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Paul Donovan returned to Halifa;cfrom 
London, England, after completing 
film school there in 1978. Like others, 
he felt the promise of the new climate 
in the industry, and started to work. 
With his brother Michael, a lawyer by 
trade, he founded Surfacing Films, and 
made a first feature South Pacificl94% 
a surreal comedy set iii a Canadian 
submarine during World WarIL Canada 
had no subs in World War II. Recently, 
the Donovans have completed their 
second feature Sieges which is in post-
production in Toronto. At present, they 
are the only feature film producers in 
Nova Scotia. 

Cinema C a n a d a : Haw did Surfacing 
Films come into e}cistence ? 
Paul Donovan : There are a lot of un
employed people in Nova Scotia, and we 
were amongst them. We wanted to 
utilize our skills, and my background 
was in fihnmaking. We started to work 
at raising money. It evolved slowly, and 
eis I needed more and more legal advice, 
Michael provided it and became more 
familiar with the mechanics of what we 
were doing; and after a while we were 
a film company. John Walsh had just 
come back from Singapore or Taiwan, 
where he was working as a diver in 
shark infested waters. He likes Nova 
Scotia because there's nothing big there, 
he says. Because people sit around and 
drink beer, the / re skeptical. He liked 
the chaUenge of building a submarine. 

PAUL 
DONOVAN 
by John Harkness 

John Harkness, Toronto film critic is a 
former Onema Canada staff reporter. 
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Maura CConnell was not in on the first 
film, she just steuted recently (as co-
director on Siege). 

Cinema Canada : Why are you based 
in Halifaic ? 
Paul Donovan : We like Nova Scotia. 

Cinema Canada : What sort of ad
vantages or disadvantages do you find 
there ? 
Paul Donovan : The disadvantage is 
that we're off on our own, and thaf s 
probably an advantage also. 

Cinema Canada : What about the 
final end: is it harder to raise money in 
the East or perhaps easier because 
you're the only people there ? 

Paul Donovan: I don't know, because 
we haven't tried to raise money oui^ 
selves. Sometimes We console ourselves, 
saying if s harder because people are 
extremely conservative with what 
money they have. If s not huge amounts 
in Nova Scotia. The/re not cowboys. On 
the other hand, we sometimes think the 
other way; that we're in untested 
waters. 

Cinema Canada : The money for 
both your films has been raised through 
the Capital Cost Allowance. Has that 
been primarily in Nova Scotia ? 
Paul Donovan : Primarily in Nova 
Scotia, but a lot of tax shelter invest
ment has been raised there for other 
films. The people who know, know, and 
people inside the financial world wiU 
tell you what films sold there. If s a very 
cozy, well-organized, smaU back-room 
market We're in a position, if we deliver, 
that we wiU at least find money for 
future films. We have a structure in 
place thaf s very good for us at present 

Cinema Canada: This structure for 
financing films, does it have to do with 
the fact that you have the creative and 
legal elements combined in a single 
company ? 
Paul Donovan : If s been a good bal
ance for us. But my brother won some 
writing prizes while studying law, so I 
think he's a reasonably creative person, 
and I'm reasonably business-minded. 
Tm intimately famiUar with distribution 
contracts, etc., so that we can deal with 
it all oiu^elves. That helps us cut costs 
and it helps us take a realistic approach. 

Regarding the structure, what we 
have is an agreement with a broker, 
whereby the broker woidd like to keep 
us going and we have to deliver a 
certain amount of product The tax 
shelter is an added bonus, but if s not a 
fundamental part of the agreement AU 
we have to do is make low-budget films 
that make money. 

Cinema Canada : So the removal of 
the fa^ shelter wouldn't have much 
effect on you ? 
Paul Donovan: Maybe it wiU and 
maybe it won't. It certaiidy makes the 
deal very sweet for an investor. If s like a 
net hanging underneath you. The tax 
shelter made the film industry. Films 
started being made when people real
ized how the shelter could be sold to the 
general public, and I don't believe for 
one second that films could have hap

pened without i t I don't know if it wiU 
die without it; it may, but people are 
much more experienced and level 
headed than in '77. 

Cinema Canada: IVhat about the 
logistics of working in Nova Scotia ? 
How much do you have to import 7 
Paul Donovan : Everything. There is 
no asmm equipment for anything, thaf s 
all there is to it. But whafs the dif
ference ? It doesn't matter. If s as much 
trouble to get a camera for outside 
Toronto to downtown Toronto as it is to 
ship to Halifax. Airplanes take one out in 
two hours. You do have to edit far away, 
and go without certain things, like you 
have to wait two days for rushes, which 
is not a rush. There's no double system 
projection at all, so you can't see synced 
rushes. 



