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0ff Your Rocker

It's easy to see why Off Your Rocker was
never released theatrically. Not that it is
awful, but it has no recognizable box
office stars, it's about a bunch of old
people, it's depressing, and it's way too
Jewish.

Indeed, Off Your Rocker can be read
as a peculiar epic of Jewish paranoia.
Dr. Max Adler (Lou Jacabil runs a won-
derful, warm retirement home, filled
with old Jewish people played by Milton
Berle, Red Buttons, Helen Hughes, etc.
However, Dr. Adler likes to play the
horses, and is in massive debt to loan
sharks, represented by the evil Michael
Ironside. He goes to Lou Carmen, an
unscrupulous businessman, who works
a deal by which he steals the home and
gives Max a stroke. Immediately, Carmen
institutes a whole new regime of modern
geriatric techniques under the ultra-
WASPy Miss Beecher (Helen Shaver).

Ultimately, the patients stage a revolt
against the new order by drugging the
attendants and blackmailing the evil
Lou Carmen into selling the home back
to Max Adler, who has made the fastest
recovery in medical history.

What the producers and directors
were obviously shooting for was a sort
of Geritol Capra movie, about loveable
old folks fighting off the tentacles of big
business for the right to live the way
they want in the final years of their lives.
What comes out, however, as the moral
of the story is ‘don’t gamble, or you will
go into debt and have to do business

with the goyim, who will cheat you, and,,

once they have you in their clutches,
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will give you a stroke, make you eat crap,
and stop you from schmoozing around
the dining room table with your friends,
The filmmakers don't even let the myth
about Jews being good at business
stand.

What's really depressing about Off
Your Rocker is that, despite its optimistic
ending, what we see of the institutional
treatment in the middle portion of the
film is probably the most true to life. The
old folks being drugged, separated from
their friends, being forced to eat food
that looks like it was designed for aden-
tate astronauts, paints a picture that
belies the emotional uplift at the end of
the film.

The cast is unflaggingly professional,
with Milton Berle surprisingly effective
and Red Buttons surprisingly unpleas-
ant. Unfortunately, most of them are

Barry Greenwald’s

Taxi!

Years from now, when “driving hack” is
remembered only as a quaint and long-
forgotten profession, a social phenom-
enon of the 20th century, someone will
dig out a dusty copy of Barry Green-
wald's Taxi and® rediscover a small
treasure. What they will find is a docu-
mentary crammed with information,
insight, and artistic expression; a film
lovingly devoted to the complexities
and idiosyncrasies of driving a cab in
the heart of a big city.

What makes Taxi so exhilarating is
the way in which it embraces its subject,
the gentle exploration of the unique
relationship between driver and pas
senger. In scene after scene this part
nership is emphasized as the very heart
of the profession, and the drivers emerge
as lay psychiatrists, social workers,
doctors, delivery boys, chauffeurs, and
substitute parents. But content is by far
not Taxi's only merit. Beautifully photo-
graphed by Mark Irwin, the film carries
the quality and atmosphere of a full
length feature, and its editing is concise
and disciplined. The final product leads
one to suspect that many hours of enjoy-
able footage lies rejected on the cutting
room floor in the interests of time.
Weaving gently into the whole is a crisp
and melodious narration by Cedric
Smith, one of Canada's most under
rated and under-used actors.

Greenwald, who both directed and
wrote the film, drove a cab in Toronto
for three years and his experience and
contacts have paid off handsomely. It is
doubtful whether someone not so closely
aligned with the business could have
outlined the soul of it all so clearly and
precisely. From the weary dispatchers
dealing with irritated customers and
drivers alike, to the harried drivers and
demanding public, Greenwald has em-
broidered a colourful canvas indeed.
In addition, Taxi is providing an impor-
tant public service, forin its lively depic-
tion of the profession it clarifies many of
the public's most oft-asked questions.
This is one film that could well change
the attitude of the people it reaches.
Viewers will be slower to snap at the
dispatchers for too long a wait, and will
think twice before accusing a driver of
deliberately choosing a less direct route

Cab drivers are seen by motorists as a
necessary evil. the demons who clog
traffic. and by most passengers an ex-
pensive necessity. The reality of what it

sabotaged by the script or the camera
angles, Dorothy Malone, in particular, is
shot from the least flattering angles
imaginable and is further saddled with
a wig which looks as if it were recvcled
into Quest for Fire. 1t is very difficult to
believe that she was ever the beautiful
yvoung dancer she claims to be, seeing
herself in fantasy flashes (a dancer who
looks nothing like the Dorothy Malone
we remember from Written on the
Wind and The Tarnished Angelsi.

Lou Jacobi is settling even further
into deranged ham - put a Lou Jacobi
picture in a multiplex cinema and he'd
probably start chewing the scenery in
other theatres. Helen Shavers is unfor-
tunately miscast as the strait-laced
spinster administrator. Shaver's chief
quality as an actress is her remarkable
sexual presence, and turning her into a

toned-down version of One Flew Over
the Cuckoo's Nest's Nurse Ratched
would seem a waste of her talents. Of
course, wasting Helen Shaver's talents
has been the national sport of the Cana-
dian film industry for years now.

While Off Your Rocker is not at all a
bad picture, it typifies one of the prob-
lems that exists within the Canadian in-
dustrv. It's not that we don't have the
technical expertise, for it is quite well
made, but our producers seem fo have
no commercial instincts. The question
is not whether millions of people would
want to see Off Your Rocker, but
whether anyone would shell out five
dollars to catch Milton Berle and Red
Buttons at the local Rialto.
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® Tax dispatcher Syd Glass at work

takes to “make it" on the streets is
methodically outlined here, stripping
away the illusions of easy money for an
easy job. As in any profession, the serious
mingle with part-timers out for a buck,
the caring compete with the brusque,
and the tricks must be learned to sur
vive. But what makes cab driving so
especially interesting as a film subject is
the characters that form the base of the
profession, the tough old-timers who
have been through it all, and seen it all.
From the brokerage houses fo the dis-
patchers’ cramped and dirty offices, 1o
the individual personalities of the in-
dependently-owned cars. nothing is
boring about the film or its real-life
subjects. If anything one's credulity is
sometimes strained at the amazingtales
that emerge on camera Take. for exam-
ple. the driver who took a pregnant
woman and her husband to the hospital.

They didn't make it on time and after

the husband passed out, the cabbie

delivered the baby. As if that weren't

enough, just two years later the same

cabbie drove the same couple to the

same hospital Once again, she began to

give birth, the husband passed out, and

the driver delivered the child. Unbeliey-

able ? Maybe. But then, that's just part of
“driving hack” in good ole’ Toronto.
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