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“We forget — as Bacon did not forget
— that there is @ natural history of
souls, nay even of man himself, which
can be learned only from the symbolism
inherent in the world around him.”
—Loren Eisely'

say that all the atoms and particles
which make up our planet were pro-
cessed and reprocessed inside the
hearts of stars, before explosions
called supernovae sent them spinning
off across the universe. It seems as
though an atom in you could come
from one star and one inme from an-
other. One function of mythology is
to render to us an image of the uni-
verse, and science is doing this for us
now. It is also going a long way to-
wards serving another function,
which is to awaken a sense of awe,
humility and respect in the face of
that mysterium tremendens of which
we are part.? On a clear night, with
the naked eye, we can see about
10,000 stars, which is approximately
the number of grains of sand we can
hold in one hand. But it seems that
there are more stars in the universe
than there are grains of sand on all
the beaches in the world. Scientists
tell us that we are receiving light
from galaxies which are, or were, so
far away that it left them before our
galaxy, the Milky Way, was formed.
Now, perhaps, they are black and
dead, particles zooming off from
them to some other destination. On
and on they go, these examples, this
information, building up a context
for us. It's humbling, but at the same
time liberating. Actually, you don't
need too much of this from science
to awaken that second function of
mythology, only a stout walking stick
and time to poke around and think
about it. It's funny how you can sense
the general in the particular,

| remember a year or two ago a
show at the Art Gallery of Ontario
called “The Mystic North” of pain-
tings, mostly Canadian and Scandina-
vian, which were about the great
silence up yonder. Something about it
disturbed me, not just that most of
the paintings didn’t seem very mysti-
cal, or that they missed the mystical
quality we feel to be up there, it was
the implication in the show that that
was where the mysticism was, not
down here in southern Ontario or
anywhere else and that, incidentally,
we owned a chunk of it as a natural
resource; maybe it's something to do
now with the Canada Council, and its
Scandinavian counterpart.

In the artificial chopping-up of time
we could say that 1973 was the end of
the sixties the way 1914 was the end
of the 19th century. In the United
States, for example, there was this
feeling when Nixen beat McGovern
at the polls. Alot of people across the
western world, for various and com-
plex reasons, went into themselves,
some of them, in all manner of ways,
took up residence in the country.
How to Imagine is a book about an
eight-year experience on a small farm
in the countryside outside Rome.
Gianfranco Baruchello moved there
from Rome in 1973 with his compa-
nicn and wrote this book in 1980, in
collaboration with his friend Henry
Martin, from a month of daily conver-
sations. The book is subtitled * A Nar-
rative on Art and Agriculture” and
the publishing category on the back
cover reads art criticism/philosophy/
agriculture. Well, there's a tryptich!
Do | see Kenneth Clarke cavorting in
a greenhouse! No, but there are ten-
sions in this threesome which make
for interesting reading. Baruchellois a
natural raconteur, his narrative has a
looping, elliptical quality and we are
taken from the topsoil down to the
depths with a grace which keeps even
heavy-duty ideas friable and fertile.
One moment we are sitting on the
back of a tractor, the next plunging
beneath the fields on the stern of
Dante’s barque; we are tying string
along the rows of peas only to be
groping out of the labyrinth with
Theseus, along Ariadne’s thread.

Baruchello is an artist who has been
showing in Europe and America since
1964, He was politically active in
Rome from 1968-72 when he started
the farm he called “Agricola
Cornelia” which, roughly translated,
means ‘“Corneiia Farming Enter-
prises”. "It was,” he says, “all onreal-
fy avery smallscale, afew fruittrees, a
little salad, like i said, it's not at all that
we decided to come here to live be-
cause | wanted to investigate the idea
of a descent into the bowels of the
earth. We just sort of came here to
live.”

The eight years were a business of
putting one foot in front of the other,
feeling the way one step at a time,
meditating on the objects which ap-
peared, and the consequences andim-
plications of these objects. There was
no particular programme to be fol-
lowed. To begin with the farm was a
carry-over from Baruchello’s political
activities. It was through politics that
he first made a formulation of an idea
of a trans-aesthetic dimension to art,
it was, he says, in terms of politics and
political consciousness that he'd first
begun to conceive of art as an exem-
plary and moral discourse. Early on he
began to agriculturally squat the un-
used plots of land around his original
house and garden, but as time went by
he was cajolled by the owners into
buying them, asmoney permitted. So,
what started out as a political gesture
ended up as a nice farm on the out-
skirts of Rome with cartloads of sugar
beets and potatoes trundling out of
the gateway. How could one calf this
art! How did it even move outside the
category of real life? After all, a
potato is a potato and travels easily,
everywhere, to fulfill the needs it
must. There was this danger of turn-
ing into a bourgeois gentleman farm-
er, whereby Agricola Cornelia would
become just part of his biography, a
base for his work, as opposed to the
work itself.

