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HANES TO WALUGH who was the first 1o spell it our,

it will become clear to everybody thar part one of

Thaedeaw: The Mindseries is a big camp fest, thar The
Romance of Transportation in Canada 1s, now that you
think of ir, populated exclusively by the “flouncing and
pompous white men” who are “downright sissy”,and
that Canada: A People’s Histary should be titled more
accurately ‘Canada: A Straight People's History”, There
15 a wealth of porenrial queer readings of Canadian
history—any history, really—waiting to be discovered,
and the Black Adder or Eddie lzzard take on the
bewigeed, powdered-up men who had bwlt emprires 15
a case in pomt. A look into the past will shake up quite
afew of our comtemporary perceptions about gender, bue
the rezelling of the same piece of listory through telew-
sual and cinematic media is an almost irresistible invita-
tion to camp and carmival. Canadian writers too are
beginning to show they have talent tor this: Taras
(rescoe comes to mind; his Saoré Blues finds the unex-
pected campiness and jest in many aspects of the history
of the Anglo-Francophone and Quebecois-French
nationalist relations. Margaret MacMillan's internation-
al best-seller Pards 1919, with its witty and detached tone,
might have been co-authored by B G. Wodehouse and
MNoel Coward. Thomas Waugh dedicares the first chap-
ter of his book 1o some of the earliest cinematic stories
that Canadians told themselves abour their own histo-
rv, sockal problems, and the family, recalling an era when
spinsterhood, bachelorhood, “street girls', mutually
obsessed neighbours, and boys whe chose bunerflies over
hockey were the only forms of ‘queemess” allowed wo get
expressed in words and images.

The Ramance of Transgresston in Canada is the first
mini-encyclopedia of Canadian queer cinema; its publi-
cation should be sabated, and it should recerve attention
in Canadian Studies, Queer Studies, and Film Studies
departments aroun: the counery. The amount of archival
waork put into it is laudable in itself, and Wangh admits
that he affirms and respects every work included in the
book, “often simply because it is there, in spive of every-
thing,” He has also wisely decided against simple
chronology dnd has grouped the films into chapters
thematically and stylistically.

Waugh's interpretative strategy 1s just right. He s, of
course, looking into films with obvious queer content,
but he is also identifying the seemingly non-queer films
susceptible to queer readings, many of which lose their
pre-gueer innocence once we see them decoded this way.
Of great interest are also the films of disavowal—films
which siruate queerness i the abject and the eriminal,

These are very good tools to work with. Waugh

reminds us that homosociality often works as a queer
practice, although its practitioners may not be particular-
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of power, the instruments of the state apparatus like the
army and the police, the clergy in most denominarions,
philosophy and the teaching of philosophy, sports reams
and nattonal{ist) fandom, and many of the ilms and TV
serics dedicated to such environments are simply calling
for queer readings. There’s a whole lot of interpretacive
fun o be had once we become aware that the exclusion
of women under theological, philosophical, legal or bio-
logical pretexts might hide a different kind of motive.
Waugh analvzes with partdcular acuimen cinemauc rep-
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nto ‘proper’ adult masculinity, and follows with a care-
ful eve the play of affirmation and repudiation of queer-
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What would human practices and gender-exclusive
institutions really look like if they incorporated sexual
difference? ir's 1 guestion thar many feminist and queer
writers raise {notably, Luce Irigaray, who Waugh affee-
vonately calls a “den-mother” in one passage), but Waugh
himself shows a distinct lack of interest in it. Instead,
Wangh's primary focasis ooy dnematography. Most of
the book's content, excluding the Portrait Gallery, 15
relaved o aspects of gay queerness. His favourre direc-
tors are all men, and the themaric groupings into chap-
ters follow cinematic content that women filmmakers
and screen writers dealt wiath to a much lesser degree:
sports; the HIV epidemic through the prism of West-
ern gav couples or nerworks of friends; and pornogra-
phy and the commercialisation of sexuality. Waugh
frequently does make an effort to introduce films made
by women into the conversation, bur it's a visible effort,
and the films are added but not stirred, and do not blend
in with the general flavour of the wrnting. Sometimes he
openly sidelines women’s contributions by calling for a
possible ‘book about women in this subject to be writ-
tent in the future’. There 1s the occasional patronising
remark about the “sex wars ™ in feminist queer stuchies that
are raging or are about to end. The “obscenity of the But-
ler decision™ s menuoned in passing without any details
given 0o describe wharitwas about, and the Lirrle Sister
affair is used as a spice in some of the musings on censot-
ship, but again a comprehensive description is absent.

