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B ETTERS

12 June, 1986
Dear border/lines,

Ioan Davies’ article, "News Without
Photographs,” in your winter 1985/86 issue,
makes some interesting observaticons about
Bermuda. Unfortunately, such insights
tend to be overshadowed by a significant .
distortion and few inaccuracies which leave
one with the mistaken impression that the
island is little more than an American
outpost and the people politically malleable.

First there are some minor errors: Bermuda
ig even smaller that Davies believes, it is
21 square miles not the 46 mentioned; the
population is 57,000 as opposed Davies’
25,000 (60% of whom are black and 40%
white); and the government does not
routinely rid the streets of social misfits
come tourist season -- I have seen the same
hobos, eccentrics and lumpenproletarians for
over a decade now, and their presence is as
constant as is the American.

More importantly, though, is the claim that
the police force and civil service are
"completely foreign." For over twenty
vears ordinary Bermudians pressured an
infransigent government to Bermudize the
work force, and these two areas in particular,
Through sustained struggle, some success
has been achieved. Bermudians now
comprise just over half of the police force
and i is run by a Bermudian born police
commissioner. The civil service has also
made significant steps in the direction of
Bermudianization. To deny this, as does
Davies, is (0 ignore the ability of a
dominated class to make things happen.

Some distortion arises in Davies' handling of
the question of oppositional politics. He is
correct 10 argue that the Progressive Labour
Party, in its present form, is not all that
different from the ruling United Bermuda
Party. To suggest, however, that the
Hebrew Israelites {a small yet vocal, and
extremely reactionary band) has played some
part in the creation of an alternative politics
-- producing a "splinter of the underlying
tinder that might be ignited by a well-
placed match" -- is to provide this flock
with unwarranted significance and misread
the political scene. This underlying tinder
has been ignited repeatedly since the labour
movement emerged in the 1940's -- its most
recent incarnations being the 1977 riots and
the 1981 General Strike. It is true that
dissension, opposition and struggle persist,
or as Davies puts it, "the natives are
restless.” But no sustained political
alternative has emerged since no movement
or party has thus far seriously committed
itself to articulating such a project and
grounding it with the aspirations of workers.

Sincerely,

C. Walton Brown Jr.
Doctoral Student
York University

W I NTER 1986/1987

2 August 1986

Dear Ioan Davies,

I was recently sent a copy of your review of
Critical Arts in border/lines by a colleague
of mine in Germany, Iam unaware of

. Granta, but my colleague, Niongela

Masilela, assures us that the praise you gave
us was high indeed in the face of other
critical comment about Granta being an
indication of a new "moment."

I personally found your review very
perceptive, an analysis which could only
have been written by someone outside of
South Africa. It is reassuring to know that
we remain relevant to our rapidly
deteriorating situation here.

The journal is now being edited out of the
Contemporary Cultural Studies Unit of the
University of Natal, Whereas the Journal
was barely tolerated by the previous
Departments in which it was edited, the
University of Natal has been much more
supportive of the venture. Apart from our
accounts being managed officially through
the Unit in conjunction with the University
Administration, it is also being typeset free
of charge by the University. Despite the
latter, we are retaining the previous "rough”
appearance by now concentrating much more
on design that we did in the past. We wish
to remain radical both in terms of content
and appearance. However, the journal
remains independent of the University, thus
protecting itself from co-option by
institutional vested interests.

Sincerely,

Keyan Tomaselli
Editor

pp editorial board
Critical Arts




In Ottawa it is always 5 degrees colder at
least.

It's not always clear what the comparison is
with, necessarily, but it is still always 5
degrees colder, and there's still always a
comparison.

It must be very Canadian,

A lot of people ride bicyles here and often
you can't tell by looking at people what they
do. There is a kind of gentleness about the
edges. People seem to be disregarding the
fact that this is a risky business, that it is
better to know exactly what and where
people are if you want to know that about
yourself. After all, this is the capital. In
fact, it's not that they realty forget at all,
because insofar as there is a cafe culture it is
still based very much on a class system
which is based very much on knowing who
people are and what they do. But this
knowledge is more esoteric than in other
places. You can't tell by locking at them,
so perhaps the riskiness lies in identifying
the more esoteric (less visible) with the
more gentle (less dangerous). This would
never happen in Toronto. I'm not even sure
it really happens in Ottawa. People seem
to spend a lot of time at home, theirs or
somebody else's, not in cafes.

But Ottawans like art. There is a big
regional art fair about to happen and the

- paper has given it a big centrespread advance
schedule. Everything is anticipated very
positively and equitably: performance
poetry, new art, curated crafts, very different
kinds of music. It is truly regional and yet
there is a certain degree of variety, and
eveérything seems to be very interesting and
promising, and it is evident that it will all
be very enjoyable. It is clear Ottawans

like art.

