
R E V I E W S 
. Lee Thompson's 

Happy Birthday to Me 

[f s a continent-wide 'phenomenon/ if 
the term can be so employed : the target 
audience as target. Movie producers are 
convinced that North American teen
agers derive some kind of vicarious 
thrill from watching their film counter
parts kill and dismember one another, 
and box office returns back them up. 
Whereas the horror genre was once 
synonymous with low budgets and 
small-time, independent producers, it 
now ranks as one of the industry's most 
lucrative sectors - an apparent sure bet 
in a business that runs on risk- Gore has 
gone legit; ifs big time now, replete 
with expensive ad campaigns, massive 
budgets and major studio backing. 

That all these factors would make an 
indelible impression on the spanking 
new Canadian film industry was inevit
able. This year, DAL Productions has 
been kind enough to supply a companion 
piece to Prom Night and Terror Train. 
Happy Birthday to Me, which gleefully 
offers up "six of the most bizarre mui^ 
ders you will ever see," is stock schlock 
vwth a footnote: as the latest and poten
tially most offensive entry in the 'mul
tiple murder for kicks' sweepstakes, the 
picture is a grotesque little barometer 
for the state of the 'art* in this country. 

Like both its predecessors and at least 
two yet-to-be-realeased Canadian films 
to follow, Happy Birthday is another 
reworking of the 'ten little indians' 
theme. Virginia (Melissa Sue Anderson) 
suffers traumatic brain damage in a car 
accident undergoes rehabilitation, re
turns to her home town and college 
pais, and the kids start dropping like 
flies. There are red herrings'galore, an 
overabundance of gratuitous gore, and 
all the wit and grace of an afternoon at 
the abattoir. Except that no one ever 
really suffers here ; death in this movie 
is as casual as conversation, devoid of 
any purpose other than the obvious. 
And i ts working. Kids are forking over 
$4.50 apiece to scream and bounce in 
their seats, even if the whole thing's a 
massive dose of deja vu. Happy Birthday 
to Me^s script has been shot at least six 
times over in the last few years under dif
ferent titles, and the budget's gone up 
every time. And the more money they 
spend, it seems, the less imagination 
they bring to the package. Happy Birth
day has no tongue in its sallow cheek; ^ 
as if to justify the expenditure, Canadian 
horror flicks have lost the crazy edge 

they used to have. The scariest thing 
about all these films is their deadly 
dullness; the f^qt that they account for 
so large a percentage of this country's 
total product is enough to give you the 
creeps. 
Anne Rei ter • 
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• Sweetness and light turns to murder and mayhem for Birthdays Melissa Sue Anderson 
and Tracy Bregman photo: Piroska Mihalka 

Alvin Rakoff s 

Dirty Tricks 

Accidentally caught in a mysterious conspiracy, Kate Jackson and Elliott Gould try to escape 
their pursuers 

trudes. A student of Gould's discovers a 
letter that suggests George Washington 
was on the take from the British Then 
bald twins in muscle shirts karate the 
student to death. Then a handsoitie man 
and a beautiful woman (spys, of course), 
chase the baldies. Then, Kate Jackson, 
imitating Jane Fonda as a pesky, new-
woman reporter, chases Gould. Then 
the baldies chase Rich Little, who as 
hero Gould's sidekick, appears to be im
personating Gig Young. At one point or 
another in the film, everyone is in hot 
pursuit of everyone else. 

Also thrown in at odd moments in the 
film, are: one cute dog; one post-
Watergate morality play involving a 
corrupt official; one cruel ageism joke; 
one fag joke, three pee-pee jokes; and... 
a Canadian director's best friend - lots 
and lots of close-ups of American taxi 
cabs in an attempt to persuade the film's 
viewers into thinking this is an American 
film. Here's hoping. 
Stephen Cole • 

Their blood carbonated with excitement 
from a modest vtdnning streak (Atlantic 
City, U.S.A, Improper Channels), and 
the discovery of such exciting new 
Canadian talent as Burt Lancaster and 
Louis Malle, some members of the Cana
dian film industry will probably laugh 
off Dirty Tricks as an unlucky roll of the 
dice. ("Heh, this is a crazy business! 
Who knows what the public will go for. 
One year ifs kooky camps and high 
school blood-all-over-the-place, the next 
year it's arts-shmarts.") 

That will be the only laughter surround
ing Alvjn Rakoff s (City on Fire, Death 
Ship, King Solomon's Treasure) Dirty 
Tricks, a film comedy that only its pub
licist could love. 

Ostensibly a breezy Si7ver Streak/Foul 
Play suspense comedy (a hybrid genre 
that Franpois Truffaut has noted began 
with the Bond pictures), D.T. provides 
inadvertant comedy when it tries for 
suspense, and suspense only when the 
cheeseburger-bloater Elliot Gould courts 
a heart attack doing wind sprints away 
"from bad guys. 

