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T he re is a ha lf-se rio us tenden cy a mo ng o ur c ritic s to be o n 
the look-o ut for the Great Ca nadi a n Mov ie - th e irres istibl e 
ho megrow n bloc kbus ter, w ith the knoc ko ut a uth o rit y o f a 
Gone With The Wind . A recurrin g wave o f exc ite ment is 
ge ne ra ted a s we as k eac h o the r , Is thi s it ') Is thi s it ') But (as 
w ith lll he r wave s of exc ite men t ) if yo u ' re no t s ure, the n it 
was n 't. Mea nw hil e th e purs uit o f the GC M, th e time of o ur 
time, is a dist rac tion w hic h wo rk s aga in st the production 
a nd recognitio n o f the ~ecessary Canadi a n Mov ie - the 
mov ie fo r w hic h there is a ne ed . In thi s spine less, fl avo ur
les s , odo urle ss b la h th a t we ca ll E ng lish Ca nadi a n c ulture. 
w ha t we need is a s ha rpe nin g of co nsc io us ne ss , a ga lv a niz
in g o f a wa re ne ss . T o s ha rpe n we require a bras io n : to ga l
vani ze , a fl ow o f e lectric curre nt. Whe nce a re the se stimu
la nt s to be derived? 
H ofs e s~ pu t s a biting case in hi s Cil/ (, III" CU I/w i " a rtic le 

" Headle, s Ho rse me n" (No. 18) w he n he ra il s again st th e 
fee bleness a nd irre leva nce of so man y of o ur film s, and de
c la re s h is o pposit io n to gove rnm e nt s ubsidy a nd /o r pro tec
tio n fo r wo rk~ wi th no o ther v is ib le mea ns of , uppo rt. He 
arg ue , th at film s w hich "co nn ec t " w ith a rea l po pula r de
ma nd w ill ha ve a co mmerc ia l via bilit y o f th e ir ow n . It see ms 
to me, ho weve r , th a t o f the seve ra l way s o f see king to ma ke 
th at co nnec ti o n , so me are lik e ly to be mo re fruitful th a n 
ot he rs . 

A repeated re fra in at the agitatio na l sess io ns o f the Win 
nipeg co nfere nce was: " Basica ll y I'm no t eve n inte rested in 
po litics a nd soc ia l c ha nge a nd a ll thi s shit - I j ust wanna ge t 
o ut a nd mak e mov ie s ." What a film -maker mea ns by thi s is 
th a t he re lis he s th e c ha lle nge a nd th e exc iteme nt a nd the 
indi vidu a list se lf-dramat ization o f Be in g a Di rec to r , s truggl
in g to brin g in h is pic ture again st a ll the da unting obstac les 
that lie in hi ~ path . Like c lim bi ng the nort h face o f the Eige r 
" beca use it's there ", this is no t a n intrin sically co nte mptible 
ince nti ve, but it lacks s pecific me a nin g. O ne mo unt a in is 
muc h li ke a no th e r : it 's the c limbi ng th at co unt s . 
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But how lo ng can yo u go o n ma kin g movies if you ' re not 
int e rested in a ny thin g exce pt mov ie -ma kin g , if the comple
tio n a nd re lease ofa 90-minute film is a n end in it self') What 
ca n yo u pro duc e o ut o f thi s kind o f in spiratio n e xcept ex
pe ns ive fillers , co ns uma ble di strac tio ns,) 

If I see m to be di sco unting the valu e o f film s as " shee r 
e nt e rta inme nt " (as th ey say), I s ho uld has te n to say th at I 
wo uld a ppla ud w ho lehe a rted ly the produc ti o n by Canadians 
o f wo rks like The Sting o r La Bonne AnneI' or The Three 
Musketeers. Eve n so , I don ' t be lieve th a t the ma nufacture of 
"s hee r e nt e rta inment " is the co urse we sho uld e mba rk o n, 
sedu c tive tho ug h it mig ht see m. So me o f o ur critics , I 
rea li ze , wo uld ve he mentl y di sagree w ith thi s vi ew. The y 
wo uld a rg ue th at the ba ne of Canadi a n fi lm s is not their lac k 
o f se ri o us ness, but the fact th at they a re freque ntl y so di s
mal. in s itu ation and o utco me. " Give us so mething to 
e njoy", th ey say. " If I'm go in g to fork o ut three-buck s-fift y, 
I want to be e nterta in ed . Ifit ' s trul y e nte rta ining, people will 
fl oc k to see it ." (Thi s is a lso th e line peddled by the dis
t ributo rs a nd ex hibito rs - fo re ign co ntro lled - to justify 
th e ir prej udic ia l ha ndlin g of Canadia n film s.) 

