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THE BOHEMIAN EMBASSY 

 

The Bohemian Embassy was founded in 1961 by comedian/actor Don Cullen and a few of his 

showbiz friends, and was purportedly Toronto's first “coffee house.” It was located at 7 St. 

Nicholas Street, just south of where A Space settled in 1973 after the fire that gutted its original 

spot, the Nightingale Gallery on St. Joseph. That stretch of St. Nicholas Street was really just a 

glorified laneway running a few blocks north of Wellesley in what was then the burgeoning hip 

section of Toronto. The Embassy's most noteworthy claim to fame at that point was having 

been listed successfully under "consulates and embassies" in the Toronto phone directory.  

 The physical Embassy was an elongated wooden box with a stage off to the side in the 

middle. The bulk of its programming featured mostly folk music, a little chamber music, poetry 

readings by Milton Acorn, Gwendolyn MacEwen, Margarets Atwood and Avison, Raymond 

Souster (rare appearances), Joe Rosenblatt, and other denizens of the fledgling demi-monde of 

the Toronto literary scene, many of whom were published by Contact Press, and the ubiquitous 

chess matches over hot java served by happy beatniks eager to denounce the authoritarian, 

provincial status quo. 

 I became an infrequent regular, although my own responsibilities as a new father 

somewhat cramped my erstwhile night owl style. Nonetheless I eventually got heavily involved 

in programming. Chief amongst my achievements in that regard were appearances by poets 

Robert Kelly, Ron Loewinsohn, John Sinclair and his cohort from Detroit's Artist Workshop, and 

a shit-load of the Buffalo contingent: Fred Wah, Robert Hogg, Stephen Rodefer, and Andrew 

Crozier (a Brit); and bpNichol, who assisted me in mounting the first exhibition in Toronto of 



International Concrete Poetry. I also produced, with New Jersey (via L.A. & S.F.) beat poet Tom 

Jackrell, one of Toronto's first happenings: The 24th of May Campbell Soup Celebration.  

 Tom, his wife Lucille and their new baby had landed on the doorstep of my two-storey 

flat in the High Park neighbourhood one day through his and my early connection with Allen 

Ginsberg. The “happening” involved a lot of Embassy regulars and took a gargantuan effort to 

coordinate. It featured Don Cullen adapting a Beyond the Fringe routine about religion to 

include the label on a can of Campbell's Tomato Soup -- instructions on which conclude with 

the entreaty “And serve!“; Barry Baldaro doing his routine from the same touring show (this 

was not recorded); Mitch Podolack (who later managed the Winnipeg Folk Festival) & a few of 

his overweight friends performing an hilarious cheerleader parody; a Eucharist which involved 

audience members (the place was packed) coming up to the stage to receive some tomato soup 

from a toilet bowl and a Ritz cracker (Jackrell was heavily into conspiracy theory, so the anti-

Semitic meat /dairy, red /white iconography of Campbell's was fair game); and a spectacular 

finale which featured an elaborate tape I had engineered starting with the unmistakable long 

low crescendoing whistle of a bomb dropping and finishing with Podolack crashing through the 

window at the end of the room in full Greek Orthodox drag as the soundtrack rumbled Orson 

Welles intoning "ROSEBUD!" 

 Proceeds from the event were duly noted in the following day's Toronto Star as being 

donated to the Campbell's Soup Widows and Orphans Fund. Tom and Lucille eventually carried 

on Eastward, for a while staying with Al and Eurithe Purdy in Ameliasburg. 

 Late in 1964, having just been let go by the Star, I was approached (along with nine 

others) to put up 1/10th of the cash needed to keep the Embassy afloat for another year. Under 

constant threat of closure because of cash flow problems and the inexperience of management, 

the Embassy, along with the House of Hambourg (an after-hours jazz club) and Avrom Isaacs’s 

Gallery, maintained the illusion that Toronto was in the cultural Vanguard, hoping against hope 

that it might eventually be perceived as Toronto the Bad. 



 The Embassy was notable mostly for its focus on local talent (what else could they do on 

that budget?), often featuring off-the-wall theatre and the sort of improvisatory shenanigans 

that would later be dubbed performance art, and there was always plenty of social interaction. 

