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M A C G I L L I V R A Y H A S B E E N telling 
his own stories, in bo th fiction and doc-
umentary, for over two decades, with a 
particular combina t ion of courage, wit, 
and sensit ivity. In t he process, he has 
created intel l igent , evocative c inemat ic 
explorations of "who we are." 

Born in postwar, p re -Confedera t ion 
Newfoundland , MacGill ivray moved to 
H a l i f a x to a t t e n d t h e N o v a S c o t i a 
College of Art and Design. Whi le study-
ing Fine Arts and Des ign in Mont rea l 
and subsequently teaching art in public 
schools in Halifax, he developed a strong 
interest in f i lm. "I was, and still a m , 
attracted to the lie of physics known as 
persistence of vision, that p rofound mys-

tery at the heart of moving images. O n 
another level, the moving image is the 
primary mode of expression in our age. 
As an aspiring late 20th century artist, I 
realized, how could I not make films?" 
Pursu ing his passion for c inema at the 
L o n d o n School of Film T e c h n i q u e in 
E n g l a n d , MacGi l l i v r ay began w r i t i n g 
and direct ing films upon his re turn to 
Nova Scotia. H e also became a found ing 
m e m b e r a n d f i r s t p r e s i d e n t o f t h e 
A t l a n t i c F i l m m a k e r s C o - o p e r a t i v e in 
1973, helping to generate and sustain a 
v ibrant i n d e p e n d e n t filmmaking c o m -
mun i ty . W i t h several col laborators , he 
established an independen t p roduc t ion 
c o m p a n y , P i c tu re P lant , in 1981 . H e 

c o n t i n u e s to be a vocal s u p p o r t e r of 
independent , artist-driven film produc-
t i on , e schewing the indus t r i a l m o d e l 
w h i c h encou rages f i l m m a k e r s , in his 
words, " to regard images as commod i -
ties, as objects of c o n s u m e r exchange 
rather than as i m p o r t a n t purveyors of 
ideas." 

Although he made several short films 
in the mid-1970s, MacGillivray's "cine-
m a of i deas" b e g i n s to e m e r g e w i t h 
Aerial View (1979), a 59-minute drama 
a b o u t a y o u n g a rch i tec t d is i l lus ioned 
wi th the materialist cul ture which sur-
r o u n d s h i m . H i s f i r s t f u l l f e a t u r e , 
Stat ions (1983), extends themes of iden-
ti ty a n d a l ienat ion sketched in Aerial 
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V i e w across t h e e n t i r e l a n d s c a p e of 
Canada . Set on a p a n - C a n a d i a n train 
trip, Stat ions follows a t roubled televi-
sion journalist, T o m M u r p h y (Michael 
Jones), as he travels wi th a cameraman 
f rom Vancouver to his hometown in St. 
John 's for a fr iend's funeral and a diffi-
cult family reunion. Murphy ' s personal 
j o u r n e y is c o m p l i c a t e d by his hav ing 
been assigned to produce a documentary 
of his c r o s s - C a n a d a odyssey, to "cap-
ture" aspects of national identity. W i t h 
its fragmented narrative, existential con-
c e r n s , a n d m e d i t a t i v e m o d a l i t i e s , 
S t a t i o n s is r e m i n i s c e n t of early W i m 
Wender s ; its exp lo ra t ions of iden t i ty , 
memory, and the relat ionship between 
individual and landscape are, however, 
quintessent ia l ly C a n a d i a n . In te l l igent , 
inquisitive of its o w n powers of repre-
sen t a t i on , a n d v isual ly a u t h o r i t a t i v e , 
S ta t ions is o n e of the masterpieces of 
Canadian cinema. 

In Life Classes (1987), MacGillivray 
pursues this vital intersection of identity 
and expression. It 's the s tory of M a r y 
C a m e r o n , a y o u n g , p r e g n a n t w o m a n 
who leaves small- town Cape Breton for 
Halifax. A struggling single mother , she 
supplements her income by model l ing 
nude at an local art school. She is soon 
developing her o w n artistic talents. At 
once an eloquent portrait of self-discov-
ery and an examination of the mysteri-
ous processes of making art, Life Classes 
also ponders the effects of imported cul-
tural norms and attitudes, whether f rom 
cultural centres in Europe or the United 
States, on the individual imagination. 

In 1988, MacGi l l iv ray p r o d u c e d I 
Wil l N o t M a k e Any M o r e Bor ing Art, 
a t hough t fu l , decidedly irreverent fea-
ture documentary about his alma mater 
and significant centre in con temporary 
N o r t h Amer ican art, the N o v a Scotia 
College of Art and Design. Despite its 
occas iona l l y w h i m s i c a l t o n e (several 
s e q u e n c e s w i t h a r t i s t s e n t a n g l e d in 
byzant ine theore t ica l explana t ions are 
h i l a r i o u s ) , B o r i n g A r t reveals aga in 
MacGillivrav's modernis t preoccupation 
w i t h the p r o c e s s a n d s i g n i f i c a n c e of 
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image-making. It also suggests, like its 
predecessor, that to speak in a borrowed 
voice in o rde r to a r t icu la te y o u r o w n 
ideas takes you nowhere. 