Feeling homesick and observant at the same
time, I found this item prelty inferesting:

W I NTER

...Unlike the capital, the metropolis has no
identity to preserve; it is only concerned
with promoting certain proportional
relations. In the name of these relations,
which are sometimes confused with relations
of equality, the metropolis feels free to
exploit all regions of the world,

The capital, on the other hand, is primarily
concerned with subjugating the national
territory and population to a common
heritage. Consequently, whereas the
metropolis is more readily maritime than
continental, the capital is necessarily bound
to its hinterland. Even as the capital drains
the resources of the hinterland, it must
protect it, for it is on this guarantee of
protection that its legitimacy depends . . .

The center of the capital represents the
political power by which it has subjegated
its territory. This center, sporadically alive
with the comings and goings of
representatives, is often apparantly vacant,
especially at night: it is never the heart of
metropolitan life. The metropolis
meanwhile is the place where people
congregate . . . The metropolis puts an
incongruous mix of beings into circulation;
it offers its own mode of space-time to those
for whom the principles of a sovereign
people and a nation-state do not apply. It is
a place of experimentation, where new
operational propositions can be made
concerning curvent practices - as long as
capitalization does not set in. As soon as it
does, the metropolis begins to be eclipsed.

Anne Querrien: "The Metropolis and the
Capital”, Zone ,No. 1/2, 1986.

I have used my new computer to render the
above information in proper form. I have
now truly joined the School of Journalism
with this equipment. At university,
journalism and mass communications
co-exist on one floor of the building.
Journalism students are trained to produce
things, while mass communications students
are trained to analyse them. Recently there
has been a shift of emphasis, they tell me;
not that there is a shortage of good
journalism students, but that mass
communications is growing so much faster;
they have to limit student enrollments, even
turn people away. Putting aside
self-interest, this is a strange sitnation, if
only in juxtaposition with other recent
events. During the first week of classes,
Pierre Juncau was recorded as claiming that
the CBC was being underfunded because the
government doesn't like what CBC
jounalists are saying about it. In fact the
CBC has alway been underfunded; perhaps
that's been one of the reasons.  But of
course it's much worse now, because of
Mulroney. Otherwise I'm sure Juneau
wouldn't say anything about it. So it
worries me that there might be a gradual
geological shift from critical jowrnalism
{criticism as intervention) to critical
analysis, a kind of meta-media, Like this,
Perhaps it means that the hard-hitting CBC
public affairs reporting tradition really is

going to go to the dogs. This is purely
conjecture, But it is an important issue here
on the third floor. I will be paying close
attention, of course.

My bank manager, upon learning that I was
teaching mass communications, asked me,
while appending his signature to a form,
why the press was so hostile towards
Mulroney. Well, I said, because there is a
relationship between press and government,
and Mulroney has misused it by thinking
too much about his own image and not
enough about political negotiation and
direction, and has thus insulted the press,
and they know it. I didn't use those words.
(I didn't call it a "failure to communicate” -
thank god I have some dignity left.)

But it was a very superficial and sloppy
angwer, really. Add to this: Mulroney
wants to model himself after Thaicher

(who commands) and Reagan (who
communicates). He wants to be that kind
of political leader, He imagines some sort
of national destiny in that direction. He
imagines putting punch into the annihilation
of the public sector, he imagines the thrill of
military bravado, he promotes government
by advertising its retreat. But this doesn't
work in Canada at all. 1t doesn't work in
terms of style. Even more it doesn't work in
terms of social policy or political
crientation. He isn't smart or principled or
aggressive enough to solve this contradiction
{or not to solve it but to go ahead
trumpeting regression) so he tries to play
across all the fronts at the same time. He
puts his face where his head should be, he
puts tone of voice where there should be an
answer. Have you heard him being
interviewed? It gives me vertigo, truly.
‘What looks like a psychology of weak ego
and image-obsession is actually a logical
ploy for solving political problems through
non-political means, which is what that sort
of psychology is about, largely speaking,
anyway, all the more so surrounded by
cameras and mirrors. Most people are aware
of aspects of this larger explanation for the
shorter answer. But in Ottawa, answers tend
to become very technical. I realized this
walking away from the bank.

Happy second birthday, border/lines . Many
happy returns of the day, and don't forget to
write.

love, Jody
Jody Berland has recently moved to
Ottawa to teach Communications and

Popular Culture at Carleton University.
She is a contributing editor of border/lines .
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! get off the bus on the outskirts of
Chinatown and walk through streets still
bearing traces of a rare Vancouver snowfall.
The thought of a hot coffee served in a thick
old-style mug at one of the Chinese cafes
takes the edge off the chill. What begins as
a familiar process for killing time during the
last year and a half of unemployment has a
radical difference: Iam going to my Expo
86 orientation session. I finally have a job.

