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"WE REMEMBER STORIES of small states that valiantly preserved their own proud cultures, but we tend to overlook 

the fact that the comparison of Newfoundland with them is ludicrous. We are not a nation." Joey Smallwood, 1946 

"As a filmmaker, I think you have to take some risks. I like going after the big ideas." Michael Jones, 1992 

Newfoundland filmmaker Michael Jones is about to unleash a very "big idea," an idea which defies Smallwood's arguments 

about nationhood while making several deep, skeptical incisions into the troubled heart of Canadian confederation. 

His new film, A Secret Nation, is a taut, archly observed conspiracy drama about just how and why the former indepen-

dent British colony of Newfoundland became Canada's tenth province in 1949. Officially, it joined alter two bitter, divisive, 

and very close referenda in 1948 (the final results: 52.34% in favour, 47.66% against). In the swirling, darkly ambiguous 

conspiratorial labyrinth of A Secret Nation, however, questions keep surfacing: Were the results rigged by the British 

and Canadian governments? Were there spies in the anti-confederate camp? Who was Smallwood really 

working for? Is Newfoundland, as the pro-confederation 
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l e ade r a n d l a t e r f i r s t p r e m i e r of the 
province suggested, "not a nation"? 

What? Realpolitik in Canada? 
These questions haunt the protagonist 

of A Secret Nat ion, Ph.D. history stu-
d e n t F r i e d a V o k e y ( C o d c o ' s C a t h y 
Jones), as she returns to St. John's from 
M o n t r e a l to f i n i s h her thes i s on 
Newfound l and nat iona l i sm. W i t h the 
death of a local politician, whose personal 
papers contain answers to historical spec-
u l a t i o n and i m p l i c a t e her f a t h e r in 
a l l e g e d po l i t i c a l t r e a c h e r y a g a i n s t 
Newfoundland, Frie-da's own personal, 
political, and professional investigations 
begin to overlap. Past bleeds into present 
as she uncovers fact after astonishing fact 
about what took place in the desperate, 
impoverished Newfoundland of the late 
1940s. 

Weaving archival footage, newsreels, 
and actual radio broadcasts of the con-
federation debates into Fr ieda 's story, 
Jones uses an explosive mixture of fact 
and fiction which makes A Secret Nation 
a potent, provocative exploration of the 
history of Canadian politics, and the pol-
itics of Canadian history. Imagine JFK 
(the comparisons are inevitable and not 
totally inappropriate; no, Jones has not 
seen it) directed by Stanley Kubrick and 
you'll have a sense of the visual and intel-
lectual rigour of the film. 

A Secre t N a t i o n is M i c h a e l Jones ' 
most recent, and decidedly big cinematic 
idea in a career which contains some the 
oddest, most id iosyncrat ic , downr igh t 
daring ideas in Canadian film. In 1975, 
he he lped f o u n d the N e w f o u n d l a n d 
Inde-pendent Fi lmmakers Co-operative 
(NIFCO). He still works there, and is 
a c t i ve in k e e p i n g f i l m m a k i n g in 
Newfound-land an independent, accessi-
ble, artist-driven form of cultural expres-
sion. His early work at NIFCO includes 
Dol l y Cake (1976 ) , a dense ly- layered 
short about a woman exploited by her 
hungover housemates, and an imaginary 
film-within-a-film involving a madman 
and a Russian philosopher; Codpieces 
( 1976 ) , an uproar ious sampler of the 
C o d c o t h e a t r e t r o u p e ' s l ive pe r fo r -
mances; and Sisters of the Silver Scalpel 
(1981) , a mock-documentary about a 
r e s e a r ch t e a m on an e x p e d i t i o n to 
Newfoundland to study an endangered 
spec ies of n u n . Each d i sp l a y s Jone s ' 

inventive approach to narrative and style, 
often rendering extraordinary parodies 
and pastiches of documentary film prac-
tice, s i lent c inema, and all manner of 
pos t -modern , se l f -ref lex ive se l f - indu l -
gence. 

