The Daily Grind

Why Canadian film is ignored by mainstream media

BY BRUCE BAILEY

0S ANGELES - Nobody gets tired of

ordering you to have a nice day.

Waiters and waitresses announce their

first names before they hand out the

menusand then threaten to come back
later tosee how you're doin’. Almost everybody
seems to be in therapy - and it's not something
they‘re embarrassed to talk about. Try and stop
‘em.

The stereotypes are all there, alive and well
and living in Technicolor. They strut and flex
and gaze inwardly in a consciousness zone that
has little or nothing to do with the Great White
North. And yet, the average Canadian filmgoer
is probably a lot more familiar with these
three-dimensional cartoons than he is with what
happened in Les Bons débarras, Goin" Down the
Road, Peanut Butter Solution, Bayo orany of the 78
feature films lensed last year in our own home
and native land.

It's an irony worth pondering. And it's a
particularly nettlesome one for me to face during
this leave from almost nine years as a film
reviewer in the mass media that so many
Canadian filmmakers see as largely responsible
for the national indifference to their work.
Nonetheless, I'm not about to cry mes culpa
without an explanation - a sort of affidavit
which, I hope, will go some way toward
soothing those egos which have been bruised or,
worse yet, ignored by a seemingly heartless,
self-satisfied and flippant critical Establishment
with a red-white-and-blue flag for a brain.

Before we get into the nuts and bolts of the
day-to-day infrastructure - the critic’s
machinery that stands between your work and
fair exposure to the public - let's put it into its
journalistic context. After all, the treatment
accorded Canadian filmmakers by reporters on
the arts is more or less a function of the broader
princples - if you can call them that - which
guide the mass media as bottom-line operations.

It may be icy comfort to Canadian movie
people, but the fact is that their neglect at the
hands of their own country’s mass media is
shared by just about anybody with a genuine
artistic vision. The work of a new legitimate
artist - what Marshall McLuhan defined as
someone with “one footin tomorrow " is of little
or no interest to a journalistic Establishment
disposed toward reporting what recognizable
“talents” did yesterday. Partly because

Bruce Bailey, film critic for The Gazette in Montreal,
is currently on leave in Califormia where he is writing
a book.
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Some blame - Gazettefilm critic Bruce Bailey takes his amployer and other

mass media outlets to task

Canadian filmmakers do not have the benefit of
the grand-scale publicity circuses that
systematically divert the attention of journalists
toward Hollywood, they generally end up, at
best, as sideshows in the daily coverage. Put
simply : If the public doesn't already have a
handle on the subject, the mass media are not
about to give them the passkey.

From an artistic point of view, the situation is
deplorable - even obscene, But from the
perspective of newspaper management, turning
outaproduct calculated to appeal to the L.C. D.
of readership taste and knowledge is the only
responsible way to runa large-scale business - as
in “nobody ever went broke underestimating
the intelligence of the public. ” Both sides are
probably right in their own ways, but because
their ethical vocabularies are so radically
different, there's virtually no hope of a dialogue
that will yield any significant practical results.

Case in point: two or three years ago, the
Montreal Gazette management set up and
chaired a meeting between its critics in the
Entertainment Department and representatives
of local artistic communities, The idea - at least
officially - was to provide the artists with a fair
chance to air their complaints about the paper's
treatment of the arts in Quebec. The sources of
discontent were made abundantly clear; the

paper was taken to task for insufficient and/or
shallow andfor incompetent coverage, The
critics launched a defense based on the
limitations of a 35-hour week and the priority
system built into writing for a largely middle-
class anglophone readership. And both
management and the critics took some pains to
point out the nature of the beast - or monster;
daily newspapers are primarily a “reactive”
medium - that is, they're oriented toward
responding onan immediate, superficial level to
events (suchas the opening of a Rambo movie) of
predetermined general interest. If you want a
serious discussion of subjects with minority
appeal (e.g. a Canadian filmmaker) or of
heretofore unheralded talents, you're pretty
much confined to the “reflective” media (which
would include such publications as Cinema
Canada).

At the meeting in question, the sides seemed
to see each other’s point of view well enough,
But it would be naive to suppose that there was
any real understanding going on here.
Corporate-minded executives and entertain-
ment critics with artsy pretensions have a hard
enough time getting along. When you pit the
Establishment against artists who wouldn't
know a regular salary if they tripped over it the
encounter may be cordial enough - but in the
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end, you're right back where you started.

The vicious circle s still in place whereveryou
look: the mass media don't give adequate
coverage to Canadian film because the industry
is not of general interest; the industry is not of
general interest because it's not covered. How
do you remedy the situation? You don't.