Young men with beards drank coffee and played chess with young women in ankle-length 

dresses with long wispy tresses; they spoke eagerly of Camus, Bertrand Russell, Ferlinghetti, 

Ginsberg, Acorn, and the trees. The Embassy couldn’t serve booze, and there were few drugs in 

evidence.  

 So, for a hundred bucks, which I had borrowed from my friend Don Black (who had a 

perfectly noble ulterior motive), I was able to take over the Tuesday night programming slot. 

Suddenly, I was a poetry impresario; a series I salted with a little early performance (or Spoken 

Word as they call it today in amnesiac ignorance). Don Black took over “First Tuesday” to 

present social and political forums, including a number of muckraking discussions of the state of 

policing in the Big Smoke. 

 Inspired by my contact with Ray Souster, and his series of readings at The Isaacs Gallery, 

I invited a number of poets from the U.S. to participate in the series. Chief among these was 

Robert Kelly, a prolific poet and sometime fiction writer who eventually headed up the Writing 

program at Bard College. Kelly, earlier in correspondence, had introduced me to the work of 

Stan Brakhage, largely through his publication, in mimeograph, of Brakhage’s A Moving Picture 

Giving and Taking Book, still one of the simplest, most accessible, and (sorry!) most moving 

documents on “doing it yourself” I’ve ever encountered. 

 Thanks to the resources of Bruce Surtees, whose Book Cellar, then on Bay Street below 

Bloor, was the only store in town that carried Film Culture, the New York periodical devoted to 

independent/experimental filmmaking, I was able to split the infinite, reading about the films 

without actually seeing them. With this knowledge at hand -- the prose in Film Culture, 

although often impenetrable, was always engaging -- I proposed a series of experimental and 

independent film screenings to my fellow “owners.” They were initially quite enthusiastic. 



 My wife Elizabeth then became the nominal organizer of Toronto's first comprehensive 

experimental film series, which was concocted without benefit of pre-screenings or funding; 

somehow I had convinced my nine fellow owners that the series would pay for itself. Contact 

was quickly made with film distributors in New York City (Jonas Mekas) and California (Canyon 

Cinema).  

 The series was proposed for the Fall of 1965. I was in my twenty-first year. That summer 

I had driven across the States with my Buffalo friend, poet Stephen Rodefer, to attend the 

Berkeley Poetry Conference, where I studied, and partied, with Charles Olson, Roberts Creeley 

and Duncan, Ed Dorn, Jack Spicer, Ginsberg, Loewinsohn, Joanne Kyger, Clark Coolidge, Hannah 

Wiener, John Wieners, Warren and Ellen Tallman, et al. -- more about this later. 

 Cinema 7 was an ambitious undertaking -- we really had no idea. It was to include 

screenings of Maya Deren’s Meshes in the Afternoon, Bruce Conner’s A Movie, our own Norman 

McLaren’s Neighbours, Andy Warhol’s Kiss and Empire, Brakhage’s Window Water Baby 

Moving, Blue Moses, and Dog Star Man, and films by Ed Emshwiller, Willard Maas, Mekas, 

Marie Menken, Stan Vanderbeek, an early Don Shebib documentary on street music, Joyce 

Wieland and Michael Snow. 

 The first films we wanted to import and screen were Jack Smith's notorious Flaming 

Creatures and Jean Genet's Un Chant d'Amour.  Smith’s film had already been banned in 

numerous places considerably more liberal than Toronto the Good, because of its flagrant 

homosexual themes and penis-waving nudity. The Star's Syd Adilman, better informed than 

most on what was happening in the New York avant garde, immediately “noticed” our series in 

separate articles in Variety and The Toronto Telegram: (“Underground Sex Film Set For Showing 

Here -- Flaming Creatures Sear Censor’s Wings” read the headline).  Ontario’s head censor, O.J. 

Silverthorne, stated that university and private club screenings of 16-mm non-theatrical 

releases did not fall under his jurisdiction. 



 “The only threat facing the Embassy is the police,” he was quoted as saying, and sure 

enough we were contacted by Toronto’s Morality Squad about a pre-show screening, 

something we were not obliged to do. Our ten-member Board of Directors got a tad panicky.  

