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T
his is not your grandfather’s
National Film Board.
When Prime Minister William
Lyon Mackenzie King tapped a

dynamic 40-year-old Scottish film-
maker by the name of John Grierson
to set up a new public film studio way
back in 1939, the idea was to “inter-
pret Canada to Canadians and to oth-
er nations.” Grierson, the first gov-
ernment film commissioner, pro-
posed to do that by producing
socially conscience films and screen-
ing them to as many Canadians as
possible in theatres across the coun-
try.

That was then, and this is now. Six-
ty-seven years later, the NFB hasn’t
lost any of its enthusiasm for churn-
ing out activist films, but what’s
rapidly changing is how the films are
distributed and where we see them.
With the arrival of a slew of special-
ty channels over the past 15 years,
the NFB has shifted its focus from
cinemas to the small screen, and its
films have become staples on net-
works like the Documentary Chan-
nel and History Television.

But the decision-makers at the
Film Board believe the future of the
institution now depends on its abili-
ty to adapt swiftly to the revolution-
ary technological shifts that are con-
stantly rearranging the entertain-
ment/media landscape. For film
commissioner and NFB chairperson
Jacques Bensimon, that means mak-
ing every effort to ensure that the stu-
dio’s films make full use of all the
new distribution avenues, from
iPods to cellphones to the Internet.
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