By their very nature, subjects of minority
interest are only going to get serious, extensive
coverage in specialized (i. e. small) media
outlets, Thesad irony here, of course, is that this
is where you're going to find the most
thoughtful writing - the analysis worth reading
~but this s also where you rarely find the skilled
professional journalist or an audience large
enough to effect a significant change in the
marketplace.

Journalists writing for the mass media have
been known to have a profound thought or two
about Canadian filmmaking, but these
observations - if they have any real complexity at
all-are unlikely to see the light of day. Thereare
a number of reasons for that.

For one thing, there’s rarely enough time for
the critic or reporter to reflect on the subject
before the piece goesinto print. You might have
spent five years and all your physical and
emotional energy getting your film together, but
that doesn't count for all that much when the
journalist is under the gun. Deadline pressures
are such that it wouldn’t be uncommon for a
daily critic to log in a whole review within an
hour (including travelling time) after the
screening, “Background” pieces don't fare
much better. Nobody around my office gasped
with amazement when it took only three hours
for me to research Quest for Fire from scratch, get
to and from a hotel interview with the director
and write a story that filled the Saturday section
front,

The mass media’s ineluctable insistence on
immediate reporting is a pressure endured by
everybodyin thebiz. But on top of that, theritc
has assumed an obligation to be entertaining.
We operate on the axiom that readers who opt
for“soft” news-areview, a feature - have some
right to get a kick out of the prose, whether or
not they have seen the film or haveany infention
of going. The neteffect is that time which would
have been spent in mulling over your filmin the
best of all possible worldsis in fact given overto
constructing zippy copy.

At the risk of sounding condescending, 1
should also point out that at most newspapers-
and thatincludes The Gazette - the critic does not
simply write until he or she has said what hasto
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be said and then stop. More often than not, the
critc is operating under the constraints of
available space. Sometimes those pre-defined
limits can leave the critic witha bum rap-and a
certain public embarrassment. When Ihad todo
the review of Heaven's Cate, for example, [ was
given six inches to make my points about a
movie that took several very painful hours of my
time to watch. A few days later, I got a letter
attached toa copy of Jay Scott's lengthy piece on
the same subject in the Globe & Mail. Why, the
reader wanted to know, was I so glib and
superficial about a film that Mr. Scott felt was
worthy of so much attention?

Asit so happens, the treatment we gave to
Heaven's Gate was not at all typical of what
happens to most Hollywood films by name
directors. Its fate was more along the lines of
what befalls most Canadian movies. Partly
because the editor (assuming the role of the
“average reader”) is usually unfamiliar with the
Canadian movie or personality at hand, it
usually gets substantially less play than a
Hollywood product that happens to be a sequel
or has been puffed up by months of PR flak.
Hence, the critic may be given reams of space
and prominent placement for Crocodile Dundee 11

- a film about which nothing of any density
could possibly be said - while Le Déclin de I"empire
américain, a far more complex and socially
relevant film, stands a good chance of getting
relegated to a back page and dismissed in short
shrift.

No matter which film we're dealing with,
however, the daily newspaper reviewer
generally falls far short of concerning himself
with what T.S. Eliot would call legitimate work
in the field - “the elucidation of a work of artand
the elevation of taste. " Normally, we're

confined to the less-than-glorious task of
identifying the cast, summarizing the set-upand
expressing a consistent opinion in a familiar
voice and posture.

Once that humble task is complete, the piece
is still subject to editing - and often to cutting,
regardless of what space requirements we were
originally told to meet. It's then topped by a
headline written by somebody else, usually a
copy editor. The head should reflect the sense of
the feature or review, but at most papers, it must
also “fit" within narrow limits left toright, top to
bottom. In practice, that means that an accurate
head that does not it will always be rejected fora
less accurate one that does match the space.

Makes you wonder why the blurb writers for
movie ads take those headlines seriously
enough to quote them. And indeed, the whole
process is enough to leave you wondering why
so many Canadian filmmakers take the
treatment they get in the press to heart - as if
they're being affronted on a personal level.
What they do have every right to get upset about
has less to do with the validity of the opinions
themselves than with the way that decisions
made under duress can have such devastating
effects on so many careers. ®
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The 1988 FILM CANADA YEARBOOK, that’s what

Here it IS, sweethearts! Shiny and new, and crammed full of all that useful information you've been

Read the 1988 FILM CANADA YEARBOOK wisely and well. Then go forth and persuade producers to read
scripts and invest; dog distributors’ footsteps to buy that feature; entice exhibitors to screen and market like

Consult the 1988 FILM CANADA YEARBOOK to find production, distribution and exhibition companies, and
writers, and cinematographers, and labs., and TV/Pay-TV, and video people, and all the support services in the
industry .... plus theatre listings, box office statistics, federal and provincial government agencies, unions and

Whew! and only $25 for each fascinating copy (add $5 outside Canada).

