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Depth Perception

Interpretive Viewing
As you read the following description of the five-minute Season 2 Special Opening at the
beginning of Episode 10 of Canada: A People’s History, think about how words can make us
see through the “mind’s eye.” How does describing a visual medium like this help us appreciate
how it has been created?

In a prelude to the new season, we are given a summary of the series to date. The familiar
musical theme combines deep and dramatic bass notes with an overlay of energetic violins, the
latter suggesting ongoing tension. Then we hear simple individual notes created on plucked
strings—perhaps musical symbols of moments in time. The title and logo of “The Canadian
History Project” (this is not just a television show) emerges from behind our field of vision.
Slowly it expands horizontally and moves forward, giving a sense of three dimensions. There is
a sense that this is a noble enterprise, an undertaking of significance and pride. A curving logo
underscores the letter C over a larger misty A. The brain makes a subliminal connection—the
word “Canada. ”

An antique steam engine is coming towards us. It is enveloped by three plumes of steam and
smoke; the image is symmetrical and the composition balanced. The telephoto shot compacts
the image giving it a dramatic presence and weightiness that parallels this opening visual
theme. It is a great force that is coming towards us. We sense the determination, the power,
and the audacity of an “iron road” across the grasslands of the Canadian prairies. The engine’s
single glaring headlight is like a great eye focussed straight ahead. The engine and its vision
are unstoppable.

The music is now almost triumphant in tone, celebratory. The steam-powered train is almost
upon us and as it emerges from the growing rosy-hued background, the rhythms on the
soundtrack intensify. We hear the evocative sounds of this old-fashioned mode of transporta-
tion.

Suddenly, the imposing mass of the engine, now totally wrapped in clouds of steam, passes
us by. It is as if we can only stand, watch, and wonder. There is something magnificent and
frightening about the image.

Unexpectedly we are taken behind the scenes of this television production; we have
become part of the process. We are given quick glimpses of cameras, filmmakers, a scene in
which actors in the red tunics of the North West Mounted Police are being filmed cantering
across the Prairies. And then a rather incongruous scene presents itself. A moving camera
on a miniature track follows a mother pushing an old-fashioned baby carriage beside a
picket fence somewhere in small-town Canada. This strange image is suddenly juxtaposed
with a night shot of a film crew and an exploding ship. We are startled and impressed, as
one is by fireworks, but the images keep us moving. The sound of helicopter blades in-
trudes into our aural space as does a magnified camera lens into our field of vision. Re-
flected in the lens’ cinematic bridge or segue is a silhouette of an aboriginal man against a
vast sky. The man is raising an object of some kind in his hands as if making an offering to
the sunset. The image is “glorious” and typical of the kind of wide-screen image that we
have seen in many productions such as those presented in Imax theatres.

A new image inserts itself; a close-up of the painted face of a young aboriginal male. He
looks directly at the camera (at us), his eyes fearless, even challenging. And then we see a
second pair of eyes squinting into the sun, straining to see.

The tempo changes suddenly. Soldiers in unfamiliar uniforms, obviously from several centu-
ries ago, rush in, close ranks, and raise their rifles. Before they shoot we are taken away. Two
men’s faces in close-up appear, one behind the other again suggesting depth of field. The
narrowed eyes, the slightly smudged appearance, and the first man’s prominent nose and
fleshy lips suggest real-life characters, earnestness, determination, and self-assertiveness.

We are jolted again and returned to the scene of the soldiers. Out of the contorted face of one
of the soldiers the word “Fire!” is projected like a cannon’s discharge. The violence implicit in
his word and his facial expression is reflected in the explosions of his men’s rifles. The noise
reverberates throughout the brief sequence. There is confusion, smoke, fear, and fury on the
screen. The camera reveals a young woman and her brother fleeing. They are running in slow
motion as if in a nightmare. As onlookers, it is difficult for us to escape the rising panic.

The camera continues to lurch from scenes of high intensity to calm, reflective ones. From
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one kind of emotional high, we are taken to another. At one point, we are unobserved guests at
an elegant ball in a swirling ballroom. A throng of gracious ladies and gallant gentleman—a
privileged class—waltz in unison around the room. The dizzying action swirls and revolves.