T wo fac to rs a re at iss ue he re . O ne is the pragmatic que s
ti o n o f co mme rc ia l po te nti a l : th e o the r co nce rn s a notion of 
w hat I wo uld ca ll 'va lidit y'. In prac ti cal te rm s, the film of 
"s hee r e nte rt a inme nt " has to co mpet e so lely on the 
stre ngth of it s powe r to e nte rta in . It' s up against the product 
o f th e world 's greate st ex po rte r o f enterta inment. a product 
so expe rtl y prod uced and so effec ti ve ly pro moted that the 
Ca nadi a n ri va l has to be t w ice as good to succ ee d in the 
sa me ma rket. Compo undin g thi s di sadvantage is the fact 
th a t Ca nadia ns, o n the w ho le, do not seem to be naturall y 
gifted e nt e rta iners. The qu a liti es o f gusto , v ivac ity, c harm . 
w it. e ne rgy, mag neti s m - do they readil y spring to mind as 
pro mine nt a mo ng th e na tio na l tra it s') Wo uld the pub-life of 
o ld To ro nto, if th e re were s uc h a thing, spa rkle with the 
w iza rdry o f a hundred irre press ible raconteurs') 

We a re a so be r peo ple ( like it o r not). a nd our be st work in 
the c ine ma, and in litera ture for that matte r. is o fa generall y 
so be r cast. We be tray thi s so bri e ty at o ur peril. 

Wha t th e n '7 Either we try to be enterta ini ng and produce 
The Rainbow Boys, The Reincarnate, The Inbreaker, 
U-Turn, a nd My Pleasure is my Business: (if thi s las t-named 
mov ie is ma king mo ney, as direc to r AI W ax ma n claims, it 's 
becau se it so und s as if it o ll ght to be lively entertainment , 
no t beca use it ac tua ll y is.) Or we re fu se to be enterta in ing 
a nd espo use in stead a gre a t dre a riness a nd de so la tion, 

No , it' s a fa lse a ntithe s is, S uppose we s ub stitute for that 
b la nd wo rd 'e nte rta inme nt' a mo re e nerg izing notion like 
'stimul atio n' . Fi lm s can stimula te la ughter . excitement , 
sympathy, fear . passion, thought . controversy , social 
awa rene ss. rage - that's enough to be go ing on with, Many 
Ca nadi a n film s fa il to stimulate eve n o ne of the se response s, 
a nd they fa il most no tably w hen they try to s timulate the 
mo re pure ly dive rtin g re s po n ses, such as la ughter and ex
c ite ment. It 's pa rtl y th at our f ilm-makers seem not to have 
the kn ac k, a nd pa rtly th at those of o ther cultures have it so 
a bundantly tha t o urs ca n on ly fade in comparison, 

There is , howeve r . one kind of re s ponse that film s from 
no o the r c ulture can stimu late , and th a t is controversial 
c ritical reflection on our own situatio n a nd experience as 
Canadia ns - the sharpening of conscious ne ss . What the 



movie-makers of English Canada need is to have the fl ow of 
their energies and talents channeled and accelerated by a 
social passion. If the y forget about trying to amuse so me 
amorphous segment of the consuming public , and under
took instead to communicate to their neighbours; if they 
took subjects with an ac tively provocative, rather tha n a 
passively inoffensive interest; if they stopped trying to be 
show-biz, and started to come out as engaged human beings 
- then they might make films that would display intrin sic 
validity, yes and dramatic effectiveness, yes and the power 
to claim for themselves the active attention of Canadian 
audiences. 

Here is a little analogy. You 're at a party. competing with 
a born raconteur , mimic , and joke-teller for the attention 
and interest of an attractive person whom you would like to 
engage. You can try to put in your own stock of feeble 
witticisms and Ed Sullivan imitations , while your rival is 
pausing for breath; or you can talk about those human and 
social questions which really arouse you personna lly . If the 
person wants only to be amused, you are going to lose out 
anyway. But if ... 

Meanwhile , Canadian directors continue to convince 
themselves that the way to succeed at a party with a stock of 
boring anecdotes is to tell another one. Getting serious is 
called" political" . 

Take the case of Don Shebib. He condemns Jean-Claude 
Lord's Bingo because it's" political", and" because the guy 
obviously has no talent". Bingo is indeed a contemptible 
film, but not for the reasons Shebib presents. The fault of 
Bingo is that it's not a political film , but a film which exploits 
politics for sensationalist and mercenary ends. (Just as por
nography is said to exploit sex.) Bingo is the Face Off of 
Quebec , concocted from a recipe calculated to pander to 
mass tastes. Conspiracy politics for the Quebecois; hockey 
and folk singers for Ontario. Films like this are interested 
not in communicating an enlarging vision of life , or even in 
giving pleasure or interest, but solely in "connecting" with 
half a million pocket books . 

