
SlzPPing on the Verge:
The Performing Arts in Canada

I nthe days when I worked at the United
Nations, making radio and television pro-

grams and mucking about on the fringes of
theatre and the other performing arts, we
used to have to sign a paper that made us
Citizens of the World - and I have neyer
quite lost that habit of mmnd. In the last three
years, as chairman of the Canada Council,
I've had a wonderful opportunity to indulge
the habit, by travelling to other countries to
consuit with them on cultural affairs, espe-
cially cultural exchange.

One thing I have learned from these
travels is to mistrust easy assumptions, my
own included, about art and society - and
about the relationship between them. As the
great filmmakerjohn Grierson said: "First
cornes the need, then the art, then the
theory."

It is precisely the need that varies in each
society, and thus the art through which it
meets that need. in his book T/Je Structure of
Art, the Amnerican art historian jack Burnham
mnakes th i s crucial point:

As a rule historians [of art] try, to
develop anali'tcal tools covering t/Je
broadest arrav of art styles; but as
Innovation furt/Jerfragments tbe art
impulse, and new and contradictory
styles of art arise, bistorians are forced
to adopt a twanetv of approaches. Not
too manvy critics or schoiars seemn to be
W0?7iled by tbis situation, ait/JougJ tbei
s/Jould be. It indicates that ail their
efforts are directed toward e.ptaining
t/Je p/Jsicai evidence of t/Je art impulse,
rat/Jer than t/Je conceptuai condtions
wbicJ make art ojects possible under
vastlv different circumstances

How difficult it is, then - for ail of us - to
study the arts as they occur in societies about
whîch the individual observer has only a
limited knowledge. And we are dealing not
only with cultures, but also wîth sub-cultures
and counter-culwures - for whîch the obser-
ver's conceptual grid may be the very thing
ÎzmPedlng comprehension. This may be
especially true in cases - like that of the

United States and Canada - where the
observer is close to his subject and is
beguiled by some obvious similarities into
overlooking significant differences. Another
American art historian, Sheldon Nodelman,
pinpoints the consequences:

Not only is thJe w/Joie matrix of assump-
tions, values and usages - in wbicb t/Je
soci .etv under study or its art is rooted -
initiaily unknown to the outsde obser-
ver, but. .»bis spontaneous inteipreta-
dons arefounded, consciously or un-
consciousy, on patterns of be/Javiour
and attitudeproper to bis own culture
and must almost aiwa s be wvrong. T/Je
reality of the [art] object consists mn tbe
full texture of ail is relationsJips wit/J
its environment.

These warnings need flot deter us from
trying to study and understand each other's
arts. But they do suggest we should look
ca.refully at some of our own
preconceptions. Ail of us need a house; but
it should be obvious that we have different
notions of the kind of house we need for a
home. And in this respect, the Canadian
experience is necessarily different from that
of the United States, close and fond neigh-
bours as we are.

The Canadian
Perspective
To begin with, Canada is big.ger than the
United States. If that cornes as a surprise, let
me hasten to confess that its population is
only one-tenth of that of the U.S.A. - and
most of our 25 million people are strung out
along that famous 5,000-mile undefended
border that we share with you. Then we
must note that the lines of communication
on the continent, with the partial exception
of the Great Lakes, run north and south.
People in our Atlantic provinces are dloser
to what they stilI caîl "the Boston States"


