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TORONTO—Rated a greater Cana-
dian than Sir John A. MacDonald in
the CBC’s 2004 poll, isn’t it about
time for a film about “the godfather
of the environmental movement in
Canada,” Dr. David Suzuki?

As creator and host of The Nature
of Things for four decades and of
numerous other award-winning sci-
ence shows and specials, recipient of
dozens of honourary degrees and
awards, (on top of his earned Ph.D. in
zoology and his genetics research),
founder of the David Suzuki Founda-
tion which promotes sustainable liv-
ing,  and author of  more than three
dozen books—including two autobi-
ographies—it must be hard to be
humble. But in Oscar-nominated
director Sturla Gunnarson’s new
film, Force of Nature: The David
Suzuki Movie, he distils his role down
to “one talent...to translate the arcane
language of science into something
not just understandable but exciting.”

His message is clear but, reflective
of humanity’s incomplete attention to
the environment, there was a far-from-
capacity crowd for the film’s second
screening at this year’s Toronto Inter-
national Film Festival (where the day
before, on September 11, it had pre-
miered to a sold out crowd) despite the
attendance of Suzuki and fellow Van-
couverite  Gunnarson (Beowulf &
Grendel, 2005; Air India 182, 2008). 

The film, which won the TIFF
People’s Choice Documentary
Award, cuts back and forth between
Suzuki’s  “Legacy  Lecture,” (deliv-
ered last year at the University of
British Columbia where he taught for
almost 40 years), archival footage
(of, amongst other things, his hippy
student days), and interviews of the
scientist visiting places from his past.

Toronto International Film Festival:

Documentary on David Suzuki 
Wins Peopleʼs Choice Award

The Legacy Lecture, composed as if
it were  his final  lecture, was being
written during the months Gunnarson
and his camera followed Suzuki to
places he’d lived and studied and
worked, and to Japan,  “the land of
my genes” (said the geneticist). 

During the post-screening Q&A,
Gunnarson explained that the lecture
was a “retrofit,” and though it seems
to be “driving the film,” it was in
fact “the last piece of the puzzle.”
What Suzuki was reliving, in the
places to which the director returned
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him, affected what was being writ-
ten into the lecture. 

The film is about Suzuki, but
Suzuki is all about environmental-
ism, and the portrait of the man does
not overshadow that omnipresent
theme. However, Gunnarson gives
an intimate view of the man behind
the movement, without quite putting
him under a microscope. More than
once, Suzuki is uncharacteristically
emotional, particularly when revisit-
ing the detention camps where he is
at the point of tears.

Suzuki grew up “unaware of
being Japanese. . . I was a Canadian
kid,” but he says the repercussions of
Pearl Harbor were definitive of his
life. Interned with his mother and sis-
ters at Slocan where, as was one of
the few sansei kids, he was unable to
speak Japanese, Suzuki was bullied
by the bilingual nisei children. He
reveals, “I came out of the camp with
tremendous self-loathing.”

Forced east  after the war,  the
Suzukis were “the first coloured fam-
ily in Leamington,” an Ontario farm-
ing town. Because dating the white
girls of the town was not an option,
Suzuki spent his adolescence fishing
and exploring the swamp. “I think
that swamp saved my life,” he says
wistfully.

Passing through Tashme en route
to Ontario, his family chanced to see,
for the last time, his mother’s parents.
They were on their way to  their
ancestral home, Hiroshima,  where
they both died within a year.

Visiting Hiroshima, Suzuki says
people there believed at first that the
bombing had made the land infertile.
He then says, “64 years later, nature is
again threatened by human beings.”
Some might find the parallel he
draws  between nuclear obliteration
and environmental irresponsibility a
bit much, maybe even in poor taste,
but that is plainly how he feels, and
that is the degree of gravity with
which he would have people consider

the environmental crisis. 
“The environmental crisis is a

human crisis,” he explains in his lec-
ture.  “We cannot say the air ends
here and I begin there. We are air.
There is no boundary...Whatever we
do to air we do directly to ourselves.”
This is a concept he learned from the
Haida, with whom (at the suggestion
of then-MP the late Jim Fulton) he
did an episode of The Nature of
Things in 1984 on their fight against
logging in Haida Gwaii (formerly
the Queen Charlotte Islands, located
on the Northwest coast of B.C.).

The laws of nature, which impose
limits, cannot be changed. The econ-
omy, which knows no limits, can be
changed, and must be made compati-
ble with limits that the biosphere can
endure. He asks, “What is an econ-
omy for? . . . In economic terms, those
things that matter most to us are
worthless.”

What distinguishes humans
from other animals, Suzuki says, is
our “massive memory,” and our
foresight, which has brought us to
dominance, is now telling us we
have to change.  “We are the envi-
ronment,” he says, and to take care
of the environment is no less than to
take care of ourselves. “So,” he says
in closing, “let’s get on with making
it happen.” The audience then leapt
to a standing ovation even before the
incandescent lights came up.

For more information about
David Suzuki and what you can do
for the environment, visit the
David Suzuki Foundation website
www.davidsuzuki.org and look
for  Suzuki’s new book, The
Legacy: An Elder’s Vision for Our
Sustainable Future.

A Force of Nature: the David
Suzuki Movie comes to theatres in
October.

Force of Nature: The David Suzuki Movie (dir. Sturla Gunnars-
son, Canada, 2009, 93 minutes) will be showing in theatres
from Oct. 1, 2010.                                          Image courtesy of TIFF