 The day of the screening was fraught with anxiety. Creatures, which was to have arrived 

the previous day, didn't show until two days later, having been held up at the border on some 

sort of technical glitch (absolutely no hint of censorship there, just incompetence) by Canada 

Customs. I had scrambled over to the Isaacs Gallery up the street to see if my new friend Av, its 

proprietor, always a stalwart supporter of the vanguard, might just have a print of Michael 

Snow's first film, New York Eye and Ear Control, available for immediate screening. It was a 

brilliant film, with a soundtrack by Albert Ayler, a New York saxophonist who, two years later, 

was found floating in the Hudson River with bullet holes in all the wrong places. 

 The line-up to buy series tickets that first night stretched down the Embassy stairs and 

up St. Nicholas Street. Prominent amongst the eager patrons was Toronto’s chief Coroner, the 

always controversial Morton Shulman. We had surpassed my wildest dreams by selling out the 

series; we actually had to turn people away. 

 Representatives of the media were out in force, including a crew from CBC-TV news. The 

sense of claustrophobia was palpable because of the overcrowding. Two officers from the 

Morality Squad were also in attendance, and they quickly threatened to shut us down if we 

exhibited anything that they deemed obscene. I adjourned to the back room/kitchen area with 

the two constables and challenged their expertise in judging just exactly what was obscene. Our 

curious negotiations included offering the officers the opportunity to sit in the projection booth 

and hold their hands over the light beam to shield the rabble from what they perceived to be 

objectionable. These cops, clearly out of their element aesthetically, were just doing their jobs; 

as was I. All of this was much more than the Embassy partnership had bargained for. 

 A meeting was hastily called to allow for a pre-screening, for the ten-person board, of 

the contentious movie. Film in hand, Elizabeth and I boarded the Annette Street bus (an 

electrically-powered trolley bus) and apprehensively headed from our High Park home to the 



downtown location of the manager, Peter Churchill's, apartment around the corner from the 

Embassy above a store on Yonge Street. What a curious time for the entire Eastern seaboard to 

be hit with a massive blackout; somebody was obviously trying to tell us something (this too, 

I'm fairly positive, had nothing to do with censorship). 

 After 45 minutes of waiting for “them” to fix the problem we decided to hoof it 

downtown and showed up at Peter’s now candle-lit apartment. Everyone on the Board looked 

at Elizabeth and me as if we were responsible for the blackout. We weren't, needless to say, 

and the next night we were able to screen Flaming Creatures, which resulted in a negative vote 

by the Embassy board that was a huge disappointment to me, both in terms of the board’s 

relative lack of guts in confronting the knee jerk reaction of the “authorities” and the unstated 

homophobia that proved a glaring contradiction in terms to the Embassy’s gay clientele. They 

also decided to cancel the screening of Genet’s Un chant d’amour. I had thought that this group 

of individuals was fairly sophisticated; but their knowledge of cinema was limited strictly to the 

Hollywood and European product. Although I still think Flaming Creatures is an extraordinary 

piece of work, in light of what you can get at your local video outlet it's pretty innocuous, and it 

was unlike anything any of us had ever encountered in the cinema. 

 Amos Vogel’s take on the film, in his book Film as a Subversive Art, described it as “a 

curiously joyless compendium of uncertain, polymorphously perverse sex episodes -- a 

succession of penises, rapes, orgies, masturbation, and oral sex. The style quite intentionally 

hovers between 'camp' satire and genuine pain, as a cast of flaming transvestites and 

voluptuous women cavort in exaggerated costumes (or none) amidst luxuriant, overexposed 

sets, fondling each other’s large breasts and limp penises to the doleful accompaniment of 

scratchy bull-fight or Chinese music, 'Siboney,' and assorted sentimental hits. Perhaps a 

nostalgic, subjective dream evocation of mythological Hollywood, it succeeds in being both 

intentionally amateurish and shocking.” 

 Still, the most embarrassing moment for me in the series was when we ran the entire 

first reel of Brakhage’s epic Dog Star Man at 18 frames-per-second instead of the standard 24. 



 This, in retrospect somewhat bogus way to sell out a series of anything, turns out to 

have been my first real marketing experience.  Give 'em what they want (in this case some form 

of misconceived depravity) and you can sell anything. Subsequent screenings were less well 

attended. But there was a small audience for this kind of film in Toronto, and it probably 

inspired somebody to follow suit. 
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