But there's a certain ambiance you 
like to have, which tends to happen 
because actors are not local. The acting 
community is not of sufficient size in 
Halifax to supply a complete cast for any 
film. We sort of have an affirmative 
action toward local actors, but we want 
to cast everywhere. 

Cinema Canada : How loyal are you 
to Nova Scotia ? 
Paul Oonovan : Oh, there's no loyalty. 
We don't have any loyalties. Especially 
me. If s a matter of pure like or dislike. I 
like living in Nova Scotia. I like to think 
that in two months I could have a com
pletely different Opinion. I could have a 
bad experience, it could rain 75daysina 
row, I don't know. Los Angeles has 
never had any particular attraOtion for 
me. If s a hard question to answer. I 
think it would be bullshit if I said I hate 
Hollywood. 

We have a lot of freedom : producing 
our own films, choosing our own scripts. 
We have our own nice little close-knit 
family. I dortt think that there's a lot of 
pretension or a lot of self-delusion that 
we're Hollywood Northeast. We just 
want to make better films and films that 
we sort of believe in and that at the 
same time, keep us going. That doesn't 
seem possible in Hollywood. If you want 
to be a big boy, order 2,000 people 
around, work on a huge set and read 
about yourself in the National Enquirer, 
this may be an advantage, but those 
aren't our ambitions. Being free and 
being lost in a system are two different 
things. 

Cinema Canada: You submitted a 
brief to the Canadian Cultural Policy 
HevieH' Committee that said, in part, 
that in order for a film to qualify for the 
Cjtpital Cost Allowance, it should be 
budgetted at under $2 million. What 
was the rationale for this ? 
Paul Donovan : My rationale on that 
is very, very simple. You can sell a low-
budget film to limited markets, so it 
doesn't have to be Star Wars to make 
its money back. Or, you can make a big-
budget film that has a Major involved 
from the beginning. And I don't mean 
'involved' because of a little piece of 
paper or a 100-page contract that says, 
we're interested in this film, blah, blah, 
blah,' with one little escape clause. The 
Majors have to sink money into it. If 
'he/ve sunk money into it, they're going 

to have to carry it all the way. But if 
they're just agreeingto use the film with 
an eye toward distribution, thaf s non
sense - only the CFDC and a broker in 
1979 would swallow that 

Cinema Canada : So in a sense ifsan 
argument far revenue guarantees 
Paul Donovan; If you're going to 
make a big-budget film, you better have 
revenue guarantees, or else anyone in
vesting in it is nuts. If you make a small 
film, you can go by the script by the 
enthusiasm and dedication of the peo
ple. Even if they err, the limited markets 
- pay-TV, foreign sales - wiU bring the 
money back. What we argue is that $2 
million is supposed to be the amount of 
money needed to make a fairly profes
sional film. At a $2 milUon price most of 
the money has to be spent on what you 
see. But when it gets up to five, well, 
John GuUlermin is suddenly getting 
$785,000... that sort of thing. 

The CCA is supposed to help the film 
industry. I see that as money going into 
the pockets of actors and technical peo
ple and art directors, not huge salaries. 
Two million just doesn't leave room for 
those huge salaries, so if there's $100 
million available in tax shelter money, it 
might go into 50 films instead of 20, and 
out of those 50,15 might be good More 
people working is what if s all about but 
now we've seen a new vision. 

Cinema Canada : Ahl A new vision. 
Paul Donovan: A new vision of what 
should have been done The new rules 
from the securities commissions make 

me vomit. Personally, I think if s driving 
staple guns into the heads of the film 
industry. Ifs all weU intended; but 
basically, as the tax shelter evolved from 
real estate, film was treated as a piece of 
real estate. But ifs not ifs film, ifs a 
creative medium, ifs an illusion, so you 
have to deal with it on that basis. In the 
end, by all these little rules df checks. 
and balances, you're supposed to come 
up with a good film. The securities rules 
prevent gigantic exploitation by the 
producers, but that was never the prob
lem. If the securities comrhission, from 
the beginning required that every person 
investing in a film had to be provided 
with a copy of the script I think some 
of the films would never have been 
made. The average orthodontist has 
gone to university. He can pinpoint a 
turkey. 

I've read big-budget scripts that were 
completely ittcompetent The format is 
even incorrect That sort of thing is 
pathetic. 

