The Juno awards are a great opportunity to look back in the year of Canadian music, be it good or bad. Over the course of 3 decades the Junos have evolved from a quaint little awards program heaping praise on hard working musicians slogging across the country night after night playing in community halls and bars to a slightly less quaint awards program that ignores the scores of talented musicians out there in favour of hyping up bands that don’t need or deserve the attention.

This transformation is not the fault of the Junos of course. It is just another example of the cultural hegemony that is blandifying the arts across North America. And just as radio programmers across the country cannot afford to ignore the cultural powerhouse to the south. It is sad that the Juno awards are recognizing the “Canadian” acts whose only distinction from their southern counterparts is cheaper production values and limited marketing strategies. 

At this point I find it hard to trash the Juno Awards. After all what would be the point of handing out gobs and gobs of awards to deserving individuals on the national network, if no one cared to watch? It is after all entertainment and that’s why I imagine they snagged the very entertaining Rick Mercer to host. So this year’s show is not as much about presenting awards to the deserving, but rather producing a Canadian awards show that viewers will tune in to see and advertisers will ante up to support.

A quick look at some of the “prestige” categories shows the careful balance of the generic, the derivative and the truly inspired.

Nowhere is this more evident than in the Best Single category. A well past their prime Treble Charger is accompanied by the interchangeable blandness of jacksoul and soulDecision. Even the perennially entertaining Barenaked Ladies’ weakest single in years is nominated in this category, leaving the very new and very talented Nelly Furtado to take the prize with “I’m Like A Bird.”

The Best Album category is also littered with sameness. After trudging through what could hardly be described as genre defining efforts by Matthew Good Band, The Tragically Hip and Our Lady Peace, we are again left with soulDecision and Barenaked Ladies. And as hard as anyone might try to hate BNL, they’ve got to get credit for being their own band.

The real weakness comes with the Best Female and Male categories. Not as much as a who’s who, as a who dat? Isabelle Boulay? Lara Fabian? Linda Lemay? Nicola Ciccone? Sylvain Cossette? That leaves Canada’s Kenny G of the guitar Jesse Cook to battle against, the newly refurbished outta the box boy band wannabe Snow and an increasingly tired sounding Neil Young on the testosterone team. On the female side the two main contenders are Jann Arden and Terri Clark and neither of these ladies has the star power of a Shania or Alanis. And where is Sarah Harmer?

I don’t know how this happened but soulDecision even made it into the Best Group category. Along with Barenaked Ladies, Blue Rodeo, The Moffatts , and The Tragically Hip they are the only fresh faces in the bunch. Still Blue Rodeo continues to have the broadest appeal even if they don’t come close to selling the units of the Hip.

Unfortunately with the Best New Group and Best New Solo artist nominations The Tragically Hip and Blue Rodeo can take great relief. A quick glance reveals that both bands will continue to be nominated for years to come. Any “Best New” category is usually the kiss of death for up and coming acts. And with the exception of Sarah Harmer, Nelly Furtado and j. englishman I’d personally like to send out multiple kisses to everyone else here. From the b4-4 gang who come across with all the artistry of the Backstreet Boys on a CBC budget to our very own local heroes in Kittie; surely there must be better talent waiting to be discovered at the Wick?  

Now instead of going through the same Ed the Sock routine on the rest of the categories, I will encourage all of you to visit the www.juno-awards.com for yourself.  And as you scan of the list of no-name nominees, try to imagine how Rick Mercer will handle his duties hosting this bloated tribute to bland and then imagine how he would have covered it on This Hour Has 22 Minutes.

