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So. 
what did Elder say? 

by Bart Testa 

So, what did Elder say when he wrote 
that piece for Canadian Forum ? Lots 
of thin gs, some of them open to com­
plicated interpretations. But, first, we 
might want to know how Elder came 
to say what he said and this involves 
several circumstances . 

• 
The piece that appeared in th e Fe­
bruary Canadian Forum under the 
title "The Cinema We Need" was ori­
ginally the artist 's "statement" Elder 
wrote to accompany grant applica­
tions to the Ontario Arts. Council and 
the Ca nada Council for his new movie , 
Lamentations. The slightly e dit e d 
Canadian Forum version appeare d in 
a special section devo ted to Canadian 
cine ma a long with articles by Gary 
Evans . Brenda Longfellow a nd Geoff 
Pevere. The magazine's regular critic. 
Robin Wood, took the month off a nd 
there is a tale here that, I be li eve. 
affec ted th e tone of all but:Qll..e of th e 
pieces. 

Once upon a time, until three year'S 
ago actua lly, Canadian Forum had a 
rotating chair that was held by a: chang­
ing group of film critics that included 
Peter Harcourt , Kay Armatage, Seth 
Feldman, Joe Medj uck and o thers . 
They wrote often (but not a lways) on 
Canad ian films. When Forum.'s new 
editor. John Hutcheson , replaced Sam 
So lec ki in 1982, Hutcheson canned this 
crew and insta ll ed Wood as th e maga­
z in e's regular fi lm reviewer. A di s tin­
guished academic critic who has writ­
te n a who le sh e lf of invaluable fi lm 
books since th e mid-'60s, Wood is a lso 
a topno tch journalistic fi lm reviewe r 
who , in recent years, has done some 
rea lly good thin gs at Body Politic and 
The Toronto Clarion as well as a t the 
Forum. Now Wood does not think 
much of Canadian films and writes 
about them less. He has explained why 
in th e May Canadian Forum where he 
responded critically to Elder's "The 
Ci nema We Need": basically, Wood 
does not believe in the projec t of 
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Canadian cultural nationa lism, at least 
in th e forms that projec t now takes. 

Although I wish he wou ld contribute 
more essays to th e d e ba tes in Ca na­
dian cinema as p e ne trating as his 
"David Cronenberg : A Dissenting 
View" (which appears in Th e Shape of 
Rage, ed. P. Handling, Toronto, 1983 ), 
Wood's decision pretty much to ignore 
Canad ian movies is hi s business. But 
this d ecis ion also has m eant tha t in th e 
three veal's Hutcheson has been run­
ning Canadian Forum, yet another 
outlet for writing on Canadian film has 
been stoppered. 

The point is tha t wh e n th e sp ecial 
section ran in February, it provided a 
rare editorial window for Ca nadian 
fi lm critics at Forum and th e writel's 
fe lt compe lled to s hout throug h it 
loud Iv. Pevere tried to nai l down every 
male' mode l movie in Ca na di a n cin e­
rna . Longfellow crammed m e ntions 
of jus t about every fe mini s t Canadian 
film of the last yeal'into her piece . On ly 
Eva ns was untouche d by th e others' 
urgent se nse of th e occasion . penning 
a lI'a ile r for his new book, Jo hn Grier­
son and the National Film Board of 
Ca nada. Natura lly, it w as a pi ece in 
praise of propaganda - just the ci ne ma 
we need, right 7 

Carrying the monstrance of ex peri­
mental film into the critica l proces­
sion, Elder delivered a manifesto . While 
Elder has indicate d precious littl e 
ta le nt for the s trong rh e torical gesture 
in his writing before, thi s tim e he 
boiled over into be lligerent accusation 
a nd prescription. regu lar mo ves in 
manifesto-writing and jus t th e ticket 
for the ceremonies Canadian Forum 
unwittingly staged. 