These stylistic and thematic elements 
are extended in his first feature film, co-
wr i t t en and d i rected wi th his brother 
A n d y , T h e A d v e n - t u r e of F a u s t u s 
B i d g o o d ( 1 9 8 6 ) . Begun in 1977 , the 
film, which Michael also shot and edited, 
t ook n e a r l y a d e c a d e to c o m p l e t e . 
Faustus ("made out of necessity," says 
Jones) is a carnivalesque retelling of the 
Faus t m y t h ( r e m e m b e r , t h i n k b i g ! ) 
involving Faustus Bidgood, a meek, lone-
ly, menta l ly unstable government clerk 
who dreams of becoming the first presi-
d e n t of the P e o p l e ' s R e p u b l i c of 
Newfoundland. Wi th its interweaving of 
real and imaginary worlds in a narrative 
of almost Joycean largess, and its use of 
various film styles (cinema-verite, expres-
sionism, animation) , The Adventure of 
F a u s t u s B i d g o o d not on ly de tona te s 
Canadian codes of realist filmmaking, it 
also registers an abiding political anger. 
This anger, as A Secret Nat ion demon-
strates, may not rema in in the dream 
worlds of President Bidgood forever. 

D u r i n g the ges t a t ion a n d to r tu r ed 
birth of Faustus, the versatile Jones also 
w o r k e d as an a c to r in W i l l i a m D. 
MacGil l ivray 's Aerial V iew (1979), and 
in MacGil l ivray 's first feature, Stat ions 
(1983), delivering in the latter one of the 
most understated, finely etched portraits 
of pan-Canadian angst in all Canadian 
c inema. He appears brief ly in Edward 
Riche s hi lar iously deadpan H e y Elvis! 
( 1 9 8 7 ) as an expert s tudy ing wha t he 
c la ims is the dead King 's hand . More 
recent ly , Jones has shot several short 
films (or "filmeos," as he calls them) used 
in Newfound land theatre pieces. W i t h 
titles l ike Outpor t Lesbian, Grannies , 
and Ship Inn Man , these "filmeos" occu-
py a peculiar niche in cinema as interac-
tive narrative blocks in live theatre. 

Curiously , Michael Jones has no real 
influences, c inemat ica l ly speaking. His 
approach to cinema is sophisticated, but 
is guided from his own particular sense 
of the art. "I can't say I have any cine-
matic heroes or anything like that, but I 
do l ike images w i th b i te ," he says. "I 

admire filmmakers who grab the camera 
and shoot their own stuff, take control 
of it, and shape it in a d is t inct way . " 
More surprisingly, given the skewed fic-
t i ona l un ive r s e s he c rea tes , M i c h a e l 
Jones says he prefers invisible cutting. "I 
t h i n k I m a y be too l i t e r a l in m y 
a p p r o a c h , bu t y o u can a d d i m a g e s 
together through editing to produce all 
sor t s of a c c u m u l a t e d m e a n i n g s a n d 
nuances . In films, th ings add up and 
make a kind of sense." 

Wh i l e A Secret N a t i o n is dec ided ly 
more linear than the baroque, psycholog-
ical carnival of Faustus Bidgood, it does 
retain Jones' fluid approach to chronolo-
gy and narrative. "I suppose my inter-
weav ing of past and present—and the 
past is with us in the present constant-
ly—stems, perhaps, from the oral culture 
and storytelling traditions of Newfound-
land, in which anything can happen. You 
c a n ' t be a f r a i d of h u g e , d i f f i c u l t , 
grandiose narratives, even if your budget 
is limited, because cinema can be manip-
ulated in all sorts of ways to shape seem-
ing l y imposs ib l e ma t e r i a l . F a u s t u s is 
ample evidence of that . M y next film, 
w h i c h I ' m t e n t a t i v e l y e n t i t l i n g T h e 
Secret of Life, will have many more lay-
ers than the candy-coated history lesson 
I've created with A Secret Nat ion." 

Here Michael Jones is being disingenu-
ous. A Secre t N a t i o n is by no means 
candy-coated history, despite being more 
conventionally constructed than Faustus 
Bidgood. It is a fascinating, ambiguous 
journey to the centre of Newfoundland 
nationalism, a nationalism which appears 
only in absurdist g l immers in Faustus 
Bidgood. Given the current precarious 
state of Canadian confederation, A Secret 
Nation will undoubtedly raise the ire of 
his tor ians and po l i t i c i ans (wai t for it: 
Michael Jones called to account for him-
self on The Journal) , and perhaps stir the 
grave of Smallwood, but like his intelli-
gent and determined heroine threading 
her way through the historical labyrinth, 
Michael Jones will take that risk. T_1 
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