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Cars get into fender benders. Boy George and Michael Jackson are gender benders, and the writings of David Halliday are genre benders. His four books, Crowd Noises, Murder, The Black Bird, and Making Movies: the films of Samuel Bremmer operate in the in between zones where fiction, poetry, documentary, film, television, and even psychoanalysis are no longer clearly defined. Halliday’s writing requires a new kind of reading because his work expands outward. When stories touch other cultural areas—film, poetry, documentary—the reader has a new relationship with the nature of creative writing, and the writer has to consider the possibilities raised by a new poetics.

As Gary Saul Molson points out in The Boundaries of Genre, the rules of interpretation and classification are changing. Certain writings are what Molson calls “boundary works”. These are stories that operate on two or more sets of conventions. Halliday’s Making Movies is a book in the style of a BBC television documentary, which includes film scripts, interviews, poetry, and prose. The individual chapters exist easily as stories (some were published first in Waves and Canadian Fiction Magazine) but they are in fact sections of a novel. Or perhaps, as the Europeans would call it, a novella. Halliday is a literary troublemaker whose work requires a new kind of reading.

One of the key elements of his prose is not only in the stories, but in the relationship between the story and the reader. David Halliday’s writing includes poetry, prose, elements of film (especially the genre film—westerns, gangsters, aviation epics), but he also includes gaps in the story (all the blank space) that allows us time to step out for popcorn, and time f or the boundary crossings to occur.

Halliday’s work has the potential to render obsolete all existing systems of criticism. Just as Brecht used theatre to escape from theatre and so revolutionized the stage, and as modernist thought used fiction as a philosophy to escape from itself, so Halliday’s writing challenges our traditional view of fiction and criticism. Because his work combines two or more fictional systems side by side, one system tends to undercut or overlap the other. Author-narrator-character-plot is one form of system; Borgesian stories without plot are another form. In other words, a convention makes possible other conventions, which run contrary to it. Halliday’s innovation is possible only because we have in some way defined intuitively and intellectually what the “norm” for fiction should be. Once we know the rules, we can break them. If we feel frustrated reading Halliday’s work, it’s because we depend upon the presence of Peggy Atwood, Alice Munro and “Norm” Levine. Halliday creates a conflict in several directions—between images, between conventions, and between reader and text—and it’s the conflicting operations of his texts that produce meaning.

How to understand a bent genre? As Molson suggests, the classification of any text is arbitrary and depends upon the purpose. Halliday can be whatever we want him to be: short story writer, poet, film satirist, literary innovator, writer at early stage of his career. We can ponder the impact of cultural imperialism in his work, or the impact of pop culture on an individual, or even tackle the failure of the Canadian film industry. To understand his work, we must define the purpose to which we will put it. Once we clarify a purpose, one way of understanding becomes clearer than another. Works of genre bending have many ways of being understood. Genre is not between similar texts (such as other stories written about films), but between texts and their classification. In other words, how we decide to group them determines their purpose.

Halliday might be grouped with major film theorists. He can be grouped with writers of innovative short fiction: Leon Rooke, Robert Coover, Joyce Carol Gates. He can be grouped with the deconstructionists, the structuralists, or the reader-response critics. Each grouping illuminates different features of his texts. This is why Halliday begins the Quadrant anthology, Metavisions. After all, a “meta”- reading includes ideas generated by a text, or between texts, and not necessarily found in them. With Halliday, we can read about the interpretation of reading Halliday.

Halliday’s first book was a 16 page pamphlet, Crowd Noises, published by Killaley Press and now out of print. His second, Murder, (Coach House Press, 1978) is a “threshold work” that prophesies his future work. Murder contains forty “scenes” which are subtitles to the dramatic action. Pun intended, Murder is the “shooting script” for a detective story. As readers, we are so used to cinema shorthand that Halliday is free to explore a convention we already understand. An intense exposition (central to film writing) describes the killer, the victim, the police, the scene of the crime, the morgue, the funeral, the courtroom drama. Key plot points occur where they should. Characters are in jeopardy when they should be. Jokes interrupt from time to time.

