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The Neighbour 

Dead dog 
leads to 
cat-and-mouse 
Most recently Max Fischer directed The 
Lucky Star, which won solid reyiews, a 
prize at Cannes, and a desirable US, 
distribution deal. Luckily, he's been able 
to keep up the momentum, while many 
in the industry are now out looking for 
work. 

There he is on the streets of Montreal 
directing The Neighbour. He's got 
George Segal, Irene Cara {of Fame fame), 
a fine crew and $6 million to work with. 
The money is courtesy of producer 
Claude Leger, the CFDC, the Royal Bank, 
and a lot of little people who happen to 
be doctors, lawyers, and accountants. 

The screenplay, written by Max 
Fischer and Leila Basen (whose credits 
include Kour Ticket is No Longer Valid], 
is based on a novel by Laird Koenlg 

entitled "The Neighbor." The change in 
spelling is not the only confusing thing 
about this adaptation. 

For one thing, there has already been 
a movie made from the novel; Louis 
Malle's Atlantic City. 

For another, there is already a film out 
on the market called The Neighbors. 
starring Dan Ackroyd and John Belushi. 
It, thank goodness, is not based on "The 
Neighbor." 

But perhaps the confusion is more 
apparent than real. Even so. The Neigh­
bour is due to be retitled, probably to 
The Neighbour From 5A. 

Although Atlantic City was based on 
the same book, there appear lobe few, if 
any, similarities between that film and 
the script Fischer and Basen have come 
up witli. The occupation of the female 
lead, for instance, has been changed to 
that of a professional singer; The Neigh­
bour w\\\ feature Irene Cara performing 
several numbers by Canadian composer 
Art Phillips, with choreography by 
Arthur Farla. 

This is not to say that The Neighbour 
is a musical. Nor is it a comeciy, or a 
drama. Its sort of a comedy-drama-
musical, with emphasis on the drama. I 
was getting suspicious when I heard the 
film described differently by each per­
son I talked to on the set. But Fischer 

made it aU seem quite reasonable when 
he invoked the films of Vittorio de Sica 
{Umberto D in particular), to describe 
the spirit of bis film. As he put it, ""It"s a 
mixture of comedy and tragedy, be^ 
cause, of course, life is like that." 

In a nutshell. The Neighbour's plot is 
'boy meets girl' - largely because the 
boy's dog is killed by the girl's friend, 
who the boy then kills. The boy and the 
girl then play a cat and mouse game ; 
with the boy being the mouse, the girl 
being the cat, and the dog, no longer of 
any importance, being dead. 

In a slightly larger nutshell, the film is 
about the relationship that develops 
between a down-and-out Broadway 
stagehand, played by Segal, and an up-
and-coming young singer, played by 
Cara. They happen to be neighbours, 
and one day the man's dog - who 
happens to be his best and only friend -
is in fact overdosed by a drug-dealing 
friend of hers. An enraged Segal kills the 
dealer who, he discovers, has $5,000 on 
him, and then starts simultaneously 
throwing the police off his track and 
spending the money. Cara starts off 
hating him and wanting revenge for her 
friend, but ends up ., well, they wouldn't 
tell me the ending, but you get the pic­
ture. 

It's sort of the Broadway-life-isn't-a-

bed-of-roses storyline than can warm 
your heart and make you feel good if it's 
done properly. As... er... Fame was. A lot 
depends on getting the atmosphere 
right, and on having the right actors. 

Irene Cara obviously has the creden­
tials. One look at her on the police sta­
tion set in Montreal demonstrated that 
Fame was no fluke. She had little to do 
in the scene, but sit outside the room 
where George Segal was talking with a 
police officer (played by Toronto actor 
Andy Thomson), and then react when 
their eyes met through the window. But 
she looked as much like a sympathetic-
young - girl - in - the - big - city as Audrey 
Hepburn used to, and her reaction was 
as silent-movie^expressive as Charlie 
Chaplin's. 