My destination is the Fields complex, a
series of imposing brick buildings which
once housed Chinese railway workers now
tarted up to contain meeting rooms and
rehearsal spaces. Posters lining the stairway
exclaim what a big deat this exposition

is going to be. Ienter a hallway full of
milling hopefuls and proceed to the
registration desk to hand in my attendance
slip. "Good morning, Mark" chirps a recent
initiate, "Welcome to the Expo team. Here's
a name tag. Wear it so people will know
who you are.” I mumble my thanks and
decline. This forced familiarity is
uncomfortable. There are about 200 of us.
Being a weekend, the room is full of
eager-faced students. Our "instructor,” a
spritely woman dressed in tasteful skirt and
blazer, leaps onto the stage and begins
shrieking a welcome. For the next four
hours, we will be treated to a litany of
ideclogical half-truths in the manner of a
Grade 4 social studies class. The agenda will
be long on expectations from the workers
and short on their rights. It will be an
interesting experience for the new
employees, 60% of whom will be carning
$4.50 an hour or less.

We are told how lucky Vancouver is to host
the fair, how lucky we are to be working
there and how lucky the people who visit
will be. The speech is punctuated by the
incessant use of the words "terrific” and
"right on" and by insincere talkshow host
chuckles. At one point, a mock seriousness
begins to pervade the proceedings. "Why do
we have world's fairs anyway?" she asks,
scanning the crowd for a readable name tag.
"Jobs?" someone named Mary answers,
"Yes! . ..Jobs! ... Terrific!" replies our
instructor and flashes a slide of the word
"employment" on a screen. This continues
for half an hour. After the scripted hard
-sell, it is difiicult for even the most jaded
not to believe that Expo will salvage the
respective economies of Vancouver, British
Columbia, and Canada as well. Virtually
absent from this rosy picture is any mention
of the projected deficit of $400 million.
This additional burden will be inflicted on a
province which has already suffered brutal
cuts in the areas of health, education and
sacial services. Curiously missing as well
is any allusion to the hundreds of evictions
of long-term tenants -- many of them sick
and elderly -- from downtown hotels by
landlords cruising a fast buck. Two people
forced out of their homes committed suicide,
A third, Olaf Solheim, stopped eating from
disorientation and died two weeks later.

We are then divided into two teams according
to the department we will be working in,
We are engaged in a competition to try and
identify various site features from a huge
map on the wall, Site orientation will be of
crucial importance in our "ambassadors to
the world" role. Someone correctly
identifies one of the amusement rides: The
Scream Machine. "You'll never get me on
that thing. It's sca-a-a-ary!” trembles our
instructor. More kiddie talk and tales of
economic benefits. T expect milk and
cookies any time now. None arrive,

The list of employee do’s and don'ts is
especially extensive. The rigorous dress
code goes as far as limiting the number of
rings on one's hand (the number is different
according to gender). It "suggesis” shades
of make-up for women. According (o our
hantlbook, our appearance is to be "neat,
natural and nothing extreme." It is ironic
that a fair which aflegedly celebrates world
cultures would suppress those found in the
host city. The assumption is that cultural
expression is fine when it is contextualized
by a stage or performance space but not as a
product of day-to-day life in a particular
milien. Ideas of what is normal and what is
not continue to be reinforced for the benefit
of the Expo aundience which is predominately
white, English-speaking, middle-class
families. We are told further that once we
have our photographs taken for the LD.
cards, we cannot alter our appearance for the
duration of the fair so that positive
identification can be made by security.
Speaking of security, we agree, in writing,
to submit to searches of our person and
belongings at any time,

We are informed that there are four
{count'em) employee break areas, with toilet,
for the 173 acre site. Food may be
purchased from vending machines in these
stark buildings. Food cannot be purchased
from any of the outlets available to the
public. One woman, obviously perturbed by
this information but still anxious to

conform asks for permission to " . . ., bring
my own apple or orange to work." The
figure at the podium smiles and says it's
okay.

The Grounds for Dismissal section of the
orientation includes a host of specifics, but
also such vague actions as
"insubordination,” "harassment,” and the
catch-afl "any other activity detrimental to
the Exposition.” When asked to provide
specific examples of the above, there was a
brief acknowledgement of the "subjectivity”
involved. And when asked (o outline
mechanisms in existence to protect
employee rights, the reply was that the
hierarchy of supervisors could be approached
to air grievances. My confidence soared.