So much for the genre , what a bout 
th e auteur 7 Figuring out w hat Elde r 
sa id is partly a m a tte r of whom th e 
article addresses and who 's doing th e 
addressing. At firs t it m ight see m silly 
to divide up one m a n into t"vo writers 
but there are at least two Elders: th e 
ava nt -garde movi e maker of long film s 
like Illuminated Te;ds and th e acade­
m ic critical writer of long essays o n 
Jack Chambers and Michae l Snow. 
These two Elders are th e same m an 
e ntertaining the same ideas but writing 
under two compUls ion s, usi ng two 
different rhetorics, serving two diffe­
rent projects . In this instance, Elder 
was wri ting as an art ist addressing 

groups of his peers gat he red in counc il 
to d e libe rate on th e gran t-worthiness 
of his film Lamentations. The decision 
to widen th e read e rs hip of his artist's 
"statement" cam e la ter and a t Canadian 
Forum's invita tion to submit a piece to 
their specia l section o n Canadian cine­
ma. No doubt Elde l' also must have 
noticed that his writing. us ually so 
diffu se and tort ure d by qua lification 
and academese, had come out of the 
wOI'd-processor w ith sharp contours 
and a pi ssed-off charge of indignation . 
In short. a manifesto . 

Some of the qua lities of ''The Cinema 
We Need ." I should add, were borrowed 
from George Gra nt. The opening nin e 
paragraphs are written in unmistak­
able Grantian cad e nces ; Elder's use of 
"techno logy" as his central critical 
idea co m es pre lly muc h s traight from 
Grant 's Technology and Empire, and 
th e politi cs Elder in voked were Gran­
ti ~IIl through a nd through. Although 
Grant is hard ly known among film 
critics in Ca nada (Wood , for example , 
utterly misses the point of the te rm 
technology for thi s reaso n ), Elde r 
knows th e p hilosopher's idiom w e ll , 
having already deployed it ex te ns ive ly 
throu gh Illumin ated Tests . It must 
have been im possible to resist singing 
the heavy sarcasm that co lors his a r­
tist 's "s ta te m e nt" for Lamentations 
through th e voca l arrangements of th e 
Canadian a uthor bes t known fOl' A 
Lament for a Na tion. 

• 
Ins tances of the arti s t 's manifesto - th e 
broad , co mba tive dec la ration of pur­
pose, inte nti o n . asp iration and pres­
cription for <.lrtistic prac ti ce - are 
almost unkn ow n in Ca nadian film c ul­
ture s in ce th e days o f John Grierso n . ' 
Tvpica l of man ifestos everywh ere, th e 
actual topi cs taken up in "The Cinema 
We Need " be lo ng not jus t to th e prac ti ­
ce of filmm a kin g but to a politi c of 
culture a nd to th e age nda of art itse lf. 
It is a lso tvpica l of manifestos th a t 
Elder's a rti c le has se t off a co ntrove rsy 
between th e a rti s t a nd the critics, so 
far in this case , Wood , Peter Harcourt 
and Piers Handling, the latter two right 
here on th e pages of Cinema Canada . 
Elder's article ope nly a ttacks Harcourt 
and Handling naming them as the best 
representatives of what he opposes ; 

• 
in fact , these two critics are fath e r 
(Peter) and son (Piers) in the discussion 
of Ca nadian cinema. 

Harcourt, who has don e more to 
provoke the best writing on Canadian 
film than anyone, has man y sons 
among English-Canadian film c ritics 
a nd Elder is o ne of them . Eve n whe n 
Elde r cr itiques Harcourt's pOSitions, 
which he has been doin g since the 
mid-'70S ,2 as a critic speaking molto 
sotto voce, the re is obvious care ta ke n 
to honor this father. As an artist, how­
eve r, Elder is not at all one of Harcourt's 
sons, but a child of the avant-garde 
brought up by that extraord inary 
teacher, Gerald O'Grady. It was invevit­
ab le that Elder's fili a l pie ty for Pe te r 
wou ld cross wires with his fi e rce com ­
mitment to experimental cine ma s ince 
Harcourt holds no discernibl e co ncep ­
ti on of avant-garde film making as a 
distinct e nterprise and Elder is a strict 
sectarian . The flash-point came with 
th e vas t - and vastly s uccessfu l - re tro­
spec ti ve of Ca nadian movies at th e 
1984 Toronto Festival of Festiva ls. The 
programmes were coord inate d by 
Ha ndling w ith Harcourt , Armat age, 
Jim Monro, Ian Burnie and other critics 
le nding a hand, including Elder who 
ra n th e experimental progra mme. 