The prose is loaded with cinema motifs. The killer “waits in the shadows/off camera/memorizing his lines reel thoughts”. The detective sees the killer as “this matinee idol”. When the victim falls, the cameras “grow wild”. The book proceeds with close-ups, and slow motion. The victim is an actress in “art films”, and at the funeral, the chief of detectives is “like an usher checking tickets”. The defense lawyer is Lon Chaney who dreams of spending his retired years signing autographs.

Film is a metaphor that depends upon correct casting and correct editing. So Halliday “cuts” back and forth in dreams, and his point of view is that of spectator. Halliday is clear in his conclusions. A story film must have a rising climax for drama and closure (as the structuralists say) for its meaning. Halliday restores the beginning, middle, and end to a generation of short story writers inspired by the Hemingway mode of concentrating only on middles.

As a genre bender, Halliday would naturally be attracted to a film based on a novel. His third book, The Black Bird, draws inspiration from the John Huston film, The Maltese Falcon, based on a Dashiell Hammett novel. Halliday’s book includes “film credits” “five chapters”, and “an interview” conducted with Humphrey Bogart after his death. As a genre bender, the book includes prose, poetry, newsreels, and diary entries. The newsreels are distinguished by their offensive, gossipy, and callous voices. But the interview is mystically intense. Halliday manages to parody, stylize, and emulate books, films, cult heroes, and the creative process all at once.

This raises many interesting questions about the critical and creative processes. Is he writing a new form of fiction or poetry or “narrative poetics”? Is his writing ironic, self-conscious dabbling, or simply whimsical ways to keep the author interested in his own material? Does he intend to raise these questions at all’?

Canadian writing has so often drawn upon the colonial past. Our education is based upon academic themes or on the elements of high culture. But Halliday suggests our education is formed by pulp books, by radio, or by the movies. Not the serious study of so called “auteur” films, but by the undifferentiated pleasure of hundreds of hours at the movies. There is a connection between books, movies, our lives. “Write from experience” says Henry James, and on this basis, movies may be the only experience we have in common.

Halliday has touched upon a simple fact. Film has a great impact on the imagination of audience. More great movies have been created in this century than great drama in the Elizabethan era, or even across much of the creative literature of humanity. We discover something in every film. They challenge our taste, or even form it. But as Halliday demonstrates, movies can also form an artistic consciousness. In some ways, Halliday’s early fiction operates in much the same was as The Dresser, or Rosencrantz and Guilderstern are dead—the main drama provides an ironic backdrop against which Halliday’s fiction performs.

By now Halliday has moved from “interpreting movies” to “making movies.” In doing so, he has touched upon another obvious (yet rarely stated or even understood fact: film has an affinity for narrative. As even avant-garde filmmakers have noted, film operates on a conventional system of identification. The now prevailing assumption in film studies is that narrative cinema represents the true cinema of culture. As Christian Metz and other film theorists have noted, the purpose of film is to tell stories. (Even a film like Michael Snow’s Wavelength creates a kind of narrative in its exhausting “anticipation” of something to happen.) Pairs of humans in conversation is the way of narrative film. Someplace there is a threat to their happiness. (“Hah! Penis!”) as Marion Brando noted in Last Tango in Paris.)

Halliday’s work (and Brando’s comment) also touch upon something basic in the Freud ian/Lacanian psychoanalytic theory of film by asserting the viewer assumes a voyeur’s role in experiencing a narrative film. In fact, recent film criticism, such as E. Anne Kaplan’s Women & Film focuses on the power of the “male gaze” as it portrays women in patriarchal images that objectify or degrade women. Most film studies today refer to cinema in male/female, voyeur/exhibitionist, sadist/masochist binaries concerning the role of men and women in viewing film. Halliday’s Making Movies is proof of his own unconscious mental activity as a spectator. His fiction includes a similar dramatic tension of opposites: read/see, film/book. Canadian “film” is a “documentary” which is “real” though his characters are “not real”.

Making Movies also celebrates the mysterious. Editing, optical printers, and other special effects combine with movable sets, actors, and technicians to make images. Films aren’t performances because they are not repeatable, and often actors do many “takes” before choosing one that remains. Halliday’s cast of amateur actors includes Sir John Bird, Anthony Whale, a boy from the drugstore, a librarian, and a Black who lied when he said he was with the Royal Shakespeare Company. It’s an unlikely group, but the success of his fiction depends upon our understanding of the Hollywood system that has no equivalent in the paucity of the Canadian acting pool.