Perhaps the vaguest area in terms of policy
was that of overtime. "Overtime is a no-no"
our instructor warned, wagging a finger to
and fro. Supervisors in future indoctrination

Dugg Simpson
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sessions stated flatly that "overtime does not
exist." This was certianly true, but only in
terms of being paid for it. Much was made
of the fact that the Corporation would
provide two paid 15 minute coffee breaks
even though it was not mandatory according
to the provincial labour code.

The session began to wind down with a
discourse on providing "a genuine, not
phoney, smile and sense of warmth for our
guests." It was suggested that one could
accomplish this, even while dealing with a
belligerent guest for the umpteenth time that
day, by thinking of "laying on a hot, sunny
beach" or if that fails . . . wait for it . .
"thinking of me here today."

1t would take a lot more than thinking about
beaches to help the employees once they
were on the job.” The stress produced by
attempting to be warm and accomodating to
130,000 impatient and demanding people
every day, for five and a half months is
staggering, The employer's expectation of
paying a worker to repeatedly exhibit an
emotional response totally contrary to the
immediate social context does not make for a
calm and well-adjusted person.

The session ends by viewing a slick
slide-tape featuring the fabled,
ever-courteous, vigilant and genuinely warm
employee. The subsquent portrayal of the
typical Expo guest is honed from the same
myth, It's a far cry from the type of guest
we will actually witness during the summer.
Imagine a half-drunk man, potbelly
distending his "I Tanned My Buns In Puerto
Vallarta" t-shirt to the ripping point,
wanting to know if the Native elders
cooking bannock over an open fire are
making "Ttalian food" and where can he buy
some?

Memories of the winter orientation dimmed
as I found myself near the fair's end. By all ]
official accounts, Expo is deemed a huge
success. Final attendance figures probably '
exceeded original projections by 40%. Itisa /
different story behind the scenes, however.
The board of directors remain tight-lipped
about expenditures despite a government
ordered request for complete disclosure at the
beginning of the year. The government's
insistence has waned for the moment,
probably because it is in no hurry to have
the embarassing figures made public. Even
though attendance was up, a new series of
budget cuts were implemented. Lay-offs
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were rife -- many losing their jobs
overnight. Staff morale was low and some
departments had a turnover rate approaching
70%. The expected spin-off benefits of
increased tourism in the rest of the province
and higher sales for area merchants have not
materialized. Things are not that "right on"
anymore.

Nevertheless it's business as usual on the
shore of False Creek. The expo site looms
as a garish and cacaphoenous assortment of
unwieldly pavillions, hotdog stands, and
hackneyed heavy metal bands. Corporate
logos festoon everything from beverage cups
to monorail trains. The Expo 86 theme of
"transportation and communication” has
manifested itself in a series of glib
assumptions and pronouncements about the
futare: everyone will driving around in
computerized cars and robots will be taking
out the garbage. Absent from the majority
of the pavillions is any mention of social
conflict. Culture has been amputated from
its historical and political context. World
salvation is seen purely in terms of
technological innovation; it is not seen as a
product of increased international dialogue,
untainted by rhetoric and propaganda. The
reality of bigger and better jet planes is of
little consequence to the majority of world
citizens who are still bound by unjust
economic policies and are denied basic rights
and freedoms. The net result is that for
many Expo visitors, stereotypes and
preconceptions conceming the world will be
reinforced rather than challenged.

Our instructor thanks us profusely, smiling
in the knowledge of having tailored another
batch of successful employees. "Please pick
up your personalized diplomas at the back
before you leave,” she adds happily. There
is a clamour while people rush to the table.

I grab a brown piece of paper and hurry out
into the street breathing refreshing
mouthfuls of cold air. I pause, look at the
page and read the dedication:

“When history remembers Expo 86 let it
note the achievements and contributions of
every individual, but let it also record that
here we honoured our humanity and
reaffirmed the hope and promise of tomorrow
in a celebration that belonged to the world."

Terrific! Right on!

Mark Goertz dabbles in all kinds of
cultural production and lives in East
Vancouver.
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tere is a place in between. A place
which sees, if not understands, its own
contradictions. Maybe an uncomfortable
place.

It's clear that a whole lot of folks from
California to Newfoundland have bought the
Expo hype. And this includes many red,
white, and blue British Columbians. Butit
is equally certain that many have not. For
reason after reason -- the labour struggle to
keep it a union site, the cultural protest
insisting on local artists, the eviction of
long time hotel residents -- Expo was
ingnored, if not boycotted in an organized
way.

But still there is that place in between,
There are people who are not crazy about the
Social Credit government yet they still
went. Boycotters worried that attending
Expo would change these people'’s attitudes,
maybe even their vote. Iasked 17 Expo
visiters who had not voted for the Socreds if
they would change their vote becaunse of the
fair. None would. Not social scientific, T
know, but it indicates something, Most of
them found it quite possible to maintain a
critical view of Expo and the parties
responsible for creating it even while on the
site.