My own impress ion is that ne ither 
Harcourt nor Handling shou ld have 
e xpec te d the accusations Eld e r makes 
against th e m in "The Cin e m a We 
Need" s ince the festiva l was , for th e m , 
a vindica tion of th e one big ha ppy 
famil y of Ca nadian cin ema . But when I 
ex pressed tha t view of the proceedings 
in Th e Globe & Mail, Elde r Pl'Olllpth' 
d e live red an angry re primand to m e 
over th e te lephone . It should have 
bee n obvious that Harcourt and Hand­
ling belie ved the bright light of 
Canadia n cinema all rese mble what 
Handling repeated called the "small 
pe rsona l film" in press inte rvi ews 
p ublished around the festival. For those 
two critics, the narrative movies of th e 
ea l' ly '60s a re the paradig m o f Ca n a· 
di a n filmmakin g. Eve n w he n pressed . 
o n o ne of the pan e ls Elder orga ni zed 
to accompan y his progra mm e at th e 
festi va l, Harcourt would not speak to 
d iffe re nces betwee n " inde pe nde nt 
pe rsonal film s" and ex pe ri m e n tal 
m ovies . T hi s distressed Elder and for 
reasons "The Cinema We Nee d " lI' ie d 
to layou t. Its writing ca m e s ho rtl v 
a ft e r the Toronto festi val. 

• 
Elder argues for one politic of Ca nad ia n 
film a nd agains t another w hi ch Illa~:' 

prove to be a phanto m with o ut force 
o r trajectorv. HO\ve \ 'cr, in it s present 
form, as a c ritica lll10de l of what Ca na ­
diJn film might b e leve n without e .'\­
pli cit politica l a rticul a tion ), th a t politic 
shapes those in Canadian film c ulture 
w ho count th e m se lves on it s Left. Ian 
th e Ri ght. of course, we have th e 
s in ecured hac ks and s nooze rs of th e 
NF B a ncl th e usual gaggle of s leazo ids 
who run th e la ug hab le "comm e rc ia l 
industrV." 1 Because th e\' are the mos t 
tho rough of Ca nadian film critics. wha t 
Harcourt and Handling have to say 
does have wide c urre n cy a m o n g th e 
e nli ghte ne d . One of the purposes of 
"The Cine ma We Need" is to force 
op e n th e articulat ion of th e politic 
be hind th e model - Elder's tactic is to 
be frontal and abrasive . Elder takes 
"inde pe ndent personal narrative film s" 
and argues its political importance 

July/August 1985 - Cinema Canadal27 



• 
can bring experimental cinema under 
the critique of cultural "utility." But 
Elder does this all ass-backwards, by 
putting his political critique first. 

What he says in "The Cinema We 
Need" is, 'Okay, bring on the critique -
I'm ready to play in your park, so put 
'em up. Elder insists the politics of 
Canadian filmmaking come out in the 
open, by arguing how the cinema he 
espouses has its politic. This, I take it, 
is why he starts his manifesto with a 
statement of the Grantian politic, that 
structures Elder's most mature work 
of art, Illuminated Tex.ts,3 

Of course, Elder's rhetoric of coun­
ter-critique serves not so much as a 
defence of his own movies as a pre­
emptive strike. For the usual reasons 
artists write manifestos , he wants to 
map out and occupy - bunker, mortar 
and sand-bag - the intellectual ground 
on which he wants to fight. 