- But, that’s precisely what seems to

have happened. The issue of what is’

farm and what is art is left open in the
book, and it seems to a large extent
that the farm did provide a basis, ob-
jects for his work as an artist. Well,
what was the work! — paintings,
drawings, films, photographs, note-
books and more, but apart from a
drawing called "Cross Section with
Underground Systems” on the front
cover of How to Imagine | don't have
the work before me, only this book,
which is part of the work. Well, these
were the work in one sense, but Baru-
chello is at pains to point out that
these were a by-product, the real
worlk lay with the objects themselves,
the sugar beet, the hay, the fields, the
earth and what was beneath the earth.
Let’s be clear about it, there is nothing
wrong with operating a farm and pro-
ducing produce, it's just that Baru-
chello’s interests lay in a subtly dif-

How to Imagine

a warrative on arl and agriculture £
Cianfranco Baruchello & Henry Martin

winter 1985/86 borderflines 41

ferent direction; perhaps it would be
better to say at another level. The
essential point is, how does he stand
with regard to the farm, what is his
relationship to nature! Well, not a
voyeuristic one, or aesthetic; the
farm was not a happening or a staging
ground for events, but an involve-
ment in the very deepest way with
itself as object to him as subject. He
asks, “‘What's a cave?’ or “What'sthe
life of a man in a cave! What's the
nature of our relationship with the
ground, with the earth, with dirt
What was the meaning of the discov-
ery of agriculture? What's a forest, a
jungle? What's grass? and Why do ani-
mals feed themselves on grass!’” e
read of cows and sheep and their des-
perate hunger, how cows will eat all
day in the field, return to the stall at
night and push and fight to get at the
hay and eat and eat as though they
hadn't had a bite for days, and this
great tide of grass passes through
them, through their four stomachs,
almost as though the grass was using
the cows for its own purposes, not
the other way around. Out of the
pages emerge images of these objects
as part of a larger scheme of things,
part of the universe, the cow standing
like a “great big wheel-less machine”
intent and serious upon the produc-
tion of its dung, on the death and re-
birth of the grass. "“You don't just
stand there and have polished
thoughts about the nitrogen cycle,
you end up by asking yourself about
the meaning of things, you end up
wondering about the relationship you
have to these mechanisms of animal
slavery.”

The issue is one's attitude to nature,
both as an individual and as a society.
This is no small issue, it's been the
meat and potatoes of religion and reli-
gious persecution since time out of
mind. Just up the road from Agricola
Cornelia, in Florence, in 1600 Gior-
dano Bruno was burned to death for
declaring that God was both imma-
nent and transcendent. lt's really a
question of ways of being in the
world. On the one hand, immanence
implies that the Creator is in the crea-
tion, the creation is part of the Crea-
tor, thereis an in-dwelling presence of
God in the world. On the other hand
the Creator is outside of creation,
transcendent to it. This is the main-
stream Judeo-Christian belief. The
first attitude produces a reverence
for nature, the second gives one
license to use nature as a natural re-
source, it gives us dominion over it.
Grief and confusion result. Yomen
are inevitably included with nature,
real sexuality fallsinto disrepute, huge
one-sided beasts move into positions
of power. Things become, in a word,
unnatural.

So we have here what could be a
description of the ways subjects
relate to objects. It would be interest-
ing to see a history of art from this
standpoint, to compare Picasso's and
Braque’s connection to their objects
with that of Pop Art, for example.
“It's easier and more profitable to
think about a seed than to contem-
plate or reason about a plastic bottle
for dishwashing detergent.” Baru-
chello is concerned throughout the
book with the meaning of art, the
possibilities of *‘testing the power of
art against the power of the much
more potent social structures that
stand adjacent to it.”
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Instead of doing specialized activi-
ties of the category called art heis in-
tent on doing normal activities but
dwelling on their possible meaning un-
til a process of transformation oc-
curs. Andover this eight-year perioda
transformation does take place. The
political rationale fell away and he
moved from being a “street fighting
man’’ to, what! — ro something else.
Most importantly he encountered the
feminine, the earth, the mother; in
Jungian terms the anima. There is
something radical in this, something
courageous. it is important, | would
say the most important thing we can
do asaspecies. So thereis this sense of
going down into the earth, making
contact with something larger, here,
now, in the place where you are. Inall
of this there is a sense of weight and
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At odds with Parizeau'’s history-tell-
ing, then, is one which sees the new
entrepreneurship as a iocal variant of
the ideological retrenchment now
widespread in western/northern
countries. This perspective is more
likely to emphasize the ground shared
by Quebec radicalism of the 1960s/
1970s with counter-cultural and New
Left movements elsewhere. Viewed
from this vantage point, the decline of
prosperity on a world scale and the
political' revolution of the baby-
boomers acquire considerable explan-
atory weight as factors in the political
shifts of the late 1970s in Quebec.