Why then do they go? Here are some
answers.

[ ' m going for the kids. I promised them
that we would go as a family. All their
friends are going too. Butit's been a hell of
aday ... like everything else in this
province, nothing works. We had to wait 45
minutes just to get on the monorail. And
then it was stalled for half an hour, No, 1
figure we paid for this Expo thing and I want
to see  what it looks like.

a grocery clerk

I came because I got a free ticket pure and
simple. Ihate this government. I've been
on welfare for almost two years. I'd take any
job ... even applied to work at this place
but no way . . . I think I blew it at the
interview. Anyway things are supposed to
get better with Expo but I can't see it. There
will be thousands more people unemployed
after it’s over. What's going to happen to
them? I don't know, really...IguessI
came to see about other countries, some of it
is pretty interesting but most of it seems

like they want you to buy things.

an unemployed typist

We are not in any way supporting the
government by visiting the fair. We've
come 1o se¢ various countries that we have
not visited in person . . . plarming future
trips. There are wonderful presentations
about places I don't know that much about.
For me it is a chance to learn, But there is
too much noise, everywhere you go one
hears loud music or sounds. It would be
good to find a quiet resting spot . . . But
don't feel we're voting today, oh no, that's
something we do on election day.

a doctor

To see the propaganda. To see how the
other side does it, man. This Expo shit is
fust a big commercial for a certain way of
living . . . it's like television and like I'm
fascinated by that. I've got to seeitto geta
fix on it 'canse I don't know why people fall
for it. I mean things are not really getting
any better, are they?

a musician

E xpo is not only the Socreds. I will

never vote for them because of their attitude
towards the poor. I'm not happy that many
people who paid for this fair cannot go. T
can afford it easily but not everyone can . . .
I mean the cost is just too much for some
families, Maybe Expo should never have
been built, not with everything else being
cut back. Icame down just to see how they
spend all this money.,

a homemaker

A ttendance at a world's fair does not
constitute approval of any particular mandate
of this government; they are just not the
same thing. But still I don't think it's been
planned very well . . . the site is very
noisy, it seems people are celebrating the
death of culture. There are a lot of issues
left untouched in the pavillions. Andit'sa
trade show, a huge commercial, a carnival
atmosphere.

an Expo food worker

] haven't been really hardline about
boycotting Expo. It's here, I've just tried to
accept it. But I still feel critical of it. 1
don't like being here all that much. I feel
completely overstimulated. There's a whole
lot of stuff here I really don't like,
everything seems propagandized. Ifind it
excessive, it confuses me. I don't like the
architecture, I find it too busy. It's the sort
of thing when I'm here for a long time it
gives me a headache. It makes me tired.

a Yancouver city employee

And it makes me tired. That strange place in
between that we often find ourselves in in
this capitalist, contradiction-ridden culture.
Pleasure and guilt. Desire but inertia.
Political awareness yet impotence. An
uncomfortable place indeed.

Chris Creighton-Kelly is an artist and
writer in Vancouver. His book Television
and Culture will be published in Spring
1987.
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or To the women of West Word.

& hen the women writers all together began

o compose an epic Romance, [ excelled as
the Perfect Tense, faultless in my execution
the of History. Subordinate Clauses were left to
another woman who had a stronger net of
ego boundaries, Punctuation remained up
for grabs, so Hiatus, who specialized in
pauses, was forever being called into the act.
Mesmerized by urban glitter, UPPER CASE
constantly jetted to international film

how

Women's

Writing

o Collective festivals. The Breath consultant learned to

= do without midmorning breaks. Forever

o saved echoing up and down the stairwells, Voice

— remained lascivious and unmanageable. She

g the flirted with one of us after another. Some

- held out for the longest time, though

O Perfect cventually everyone succumbed.

>< Night after night the tapping of machines
Tense called back and forth down the long

cream-tinted corridor. Sticky name tags
rapped on their doors in answer, Everyone
knew where they came from. Some from
Biography. Others from Intention. While
the most deliciously Steinean of the lot still
circulated in the mirror stage. All were
writing, There was no doubt about this.

But occasionally Romance became virtually
hypnotized by Irony. Though when I
returned from swimming, Narrative was
rushing forward with a flurry of promise and
intrigue. One day Subjunctive got
completely out of hand. "If I were you,” ran
the text on and on into "be that as it may",
Finally "god help you" slipped out to our
collective chagrin. Suffice it to say,
Subjunctive was taken for a lengthy
educational walk along the ocean cliffs.
Returning chastened, she reformed her
intrusive persona.