The image dissolves slowly and we are on the shore of a great body of water. A burning sun
breaks through angry clouds.

Another jolt. A body in flames is twisting in the air like a hanged man. A shouting crowd
waving Union Jacks fans the flames. It is a scene of anger, discord, defiance, tribalism.

The passage of time is suggested in the collage of rapid images that follow, authentic docu-
ments and re-enactments. An antique car bumps along a rutted prairie road. A black and white
photograph shows a man, woman, and their daughter. The mother has a forced smile. The
daughter evades the camera. The father looks possessive and emotionally distant. Another
archival photo shows a large group of immigrants crowded aboard a ship. There is fear and
anticipation in their eyes. A quill pen moves across paper. Another natural shot. In a vast
empty land, the huge red orb of the sun is partially covered by striated clouds. Another black
and white photograph shows a large extended family in odd-looking clothes. The women wear
head scarves. The men have doffed their hats and caps. All seem stiff and ill at ease. There are
many details here to interest the social historian. The camera focuses on three children who
look wary and unsure. These people are from somewhere else.

A new sequence begins. The theme, in words and images, is that of the dispossessed and of
rural poverty in particular. A black and white photograph shows a farm couple, old beyond
their years, and their three young children standing in front of high wooden fence. The fence
suggests a barrier to turning back. There is no choice but to continue. All three have a pained
and dishevelled look about them, grimaces on their faces. But the body language of the mother,
the central image in the picture, is defiant and seems to say, “We will survive.”

Another immense landscape shot of “terrifying beauty” provides a brief repose and severe
contrast to the ensuing stock footage from the First World War. Ghostly figures—soldiers—are
leaving trenches, moving through a grainy, grey no man’s land in jerky fashion. The primitive
technology of the early cameras make them look like marionettes in the barren, colourless lan
dscape. A modern, composed shot of a helmet on a makeshift cross is a narrative device that
tells us the fate of many of these men.

More archival photographs and early film footage represent the dreamers and visionary
theme of this part of the story. Wilfrid Laurier gesticulates soundlessly from a balcony, Louis
Riel stares accusingly, and Nellie McLung poses formally for the camera, her soft features calm
and confident. Norman Bethune is aboard a ship bound for his moment in history. His arched
eyebrow and wind-whipped tie suggest the fierceness of his time and his mission.

The pages of this Canadian historical family album flip one after another, snapshots of
significant and theatrical times lead us almost to the present. These latter events seem not so
long ago and yet so much has occurred in the relatively brief period of time. René Lévesque and
Pierre Trudeau, Canadian icons and “champions” of their separate causes, replay their roles in
the Canadian drama of two solitudes.

And then, because this is history remembered and recounted, not current events, time rolls
back. The lone aboriginal man from the opening dramatized sequence, this time on horseback,
makes the connection once again between the past and the more recent times. Other images
from Canadian visual history add an air of authenticity. The now classic image of The Last
Spike is a punctuation mark in a key chapter of the taking of the West.

The train appears again; this time a lateral shot. The image is blurred by shimmering heat.
The sound of the iron wheels on the iron rails and the coal fires and carefully controlled steam
is an aural emphasis of the train which is now rushing West.

But the story of the taking of the West is also one of conflict and of rebellion. Red-coated
soldiers, bayonets raised, re-enact a determined advance. Resistance is met with force.

The photo-collage becomes almost poetic at this point. The story is bathed in a golden light.
Words, excerpts from written documents and diverse tales, move across the screen. History is
recorded in written form as well. Prominent and yet almost surreptitious, single words appear:
History, People, A People’s Story, English and French, Canada. The subconscious sees the
pattern first and uses the images to compose the message.

This is Canada: A People’s History, the television series. We, the viewers have consciously
and subconsciously witnessed this retrospective. Our thoughts, feelings, and senses have been
engaged in various ways. Above all, we have been left with questions, points of view to con-
sider. We have been part of this artistic endeavour, both as viewers and participants. The
message is clear; this is our people ’s history. Here and now.
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