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Anyobne who says tbere is 'no difference
between Canadian and American culture
has neyer watched telesvsion .In )OL TS: The
TV Waseland and the Canadian Oasis, ex-
Saturday Night columnist Morris Wolfe
argues that a profound differernce hetween
the two cultures is reflected daily in televi-
sion prograrnming.

Wolfe, a teacher of film'. history at the
Onitario College of Art, wrote ýa column on
television in Saturday Night forten years.

When Saurday N.ght editor Robert Fui-
ford first asked Wolfe ta write a monthly TV
column, Wolfe feit hurt.

I îhougbt of myseif as a seriaus persan,"
he writes, "and that writing about television
was beneath me. Wbat would my friends
think?"

But Wolfe soon realized reviewing televi-
sion was far mare difficult than writing about
books' or filmns whére the revlewer's knowt'-
edge is specialized.

99A television critic can't functon that way.
nél or she has to be interested in, and knowl-
edgeable about, a wide variety of subjects,"
Wolfe writes.

At the end of his reviewing days Wolfe
admits that lie did not came ta care about
televisior the way he cares about books or
filmns. Itoweyer, lie did gain a respect for the

"A day din't go by when 1 couldrit find at
least one and usually more progrgmn worth
watching and writing about," he writes.

During those years, Woffe fourid himself
interested in explorinq the dîffererices be-
tween Canada and the United States.

Wolfe summarizes the cultural differnces
in what he calls The First Law of Commercial
Televsion. The more joits per minute, the
lesîs likely a viewer will fînd the program
boring -and change the channel. Wolfe de-
fines a joit as verbal, physical, or emotional
violence, rapid editing or camera move-
ment, and level of decibels.

Wolfe illustrates bis point by analysing an
A-Team episode where lie found -eight
scenes in which guns were fired; six scenes in
which guns were shown; Jour f ist fights; two

d/makes]

Mr. Rogerss neighbourhood is a sanictuaiy frm networi
kilings, debauchery and insuksi.

car chases; four illegal acts; eight acts af.vio-
lence; ane scene of sirens and flashing lights;
four sudden noises; seven threats; and f ive
insuits.

Replacing A-Team is Miami Vice wbich
uses rock music to accompany tightly edited
visual material having nothing ta do with
story development.

"Al that matters is the tension built up in
the viewer through the beat of the music and
the editing. The program plays with the
viewer's nervous system," Wolfe writes.

Wolfe compares these modem day televi-
sion bits with Dragnet, an equally popularhit
series in the '50s where, in the first sixty epi-
sodes, fifteen shats were fired and a total of
six punches were tbrown.

Wolfe dlaims television began ta speed up
in 1968 ith Rowat & Martin's Laugh-lr>, a
comedy show af rapid, short skits reiying, on
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one liners and sight gags for its humour.
ln the earîy '70s Normian Lear praducedi

string of sitcoms - Ail In The Family, Maude,
The Jet tersons, and others - whose 'bash
building blacks' were insults. "About twenty-
five per hour," Wolfe dlaims.

Later, sex pravided an alternative stol
base with jiggling breasts and bottoms ir
shaws like Charlie's An gels and Three'.
Company-

SNo area ai television is safe. In cbildren
programming, there is Sesame Street wheî4
the child is exposed ta an educational clip fo
no langer than tbree minutes before th(
show moves on ta something else.

The typical game show usually featuresi
good Iooking male hst- Richard Dawsor
excluded - his sexy female assistants and ar
audlenoe ai genial fools who ail play the par
of cheerleaders for the consumer society
Liglits flash, people appl'àud, expensive iten!
and thousands of dollars are given away a
each contestant is given his/her fifteen min
utes af fame.

Not even the conservative and hard hittinI
realistic world of jaurnalism is safe from thq
*joits per mintite (jpm) phenomenon. Anyart
watching news briefs from Rochester overi
long periad af time would wander if there i
a building standing in that city that hasn't ye
been destrayed by ire.