I sometimes collaborated with Future, an
Ursula LeGuin lookalike. When we became
erotically entangled, there was a general
outcry that nothing was ever gelting done.,
Eventually, Narrative bemoaned this tum of
events, and encouraged us 1o maintain an
appropriate sense of distance and autonomy.
Worrying that unfashionable outcast Plot,
we suffered separation anxiety of the worst
sort. Future plummeted into a dreadful
depression refusing to acknowledge that
anything was possible. I plodded on through
what seemed like an endless winter of days.
Migraines and backaches punctuated my own
internal contradictions. One moment I'd be
struck by the most outrageous feelings of
grandiosity, after all T was perfect. The next
instant, my delusions of faultless
completion would be shattered with visions
of Future, unsettling in her proximity.
Finally my story became our story, as I, like
others in the collective, sought refuge in
language herselff,

Less temperamental than many of us,
Lexicon guided tours through her towering
chambcrs past tier on tier of words reclining
in their skylit chaises lounges. On
particularly busy momings when Syntax
bogged down in the chaotic corridors of
Mise-en-Scéne, the lexical digs became a
bechive of activity. There was a tremendous
crush around the 'W's'. Woman would open
her house and share stories with Womb, or
Wombat, Wolverine, or Wanton. Happily
Wonga-wonga was having a heavy number
with Woe, and spent most of her time at
Bygone's. (Wow was heartbroken.) The
ever charming and vigilant Liberation
continually backed Misogyny into
Contradiction's corner. Thus, at least for the
moment, Woman was free to wander and
chat with Ex-Wife and Housewifery, White
or Colour, while maintaining her ever
vigilant eye on that gorgeous seducer,
Lesbian.

Writing cut a glamorous figure, gossiping
with Inscription and performing sensuous
improvisational dances with various parts of
the Body. The dance of the Hieroglyph
became a sellont, with Phallus growing
limp and limper from lack of attention.
Hardly anyone outside of the alliterate
remembered the ceremonial Phantom of the
Phallus in his blazing Phaeton, Even
though the carrifige was said to have been
drawn by a phalanx of rather acidic pH
factors. Gossip remained uninterrupted, the
Women, unimpressed.

Meanwhile, the Lips Duet became a classic.
The formerly gothic corridors of the Female
were now the Scenc of Writing, Thin
mcmbranes of the Palimpsest surrendered Lo
Alphabet's sweet curves. Dreams no longer
lost themselves in the domain of the past,
but recovered their telling in the movement
of the everyday. Sometimes there were
childrcn and sometimes there were not.
Sometimes wombs wept blood. And then
there would be a listening to the long
streams of being where membranes wet with
holding oozed words. Somewhere between a

voice and a speaking,

Jarnice Williamson is a Toronto writer,
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& ithin the hullabaloo and maelstrom of image
choice offered by Toronto's Festival of
Festivals, there exists a category of film that
often is pre-empted by more seductive
fictions. The documentary film, usually
glossed over by buffs and cognescenti alike,
sits quietly on the sidelines. For most
viewers, the presence of "real” people on the
screen, telling their own stories, drains the
image of "otherness”, thus depriving them of
the transforinative magic invoked by "real
movies". Francoise Ramond's Mix Up
stands out as one documentary that questions
the classification non-fiction and its effects,
inventing a new form of hybrid film in the
process.

Mix Up is a strange composite that
underscores the complex interplay between
history, discourse and memory. It is played
out at the juncture between the real and the
imaginary. Through the sometimes playful,
sometimes painful re-enactment of a popular
memory of two families, a collective
“talking cure” takes place. And it is this
self-scrutiny by the participants, regarding
themselves from a distance, relating the
sequence of events twenty to thirty years
prior, that comprises the unique site of the
film.

Ramond takes for her subject a specific
incident, a bizarre but true tale, of two
English babies mistakenly exchanged in a
Nottingham maternity home in 1946.
Margaret Wheeler wound up with Blanche
Rylait's baby Valerie, and Blanch, with
Margaret's baby Peggy. Twenty years later,
it is acknowledged that a terrible mistake
had occurred. The film does not fix
responsibility, does not explain how this
event occurred. Instead, through interviews
that are often poignant, at times lunatic, it
exposes how the six people most concerned
were affected and how they dealt with a
situation that is comical in fiction, but
tragic in life. Mix Up is a farcical tragedy
that recalls a fiction inscribed in the real:

it plays out every mother's nightmare and
every child's fantasy. And in this way a
hyperreal effect is struck, contributing to its
familiar, yet strange, aspect.

Margaret Wheeler, the mother who "knew”,
the one who was convinced of the switch,
is the "star" who doubles and plays both
the good and bad mother. (Her warm fleshy
aspect recalls the mother of Hollywood
fiction.) Her knowledge of the exchange,
however, caused an emotional withholding
towards Valerie, the child that she reared.
In this way, she becomes the villian of the
piece, a role unintentionally adopted.