We can never make a film with a pubUc 
issue because of the security commis
sion rules. No way. We will never buy a 
completion bond. These are parts of the 
budget that don't go on screen. We stand 
behind our films. If ifs us or the broker 
who put in the money, we' d better finish 
it and sell it. Ifs our money. We takfe 
virtually no production fees up front so 
we have to do it through private place
ments all the time. I think that the 
securities commissions have catered to 
the tiniest proportion of filmmakers 
who make a certain type of film to a 
certain budget and dealt death to the 
others because the cost of doing a public 
issue is still prohibitive. 

Cinema Canada : So your position is 
less one of nationalism that realism ? 
Paul Donovan : I'm extremely anti-
nationalist I hate nationalism. This cul
tural thing you read about it just makes 
my knees give out it makes me go into 
dead faints. Its like this committee with 
a K on culture. Whafs culture ? You take 
two steps back and this is the funniest 
thing you've ever seen. I don't know 
what culture is, but when I was walking 
in the streets of London years ago and 
saw the punks come out with Mohican 
haircuts, I suddenly realized that 
probably in 100 years scholars will con
sider this part of the culture of the '80s, 
But it didn't come from a committee. A 

British commitiiee defining culture is 
talking about something completely dif
ferent which wUI be forgotten in a few 
years. 

I think that good films can come out of 
a completely free-wheeling system 
provided people with ide2is smd creative 
spark can get in. 

Also, and this is an emotional part for 
us, they have to change the policies of 
the Canadian Fihn Development Corpo
ration. 

Cinema Canada : What's wrong with 
the CFDC? 
Paul Donovan : The CFDC should only 
be giving money to new people. It 
would be nice if they could never give 
money to the same person or organiza
tion twice. 

If the CFDC put up half the money for 
a $S00,000-$800,000 film, and the only 
requirement was that the person had to 
put up the other half (and it couldn't 
come from themselves or their cousin, 
or uncle), that means they'd have to go 
out to the private market and somehow 
raise that money, ideally from an oi^ 
ganization like a distributor or a tele
vision company. Then you would have 
somebody who has had to face the 
realities of the market Each time, it will 
be a new person who will make a new 
film and four out of five times ifs going 
to be bad, or two out of five. But some of 
the time ifs going to be good and 
everytime ifs good, they have a new 
person. 

If the film industry's larger, well-
established organizations, which the 
CFDC is oriented to support, can't sur
vive, they shouldn't survive. If a film 
company's going to drop, let it drop. Ifs 
got to be survival of the fittest 

Cinema Canada: You're talking about 
the weak dropping away. Has South 
Pacific 1942 made its money back ? 
Paul Donovan: No. 

Cinema Canada : Is it close ? 
Paul Donovan: No. 

Cinema Canada: Ah hah I 
Paul Donovan : VVe're talking philo
sophical arguments. We could be one of 
the weak that drop away. Well, thaf s too 
bad. Ifs painful to think this way, but 
thaf s our opinion on the film industry. 
What would make us most happy, for 
instance, would be if the CFDC policies 
were written to give huge amounts of 
money to someone in exactly our posi
tion. 

Cinema Canada : People who are es
sentially regional small budget ? 
Paul Donovan :^Yes. The regional 
thing is great! Sometimes that can be 
used: you're in an underprivileged area 
and that area has been raped for 100 
years. We want something back. Me 
personally, especiaUy. Ifs almost a fafr 
argument. 

We don't want it that way. We don't 
want the regional arts committees to 
have anything to do with what we do. 
We want us to make our money back. 
Maybe thaf s in our heritage, the Scottish 
fear of debt We want to be indepen
dents who make films people want to 
see. 

Cinema Canada : Youandyourbroth-
er also made an application for a pay-
TV license. Was that an ejcpression of 
raging regionalism ? 
Paul Donovan : Well, there's nothing 
to talk about, because by the time this 
article comes out the CRTC wiU proba-
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bly have given the license out and w e 
can't presume what they will say. 

The problem is, w e were inspfred by 
the "AU Night Show" (a late-night 
Toronto program which featured 
comedian Chas Lawther as 'Chuck the 
Security Guard,' w h o ran weird old 
video until six in the morning. It is no 
longer on the afr). 

Everybody is talking about Canadian 
culture - that program was i t right 
there. Prior to Bob and Doug. This was 
what TV could be. Now, i f s too formal 
and rigid We could have fun, do some
thing really cheap, and most of aU, work 
with all those people out there, all those 
nuts w h o jiren't now in the Canadian 
film industry and are lurking around 
bars. You want them on TV doing some
th ing - there's lots of material out there. 
You need a minor league. 