Director Rakoff and writers William 
Norton, Sr, Eleanor Norton, Thomas 
Glfford and Camille Gifford clumsily 
steal ideas and graft scenes from so 
many other Hollywood films that D.T. 
lurches unsettlingly from style to style 
like a kidnap ransom note. The film 
opens with Harvard American history 
prof Gould and a blonde student doing a 
harried battle of the sexes routine. We 
could be in George Segal's next film. 
Then the film shifts gears as Gould goes 
to class and makes, in what is arguably 
the worst scene in this terrible film, a 
trembling lipped defense of the virtues 
of long ago America. Frank Capra would 
blush. Then the suspense angle in-
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R E V 1 E W S 1 
Eric Till's 

Wihi Horse Hank 

Every so often, usually when censorship 
controversies arise, there are complaints 
that few of the films in release are 
suitable for children. Wild Horse Hank, 
one would think, would find a ready 
audience if these complaints were ac
curate, since the film contains no sex 
and little violence. But, aside from one 
rather dismal week in Calgeiry last sum
mer, this 1979 production has not seen 
the light of day. Bill Marshall's hopes to 
follow up the success of Outrageous 
with another sleeper were dashed, and 
it had little to do with either Eric Till's 
direction (competent), Richard Leitep-
man's photography (very good), Paul 
Hoifert̂ s music (hummable), or the acting 
of the cast (workman-like). 

The story is based on Mel Ellis' chil
dren's novel The Wild Horse Killers, 
and centres on a Montana rancher's 
daughter, who has returned home after 
her first semester at University. Her 
name is Henrietta Bradford (Linda Blair), 
but she is knourn by all and sundry as 
Hank One day, while searching for a 
runaway horse, she discovers a herd of 
wild horses, who have been captured 
and are about to be sent off to be 
slaughtei«d for pet food. After a violent 
confrontation with Jay Connors (Al 
Waxman), the leader of the hunters, 
Hank determines to save the horses by 
driving them overland to a federal resei^ 
vation. Despite her father's objections, 
and harassment from Connors and his 
men, that is just what she does. 

It is quite evident, very early on, what 
is wrong with the film. Ellis told a 
simple, conservationist story, basically 
the type of quasi-mystical communion 
between teenage girls and horses that is 
an old reliable staple of juvenile fiction. 
Scriptwriter James Lee Barrett has tried 
to pad this out into a marketable action 
film. Barrett's two-fisted s tyle- his out
put includes The Green Berets and 
Smokey and the Bandit - is hardly the 
best choice for this tale. His attempts to 
provide some comic relief to Hank's 
journey breaks the mood of the picture 
more than once. For Ellis, the wild horse 
killers were shadowy, undefined, 
malevolent characters, unseen figures 
in planes and jeeps. Barrett makes Jay 
Connors a beer-drinking slug, with a 
nagging wife and a pewling two-year-
old son Making a break from the amiable 
Kin^ of Kensington, Al Waxman cuts 
into the role with relish and tries to give 
Jay a bit of depth, but he can't hide the 
fact that what has been written is a 
superfluous nothing. As Jay's younger 
brother who takes Hank's side, Michael 
Wintonick is even more lost. And the CB 
radio angle at the film's climax is merely 
an example of a fad which has passed its 
time. 

The key to whatever hopes Wild 
Horse Hank has rests on Linda Blair's 
performance in the title role. She has 
the advantage of being a capable rider, 
and she was interested in the project 
from the beginning since she had read 
Ellis' book while making The Heretic. 
After the disaster of that film (though 
contrary to general belief, John Boor-
man's mystical apocalypse did make 
money), Blair at eighteen needed a role 
like this to break out of the victim image 
she had been saddled with since The 

Eicorcist and Born fnnocenf. But her 
luck still seems to be running low. 
Except for the riding, the role of Hank 
gives her very little to do. Though she 
has won a certain notoriety by her drug 
busts, Blair lacks the connections of 
Tatum O'Neal, or the air of intelligence 
of Kristy McNichol and Jodie Foster. 
Given her curls, chipmunk cheeks and 
buxom body, she is pretty enough, but in 
an opposite way to the lean and hungry 
look popularized by Brooke Shields. 

Worse films than Wild Horse Hank 
have been sold, both here and abroad. 
What finally hamstrung Bill Marshall in 
his attempts to sell it was a combination 
of factors. He shcjuld have realized that 
padding the script was a mistake; it 
would have made a better sixty^minute 
television production. But it was not the 
producer's fault that, after the failure of 
International Velvet, stories about 
teenage girls and horses were an 
anathema in Hollywood. That, of course, 
is a commentary on Marshall, but needs 
no more belaboring. Mordecai Richler 
has done it well enough 

In the end, Wi7d Horse Hank fails 
because, like Kelly, and any number of 
other supposed family films, it ignores 
the necessity of having a good script. 
The Black Stallion has proven that with 
good writing a film can work without 
sex and violence. But the absence of sex 
and violence by itself is no recommen
dation. 
Paul Costabile • 
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Tiber Takacs' 

The Tomorrow Man 

"We've been trying to get this series into 
production for years. One of the stum
bling blocks we've had to overcome has 
been people's perception of science 
fiction itself A lot of them ejcpect laser 
beams and naked girls, and that, tome, 
is not science fiction but sheer non
sense." 
(Stephen Zoller, Starburst magazine) 