Mix Up opens with an image of a scale
symmetrically balanced with two babies
suspended, a visual reminder of the myth
that is encoded in all of us, that justice
prevails, that equality and faimess rule the
world. Margaret Wheeler then begins to
recount the events in the nursery. She
was shown a long and skinny baby, and
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received flowers and telegrams for Mrs.
Rylatt, engendering suspicion. The film
then alternates between interviews with the
others involved, and the occasional re-enacted
sequence, showing Margaret's campaign to
establish the truth, In her empirical crusade,
she sought the advice of genetic scientists
and Bernard Shaw, During the vears
following the exchange, the Rylatt family
received a barrage of photographs, blood
samples and entreaties from Margaret.

Given that Blanche Rylatt and Peggy, the
daughter she reared, immediately bonded, the
remonstrations from Margaret Wheeler were
equated with post-partum pottiness. Blanche
Rylatt evidently felt no doubt and brought
up Margaret's child as her own. One family
denied, the other knew.

Ramond read about the incident -- with its
eccentric English tone of "Oh, what a mix
up, but now we are one big happy family" --
in a newspaper on the occasion of Margaret
and Fred's golden wedding anniversary. And
she knew that beneath the hegemonic family
veneer, trauma aand division were sure to
be lurking, In Ramond's hands, through
re-presentation, the impossibility of a
univocal history/appeasement emerges in
spite of the efforts by those depicted to graft
the image of a homogencous family onto the
film. This effort, their "we are one" stance,
constitutes the desire to weld, to forge these
multiple memories together into one
narrative, the ideology of the family,

Mix Up dissolves this mask of "we are all
one" through the sufferings of Valerie,
Margaret's foster daughter and Blanche's real
daughter -~ the victim of the tale. Valerie
confesses that for twenty years she felt that
she did not belong, explaining her present
insatiable need for love. The scene in which
Valerie re-enacts her first arrival in the
Rylatt house is especially poignant. When
she hears the gate close behind her, the gate
that opens on the home she never had, she
muses that this is the sound she should have
been hearing for twenty years. The family
facade also is put under erasure by the film's
mode of depiction. In the last shot of the
film, for example, the extended members of
the two families pose for a family portrait,
the edge of the frame is bordered by another
frame. The camera continues (0 shoot
longer than is necessary, the family
members switch places, but a general tone
of uneasiness pervades the scene,
undercutting the portrait’s cohesiveness.

The non-fiction classification of this film
presupposes a seemingly unmediated relation
with the real, and often preempts any critical
consideratioon of its construction. Ramond
counters this dilemma of transparency by
inventing a new form: she breaks away
form the nsual straight interview format.

By drawing attention to the distance between
the bizarre events being recalled and the
rational ordinary world in which the story
was played out, this hypertension, this
double movement, differentiates the film
from other documentaries. Mix Up is truly
stranger than fiction.

Ramond's subjects are grounded in a realism
{this drama did indeed occur and the
participants themselves tell the story) but
she separates the telling of the story from
the story itself. The spectator distinguishes
between the extremely stylized scenes and
the mannerisms of the characters, and moves
beyond the material confines of the story.
This meaning effect comprises a new form
of documentary, the other side of the
authorial voice-over that we associate with
the documentary. Generally, one participant
delivers a line and another picks up the story
line. For example, Blanche reads a stary to
achild on arug. Later the child is replaced
by Valerie, her grown up daughter. And the
repeated (obvicusly re-enacted) image of two
young girls criss-crossing on railway tracks
visually replays the psychic site of the film.
The additional use of numerous devices for
reflecting and doubling, such as mirrors and
windows again asserts the doubleness of
things, how Valerie is lost, in the throw of
the dice, the balance of happiness. A
constant double edged tone informs tfie
work, The swap does not transcend class:
Valerie receives a university education
intended for Peggy but does not recover from
the early neglect; whereas Peggy appears
well adjusted, with somewhat limited
horizons. It is a black comedy that slips
from pathos to the cartoon-like, and vice
versa in a flash.