The CRTC might have felt threatened 
by our application. The danger wets that 
they described in thefr caU for applica
tions that they wanted something new 
and experimental - things that hadn't 
been on TV before. And we're standing 
there, saying, "Hey, thaf s what we're 
trying to do, w e don't want to be HBO." 
But you can philosophically say thaf s 
what you w a n t but when you actually 
see it staring you in the face, the old 
Canadian government seeing something 
that could be disorderly... Thafs our 
main liability. I think w e suffer from 
being too non-mainstream. If they did 
give us the license, we'd really enjoy 
ourselves. We would make it the channel 
for things that would never normally be 
on TV. 

C i n e m a C a n a d a : For instance ? 
Paul D o n o v a n : There have been 
Canadian movies that were very bad. 
We think it might be reasonable to show 
half that movie, possibly the worst parts, 
and then get the people involved in the 
making of it and they would fill in the 
rest of the story and tell you what went 
wrong. 

The primary motivating factor is that 
it dispenses with the formalities of tele
vision, it becomes a sort of FM-TV. The 
high production value associated with 
TV is sl ickness; throw it away. Good 
technical quality, but make it very per
sonal, a little bit loose around the edges. 
The camera might fall over once in a 
while, but still have a good image. 

It would be a national license. No 
regional rage. We!re sort of raging 
regionalists. Canada's a funny place. 
The best thing about Canada is that i fs 
not unified. 

People say Quebec wants to separate. 
Alberta hates Ontario, B.C. looks down 
its nose at the Prairies, it goes on and on. 
I think i f s healthy. Thafs people. When 
you look at a country Uke the United 
States, you see everybody s waving the 
flag, marching in bands, and building B-
1 bombers. Thafs unity. 

Ifs bettci >̂  have a little hysteria and 
people not knowing and not being so 
sure of the country's values, and dis
agreeing. I Uke the Italian g o v e m m e n t 
the fact that they change every few 
months. They say uncomfortable things 
and maybe it affects thefr international 
credit rating, but these are not particu
larly woeful problems. • 

Getting ttie most for his money, Les Krizsan films the action. Photo: Ian McGeagh 

Siege 

The battle of 
Bay Street 

A man appears in a window of a Halifax 
waterfront tenement with a homemade 
bazooka on his shoulder. There is a brief 
fiame from the rocket in the tube before 
it flares off into the night air. An inferno 
of flames explodes on the roof of a 
nearby office building vifhere a sniper is 
perched 

The Halifax police are on strike. Citi
zens are forced to defend themselves by 
their own methods. But w a i t - two dark 
figures emerge on the rooftop trying to 
douse the flames. Fire trucks and police 
cars encircle the building. 

The strike is over, but the filming of 
Siege is on. 

In Edge City, filmmaking is a preca- a 
nous occupation, exception made of the 
dubious comfort provided by the fat 
budgets of fraining films for the depart
ment of National Defense. Feature films 
are as rare here as Atlantic salmon, and 
if the acid memos from Toronto banks 
have the appropriate impact they will 
destroy the species in the Maritimes as 
well as elsewhere. 

The existence of a film called Siege, 
now in the final editing stage, is defini
tely a minor financial miracle. 

After walking in and out of cynical 
distribution offices around the world 
with its first feature South Pacific — 
194Z, Surfacing Film Productions deci
ded it better fit its next film to the meat 
market of cinema distribution. 

South Pacific - '42, a black comedy 
about a wacky Canadian-crewed sub
marine in the W.W. II Pacific Theafre, is 
now running opposite a feature about 
the W.W. II Wolf Pack subs in German 

theatres. But distribution was a hard 
battle for lawyer Michael and director-
brother Paul Donovan, the pair w h o m n 
the show at Surfacing. This time they 
decided a solid action movie had a 
better chance at the low-budget meu-ket. 
After auditioning several scripts with 
distribution people, they finally got a 
favourable reaction to Siege. 

The film is a tale of gang murders in 
Halifax during the longest police strike 
in history. The key event occurs w h e n a 
potential victim takes refuge in a run
down apartment building on the Halifax 
waterfront. The tenants have to defend 
themselves. Straw Dags-style, against a 
gang of thugs. 

Tire Donovans felt they had a viable 
product on their hands, and even though 
the movie financing market looked 
worse than bleak, they hit the broad-
loomed streets once again. 

They managed to gamer 25% of the 
funds they needed, but the deadline 
came and went for the final monies to 
be deposited. After some paper shuffling 
they extended the deadline and ran into 
a broker w h o felt he could capitalize on 
a faltering industry. He raised another 
35% and guaranteed the rest More im
portantly, he put up 10% interim finan
cing which paid a lot of overdue bills. 