Elder's argument rolls up the atoll of 
cinema by asserting that film narrative 
always articulates the technological 
view of time, of purpose, of experience. 
"Narrative is the artistic structure of 
structure of technocracy," he says. The 
a lread y known is enfo lded , the subject 
of the discourse is already mastered , 
perception is closed, thrown in to a 
past and denied its problematic. What 
is so striking about this assertion is 
that almost everyone involved in se­
rious film criticism believes some ver­
sion of it." This goes for critics who just 
shrug, those who seek to discern sub­
versions in some movies !Robin Wood, 
for example) and those who, like 
Claire Johnston, have sought to forge 
new tools of analysis in order to chase 
down the political implications to 
their last reverse angle. 

Not many critics would, however, 
agree with Elder's Grantian formula­
tion of the argument that narrative 
expresses a technological view. They 
would complain that his philosophical 
terms of reference are politically pro­
blematical. "Too metaphysical for 
me," is the succinct way one young 
film theorist put it on reading "The 
Cinema We Need." That's fair enough 
as far as it goes. Nonetheless, I have yet 
to read an adequate critique of Grant's 
thought that leads easily to dismiss its 
adaptation to issues of Canadian cul­
ture out of hand. On the contrary, the 
writings of Arthur Kroker le.g., Tech­
nology and the Canadian Mind, Mon­
treal, 1984 ) indicate that Elder argues 
from a strong political and philoso­
phical position. However, on the side 
of film criticism, no topiC has been so 
vexed in the last 15 years as the arti­
culation of just what the big problem 
is with narrative. Elder believes he has 
the answer, backed by a national tradi­
tion , his "cinema of perception." That 
proposal raises its own prob lems and 
questions no doubt , but let's get back 
to the specific burrs under Elder's 
indigna tion. 

The point Elder wants to clarify 
about the relationship between Cana­
dian movies generalIv and experimen­
tal movies in particular takes focus on 
Harcourt and Handling's loose treat­
ment of "personal independent film ." 
Elder charges that they would, if un­
checked, appropriate experimental 
film to narrative cinema by using the 
idea of "new narrative ." Elder rests his 
case on a reading of the way these two 
critics handle Canadian film . Theyare, 
he says, committed to a cinema that 
"shows us as we reallv are ... and so 
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DEBATE 
engenders, or at least reinforces, our 
sense of identity." If this realist position 
Elder attributes to Harcourt and Hand­
ling sounds familiar, it should. Every­
body - well, almost everybody - pro­
moting Canadian culture makes these 
kinds of noises, as readers of Cinema 
Canada will have surely noticed. More 
to the point, Elder believes Harcourt 
and Handling do not underline the 
differences between the scruffy natu­
ralist movies of Owen and She bib, the 
lyrical art cinema of Lefebvre and the 
experimental films of Snow when they 
write their accounts of Canadian film. 

For Elder, all this is, so far, the back­
drop whose design stands out in thick 
relief when he reads Harcourt or 
Handling and whose surface just got a 
bright new coat of paint, with a bit of 
big-time glitter, at the Toronto film 
festival. Centre stage now, though , is 
Elder's distress over the possibility 
that the critical appropriation of " new 
nal'rative", which Elder properly 
views as pseudo-avant-garde film­
making, will be taken up by Canadian 
critics as a way of rejuvenating the 
tradition represented by Owen, Jutra , 
Shebib and that bunch . On one side, 
the critics want a return to art-films ; 
on the other academic publiCists for 
"new narrative" claim to be waving 
the banner of experimen tal cinema. 
Canadian critics have been passing a 
decade praising mediocre Canadian 
feature films using the tools of an 
outworn auteurism while standing 
knee-deep in the ruins of a realist 
theoretical scaffolding. The history of 
their critical project culminates in The 
Shape of Rage 11983 ) and the bulging 
middle-section of Take Two 11984 ). 
Surveying this critical terrain from the 
gay hot air balloon set aloft at the 
Toronto film festival, Elder has cause 
to worry Canadian criticism as a whole 
could ca tch the "new narrative" virus 
now epidemic among younger, aca­
demically trained Canadian film cri­
tics . Elder believes that , if the conta­
gion catches on , everyone wiII be 
coughing up the opinion that - now! 
today! this week! - experimental film 
means "new narrative" movies and 
"new narrative" movies means a re­
birth of Canadian cinema. 