As for talent , Jean-Claude Lord clearly has some skill in 
handling actors, constructing scenes, etc.; but talent isn't 
like eyesight - you can't measure a director on a scale 
between 20-20 and blind. What we crudely call talent has a 
lot to do with applying our minds and skills and energies to 
the right task. 

Shebib would never permit himself to make Bingo, be
cause he is too honest and serious. But he's making a mi s
take when he rejects political film-making altogether, a nd 
points to Bingo as the epitome of what he reject s ... I don't 
give a shit about politics." (I ' m quoting verbatim) ''I' m 
interested in stories and characters." In other words , in 
bourgeois personal drama? "S ure , why the hell not? I'm 
very bourgeois." 

And he tells me he 's got two scripts in mind right now , one 
about a runner , the other about a guy who gets involved with 
an older woman. I'm sure the films will have the Shebib 
hallmarks - sincerity, directness , strong human presences, 
an unsentimental sympathy for people whose lives are going 
nowhere fast. Maybe they will be intelligent and compelling 
screenplays with real dramatic potential. A script about a 
guy who gets involved with an older woman ... maybe it' s a 
film worth making. 

But not by a Canadian director, and not now. It 's not a 
" necessary" film - just another hundred minute misunder
standing. It won't claim attention for itself. here or else
where. It won ' t draw on the best kind oftaJent and convic
tion and plugged-in vitality that Shebib himself has demon
strated. It will produce only a dispensable film , a film that 
doesn't matter, a glorified soap-opera. 

Let George Bloomfield do it. 

Don't waste yourself. Don She bib. Politics doesn't 
mean ideology, the party line, stories about M.P.s or re-

volutionaries , or prime mini sters called McAdam meeting a 
transfiguration of the Queen in the great white wilderness. * 
Politics doesn ' t necessarily mean La Chinoise, Tout va bien , 
or Vent d'est. Politics means recognizing that the conditions 
of every individua l life , the options apparently open . the 
options definitely c lo sed, the potentialities and co nst raint s 
(both internal and extern al) are governed by more than s im
ply individual factors. Every individual life is a meeting 
point of a whole network of economic, social. and political 
influences which s hape the person's disposition a nd abilit y 
to choose. Furthermore , this network of controlling factors 
is not a fact of Nature, but the expression of a part icular 
ideology and system of values which the people who profit 
by it active ly seek to perpetuate . A film which ignores this 
dimension of experience is telling o nly ha lf truths, fre
quently the less significant half. 

Shebib's a-po litical bourgeoi s stance is all the more exas
perating in th at it see ms like a betrayal of hi s own c reative 
tendency. A film like Goin' Down the Road already displays 
a significant measure of that awareness of the relation be
tween individual destiny and social fate. Pete especially (the 
Doug McGrath character) is inclined to question and to gain 
so me insight into the syste m that is going to sc rew him for 
hi s whole life. The film is unable to conclude that the se 
beginnings of political awareness will do him any good, but 
that's Shebib's prerogative. I'm not asking that Pete should 
join the N.D.P. and struggle happily ever after. If Shebib 
doesn't have any faith in political solutions to individual 
problems , then he cannot honestly display such a faith 
through his films -though he might examine the pos
sibilities. What I do ask is that the films should express, in 
the consciousness of the characters and in the treatment of 
the situation, some recognition of general social forces bear
ing upon the lives of individuals. 

English Canada is a chronically unpolitici zed culture. To 
take a visible sy mptom. ou r journalism is more severe ly 
add icted th an most to the 'human interest sto ry' , at the ex
pense of a critical awa rene ss of the operations of political 
a nd economic power. She bib is equipped. technically and 
intellectually , to make film s in which s ignific antl y conscious 
characters encounter the kinds of experience through which 
they (and we) can find out what our society is like and what 
effect it ha s on us. For instance, he could ma ke a powerful 
and dramatic movie about peop le caught up in a wild-cat 
strike. What is the strik e about. and what happen s when 
people in the sa me family have to take side s') (John Howe's 
Do Not Fold, Staple, Spindle or Mutilate points in a worth
while direction for the kind offilm I'm suggesting.) 