Raboy acknowledges, in passing,
sociologist Serge Proulx’s analysis of
“political generations” in Quebec,
the link between groups defined by
age and class and those political en-

The merit of the book is that it
looks, in an ordered and informed
fashion, at most of the significant op-
positional media practices of the last
25 years: the intellectual revues so im-
portant in the | 960s, the press coop-
eratives of the 1970s, the FLQ's use
of radio, and so on. Of particular in-
terest and detail is Raboy’s account of
the role of the media in transforming
the Montreai Citizen's Movement,
perhaps the most useful section of the
book. While the strategic dilemmas

and problems of coalition faced by the.

MCM were shared by similar urban
reform movements in the 1970s, the
extent to which the dominant media
shaped the MCM’s internal develop-
ment still provides a revealing example
of these processes at work. Mont-
realers familiar with ex-MCMer Nick

relevance, things which need to bere- tities which serve, for a time, as the  Auf der Maur’s ongoing self-justifica- yes
visited. For Baruchello it is an answer embodiment of their aspirations (the tory use of his Gazette column to drag Gr
to this masculine domination over provincial Liberals in the early sixties, ~ Nouveaux Philosophes and end-of- cor
nature and a response to the ex- the PQ, later). What the near future  ideology rhetoric into municipal poli- we
ploration of space, which he seesas“'a in Quebec will decide is not so much tics will find this useful background. say
refusal of the earth as an experience the accuracy of this notion — Bour-  The book might have benefitted had hur
of the unconscious.” “The idea then assa’s Liberals may well crystalize the  Raboy focused exclusively on this ings
that we'd do better to return to the younger generation’s apsirations,  period, reduced discussion of the win
earth as an almost polemical reply to however incoherently — but the inev- I960s to a preface, and analyzed ver
the exploration of space is the idea itability of progressive development  other movements of the 1970s in son
that | really started with in this adven- implicit in the model. Raboy’s book  greater detail. son
ture called Agricola Cornelia.” was published just prior to two note- The book's only weaknesses are
So youdon't go flying off into space worthy events in Quebec’s political  those of omission, andasaregrettably
with the attitude that it's O.K. to life — the crisis in the PQ, and the for- brief account of an eventful period it 1
smear this stuff on the planet then mation of a new coalition of opposi-  will probably prove of even greater
flush it down the universe to start immediately appealing quality of Marc use to non- or English Quebeckers in As
again somewhere else. Youlook care-. Raboy's study of radical media in its translation than to its original franc- anc
fully at your resources and at the Quebec is that at least half of its length ophone audience. Raboy himself may tha
waste you're producing and you say is devoted to an examination of the be said to exemplify two tendencies (so
well, maybe it’s better to turn our at- 1970s. Writing on social movements whose importance in shaping Mont- —
tention to this planet and learnhowto of the last 25 years too often slidesin- real's rich political culture should not tre
live with it. That's our task. But there to a perspective from which that de- be overlooked. As a “freelance wri- No
is still this spirit we have, which, for cade represents nothing more than ter, journalist, broadcaster, and uni- WVe
example, drove those men in their the playing out of tensions and contra- versity lecturer” {the back cover) his ste
little wooden ships from northwest dictions rooted in the Epic Sixties, like work typifies the sorts of intersec- col
Europe across the globe. That's part the fade-out of a particularly raucous tions between academic, journalistic dra
of history, but now, | wonder, can we record. Movements and Messagesis at and political activity which are so com- isd
afford to foster it in the same way its most useful and novel in discussing mon in Quebec and crucial to its poli- visi
with almost five billion people and magazines, newspapers and coopera- tics. Secondly, as a radical anglo- hat
more to come! | mean it's still there in tives after 1970, with an attentiveness phone, he is in a tradition of those Klit
us, so what do we do with it? Well, to the particularities of specific condi- whose political positions and activities izz;
one answer may be with Baruchello’s tions rather than a reliance on shop- provide a useful reminder to other the
experience. To all appearances his worn “life cycle” theories of radical Quebec anglophones that theirs isnot the
farm was just a farm, with a given size, movements. a univocal politics. poi
but by working on it he produced Any examination of Quebec poli- (One day the story will be told of a
other dimensions. It is in the produc- tics from the sixties onward must ac- the Sunday Express, an anglophone mo
tion of these other dimensions that count for the relationships between weekly published by a congiomerate tha
the art lies. By working on the objects oppositional movements there and which, in the year or so preceding its ticz
they are transcended, they become those widespread throughout the in- demise in late 1984, was probably the our
vehicles of a meaning which gives our dustrialized and developing world dur- fargest radical newspaper in Quebec tim
spirit a place to grow. ing the same period. Specifically, this — only because its owners, depending gre
This is a wonderful book. There are invaives disentangling the long-term on a sports section and lottery resuits VF
things 1 would like to have mentioned itinerary of a nationalist politics in to appeal to its public, gave a couple of VF
but | simply ran out of space. Van Quebec from the more global but less politically-committed reporters an elll“
all ¢

