the national showcase of 
Canadian cinema. 

But then, walking along Bloor Street 
that ?old. and windy evening, it was not 
the IrOl11eS that were lacking. For it 
seemed, for a moment, that perhaps the 
Festival was not over' on the t . 'con rary, 
It had barely even begun. • 