All looked rosy, but another Maritimer 
in Ottawa, the Hon. Allan MacEachen 
put a damper on the scene with his 
budget. Suddenly the broker w a s not 
enthused over a high-risk moVie invest
ment Michael and Paul had confracted 
all of the actors and 98% of the crew; it 
was a week before shooting w h e n the 
broker called. 

The game was over. Paul called up all 
the cast and crew - cancel, cancel, get 
drunk. 

The next morning Michael shook Paul 
into consciousness and said, "This is 
what we're going to do..." They went 
directly to the broker's largest investor 
and dined him on tea and cookies for 
three hours while they tried to convince 
him of the viabUity of the project They 
even produced a letter of guaranteed 
distribution from an L.A. distributor on 
short notice. This particular investor 

has been described as "solid, conserva
tive," but at the end of the discussion he 
was convinced. This was Fridaymorning 
He said he would try to get the banks to 
put up the cash or\ his signature. 

The banks, however, were another 
stumbling block. Recent memos from 
head office had vetoed any film invest
ment financing. The investor had to 
muscle them to get the money. After the 
phone conversation with the bank, the 
investor turned to Michael and said the 
bank manager had asked him why he 
w a s doing i t and he really couldn't 
come up with an answer. Three days 
later the cheque arrived at Surfacing 
Film Productions' office. The Siege was 
on. 

After their hairy experiences with the 
financing of the film, they were ready 
for the worst during production. Strange 
as it seems, the shoot went off without 
any major problems. It w a s 17 straight 
shooting days averaging 14 hours per 
day, but the cast and the crew were 
extremely dedicated and averaged 45 
set-ups per day. 

Shooting mostly at night with high 
speed lenses and the state-of-the-art 
Moviecam camera, the main problem 
for D.O.P. Les Krizsan w a s how to shoot 
an action movie with eight inches of 
depth-of-field. When I arrived on set the 
lighting was such that I had difficulty 
seeing what w a s happening. It reminded 
m e of the gaffers comment on Richard 
Leiterman's lighting of Goi'n' Down 
the Road; - "They should make light 
meters with illuminated dials for cine-
matographers Uke Richard." Les could 
probably use one of those at times. 
However, despite the lack of depth-of 
field, the mir^imal lighting approach 
cuts crew size, lowers equipment ren
tals, speeds up production, and adds a 
touch of realism. 

And realism was the underlying con
cept during the filming of Siege. The 
special effects had to be good and with 
no money to hire an expensive L.A. 
effects company, the props man, John 
Walsh had to do some improvisation to 
pull it off. He started by finding a some
what paranoid gun collector in rural 
Nova Scotia with one of the biggest 
private arsenals in the country. With a 
barn full of automatic weapons to choose 
from, the props department had a field 
day. But at night the machine guns went 
home with an R.C.M.P. gendarme. 

Fortunately, the cast w a s made up of 
experienced professionals w h o could 
handle the weaponry. Doug Lennox, a 
veteran of television action shows like 
The New Avengers, played the role of 
the vUlain "Cabe." Tom Nardini, a child 
actor in Hollywood w h o moved to the 
N.Y. stage, plays the lead male role. 
Brenda Bazinet a Saskatchewan native 
w h o moved to the Toronto stage plays 
the female lead. The film also features 
Keith Knight and Jack Blum, both of 
Meatballs fame.' 

C h u c k L a p p • 

SIEGEexec. p. Michael Donovan p. John Walsh 
p man W. James Bruce p asst Douglas Me^on d 
Paul Donovan, Maura CConnell dop Les Krizsan 
1 St a d CordeU Wynn asst cam Roberto ElizabetsViy 
unit man CordellWynnscrPaulDonovansd Pierre 
Oostie boom Alan Scarf elec Ian Henderson gaffer 
Michael Ruggles clapper N.O. Goose chef Jim 
Sharpe sp efx make-up Carofyn van Gurp sp efi J. 
William Walsh, T.J. Cove ed Keith Brewer ad ed 
Martella Tower cast Iris Essex I p Doug Lennoji, 
Keith Knight, Jack Bloom, JefFPusti], Brands Bazinet 
Daryl Haeny, Tom Nardini, Dug Rotstein, Alan Mac-
Gillivray, Barbara Jones, Gary Dempster, Dennis 
aconnor, Fred Wadden, Rick Collins, Ter̂ Ĵ David 
Despres lab Quinn Sound, p. c. Salter Productions 
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