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A S O M B E R , m e d i t a t i v e 
figure floats in calm, deep 
w a t e r s , w i t h o n l y h i s 
head above the waterline. 
T h e sun ' s rays s h i m m e r 
off those parts of the sur-
face dis turbed by his gen-
t le m o v e m e n t s . T h e s e 
o p e n i n g images of V a n -
couver f i l m m a k e r Co l in 
Browne's Fa ther a n d Son 
run deep wi th a personal 
h i s t o r y d r a w n f r o m a 
m u l t i t u d e o f s o u r c e s . 
This insightful and intel-

ligent d o c u m e n t a r y examines the rela-
tionships between fathers and sons in a 
culture that deems the white, European 
patr iarchy as the d o m i n a n t power , yet 
t h e m o s t r e p r e s s e d in its e m o t i o n a l 
tools. T h r o u g h a series of d iscuss ions 
with a cross-section of sons and some of 
t h e i r f a t h e r s ( i n c l u d i n g h i s o w n ) , 
Browne exposes the i nhe ren t dys func -
tional nature of such a structure, explor-
ing its massive failings in cop ing wi th 
e m o t i o n a n d c h a n g e . T h e p r o t e c t i v e 
n a t u r e of the t r ad i t i ona l w h i t e b read 
f a m i l y in k e e p i n g f a t h e r sa fe ly away 
f r o m emot iona l c o n f r o n t a t i o n exposes 
the strangely fragile and delicate nature 
of the "head of the household" position. 

B r o w n e ' s o w n f a t h e r w a s in t h e 
navy—a physical absence matched by a 
more diff icult emot ional absence—and 
he was raised largely by the w o m e n in 
his life. Th rough a study of the relation-
ship wi th his fa ther , the film sets the 
stage for m a n y o t h e r d i scuss ions and 
commentary f rom sources as different as 
B r i t i s h f i l m m a k e r T e r e n c e D a v i e s 
( D i s t a n t Voices , St i l l Lives) , w h o is 
qu i t e obvious ly p r e o c c u p i e d w i t h his 
pa t e rna l h is tory; to C a n a d i a n a u t h o r 
M i c h a e l I gna t i e f f , w h o s e w o r k o f t e n 
deals with his development through his 
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fa the r , and whose fa the r had recent ly 
d ied at the t i m e of t he in t e rv iew; to 
o ther men who spend little of their t ime 
ruminat ing on these issues but nonethe-
less consciously or unconsciously battle 
w i t h t h e m da i ly . B r o w n e ' s i n t e r e s t s 
q u i t e e v i d e n t l y lie in t h e s t u d y a n d 
s t r u c t u r e s of h i s to ry , m e m o r y , place, 
language and the source of the self. T h e 
methodology exposed in Father and Son 
can be traced back t h r o u g h a personal 
history of filmmaking. 

In the late 70s, a job with the provin-
cial m u s e u m in V ic to r i a had B r o w n e 
working on a series of small oral dramas 
which addressed the illusions of writ ten 
history. D u e to the physical l imitations 
of s taging these shor t pieces over and 
over, the idea developed into a number 
of short films. Having no experience in 
filmmaking u p to this p o i n t , B r o w n e 
was taken under the wing of Karl Spreitz 
(an i n f l u e n t i a l figure at t he W e s t e r n 
F r o n t ar t space in V a n c o u v e r at t he 
time) and set ou t to essentially reinvent 
the wheel of the filmmaking process . 
A f t e r m u c h r e s e a r c h i n t o t h e l o c a l 
archives, as well as t r ipping over the red 
t ape of b u r e a u c r a c y , B r o w n e m a d e a 
shock ing discovery: " T o a person, no t 
one representative of any archival insti-
tut ion in British Co lumbia was aware of 
any films that were shot there previous 
to the 1950s." H e p rompt ly applied to 
t h e C a n a d a C o u n c i l ' s E x p l o r a t i o n s 
Program to research this and began pro-
ducing the first comprehensive catalogue 
of over 1100 films p r o d u c e d in B .C. 
previous to 1950, r ang ing f r o m h o m e 
movies to government propaganda. 

W h i l e i m m e r s e d in t h i s p u b l i c 
extraction of history, Browne made the 
discovery that his great-grandfather had 
a r anch near K a m l o o p s be fo re W o r l d 
W a r I I , a f a c t h e was c o m p l e t e l y 
u n a w a r e of to th is p o i n t . F r o m th i s 
came Strathvre (19~9), Browne's direc-
tor ia l d e b u t ( shot by Spre i t z ) , a film 
about regaining the phvsical evidence of 
his personal historv. A charming naivete 
runs through the film, a sense of inno-
cence and adventure where all historical 
data is taken at face value. " W e d i d n ' t 
q u e s t i o n t h e e v i d e n c e . . . w e w e r e so 
enthusiastic that we could find it at all!" 

A Visit F rom Capta in C o o k (1980), 
a film made in celebration of the bicen-
tennial of Cap ta in Cook ' s discover)' of 
Vancouver Island, followed. T h e n came 
Floppy: A Por t r a i t of El izabeth H o p -
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kins (1984), about an aging painter liv-
ing on nearby G a l i a n o Island, whose 
love of life was m a t c h e d only by her 
extraordinarily simple and playful work. 
The Image Before Us (1987), a com-
missioned work that examines how we 
as Canadians have been represented in 
films since 1901, sprang f rom an obvi-
ous i n t e r e s t in a n d f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h 
archival photos and films. Each of these 
films are central to Browne's develop-
ment as a filmmaker, though Hoppy is 
closest to Browne, its subject being the 
type of woman he had grown up wi th— 
very British, practical, and independent. 
"She managed to charm the whole crew 
until everyone was under her spell, and I 
think this comes out in the film." All the 
while Browne was developing a very per-
sonal film ent i t led W h i t e Lake based 
around his great-grandfather's ranch and 
the hidden, invented history and stories 
around the man. 

