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Claude Jutra's 

Surfacing 
As I sat down to wri te this review, I 
noticed in the paper that p roduce r Beryl 
Fox had written a letter in r e sponse to 
Ron Base's devastating review of the 
film printed in the Toronto Star. Base's 
critique of Surfacing was, in fact, reckless 
and abusive- abusive in its genera l ized 
derision of the film's ""feminist prudish-
ness'" and reckless as a film review. If 
we are striving to develop some sort of 
serious national cinema, it mus t go 
hand in hand with serious (and to use 
Base's word, "'committed") crit icism 
and discussion. 

First, it is not, as Base headl ines , 
"Atwood's Introspective Surfacing" 
that may be "sinking with all h a n d s " (as 
the argument goes). It is Claude Ju t ra ' s 
film. Films are not novels and should 
not be expected to dupl icate a totally 
different medium. As Jutra said in an 
interview, "Theres no doubt that it 
became something different from the 
book. It was a detour w e had to take." 

Beryl Fox suggests in her p iece that 
"male chauvinists" like Base will never 
"understand a movie with a s t rong 
female lead,"' and ends by suggest ing 
Ihal women (and sensitive, a w a r e men) 
should decide the film's wor th . 

What, then, is Surfacing about •;" What 
does Ibe film communica te about 
women, and what is the struggle it is 
liying to define'/ It will d i sappoin t 
audiences expecting a w i lde rnes s 
drama about a woman out to find or 
rescue her father. The film doesn ' t w o r k 
on his literal level and Jutra suggests 
this from the opening image : a vvoman 
is seen, in long-shot, diving off the s ide 
of a canoe into the depths of a lake a n d 
then resurfacing. At first, this shot has 
no "logical" connection to the o p e n i n g 
one of Kate - again in long-shot - s een 
riding through the streets of a city en 
route to inform her boyfriend of he r 
missing father. The logic, however , 
becomes clear as the film progresses : 
water has always served as a symbol of 
female sexuality. The search is not for 
Kate'-s father, but for herself- her identity 
as an independent woman . Her depen
dence is clear from the following 
sequence of Kate with her boyfriend. It 
is Joe who decides wha t Kate mus t do. 
But Kale is terrified of confronting he r 
father because, as she explains, she has 
"no good news"; she is ne i ther a 
"doclor"" nor a "lavvyer," and she "doesn't 
have six kids!" (Two possible ways a 
woman can find respectability a n d suc
cess are to prove herself in a male-
approved profession, or get m a r r i e d 
and bear children.) 

Surfacing is about women ' s roles in a 
patriarchal society; a society exem
plified in the extreme by the cha rac t e r 
of David. It attempts to investigate the 
victimization of women, the objectifica-
lion of women as sexual images for 
male pleasure and the ensu ing violence 
mat erupts from these re la t ionships . 
Although the questions posed a re im
portant and valid, the film is not ent i re
ly satisfactory. And I don't think, as Beryl 
'OX implies, that the 'challenging' na tu re 
0 the issues is fully to b l a m e for the 
"ims widespread rejection. 

Surfacing is sfructured as a 'descent ' 
or lourney film. The journey w o r k s on 
"6 classic premise that the fa r ther 
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• A quiet afternoon of sunbathing turns into.a fearful ordeal. R.H. Thompson and Margaret Dragu 

closer one gets to exposing the t rue 

na ture of one 's identity, one's 'survival-
ist' self As the search and at tempt to 
uncover ' fa ther ' gets closer, the film gets 
increasingly violent. 

T h e charac te rs on this journey are set 
u p in almost stereotypic opposition. 
Anna is p resen ted as the ext reme of the 
vict imized w o m a n . Her relat ionship 
wi th David survives on her masochism 
and his abusive ability to humiliate h e r 
Her identity depends upon the outward 
presenta t ion of herself as an object of 
male sexual desire . She is, generally, 
hysterical and out of control. David is 
p r e sen t ed as the hun te r - he dominates 
Anna for the same reason that the 
h u n t e r s kill herons and moose. Both 
rule by the gun as an emblem of power 
(against the fear of castration or loss of 
that power) . Both David's guns and the 
movie camera wi th which he shoots 
degrad ing images of Anna dancing 
a r o u n d a s t rung-up decaying carcass of 
a he ron are phal lus substitutes. 

In opposition to Anna, Kate represents 
the ex t reme of the potentially l iberated 
w o m a n : earthy-pretty (needing no arti
fice), c an ma tch any jock at surviving in 
the wi lderness , r emains unper tu rbed 
through most disasters and emergencies 
(even after he r lover might be dead after 
falling off a cliff), and is e n d o w e d wi th a 
very sexual Playboy-centrefold body. 
One begins to w o n d e r w h e t h e r this 
image of potent ia l female liberation is 
o n e c rea ted bv male fantasy. (Whether 
o r not this is Atwood's view is im
mate r ia l - it is still one propagated by a 
male- th inking culture.) She is a w o m a n 
w h o s e w o r t h is measu red by her ability 
to ma tch a man ' s capabili t ies outdoors, 
a n d play out the roles of woman-as_ 
n u r s e (in the leech sequence) and 
m o t h e r (the extraordinary breasts). 

In the scene w h e r e Joe begins to 
undress Kate to make love to her, there 
is an interesting tension created be tween 
the uncovering of a female body for the 
pleasure of the audience - the kind of 
thing that the cinema has long habituated 
us with - and Kate's impulse to cover up. 

Joe is a ra ther nondescript , amor
phous combination of sensitivity" and 
manliness." For the most part he sup
ports Kate, yet at t imes feels defensive of 
David. During the heron/dance sequence 
for example, he tells her, "If you don't 
approve (of David's ravaging Anna! then 
don' t watch." 

Jutra has made it clear in interviews 
that he inherited Kathleen Beller and 
Joseph Bottoms, and Bernard Gordon's 
script. The three hand icaps are insur
mountable - even for an exper ienced 
director like Jutra. Beller is too young 
and unable to cope with the complexities 

, of her character - she ends u p speech
less and bewi ldered through m u c h of 
the film. Bottoms matches he r inability 
to give the character any depth . R.H, 
Thompson and Margaret Dragu on the 
other hand do succeed in giving their 
characters a much greater complexity 
than the script al lows them. The script 
tosses out major issues that desperate ly 
need development, such as Kate's preg
nancy and subsequent abortion, and the 
implications of her father in all this, or 
the dominat ion of big business over 
environment and art. 

The film doesn' t survive the contra
diction it sets up : w h e n Kate is finally 
free of the guilt and b u r d e n of the 
'father,' she soaps herself in the lake, 
whi le Ann (Wortifee's ""Gypsy Girl" on 
the soundtrack makes one cringe. Along 
with the painful voiceover a n d tri te 
use of "freedom-heron" imagery, she 

then rejoins Joe after h e r speech abou t 
i n d e p e n d e n c e . The en t i re e n d i n g gives 
one the feeling that the hero ine ' s re
surfacing is a r u s h e d event in d e s p e r a t e 
need of further, m o r e careful develop
ment . 

Surfacing does a t t empt to ra ise s o m e 
crucial issues about w o m e n wi th in con
temporary cul ture. Richard Le i t e rman s 
camera almost compensa t e s visually for 
Kathleen Boiler's inabili t ies by captur
ing the tu rbu lence of the lake, and the 
intense beauty of the wi lderness through 
sensual images that beg to b e touched . If 
Surfacing is not wholly successful, it is 
nonethe less refreshing to see a film 
wh ich has the integrity to a p p r o a c h 
these issues wi th in a Canad ian context . 
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