So , what will happen then? Nothing 
interesting will happen with Cana­
dian cinema but , accol'ding to Elder, 
th e avant-garde cinema represented 
by Snow, Rimmer, Razu ti s, Hancox, 
Wieland, Hoffman and, well, Bruce 
Elder, will appear to be an irrelevance 
of dubious (" too metaphysical for 
me !") political significance. Elders 
response is to dig in anq maintain the 
traditio nal strict opposition between 
na rrat ive films and experimental 
movies, that opposition marking the 
spot where Elder really wants to fight 
it out. 

Harcourt and Handling answer EI­
ders charges against them on their own 
realist/auteurist turf but their artides 
in this edi tion of Cinema Canada don't 
effectively move to his ground. I'm 
pretty sure that Elder has correctly 
stated what is at stake when his peers 
sit to deliberate over a grant applica­
tion for a film like Lamentations. I'm 
less sure he does more than this. 
Elder's combative statement is not for 
him an airy abstraction but an urgent 
address made in the middle of an 
activity of film criticism, the granting 
process, that has the most serious con­
sequences for an artist. And, as an 

artist, Elder lives by his opposition 
between narrative and experimental 
filmmaking and his manifesto explains 
why he, at least, continues to make 
that choice. 

I 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 pro­
bably do conspire to damage the fur­
ther possibilities 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 mo­
tion, as Elder fears and predicts. 

• 
Let's sum up and see how the contro­
versv around "The Cinema We Need" 
shapes up, and shapes our reading of 
that text. Wood, I think, believes the 
cinema we need must come inside an 
accessible popular mO\'iemaking that 
draws the viewer into his "nation", the 
community of those who resist the 
dominant capitalist-patriarchal ideo-
10gies.And , forWood , Elder writes like 
an authoritarian . Harcourt believe? 
the cinema we need tells Canadian 
stories. reflects Canadian lives, in 
short, expresses/creates an identity that 
he associates with Canadian culture. 
And, for Harcourt, Elder writes reli­
giously, like an impractical mystic 
who just doesn 't know what the score 
is. Handling slyly sees Elder as re­
suming the prescriptive proposals of 
John Grierson, not in content but by 
genre, casting Elder as someone both 
authoritarian and at least moralistic . 
Handling's pOSition is close to Har­
court's but his is a more historical and 
film-historical sensibility and his cri­
tical writing serves an "archeology" of 
Canadian fi lm tradition . 

These critics all come from and are 
still committed to kinds of film work 
that can be called auteurist/ realist/ 
sociological, with the accents falling 
on different sides of sensibilities at 
different times. In my view, Harcourt 
and Handling can land do) provide 
ammunition for the practical battles 
on arts councils and at film festivals 
and they serve the cinema they think 
we need, or are mostly likely to get if 
we're lucky, as academic publicists 
modelled on early Cahiers du Cinema 
and early Andrew Sarris. As a critic, 
Elder is not so different in the purposes 
he senles, as Harcourt correctly men­
tions in his response to "The Cinema 
We Need." What is different, of course, 
is the canon of films Elders criticism 
serves to exfoliate and to publicize, 
and that changes evelything about the 
kinds of film criticism Elder practices , 
and makes for the differences on 
display in the current controversy. 