The "family romance”, a term coined by
Freud, 1o characterize the fantasy of origins
as a universal phenomenon, is evoked by
this tale. As myth, the family romance is
played out here by the mother who "knows"
and by the foster daughteer who voices her
suspicion. (Valerie once told Margaret that
“if there was a fire in the house, you would
save the other children first".) The family
romance usually involves the fantasmagoric
invention of ideal parents by children to
replace real ones -- correcting reality against
the disappointments of life. This often
involves the re-production of the foundling
or bastard scenario. Mix Up however, does
not take place at the same locale as The
Changeling , The Prince and the Pauper , or
numerous fables that precede and follow the
Moses legend. Through the intersection of
myth, memory, discourse and history, Mix
Up is constituted in a dialectical play of the
fictive and the real. And in this way, the
petite fabulateur of the family romance
rejoins the cinema spectator: - both are fictive
claborators of story origins, remaking the
world to the measure of desire,

Kass Banning teaches Cinema Studies
at the University of Western Ontario in
London,
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he was letting her
imagination sweep
unchecked round every rock
and cranny of the world
that lies submerged in the
depths of our unconscious
being...And then there

was a smash. There was an
explosion. There was foam
and confusion...she  had
thought of something,
something about the body,
about the passions which it
was unfitting for her as a
woman to say...Men, her
reason told her would be
shocked...She could write
no more." (Virginia
Woolf, Professions for
Women, 1931)

The late-night club lewdly darkens as a
woman in a long robe finds her way onto the
stage. Coming to stand in the smokey
stream of light next to the microphone, she
pauses and smiles -- almost shyly. Then,
not a moment later she tears off her robe in a
gesture which is quick, mechanical,
mundane. She adjusts the top of the slinky
blood red corset, throws back her long dark
hair and grabs the microphone with both
hands. Her eyes closed and her legs slightly
apart, she appears the more or less perfect
encapsulation of male erotica -- the woman
alone in the dark but really on stage, with
her ¢yes closed, quictly dreaming, silently
moving...that is, untit she opens her mouth,

KAREN FINLEY WRITES

An explosion, foam and confusion -- a
stream of obscenities pours out of her
mouth, she is your worst nightmare: woman
as speaking subject. Like bloodona
switchblade, the microphone relays her shrill
screech of words, piercing the room with her
stilleto voice, The cat calls and whistles,
cries of encouragement, slowly fade into an
uncomfortable hum;

"I mean feel my nubs mister, just feel my
nubs, spit on these nubs, oh suck those
nubs, oh suck those amputated parts, feel
those parts baby...Hank and I were in the
nursing home and we saw this ninety-three
woman Sitting in her own piss and shit
stenching like nothing, she was nothing
before I raped her.” Or: "I go down on that
ass with my mouth, my penis still kinda
high and hard and I suck suck suck my own
cum outa your butt juice with a little bit of
yum yum yum baby liquid shit mixed up
with that cum baby. You can jerk off on
my pancakes anytime.,.,."
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Karen Finley, a New York performance
artist, has been working the clubs and
alternative gallery circuits since 1979. In
other performances she has been known to
smear food on herself, to take a bath, to
vomit, and to shit. On stage there are no
limnits to her teratologic exuberance, except:
"No, Herr Schmidt, I will not shit in your
mouth, even if I do get to know you..."

Finley claims that her performances are
rarely rehearsed, and that her monologues are
mostly spontaneons. This is not difficult to
believe for Finley's monolagues appear

to emanate from the cavities of her
unconscious; they resemble bilious

eruptions connected openly through the logic
of dreams and they both fascinate and repel.

‘What differentiates Finley's excesses from
other forms of nihilistic art whose shock
value is always short lived, is precisely

the depths of her narcissism in the act of
'speaking’, in speaking as a woman.
Through a complex array of short narratives
Finley inhabits and cuts across a variety of
different characters both male and [emale.
Often her semanlic garters become so
completely fluid so that it is difficult to
distinguish gender: "You're fuckin' your
granny, youre fucking your sister too...suck
my dick, bastard bitch...I want your weiner
in my mouth...get me oft.”

Finley is dirty in the worst sense of the word
-- she is contaminated, she is a double-agent
who plays doctor in the pornographic

arena of desire. Unlike the narrator in a
Kathy Acker story who never forgets that
the position from which she speaks is
female and dominated, Finley's discourse
transgresses the boundaries of gender.
Through a kind of automatic writing, or
rather a speaking in tongues, her work
reveals the profound antimony underlying
all strategies groundcd in the utopic desire
for origins, the fruth of woman : the always
alrecady written paternal presence (or as
Finley might put it, the weinerlegocentric
inscription.)

The history of women who speak their
minds in public, who openly embrace the
obscene, who entertain and extend (he abject,
has been the history of witches, of women
possessed by phallic demons, of bizarre
circus acts and/or women suffering from one
mental disorder or another. That is to say,
women who for one reason or another were
not properly socialized, who did not learn to
fear the Law of the Father. Fearlessly and
shamelessly, Finley attempts to speak the
unspeakable, to exhaust the limits of the
perverse, bat fike Molly in Ulysses who
can only express her sexual ecstasy by
saying "shit and piss"”, she is imprisoned
within grse nals of a male language.










































































































