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souvenirs 
The landscape is familiar: a lush, rain
bow-coloured summer on Quebec's He 
d'Orl^ans, complete with a grand old 
family home near the waterfront. As Vi-
viane (Julie Vincent) steers an antiqua
ted Chevrolet closer and closer to that 
destination, her face fairly glows with 
anticipation. If the stage seems set for a 
family reunion, the titles have already 
warned us away from assumptions; this 
second collaboration between Francis 
Mankiewicz and Rejean Ducharme pro
mises more than a reworking of Thomas 
Wolfe. 

Familiar landscapes, in fact, are at the 
heart of both Les beaux souvenirs and 
its sister film, Les bons debarras. But 
they work with each picture differently. 
The cool austerity of a rural Quebec 
autumn seemed to echo the darkness in 
Manon's soul; Les bons debarras was 
chacterized by that darkness, and by the 
physical poverty that made the little 
girl's desire to possess her mother at 
least partially understandable. Lesbea ux 
souvenirs is flooded with light. Manon's 
'soul sister' Marie (Monique Spaziani) is 
fair-haired and freckle-faced, as quick to 
smile as Manon was to scowl. Fields of 
flowers sway in the breeze. The refined 
strains of a Mozart concerto fill the air. 
And there is something disquieting about 
all that sunshine. 

What Meinkiewicz and Ducheirme seem 
to be about this time is a study in contra
dictions. Although the theme — that of 
obsessive love and the need to possess 
— remains the same, dramatic tension 
here is born of the clash between ap
pearances and intentions, surfaces and ' 
depths. Marie is a 17-year-old woman/ 
child whose apparent spontaneity and 
zest contrast with the doleful silence of 
her father (Paul Hebert). She is the last in 
a triumvirate of females who filled that 
family home, and the only one who 
hasn't left his side. When the waywsu-d 
Viviane returns, a country-bumpkin Ang
lo in tow (R.H. Thompson), Marie offers 
the only welcome. Viviane is the daugh
ter that followed in her mother's foot
steps and, for the man, both those wo
men have ceased to exist. 

As she fights to win her father's for
giveness, it becomes obvious her appeal 
is wasted. The balance of power in this, 
home has shifted; it is the sunny, sweet 
Marie who controls now, who has made 
the transition from poss.essed to posses
sor. Viviane's insistence on the past, her 
memories of their childhood and her 
desire to reclaim the souvenirs of her 
mother all stand to interfere with her 
sister's present. Marie is as adept at cut
ting emotional bonds as Manon was 
before her, and.twice as scheming. Vivi
ane, already at the edge of an emotional 
precipice, needs only to be pushed. 
Marie is left glimmering at the centre of 
her father's universe, child cum mis
tress cum madonna — a kind of nubile, 
Satanic trinity. 

Les beaux souvenirs may be the dark
est fable of family relations since Elek-
tra, and the levels of passionate obses
sion in these ordinary people suggest a 
cross between Greek drama and Ten
nessee WiUiams. The film is rife with 

"Mane is positively demonic " Monique Spaziani, Paul Hubert 

suggestions of incest, and the air a round 
the house seems positively tainted; Les 
bons debarras is almost benign by com
parison. And therein lies the quandry . 
Because of the similarity in style, t h e m e 
and content, the tempta t ion to examine 
Les beaux souvenirs as a compan ion 
piece to the first p ic ture is strong. Man
kiewicz h a s even cast the film wi th look-
alikes: Charlotte Laurier and the open-
faced Spaziani are very similar in type, 
whi l e Julie Vincent recalls Marie Tifo 
w i th ease . And the body language is the 
same. One may finally learn to b e w a r e 
females w h o are quick to embrace in 
Mankiewicz movies — they're as ten
acious as boa constrictors. The similar
ities are all there , but our connect ion 
w i th the charac ters this t ime out is tenu
ous. 

Manon, despi te everything, was still a 
desperate ly hungry Uttle girl. Marie is 
positively demonic . Alternately charm
ing, cajoling, pe tu lan t and downr igh t 
possessed, she manoeuvre s as though 
she's got the g a m e p lan wri t ten d o w n 
somewhere , a n d sex is p e r h a p s the big
gest gun in h e r arsenal . Spaziani 's face is 
enough to make you shudde r after a 
whi le , because she 's got a fire beh ind 
h e r eyes that r educes the special effects 
in The Exorcist to barga in-basement sil
l iness. This girl m a y p a r a d e a round in 
an adolescent ' s body, bu t she 's got a spi
der ' s sensibilities, and keeps one as a 
pet to boot. You can't get d o s e to her . 

The who le setup, at base , is sick: the 
m u t e old m a n w h o sees all w o m e n in 
his t eenaged daugh te r w a s a tyrant 
years ago — his possess iveness d rove his 
wife a n d his eldest d a u g h t e r away. You 
don ' t feel any e m p a t h y for h im as h e 
shoots drugs into his veins, a n d t h e n 
t rembles th rough a night of w i t h d r a w a l 
pa ins . 

The real t ragedy is Viviane's n e e d for 
this man ' s pa rdon . She's a l ready on a 
crash course wi th suicide; p e r h a p s she 's 
just come h o m e to die . It's a nas ty 
p ic ture of domestici ty gone haywi re , 
bu t these peop le are so s c r e w e d u p that 
there ' s just no emot iona l road in to 
them. Viviane's sidekick Rick s t a n d s 
back a n d watches , b u t w e ' r e no t s tand
ing with h im, either; h e migh t have 
pu l led h e r out of the re in t ime , bu t h e 
gets s idet racked by Marie, t hen dis
appears . 

You find yourself looking at Les beau;K 
souvenirs, a n d finally recoi l ing from it. 
StyUstically, it's h a n d s o m e , sophist ica
ted; that play of form agains t c o n t e n t 
works in its favour, a n d t h e perform
ances are all very good, a l t hough R.H. 
T h o m p s o n is w a s t e d as the monosyl
labic good ol' boy. The focus is necessar 
ily a n d finally on Spaziani. She is the 
cent re of the film from h e r first c lo seup 
to the last, l ingering whi t eou t , b u t she ' s 
fascinating by dint of h e r repuls ive-
ness . Wha t Mankiewicz m a y have d o n e , 
in a sense, is redef ined the role of evil 

a n d its effects as a film genre. Les beaux 
souvenirs is the quintessential horror 
movie, w i th the devil as the girl next 
door. 

Anne Reiter* 
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