But "The Cinema We Need" is not 
really criticism at all but a manifesto in 
which Elder tries to put the experi­
mental cinema at the centre of Cana­
dian film. This prompts reasonable 
people to ask who's cinema can this 
be? Har'Court and Wood answer by 
drawing on the perfectly obvious truth 
that that cinema will never belong to a 
sociologically significant audience. 
Harcourt pro~ably has Elder dead to 
rights when he lashes out with, "To 

• 
offer a theoretical argument to cultural 
bureaucrats, to the guys who pull the 
strings of cultural practice in this 
country, is to commit an act of suicide." 
Sure as shootin', they won't know 
what Elder is talking about. As you 
might imagine, bureaucrats are less 
likely to know George Grant, even in 
Tory Ottawa, than film critics are and, 
if they did, they could hardly be ex­
pected to embrace an essay like "In 
Praise of North America" as a basis for 
Canadian cultural policy. 

So, what else is new? You think 
sociologically and you don't think like 
an avant-garde filmmaker or a Cana­
dian philosopher. What could be more 
obvious? But film critics don't have to 
think sociologically all the time and 
everywhere and experimental film­
makers almost never do. I bring up 
Grant again for two reasons. First of 
all, he is a crucial Canadian philo­
sopher and has taught us much about 
the kind of imaginary Canadian Tony 
Wilden cannot teach us. Grant is also a 
curmudgeon. So, I hasten to add, is 
Bruce Elder. But it is precisely the job 
of the philosopher and the avant-garde 
filmmaker to serve as points of re­
sistance to the dominant discourses, if 
you will, in the sense Michel Foucault 
describes the matter. This has been 
the case since the 1920s with Delluc, 
Epstein , Verta\!, Eisenstein and Kul­
eshov ; it doesn't Change 40 years later 
when you come to Conner, Brakhage 
and Mekas, and I don't see any reason 
to be annoyed now, 60 years later 
when, locally , you come upon Razutis 
and Elder. More , that Elder takes up 
Grant at the same time he moves to the 
high ground of "The Cinema We Need" 
is doubly traditional for an avant­
garde manifesto . Elder owes the style 
of his gesture to a whole history of 
attacks on narrative and on its high 
valuation within a sociological film 
criticism, the history of avant-garde 
film theory and criticism. And he owes 
his local color and politics to a philo­
sopher ,;"ho upholds the political­
ethical distinction of Canada by articu­
lating how the nation can occupy a 
point of resistance, however weak it 
might be, against the technological 
empire. 

It is embarrassing that film critics 
like Harcourt and Wood do not 
acknow ledge these rather transparent 
features of "The Cinema We Need" 
before attacking Elder. They attack 
him personally . They see in his text not 
an artist making an artist's big noise 
for his kind of art but only a nefarious 
ambition. Nefarious because Elder's 
politic does not accept their sociolo­
gies, ambitious because he dares to 
say what artists should do. These critics 
have read Elder poorly when they 
could be reading him well and cutting 
him four ways to next Tuesday. 

There is a personal side to "The 
Cinema We Need," in fact an auto­
critique. Harcourt declares "more re­
cently, certainly in this last article 
("The Cinema We Need"), his theore­
tical work has been designed to justify 
his own filmmaking activity." Har­
court is mistaken. The cinema Elder 
proposes is to be a "cinema ofpercep­
tion" and will not be concerned "with 
ideas" and will not be a "narrative" 
cinema. Well, we have not yet seen 
Lamentations but all of Elders major 
work - Fool's Gold, The Art of Worldly 
Wisdom, Illuminated Tex.ts - is ob­
sessed with ideas and thoroughly 



• 
narrative in design. Elders mature 
cinema could hardly be called a cinema 
of perception , though it longs for such 
a cinema just as Elder the critic lingers 
over the films of Chambers , of Snow, of 
Brakhage. These filmmakers are the 
ones making the movies Elder himself 
needs . The kind of cinema they have 
made is the kind he aspires to make 
and, so far , has not made. In the 
themes Elders recent films take up 
and develop he tries to discove r how 
he wound up in a spot where he 
cannot make the cinema he needs ; in 
his m a nifesto he tries to imagine w hat 
that cinema would be like were he - or 
anyone e lse - a ble to make it. This, too, 
is a Grantian gesture; to call up the 
image of idea of that to which one 
aspires and cannot attain now. It is 
also the gesture of the unhappy modern 
Romantic, a figure stricken with 
m e mories of the future he imagines, 
the franti c, frequently abrasive , rather 
funny figure who writes our manifestos. 