Well , we must wait and see. Maybe Shebib's in st incts are 
quite right. Time: Saturday morning. Scene: Breakfast ove r 
the weekend paper in a Toronto high-ri se. " Hey Marilyn , I 
see there's a new Canadian film about a guy who gets in
volved with an older woman. Sounds pretty ne at, eh')" 
"S ure does, Bill. I only hope we can get in ." Perhaps. But 
how abo ut thi s, for a change: . Hey Marilyn. we've gotta see 
that film they 've made about the Truscott case !" 

II 

Recommendation for Mercy is an ambitious and powerful 
work which made me ask myself repeatedly ... Is it the right 
film to have made on thi s subje ct')" 

The s ubject it se lf is undoubtedl y compelling. As 
everyone kn ows, the film is a dramatic reconstruction of the 
Steven Truscott case - the rape-murder of a teenage girl. 
for which the 14-year-o ld Steven was tried , found guilty , and 
initially condemned to hang. The case raised important 
questions about the judicial system and the larger social 
context within which this verdict was reached. Years later. 
after the book by Isabel Le Bourdais had exposed the serious 

' This is {In {lrC{lIlC "IIu sion /0 Que stion Time. {/ p/".\' In R ohe r/SOil 

D{/\'ies. 
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mi scarriage s of judicial process. not to mention the enor
mity of condemning a 14-year-o ld to exec utio n , th e Pea rso n 
supre me co urt . a nd Pea rso n himse lf. refused to re-open the 
case. Truscott. who is w idel y thought to have been inno
ce nt. se rved ten years . 

With a pec uli a r shiver we realize th at soo ner or later 
Recommendation for Mercy is going to be shown to a 
theatre audien ce with Steven Truscott in it s midst. Pre sum
ably. too. the family of the murdered girl and of Trusco tt. 
ma ny of the witnesses a t th e tria l. the police investigators . 
the lawyers for prosec utio n a nd defenc e. and the jury who 
found the boy guilty , may go to see the film. It may be , a lso. 
that there is o ne o ther ma n who will watc h th e rec reation of 
those eve nt s with a more th an ordina ry interest in how accu
rate ly they a re portrayed. 

Undertaking to reconstru ct a story of thi s kind confronts 
the writer-director with momentous problems of se lectio n 
and point of view . What is essentially impo rtant about the se 
events') What ne eds to be co mmunicated about them ? Ho w 
shall the public be confronted with them and made to en
counter their implications? Involved with these questions 
a re critical pro blem s of dra matic meth o d. How do you tell a 
story at whose c ruci al ce ntre there is an event of which you 
are ignorant? 

You can tell th e events of which you a re reaso nably sure , 
and for which th ere is corroborating te stimony . and then 
say: .. Beyond this point . e ither thi s happened. or thi s , or 
thi s . or so mething else altogether." When . as in thi s case, a 
determination of what took place led directly to the se lectio n 
of so me body to puni sh for it. the pro ble m become s critical. 
Markowitz is ri ghtly co ncerned with question s about the 
manipulation of evidence a nd the de sire of an enraged com
munity to find a convenient scapegoat. Even if he was 
guilt y. the bo y " John Robin so n" was convicted by a pretty 
haphaza rd proceeding. 

While he makes a commendable effort to establish the 
tri a l in the soc ia l milie u that bore so he avil y upon it s out
come , Markowitz ha s perhaps opted too strongly for the 
did-he-or-didn't-he fa sc ination of that brutal event. In an 
a ttempt to be dramatically intriguing (3 la Conversation). the 
film goes far beyo nd th e iss ue of how the court dealt with 
wh at was prese nted as evidence. Markow it z want s to draw 
us into the e moti o nal turmoil and bewilderment which he 
pre sumes we re inflic ted o n the boy by hi s impri so nment a nd 
inte rrogation . (The 24 anxious hours that Markowit z him
se lf spent injail o n a rape charge ha ve furni shed him with the 
kn ow le dge of how the mo st innoc ent mind can get spooked 
into a crazy loss of bea rings. ) 

In pursuit of thi s dra matic mystific a ti o n . Ma rk ow itz 
shows us images whose re a lity-statu s is left deliberately 
obscure. To take the crucia l instance: a mong seve ra l ver
s ion s of th e rape- murder we are shown one ve rsion in which 
John Robin so n is the killer. The structural positio n of thi s 
sce ne pro mpt s us to ass ume th at it is John' s own recollec
tion of the event (if he is guilty ). or hi s confu sed fa nt asy (if he 
is innoce nt) . But if it is a re co llection , the n it should be 
properly be see n from hi s po int of view. in stead of in the 
form of brief fl as he s from a third-perso n camera positi on . 
And if it is a fantasy . then it should not conform in its de ta il s 
to th e exac t place a nd co nditio n in which the body was 
show n to have been found - because Jo hn could not have 
known those detai ls. 