Is the queer women’s cinematographic esthetic
something quite different, and does it deserve different
parameters and themaric groupings? Most likely,
although Romance suggests thar Waugh will beg to dif-
fer. What would the awareness of “sexual difference’
(which is just another, French-theory way of wlking
about queerness) lock like in a book written by a gay
man? Would he be ‘duty-bound’ to focus on all things
male because of his gender or would we ger a male
equivalent of Eve Sedgwick Kosofsky—m other words,
a gay male writer with a keen interest in female queer-
ness? Queer women have indeed been writing about
their male counterparts with not a small degree of socio-
political, esthetic, and even erotic fascination (names as
different as Camille Paglia, Iris Murdoch, Patricia High-
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smith, Marguerite Yourcenar come to mind}, but [ am
not seeing evidence that queer men writers have been
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of queer studies books to complain about the untorcu-
nate lumping of the gay and leshian, and the subsuming
of leshian into general, vet somehow always male-
focused queerness. Unfortunately, the complamt will be
reiterated here too. The Romance of Transgression is the
first work in Canada in its category, and as such ic should
e cherished. Readers interested in female-centered
queerness in Canadian eimematography, however, will
not be rushing to use it as the primary source for their
own studies,

Furthes, does 2 ‘queer’ filin simply happen whenever
a filmmaker makes a half-decent movie with gay men or
Jesbians in it? Is thav all it takes? The exclusion of women
from the main sources of power both in commercial and
auteur cinematography s still as blarant as their moatly
male-driven narrative—so much so that most movies in
any geographic or histone penied can be summed up as
the ‘exchange of women', the phrase Levy-Strauss used
to convey his insight into kinship structures. To use the
cld-fashioned term "agency’, women don't have much of
it inn film industry—not as artists and not as Alm charac-
ters. Even today; the homosoctal environments and dis-
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accessible films do not reveal the ‘erises of contemporary
masculinity” bure actually help in spreading it. Are women
changing the machismo of the camera and the ways of
seeing anematic objects? Are women directors and writ-
ers ‘queening’ cinemanc genders in any fundamental way?
Thar is one of the biggest unacknowledged questions
Waugh's analysis. Whar are Marguerite Druras, Chaneal
Akermnan, Apgnes Warda, Catherine Breillar, Jane Campi-
o, Liliana Cavan, Margarethe Von Trotta, Clawre Derus,
Patricial Rozema and others changing incinematograph-
ic representation of the sexes and the way we understand
desire? Or do Kathryn Bigelow and Doris Wishman
prove that women directors can out-men the men?

Waugh has read his Fancaunlt, Halperin and Weeks,
but not with as much care his Judith Buder, and not one
of the forefathers of queer studics, Sigmund Freud. The
insights Wangh derives from psychoanalysis are few and
far herween: he writes abour film from within the cul-

tural stedies framevwork, and 15 happaly unburdened b].-’

psvchoanalytic theoretical knowledge.

There are more important things missing, though.
There are occasional and very valuable forays mto the
conditions of financing, distribution, promotion and
popularization of Canadian queer film in the book, but
the topic is not deakt with systemancally, nor 15 it given
the space it deserves. Ditto for the issue concerning the
all-powerful US neighbour feeding’ Canada (and the rest
of the globe) its cmematography—irom big-budger stu-
dio productions to alternative queer porn. Waugh alerts
115 to this pertodically, but the subject warrants a chaprer
of its own. Waugh does write about differences in narra-
tive structures and is on the verge of taking the stereo-
types a bit too seriously: the Amernican dream vs. Canadian
existential despair; the American winning individual vs.

viadual vs. the Canadian hero who s "beaten up to a
peulp” by the end of the movie; open and feisty queer
rrransgression in American movies as opposed to proper
OUNE MEn wearing $uits, marving women, and por-
remaying the quiet collapse of straight masculinity in Cana-
diian movies: Stonewall vs. the Omnibus Bill, and so
feorth. There is a very precise awareness of ULS. cinemat-
i and relevisual dominance of Canada throughout, but
10 serious attempt to show how and why it's working,
51 this instance, in queer cinematography.

Itis valuable to read an author who does his research
mrell and whe has also been personally mvolved in many
cf the social struggles thar are being addressed through his
sscademic writing. There is such a thing as too much per-
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sonal content, however, especially in university press pub-
lications. What 15 added to the knowledge of Canadian
queer cinema if we are told ar grear length that the intro-
ductory chapter was wrirten by Waugh “far from Cana-
da, holed up in the Indian Ocean megalopolis of
Chennai,” followed by a few pages on how the local audi-
ences reacted to hus paper on Richard Fung. The book is
full of descriptions of Waugh's emotional reactions o the
films, and by the last page readers will know how many
of the filmmakers mentioned are his close friends.
Although the inclusion of his leter 1o the NFB might have
been warranted, the many repeated references to i and 1s
impact are not. Waugh is not the only researcher of social
movements who resorts to talking about his moods in the

midst of academic writing, and if this is some sort of a
trend, the universiry press edicors should stop it

Wangh is at his most stellar in the Portrait Gallery
section, where he showes that he's most at ease with frag-
mentary, brief, witty pieces packed with information. He
has perfected biographical vignettes to the point of turn-
irg thern into works of art, His passion for his subject is
most contagious in this section, and his ability to inform
and entice i unhindered by the fussy, meandering tone
of the preceding essays. Even the gender balance is
impeccable here, The Portrai Gallery will be the reason
thar readers will be drawn to this book in years, proba-
bly decades, to come. .