It is coming ta the point "wbere violenct
becames a structural rather than a stary ele
ment," Ken Sobol writes in a submission t(
the Ontario Royal Commission on Violenci
in the Communication, Industry. lt's thert
automnatically, before the story, not as a resul
af it."

lt's not hard ta understand why th(
number af joîts per minute is inareasing. Tel
evision camnpanies rely on revenue frai
commercial air time. The larger a program'
viewing audience, the more commercial ai
time couts. And the best way ta increasei
program's viewing audience is ta increasi
the joits par minute.

ln contrast ta this 'American Wasteland
we have the Canadian Oasis'. Our progran
are mare camnpassionate, thougbtful an(
reflect a sense af realism, be they drama
Charlie Grant's War, sitcams, Seeing Things
or public affairs, like The Fifth Estate.

In an interview last year, Bob Homme, thg
Friendly Giant, said he was attracted ta Can
adian TV because oi its interest in children
programmîng that tries ta expand a childý
attention span.

Further ta The Friendly Giant, we have Mr
Dressup and The Polka Dot Door, aIl pro
grams emphasizing games and activitie
.children can participate in, in camparison t(
American cbildren's programs where ti
child is ta sit attentively and be bomnbarde(
by images af the letter K.
.The one exception ta American children'

programming can 1w found with Mr. Roger'
Neighbourhood, but this exception is proo
for Wolfe's conclusions. That show is fundec
by Public Television and thus protected frai
the laws af commercial tellevision.

Wolfe's book is adefepce for public televi
sian, specifically a defence of the CBC. Coin
cidentally, there is no better time than na'
for a book like Wolfe's ta 1w published,a
the Corservativegovernment bas appointec

,more money
a commissionî on television prograrniminig in
Canada, and the vice-president in charge of
English programming at the CBC, Denis Har-
vey, is asking for more mponey ta fulfili the
CBC's mandate as Canada's television
channel.

Wolfe ends JOL TS with a few recommen-
dations for the CBCwith mo re money figur-
ing promninently in his ist.

Although we do have other 'Canadian'
channels such as CTV, Global, or City-TV in
Toronto, Wolfe says these channels are
commercial and therefore susceptible to the
trends of American television.

Global and City-TV survive on reruns of
Happy Days and Laverne and Shirley. CTV~ is
a more interesting case because itdaes try ta
produce ils awn programs. However, these
are aften poor imitations of American-style
programs.

"ClV's sole contribution ta Canadian
drama in recent years has been The Littlest
Hobo, an atrocious reincarnation of a popu-
lar American TV show. of the 1(960s," Wolfe
writes.

- If we are ta maintain the level of quality in
Canadian. televîsion, the only solution is ta

S have more government funding, and not to
succumb ta the magic of th e f ree market.

At tilles, Wolfe's arguments against Amer-
- ican television sound extreme. He seems ta

forget many popular American sitcoms are
based on British counterparts. Ail Inthe

la Family sprouted frim the British hit series
1 , ntil Death Do * Part, and Three's Com-

âc pany is based on Mkan About The House.
1haven't seen the British version of Atl In

y- The Family, but 1 do remember seeing Man
About The House. The sexual innuendoes

in and jiggling bodies were ail there. In fact, 1
can remember a Three's Company show that

S directly ripped off a Man About The House

l'S script. ,

e The British wee using sex as jolt maker

le hald of the idea. A peek at an aid Beniny Hill
eor a Two Rannîes rerun praves this.

a While Wolfe is correct in pointing out that
)n there are too many joîts on TV, he doesn't

n differentiate between joîts for joîts' sake and
nr jots as a product of plot. The former may be

'~inexcuseable, but the latter can be tolerable
ty for the sake of believability.

rs In today's sophisticated viewing audience,
as a 1950s Dragnet-type program wouldn't cul
S it, not just because il wouldni't have enough

ipmn's, but because it wouldn't be cansidered
g realistic.

le While Walfe's theory predicts a high jpm
e show 'as the number one bit show, he is
a on.Tems oua eeiinsw

ý nwn.ThCanastpouardtheev.isnhw
et nbt aaaan h .. i hS Cosby Show, a Iow jpm program.

to tiars on Canadian television in comparisan
.0 ta American television are somnewhat accu-
ce rate. We do seem ta praduce slower paced

iît pragrams of a more thoughtful nature, at
'I least for those prograims done by the CBC.

-e And if we are ta continue producing these
ýle shows, the CBC wîll have ta have a great deal

'M -ore money.
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Miami Vice: Gunsn
drugs 'n' rock In' roll.