T h e two works t h a t p receded the 
release of W h i t e Lake work as compan-

ion pieces to the film, creating a tryptic 
of sor ts . A b r a h a m ( 1 9 8 7 ) , a su i te of 
poems, was the first, s temming f rom a 
vision Browne had of looking into the 
ground glass of a box camera and seeing 
the image of a small Jewish boy in pre-
war Eastern Europe, a boy he recognized 
as himself. T h e book layers this image 
with other preoccupations in Browne's 
life, interpreting it as a central narrative 
of his life and possibly his past. "In the 
book, an alphabetical narrative of sorts, 
a b o o k o f f r a g m e n t s a n d p i ece s , 
Abraham is s o m e h o w integrated wi th 
me and my past and welcomed into the 
ancestry," he says. 

G r o u n d w a t e r fol lowed in 1988. It 
was a performance piece (with composer 
Mart in Got f r i t ) , effectively addressing 
the failures of any a t t empted Utop ia . 
Among other things, the piece contained 
sequences f rom the unf in i shed W h i t e 
Lake. T h r o u g h G r o u n d w a t e r Browne 
realized for the first t ime the massive 
b u r d e n he had been p u t t i n g on his 
father to live up to particular expecta-
tions—expectations that were far greater 

than those his father had been pu t t ing 
on h im. Here lay the g r o u n d w o r k for 
Father and Son. 

W h i t e Lake ( 1 9 8 9 ) b e g a n w h i l e 
B r o w n e w a s m a k i n g H o p p y . " M y 
mother 's cousin, who was going in for 
two hip operations and feeling her mor-
tality, decided she was going to tell me 
a b o u t this r a n c h . Liv ing n o t t oo far 
f rom the ranch at the time, I drove over 
and r o a m e d across the valley for t he 
day. As I drove away, I felt energized by 
the whole process. T h e interest in build-
ings, artifacts, and tactile history I had 
with Strathyre was gone. I felt released 
f r o m his tory and began to create m y 
own narrative." 

As each relative told their respective 
tales of the Whi t e Lake Ranch, Browne 
began to no t i c e subt le d i f f e rences in 
their stories. It was then that he realized 
this film would not be "Colin Browne 
goes back to find more roots," but rather 
how we invent the past, our memories. 
"White Lake is really very much a film 

about how people talk, as much as what 
they don ' t say." 

Father and Son, shot over the past 
two years, was partially in f luenced by 
Terence Davies ' D i s t a n t Voices, Still 
Lives. "Here was a film that introduces a 
bru ta l m a n w h o mercilessly beats his 
children in the cellar and ten minutes 
later brings tears to my eyes as he wishes 
t hem g o o d n i g h t . " Th i s acknowledge-
m e n t of e m o t i o n a l c o n t r a d i c t i o n 
inspired Browne to call Davies to set up 
an in te rv iew. M a n y p h o n e calls a n d 
much research later, Browne was well on 
his way. "I did not want to have anyone 
who would be party line or ideologically 
disposed to giving a pos i t ion a r o u n d 
men and masculinity. I wanted politics 
or feel ings, no t ab s t r ac t i on . W i l l i a m 
Blake said that abstraction is the enemy 
of art and he's right." 

An issue that frequently arises around 
discussions of the film is its concentra-
tion on a very Eurocentric study of the 
father-son relationship. "I was conscious 
that documentaries must be made with 
an awareness that an audience expects it 

to be representative of the society that 
they live in. If you choose not to be rep-
resentative, there has to be a reason for 
i t ." As the film was being m a d e and 
Browne spoke to men who had predom-
inantly European white backgrounds, he 
realized that the whole issue of Father 
and Son is, in fact, about his culture. 
"I've got to make a film about my guys. 
If we're the patriarchy, if we're the men 
that oppress our wives and girlfriends 
and daughters, if I 'm from the group of 
men who are abusers, whatever it is in us 
that must be in all of us, my duty is to 
investigate that." Through its specificity, 
the film speaks to issues that are at the 
root of the p rob l ems inheren t in the 
dominant culture. "I don ' t see the film 
as representative of anything more than 
the men represented within it. T h a t is 
why I have called the film partly a mem-
oir , because in a m e m o i r you d o n ' t 
expect lots of o t h e r charac te rs to be 
brought in as examples. In making art or 
narrative, I always go for the specific; 

you c a n ' t help bu t fail if 
you go for the universal . 
And so, I offer it to every-
one, and if they find some-
thing within it, great." 

T h e f i l m is a p r i m e 
place to begin discussion 
around just these concerns, 

but Browne's encounters with audience 
reaction extend beyond these to other 
quite basic and essential issues. "There is 
a strong desire on the part of the audi-
ence for the film to have t ransformed 
me, which speaks to me of their own 
desire on behalf of this film, or any film, 
to be transformed. I think transforma-
t ion has always been the business of 
film." 

Wha t of Browne's personal progres-
sion? "I don ' t think we ever do come to 
terms or make peace with our parents. I 
think it would be a very dull life if we 
did. While I could say that my father is 
a custodian of the patriarchy, he's still 
my father. And that 's the thing. I still 
have this emotional connection to him 
and I still love him despite what I might 
think of him politically. And we all have 
that with our parents and our children. 
And for me that's a much richer territo-
ry than any kind of polemic." EJJJ 

Alex MacKenzie is currently a Board member 
of Cineworks Film Coop and filmmaker in 
Vancouver. 
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"I've got to make a film about my guys. If 
we're the patriarchy, if we're the men that 
oppress our wives and girlfriends and 
daughters, my duty is to investigate that." 