"Someone must have traduced Joseph 
K, for without having done anything 
wrong he was arrested one fine 
morning" 
(The Trial, by Franz Kafka) 

In 1915, Frarte Kafka composed the first 
draft of his literary masterpiece. The 
Trial, a tale of young Joseph K and his 

inability to fight the evei^tightening grip 
of a society gone mad. K. awakens one 
morning to find himself arrested on an 
unknown charge and for a crime he is 
certain he did not commit. His sub
sequent battle against the authorities to 
gain his freedom is futile. Sixty-six years 
later, this theme of the loss of personal 
power to an omnipotent system intent 
on total control is still frequently imitat
ed, to great success, with the most 
recent example being The Tomorrow 
Man, a new Canadian science fiction 
thriller. 

Borrowing its themes from both Kaf
ka's The Trial and the British TV series 
The Prisoner, The Tomorrow Man is a 
first-rate vision of a world on the brink 
of madness, and the pilot film for a 
proposed science fiction series from 
Norfolk Communications and Mega-
Media Productions. Called Through the 
Eyes of Tomorrow, this series is the 
brainchild of talented writing-directing 
team Stephen Zoller and Tibor Takacs, 
creators of the controversial feature. 
Metal Messiah. 

Written by Stephen Zoller and Peter 
Chapman, from a story by Zoller, the 
film focuses on Tom Weston (Stephen 
Markle), a typical suburbanite with a 
beautiful wife (Michelle Chicoine), a 
secure career as a statistical analyst 
with General Research, and two cars in 
the garage. He's happy until the day he's 
singled out by the New Regime, a govern
mental cult organization devoted to 
world domination, for re-organizing. 
Weston is arrested and taken for inter
rogation to the Regime's hellish prison 
complex. 

The prison is presided over by the 
warden (Don Francks), a sadistic mani
pulator of fear and torture, who de
mands information the man doesn't 
have. When his questioning proves a 
failure, the warden resorts to punish
ments, both physical and mentaL Weston 
is assigned a cell and a number: 9-8-4. 
The man who had once worked so 
happily with numbers has become one 
himself 

As the years pass and the sadistic cat-
and-mouse game between the warden 
and his captive continues, Weston begins 
to question his own innocence, and at 
the end of tenyears oflmprisonment, he 
decides he's tired of the game and 
attempts an escape from the heavily 
fortified complex... 

Much of this film's strength can be 
attributed to the fine work of its actors, 
most notably Steven Markle (Side 
Streets) as the tormented Weston, and 
Don Francks (Drying Up the Streets, My 
Bloody Valentine and CBC's The Phoe-
nijc TeanOas the sadistic warden. Both 
men bring a great deal of depth and 
power to their roles. Director Takacs 
and writer Zoller have used the two 
major characters to great advantage in 
their attempt at chronicling their future 
history of a dying planet. The superb 

acting, combined with an intelligenl 
script and some fine direction on the 
part of Takacs, have created a toi>notch 
production. Ifs no small wonder this 
film was voted Best Drama Of The Yeai 
at the 1980 Canadian Film and Television 
Association Awards. 

As well, The Tomorrow Man is full of 
nightmarish sequences and startling 
imagery, including one remarkable 
scene in which Weston, after escaping 
from his cell and running blindly down 
a dark maze of endless tunnels and 
passageways, comes to a stairway he 
thinks is the way to freedom, only to find 
the skeletal remains of a fellow escapee 
lying there, the leering face of the dead 
man mocking his own attempt at escape. 
Dream-like images abound here, and 
much of this is accomplished through 
the constant use of flashbacks, both to 
Weston's previous happy life and to the 
events leading up to his arrest and 
imprisonment It is similar in atmos
phere to Kafka's The Trial, and contains 
that same dream-like quality inherent 
in the classic work. It isn't long before 
both Weston and the viewer are easily 
caught up in the bizarre game of human 
chess the warden has created. 

The visuals in this picture are also 
first-rate, with a predominance of bright 
colours filling the screen. Takacs has 
used his sets and his visuals to great 
advantage, even going so far as to con
verting the Toronto Waterworks tunnel 
system into liis prison maze in the final 
section of the picture. 

Kafka would have been proud of The 
Tomorrow Man, for it deals with social 
and philosophical issues that may face 
society in the future on an intellectual 
level, rather than as action-adventure 
fare for budding Luke Skywalkers. As 
Zoller has stated, there are no laser 
beams or naked women in this picture. 
Instead, we're offered a first-rate script, 
some fine acting and truly superlative 
visual effects that are a nice change 
from the gun battles and exploding 
planetoids of such recent epics as The 
Empire Strikes Back and The Black 
Hole. And all on a budget of only $150,000. 
That's quite an achievement. But then 
again. The Tomorrow Man is quite a 
film. 
Lloyd W a s s e r • 
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Ifs man versus machine as a robot keeper's shadow falls over a terrified Tom Weston 
(Stephen Markle) 