NOTES 

U) I think Piers Handling takes this up in 
the present issue of Cinema Canada. 

(2) See, for example, Elder's "On the Ca n­
did-Eye Movement," Canadian Film Rea­
ders, edited by Joyce Nelson and Seth 
feldman (1977) , pp. 84-94. 

(3) This is, in turn , w hy I take it that anyone 
who wants to argue with "The Cinema We 
Need". the text of an artist, must a lso be 
prepared to argue with Illuminated Texts 
and do so in political terms. Peter Harcourt 's 
article in th is issue of Cinema Canada 
indicates thi s is the case but if the article 
does not engage in the argument it. I hope, 
prefigures. I would guess Lamentations 
will also be of interest in this regard. What 
Harcourt misses when he says Elder's films 
are becoming more philosophical is that 
th e way they are becoming more philoso­
phical is political. 

(4) Elder utterly despises (or professes to 
despise) Stephen Heath but, at the broad 
level of current film theory isn't Questions 
of Cinema really in the same universe of 
critical assertions as this sentence by Elder: 
"Narrative first creates and then reconciles 
discord" ? 

by Piers Handling 

Bruce Elders "The Cinema We Need" 
is the first theore tical manifesto of 
principles to have appeared in English­
Canada since John Grierson la id down 
his views in the '40s. Coming as it does 
from one of our most prominent film 
thinkers , both at the leve l of practice 
a nd of theory, it needs to be taken 
serio us ly, especially a t this point in 
time when Canadian cinema seem s to 
be s tanding at ye t a no ther crossroads 
in its history. 

Yet, Elder's proposals, despite the 
eloquence with which they are argued, 
must be countered a nd questioned in 
a variety of ways, from the assumptions 
that he makes, to the concl us ions that 
he draws and the cinema that he 
proposes. 

It almost goes without saying that 
Grierson has been the most important 
aesthetic influence on the way our 
cinema has evolved. The tradition of 
realism that Grierson spawne d was 
vital for its period. It gave us the 
freedom to explore the social, cultural, 
and occasionally the politica l and 
economic reality of our country while 
establishing an indigenou s s tyle of our 
own. It served its purpose but, like all 
theories, it was specific to a certain 
historical period and its usefulnes s 
was, or should have bee n , consigned 
to those times . Like a ll theories , it 
needed to be challenged, built upon , 
used, and then ultimately transcended, 
synthesizing into something else. Film­
makers in Quebec unde rstood this 
dialectical process and perhaps as a 
consequence their films grew in stature 
as a result of this dynamic . In English­
Canada, a similar d ebate did not occur 
and perhaps our cinema has been the 
poorer for it. 

Much of the recent debate in con­
te mporary film cri tic ism has cen tred 
around the ques tion of realism, a de­
bate that has p artic ular relevance for 
Canada because of the overwh e lming 
doc ume ntary tradition in our art. Elder 
is right to foreground this issue and 
posit it as proble matic . Ce rt a inl v it is 
beginning to assume a position of cen­
trality in my own thinking on Cana-
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dian c inema, a nd ironica lly I agree 
with m a ny of Elder's conclusions in 
this regard, although he ascribes to 
Peter Harcourt a nd m yse lf the position 
of being the defenders of the "realist " 
cinema. Th is accusation I find puzz­
ling, for nowhere, to my knowledge, 
have I assumed this position. I may 
have writte n on filmmakers like Don 
Shebib, Bill Fruet, Gilles Carle and 
Andre Blanchard but never in any 
prescriptive way, a nd those directors 
whose fi lms I have recently examined 
- Derek May, Mike Rubbo, Larry Kent 
a nd David Cronenberg - a ll trouble the 
realist surface, con test it and situate it 
as a problemati"c. But, at the same time, 
Elder also maintains that Harcourt 
and I are proponents of the New Nar­
rative, a form tha t deliberately ca lls 