T h i s m o t i f resur faces in t he awk-
w a r d , d i s a p p o i n t i n g r e t u r n t o L i f e 
C l a s s e s t e r r i t o r y , T h e V a c a n t L o t 
(1989), a tale of a young female guitarist 
and her relationship with a middle-aged, 
fad ing rock star. T h o u g h n o t w i t h o u t 
pointed observations on marginali ty and 
the deadening, homogeniz ing effects of 
popular culture, it is overly conventional 
and remains MacGillivray's film maudi t , 
his Zabriskie Poin t . 

For his next Film, U n d e r s t a n d i n g 
Bliss ( 1 9 9 0 ) , M a c G i l l i v r a y r e t u r n e d 
h o m e to N e w f o u n d l a n d . S h o t in St . 
John ' s , Bliss examines the re la t ionship 
b e t w e e n a l i t e r a t u r e p r o f e s s o r f r o m 
T o r o n t o a n d a p r o f e s s o r of c u l t u r a l 
s tud ies f r o m N e w f o u n d l a n d . D e s p i t e 
their pass ionate e n c o u n t e r s at confe r -
ences elsewhere, when she travels to St. 
J o h n ' s f o r a r e a d i n g o f K a t h e r i n e 
Mansfield 's story Bliss, the relationship 
begins to d i s in tegra te . In a d d i t i o n to 
tracing the dissonances of the relation-
ship (personal , profess ional , and , yes, 
regional), the film investigates how and 
why we tell ourselves stories. Beyond the 
themat ic level, the investigation is also 
inscribed on the actual film itself—Bliss 
was sho t ent i re ly o n video a n d t rans-
ferred to 3 5 m m . This mixture of media 
is not only pragmatic (read inexpensive) 
and startlingly int imate visually, it also 
suggests alternate cinematic possibilities, 
new ways to tell our own stories. 

MacGillivray ascribes his confidence 
in his o w n voice to his p a r e n t s , w h o 
encouraged h im to "speak wi thou t fear. 
From them I got a sense of the value of 
my own ideas in relation to dominan t , 
and often external, cultural assumptions. 
This remains the most influential idea in 
my approach to cinema." 

T h i s c o n f i d e n c e e x t e n d s to h i s 
response to the great Canadian concept 
to which his name, as a filmmaker based 
o u t s i d e T o r o n t o a n d M o n t r e a l , is 
inevitably a t t ached—regiona l i sm. "Re-

gionalism is an insti tutionalized inven-
tion of those w h o think they live in the 
centre. I am a Canadian filmmaker w h o 
happens to m a k e films abou t At lan t i c 
Canada . " For MacGill ivray, while the 
"regional" context of films does resonate 
thematical ly, it ne i ther de termines the 
films' m e a n i n g s n o r the i r cha rac te r s ' 
possibilities. Al though rooted firmly in 
c o n t e m p o r a r y A t l an t i c C a n a d a , M a c -
Gillivray's c inema seeks to relocate its 
regional concerns into larger quest ions 
of a l i e n a t i o n , i den t i t y , m e m o r y , a n d 
possibilities of personal transcendence. 

F r o m t h e s i m p l e , rad ica l p r e m i s e 
that telling one 's own stories is impor -
t a n t , W i l l i a m D . M a c G i l l i v r a y h a s 
e m e r g e d as o n e of C a n a d a ' s s ingu la r 
filmmaking t a l en t s , w h o s e w o r k has 
been showcased at Canadian festivals as 
well as in Berlin, Melbourne , and Paris. 
Having just completed a television doc-
u m e n t a r y on the 1917 Hal i fax explo-
sion, MacGil l ivray is anxious to begin 
p r o d u c t i o n o n his nex t f ea tu r e , T h e 
Dreams of J inky Drover , and is current-
ly p repar ing F a c e / T h e Landscape , an 
"experimental documentary" on govern-
m e n t r e s e t t l e m e n t p r o g r a m s in 
Newfound land in the 1960s. In spite of 
the usual d i f f i cu l t i e s in ge t t i ng films 
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p r o d u c e d a n d d i s t r i bu t ed in C a n a d a , 
MacGill ivray has persisted with intelli-
gence and independence, creating a per-
ceptive, part icular vision of con tempo-
rary Canadian experience. It is a vision 
based on r ecogn iz ing the i m p o r t a n c e 
and influence of moving images, some-
thing MacGillivray the storyteller never 
allows himself to forget. "As one with a 
certain access to the power of moving 
images, I th ink I should use it responsi-
bly. Images m u s t be t rea ted as some-
thing more than consumer goods. After 
all, as a filmmaker, what appears on the 
screen is you." H L 

Tom McSorley is Director of Programming at 
Cinematheque Canada in Ottawa, lectures on 
cinema at Carleton University, and is a con-
tributor to CBC Radio's Prime Time and The 
Arts Tonight. 