I n ot her words. a ve rsion of the eve nt which Markow it z 
int end s to be rece ivab le as either reco llec tio n or fa ntasy, ca n 
in fact be neither. It could be aj ury ma n's visual conjecture , 
but th at is not the way in which it is planted . Thus the film 's 
format has moved from showing how the o bjective re ality of 
the eve nt ca nnot be conc lusive ly proven , to the po int of 
suggesting that the eve nt ac tu a ll y had no objec tive reality. 

The director is not . I think . a ltogeth er respo nsible for this 
shift. It res ults from an intrinsic tende ncy of cinema to con-
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fer th e statu s of objective reality on whatever it clearly 
shows (unless positive s igns are given that the event is to be 
taken as dream, fantasy etc.). Very early in the film we see 
John Robin so n fall from hi s bicycle . in such a way as to 
recei ve th e injurie s that the police doctor argues were incur
re d during the sexual assa ult. There may be some doubt in 
the minds of the jury , but there can be none in ours . We saw 
him fall and clutch at his groin and cry in pain. Now , in a 
court of law, tw o conflicting verbal accounts of an event 
may ca use us to doubt the veracity of the tellers; we may no 
lo nger believe what we have been to ld . But the film has 
sho ll'/1 us a n eve nt taking place. We may easily accept that 
o the r peo ple . who were not there , can refuse to believe it ; 
but we have seen it - it did take place . If the film then trie s 
to undermine our certainty by showing us another version of 
the eve nt , the effect is to sugge st that both versions are real , 
and that therefore nothing , or anything. happened during 
tho se critical minute s. Or else someone is fooling with us. 

Markowitz has spoken in an interview (with Natalie Ed
wards . Cinema Canada #19) about his own problems with 
rea lity - how things are real and unreal at the same time. He 
is prepared to endorse the "s urreal" dimen s ion of 
Recommendation for Mercy. In so far as he seeks to convey 
the private horror of John 's ordeal , the technique is defen si
ble . although it threatens to deflect from the social drama of 
the story . which I wouldjudge to be more significant. And in 
fact the most powerful scenes of John 's suffering are tho se 
of remorsele ss interrogation , which depart from objectiv
ity only to the extent of a distorting inten sification of vision 
a nd sound . Such scene s make it clear that we don't need to 
be shown a n a rbitrarily selected version of John 's inner ex
perience. We can feel from hi s behaviour (in the beautiful 
performance by Andrew Skidd) the full shock of his dis
orientation . Our capacity to feel what he is going through is 
not intensified but actually limited by the injection ofsynth
esized subjective flashes . 

But if Markowitz is going further and allowing the notion 
to prevail (in the Pirandello -Durrell-Rashomon vein) 
that there is no objective reality . only an array of subjec
tivities , then he is playing a pseudo-philosophical game of 
almost criminal irre sponsibility. It 's all very well for frivol
o us lite rati to wonder if yesterday ever happened . But if 
Truscott was innocent . it will be small consolation to him to 
be to ld that. philosophically , it' s all a matter of how you look 
at it ' 

For the most part, Markowitz is not toying with his sub
ject , but channeling hi s strong feelings about it into an indig
na nt and compelling drama . The strength of the screenplay 
re s ide s in its depiction of stupid authorities, lying and hypoc
ritic a l witnesses. disgraceful judicial practices , and the 
overwhelming pres umption of the helpless boy's guilt. The 
power of the situation has elicited immediate and most be
lievable performances from some of the actors, especially 
John's two fr iends (Rob Judd . Mike Upmalis) . his father 
(James Millington). and the two investigating police offic
e rs. To an extent that is rare in Canadian films , and which 
involve s the expense and difficulty of handling a large cast , 
Markowitz has created a complex society around the central 
action . In the teenage demi-monde , through which John 
moves with troubled innocence, pent-up adolescent sexual
ity generates a restless violence. Among the adults. bigotry 
a nd shortsightedness and indifference prevail. 

If Ca nadian cinema is viable at all at present, a film like 
Recommendation for Mercy, while it violates its own codes 
sometimes. is the right kind of film to be making. Its drama
tic potency comes from having something urgent to say and 
to s how about Canadian society. The film cries out to its 
audience" For God ' s sake, something very like this actually 
happened , and could happen again ." Recommendation for 
Mercy doesn ' t offer to entertain -turn off your mind, relax , 
and float downstream - but to arouse and appal. 0 
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