. into question realist con ventions . 
This, however, is not the primary 

focus of Elde r 's piece, nor should it b e, 
and I would like to confront that . 
Elder, throughout, seems to be simul­
taneous ly a frai d of th e present, ye t 
determined to give it a place of cen­
trality in the cinema he proposes. 
There is a s trong e leme nt of passeisme 
to Elder's article , a hatred of the tech­
nical/manageri a l. of what he thinks 
we have become, of the present. He 
even cites Adorno to emphasize what 
we have lost , and Milton as an example 
of the e nduring past . Indeed, much of 
Elder's a nalysis of our technologica l 
society could h ave been written a 
hundred years ago by someone warn­
in g of th e dangers of the indus trial 
revolution . And Elder's sense that we 
have been dispossessed of "that realm 
known to the ancien ts , the realm of 
mystery and wonder" carries over­
tones of a late nineteenth-century 
romantic sensibility confron ted with 
th e evil machine age. So much of 
Eltler's articl e is defined by a sense of 
loss. Thin gs have been "vanda lized ," 
"commercia lized," "hijacked," and 
"pillaged." Sure ly, if anything, we 
must learn to take the new technologies 
a nd adapt th e m to o ur own purposes. 
We live in a technological society 
whe ther we like it 01- not , a nd there is 
nothing we ca n do to reverse that 
rea lity , in th e same way that we live in 
an atomi c age . We ca nnot ignore tech ­
nological changes ; we can on ly learn 
to control them and use them to ou r 
advantage. 

But, if there is a fear of this technol­
ogical present. there is also a fear of 
fruitful intercourse, of a mingling of 
forms a nd strategies and a d es ire to 
erect barriers, to mark off th e ava nt­
garde from. the New Narrative , to dis­
miss narrative, to create somethin g 
pure a nd untainted . On the one hand 
Elde r criticizes the New Narra tive and 
its breaches of the conventional as 
having " little las ting value, for what 
seems unconven tiona l one day, often 
becomes a cliche the next," w hile 
proposing a cinema of the p resent tha t 
presumably avoids these cliches - as if 
art and the forms it takes is somehow 
timeless. Is this what is importa n t to 
art, th a t it s imply endure ? This idea 
that there are unchanging s tandards 
with w hich we can judge "art" has 
sure ly been undermined in the past 
decade, and the question of good or 
bad has tended to become an irre levant 
questio n . 

Narra tive he discards as a form , but 
his ob jections to the New Narrative I 
find weak. He argues that Harcourt 
and I view the New Narrative film as a 
revitalization of .the "Canadian Art 
Film" after the dark years of the cap it al 
cost a llowance. While I have great 
admiration for the film s made here 
between 1962 a nd 1974, I do not think it 
possible , or maybe even d esirable, to 
turn back the clock and recreate those 
times. As God ard note d a t the end of 
Prenom: Carmen, the days of the 
personal film are dead . That his torica l 
period has passed ; we have entered 
into anot her and our films must reflect 
that change. It doesn 't mean that I 
don't value some film s that are inde­
pe ndent and personal but I don't fee l 
tha t the future li es here , in the same 
way that I don 't think Godard is as 
cen tral to our experiencing of the 
world now as he was in the '60s. 

Elder objects to the New Narrative in 
two important ways: 

• These films are st ill fu ndamental­
ly narra tive . Narrative in Elder's world 
is a falsifica tion of experience that 
concea ls more than it revea ls, that 
essentially closes off the worl d and 
suggests that experience is ordered, 
rationaL explainable. To speak against 
Elder, a ll art is a fa lsification of 
experience. No art that I am aware of 
can replicate experience . Further­
more, if New Narrat ive is narrative , it 
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