Gogh, Thereau and Duchamp are
three names; Duchamp is at the heart
of the book as he is in the heart of the
author. Here isa quote of his fromthe
book: *! like the word ‘believe’.
Generally when people say ‘| know,’
they don't know at all, they believe, .. |
believe that art is the only form of ac-
tivity through which a person can ma-
nifest themself as a real individual. It's
the only way they can go beyond the
stage of animal, since art looks out on-
to regions that are controlled by nei-
ther time nor space. To live is to be-
lieve...or at least that's what |
believe.”

Notes

1. The Night Country, Loren Eisely, Charles
Scribner’s Sons, New York, 1984; refer-
ring to Francis Bacon, 1561-1626.

2, c.f. Creative Mythology, Joseph Campbell,
Penguin Books, 1976.

Simon Harwood
is a Toronto artist.

enduring impact of generational con-
flict. How one unties these knots will
have a significant effect on how one
accounts for the relative decline of
radical politics in Quebec over the last
decade.

Jacques Parizeau, the Parti
Québécois’ ex-Minister of Finance,
has spoken frequently and glowingly in
recent years of the garde montante,
the ascendant generation of Quebec
business school graduates, moving to
occupy command posts within the
Quebec economy. To see in this de-
velopment a political event of any sig-
nificance is to find a continuity in post-
war Quebec politics: the nationalist
impulse, for Parizeau, has passed
through the political and professional
classes and is now fuelling an entrepre-
neurial revolution. At one level, this
account is simply symptomatic of the
tenuous link between a nationalist
politics and a project of radical social
transformation. More importantly,
however, it is a reading of recent
Quebec history based in a narrative
on cumulative and autonomous social
development, rather than one of
shifts across the ideological spectrum.

tional energies, the Mouvement social-
iste — but it anticipates the first and
would, one hopes, be read by those
involved in the second.

Given Raboy’s limited objectives,
his political analysis of Quebec from
1960 to the present offers little more
than an outlne. Conflicts between
class-based and nationalist politics, for
example, are dealt with primarily as
sources of tension within particular
media projects, rather than as ele-
ments of the underlying political
cuiture. Most readers are likely to be
sufficiently familiar with the overall
context to make these connections
themselves, but one would welcome
an analysis which posed the relation-
ship of each media project to larger
questions of political conjuncture and
strategy in greater detail.

apparently free hand.)

My own, more limited contact with
oppositional or alternative media in
Quebec made me regrer Raboy's
skimming over the decline of Leninist
politics in the late 1970s, and his
acknowledged omission of discussions
of specifically counter-cultural activ-
ity. When | moved to Montreal, in
1978, far-left groups like En Lutte or
the Communist League were the
loudest and most visible, to an extent
that their rapid disappearance was all
the more rémarkable. What emerged
in subsequent years was the role of a
feminist critique in the dissolution of
these groups, as stories of sexual
harassment, Stalinist guru-ism -and
gender-based divisions of labour finally
broke ground. Raboy's book is not in-
tended as a history of radical politics in
this period, but a feminist analysis of
the practices which he studied, or
which overlapped these, is called for.

Will Straw

teaches film studies at Carleton
University and writes about
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media.