George Segal's credentials are vast. 
But his role as a broken-down old guy is 
a big switch from his usual parts, in 
which he plays middle-class profession­
al types who are afraid of turning into 
exactly this person. (His role of Dick in 
Fun With Dick and Jane is an example). 
Casting him was a coup, because he 
plays against his own movie persona 
and convincingly transforms himself. 
Bearded, dressed in a shabby corduroy 
jacket and an Irish fisherman's cap, on 
set Segal looked splendid. 

The atmospherics I saw were fine. 

On location in New York shooting The Neighbour: cinematographer Francois Prdtat, Irene Cara, director Max Fischer (centre) and George 
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The police station set was actually a fire 
hall, and during the shoot the" firemen 
amiised themselves by taking snapshots. 
They didn't seem at all perturbed as the 
connecting waU to their office was 
sprayed with green paint and made as 
filthy as a real N.Y.C. police station. It all 
looked like the Big Apple to me. And 
Frangoise Berd, a Montreal actress with 
a small part in the movie, looked and 
spoke just like the bag ladies who give 
that city its distinctive character, which 
we all know and love. 

What I saw of the shoot is hardly 
enough to speculate on. And even then, 
there-were four weeks of shooting still 
logo before the film would be put into 
the hands of editor Marion Segal. But I 
did see Max Fischer at work, and he had 
thecrew purring in his hand. Then in 
the middle of the fire-police station 
shoot I was quickly convinced that the 
crew members were winners. Suddenly, 
there was a fire alarm. As the firemen 
started racing aroUnd there was more 
than a little confusion. But the film 
crew was back to work in record time, 
leaving Utile doubt that it could handle 
the business of making 'Broadway and 
lis environs look real - even if all the 
inttiriors are being shot in Montreal. 

Ifl was a belting man, I'd bet that this 
film is going to work. If it does, it will 
give Irene Cara's career another boost, 
allhough as she put it, "I've gone from 
being a black actress to being considered 
an actress" already, George Segal, I 
would think, is taking a chance in play-
iiigsiich a challenging role, considering 
his fans' expeclation.s. I respect him for 
that, and for his judgment in hitching 
his career to Max Fischer's rising star. 

David Clarke • 
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Death Bite 
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A mean apetite 

In the basement of Stage Three, two 
different Al Waxmans patiently wait 
while special effects wizards work to 
make Death Bite as effective as Jaws 
and Alien. It's the last of four days of 
shooting in Toronto's Lakeshore Studios, 
the second-to-last day in an eight-week 
schedule that began on August 24, Peter 
Fonda and Oliver Reed have already 
left, and the "piece de resistance" of one 
effect is being prepared. 

The first Al Waxman holds out his 
arm while Carl Fullerton, make-up as­
sistant from Altered States, carefully 
attaches a skin of foam rubber. "Last 
night we did a five-hour death scene," 
Waxman says, "and it was one of the 
high moments in my acting career. Ev­
erybody came together in one terrific 
moment. When I went home, I said to 
my wife, "I've just been working with 
giants." 

But after five hours, Waxman is not 
dead yet. Playing a petty villain, he has 
been bitten by the world's most danger­
ous snake, a Taipan from New Guinea. 
The venom in one bite from this real-life 
snake can kill 600 humans or, as tested, 
173,912 mice Ithe 173,913th had a bad 
night). Waxman has blood stains on his 
shirt and a photo taken the night before 
shows his face swollen grotesquely by 
bladders disguised as skin. Today, Death 
Bite will take a step towards innovation 
and finish him off. 

The second Al Waxman says nothing 
- he is a mechanical bust with eighteen 
plastic tubes running into him from a 
complicated pumping device - and like 
a robot turned stuntman, he'll do the 
rest of Waxman's dying. Dick Smith, the 
man responsible for make-up effects in 
The Exorcist, Scanners, and Altered 
States, and the chief of the team with 
Death Bite, explains how, as he gently 
gives the cheek more color. "Most or­
ganic solvents tend to attack rubber and 
if it's foamed rubber, the chemical attack 
is multiplied. The destruction is re­
markably similar to the effect of venom 
on tissue. We prepared this head weeks 

ago, already distorted to the point that 
Al reached last night. What's new is not 
the bladders, but what happens next 
when we pump trlchloroethane into the 
swellings. It'll be a more leprous kind of 
swelling, made more hideous by pre-
tearing the rubber. The fissures will 
grow into ruptures and show a bloody 
interior, a dirty green color in the sol­
vent will add a bit of nastiness." 