Halliday’s fiction also depends upon our memory of the history of movies. Samuel Bremmer is attracted and repelled by the American vision. A Canadian film, even based on an American model, will be understaffed, under budgeted, and poorly scripted. One movie is assembled by shuffling scenes as in a deck of cards. University of Toronto football players are used to portray Indians,

and a Canada Packer’s freezer has to substitute as a set in the Arctic. So we find at once a poignancy, a comic irony, and a biting criticism of the plight of the Canadian filmmaker.

Reading a book is a complex act and so is viewing a movie. I read an account of a Russian girl who saw her first movie in the 1920s. She wept because the characters were “all chopped up.” She had not learned the assumptions of frame, splice, cut, or montage. She had not learned that meaning may occur in the gap when editing asserts itself. The most intense presence may be in the absence of any image at all, as generations of Buñuel filmgoers have noted. (I’m constantly drawn to a scene in Tristana when Catherine Deneuve opens her robe; the farm boy recoils in horror. I saw nothing, but my imagination filled in that space for me.)

Likewise, Halliday’s fragmented style requires “interpretive connections” as Molson describes them. These connections are not found in the formal features of his stories. Instead, they are found in the links between his writing and the movies they most resemble. The genre is not in his work, but elsewhere. Halliday raises issues, concepts, and problems in literary theory. By “looking” at Making Movies this way, the book points to greater understanding.

In Halliday’s fiction, I see many kinds of stories, which raise the problem of literary kinship with non-literary forms. What is the connection between black birds as seen by Dashiell Hammett, John Huston, and David Halliday? What is between them? Scripts, notebooks, scenarios, adaptations, business lunches, gossip columns, film history, rep houses? What apologies, revisions, self-justifications, or even unfulfilled plans are part of the pattern of his stories’?

In Making Movies, Halliday juxtaposes literature and non-literature. He finds points of compatibility and conflict between incompatible genres. Suddenly we are in the realm of the poetry of film; film’s relationship to theatrical forms; imagery in fiction. Film is unique because it follows every human gesture and posture. These provide their own poetry and lucidity. But fiction contains “scenes”, “images” and “insights.”

As Jean-Luc Godard questioned, where does a film happen? In your head? On the screen? Or in the space between as some form of confrontation. Halliday’s book takes place in that space between the end of your nose and the book. At the same time, the stories take place in the gaps between the shooting scripts on the left side of the page and the cast and crew commentary on the right. All this absence makes its presence felt. This book takes place at 24 frames per second and half the time we are in the dark.

Halliday makes literature from the conventions of literature. He creates a fragmented work that has links with fragmentation. He finds a form that expresses formlessness, and in raising the question implies the solution. His movies exist on a boundary. His work all edge, all periphery. His stories take place in the blank spaces. Samuel Bremmer that most ordinary of characters, is long suffering, and dead. His “absence” is the most persistent “presence” in a book that documents his “failures” which are successes. Ironically, for a work so fragmented, the stories can’t be excerpted without losing some of their effect. Just as in a film, the order of shots equals the order of meaning (and we riot in the theatre when the reels are mixed up, the projector bulb burns out, or the print is jarred, thus ruining the integrity of the film experience), so Halliday’s work insists on its own structural considerations. His lots begin and complete themselves; his characters are well realized, his situations dramatic. As in a film, the meaning of the ones occurs not in any single image, but in the chain of images. But Halliday is not content to rest there. He challenges the reader and the requirements of reading. We find easily motifs, fragments, characters, film icons. Halliday plays on our sense of film memory and dramatic anticipation. But he also challenges how we read. How do we cross the columns? Do we read linearly, laterally, deways7 At least we can start on the first page. Halliday hasn’t yet moved into the Michel Butor shuffle-the-pages-of-the-book category. But he makes us work to have our fiction desires fulfilled. To memory and anticipation, we must add disruption and superimposition as we “experience the experience of reading” as Molson says.


Halliday tosses a genre into a bender and dramatically alters the original. He shows conventions are both deeper and more elastic than we thought. He reminds us that a text has a certain integral organization, which readers reassemble and re-experience. But he so challenges our experience of both how we read, and what fiction might be.
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