Cine-communications
1430 Yonge St., Ste. 214
Toronto, Ont. M4T 1Y6

Patricia Thompson
Publisher & Editor
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New at Clairmont:

Power
Pods

They need no special

With an ARRI 35 Type 3
and its low-profile shoulder
magazine on one of our Power

Pods, you could fly the whole rig
through a big car window.

With the same Power Pod and its
two modular risers, you can
mount a 35BL with 1000 foot mag
and 5 to 1 zoom — and you can
make 360 degree tilts. (Plus, of
course, 360 degree pans.)

Compact two ways

The “car window” setup can be
rigged two ways: Pod and camera
can be 14%- inches high, 21%-
inches wide. Or they can be 20%2
inches high, 13 inches wide.

Riser versatility:

higher, lower, faster
With the risers, you can also
scrape the ceiling or the floor with-
out going to a longer crane
arm. Less mass in the arm means
a quicker setup, a smaller
dolly, happier grips, crisper moves.

Simpler to set up
and to operate
This is a sophisticated remote
head, but it’s relatively straight-

Modular electronic
remote robotic head

forward to set up and relatively
simple to work with. You don’t need
to hire a special “operator.”
Money saved.

Weighs about 15% less

In compact form, the Power Pod
is about 15% lighter than the
competition. That also means less
lead on the back of the boom.
When your key grip needs to make
a fast stop, every little bit helps.

Save money — rent

only what you need -
Another way to save money: at
Clairmont, you don’t have to rent
a whole package — just the
parts you need. If you don’t need
a zoom control, if you don’t
want the Joystick, if you already
have a video monitor, you
don’t have to pay for them.

We can help you

pick what’s needed
We'll be happy to advise you
on what to take, if you like. Maybe
you do want a zoom control, or
a follow-focus. But if you already
have those on the camera, all
you may need is a couple of exten-
sion cables.

‘operator.” You

rent only the bits you

need. Adjustable

fluid-drag wheels have

gearhead feel.

Compact Joystick
for tight spaces

We have two kinds of pan/tilt
control for our Power Pods: wheels
and joystick. When you’re hiding
on the floor of a car, the Joystick is
helpful. Including base, it’s
10 inches long, 6 inches wide and
812 inches high. And you can
work it with one hand, of course.

Familiar
positions

Wheels where you

expect to find them
Lift off the Clairmont shipping-
case lid — there’s our gearhead-
style Wheel Control Unit, ready to
g0. (You place the monitor on
top.) As you can see in the photo,
the wheels are in the familiar

gearhead positions, where you're
used to them
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Tilt 360° with BL
in full studio rig

has a Balance Mark number,

for vertical-axis balance. You set
the Pod’s camera baseplate
opposite that number — and fine-
tune from there.

Our Balance Marks

Look at the photo on

the left-hand page, at the top.
Right next to the camera,
there’s a vertical plate. On its
front edge, you can just

see the vertical-axis Balance
Marks and numbers

we’ve engraved there.

The Zapper Box

For horizontal-axis balanc-
ing, you use the Zapper Box,
with its balance meter. The
battery-run Zapper Box has
two uses:Balancing the
camera and fitting the Power
Pod back in its case.

A quicker wrap
also saves money

Other Heads
at Clairmont

(in alpha-
betical order)

Six types of

Geared Head
New ARRI head, ARRI-
Mitchell, Mitchell, Techno,
Mini-Worrall, Worrall.

Eight types
of Fluid Head

O’'Connor 100, O’Connor
150, Pearson, Ronford 7,
Ronford 30, Sachtler

7 +7, Sachtler Video 80,
Weaver-Steadman.

At the wrap, the generator gets
killed, cables get coiled. Is

the Pod in the right configuration
to fit into its case? Of course

not. So you simply zap it with the

.. Zapper Box and in it goes.

Box
Adjustable, constant, TOS ﬁ; g:_asgei
repeatable fluid drag This picture:

And you can start and stop grace-
fully with these wheels, because
they have the gearhead feel you're
used to. There’s an adjustable
fluid drag control. With numbers,
S0 you can repeat the same drag
setting tomorrow.

Camera weight

“right in my hand”
Director of Photography Gary
Manske has shot six commercials
using our Power Pods. “I’m used
to working wheels,” he says, “And
these give me a sense of the
real weight of the camera, right
in my hand.”

Our Balance Guide

When you rent one of our Power
Pods, you get a copy of our Power
Pod Balance Guide. In it we

list just about all the camera/lens/
magazine combinations people
generally use. Each combination

N

The
Zapper

CLAIRMONT
CAMERA

238 East 1st St, N.Vancouver, B.C. V7L 1B3 « (604) 984-4563
4040 Vineland, Studio City, California 91604 « (818)761-4440

1 riser.