Upstairs in the studio's main area, 
director Bill Fruet oversees the prepara­
tion of a ship's hold where a young and 
greedy sailor (Patrick Brymer) will open 
a container expecting to find dope, and 
come to the shock - and the end - of his 
life. "Death Bite has good commercial 
potential," says Fruet, known as the 
scriptwriter for Gain' Down the Boad 
and director of Wedding in White, Death 
Weekend, and, last year, Chatwrill's Ver­
dict. "We evaluated what is working 
today, took the original novel and up­
dated it. We didn't just go for violence, 
though some markets like Japan and 
Europe want a stronger version. We 
have shot enough material to take it in 
any direction. A film like Alien showe.d 
us how less is better. We perfected 
special devices that helped us keep the 
monster hidden. More effective cranes 
and dollies gave us speed and let us 
shoot along two feet off the floor." 

Snake models lie in different parts of 
Stage Three - one with a body as thick as 
a firehose, three heads without bodies... 
AU designed for terror. While the sailor 
rehearses his reaction to the sudden 
hissing of a steampipe, the second unit 
repeatedly films the strike of the snake 
for a different scene. A row of levers 
controls the hydraulics as the Taipan 
lunges around the corner of a hallway. 
At the end of the hall the broken glass of 
a shower stall remains from an earlier 
set-up in which a woman has been 
terribly interrupted. For added effect, 
the crew built a hallway tilted vertically 
with a mattress at the bottom. When 
struck, the woman will fly across the 
screen with all the force of a fall. 

Production manager Gord Robinson 
says the rushes are looking "excellent." 
Although the final script was completed 
only a week and a half before shooting, 
the 60-member crew has kept the sched­
ule right on target. Much of the filming 
took place at the Jackson Estate, close to 
the Metro Toronto Zoo, where Jason 
Kincaid (Oliver Reed) in his mansion 

feels a psychic attachment to the snake, 
Guardian of the Gates of Hell. This is not 
the realistic Taipan of the novel, but an 
intensified, deified monster. With his 
niece, Suzanne Cavadon (Kerri Keane) 
and scientist Tom Brasilian (Peter Fon­
da), Kincaid arranges to have the snake 
captured and brought to a university in 
San Francisco. When Crowley (Al Wax-
man) attempts to steal it for a religious 
cult, the snake - and all hell - breaks 
loose. A 'San Francisco' greenhouse was 
built at Toronto's Pier 35, and seven 20-
by-20-foot nets hung on poles, plus 50 
"aborigines", brought New Guinea to 
the Jackson Estate. A building next to 
Cinequity s offices on Mercer Street pro­
vided a police station and veterinary 
clinic, and the Scarborough Bluffs dou­
bled for flashbacks to New Guinea. 

Cinequity Corporation and its head, 
John Pozhke, have moved from the 
deaths of Vietnam in their production of 
The Ten Thousand Day War, to deaths 
by a supernatural creature. Publicist 
Quinn Donoghue briefly lets a worry 
loose when he wonders if people's fear 
of snakes will be great enough to keep 
them away. After all, snakes have had 
bad press ever since the Bible. In statisti­
cal terms Jaws exploited a fear based on 
twelve deaths a year worldwide; in 
contrast, according to the researchers 
for Death Bite, 30,000 people die annual­
ly from snakebite. 

Ah well, there is some hesitation 
about the title and even Fruet calls it 
"blatant," but the novel by Michael Maryk 
and Brent Monahan sold a million and a 
half copies since October 1979 with no 
more subtle title. 

David Sharps • 
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