
R E V I E W S 
y 

Gilles Carle's 

Jouer sa vie 
(The Great 
Chess Movie) 
Is it a sign of the times that two of Que
bec's finest directors recently returned 
to their old stamping-ground, the 
National Film Board, to make documen
tary features ? Le canfort et I'indiffe-
rence, Denys Arcand's mordant analysis 
of the referendum defeat, appeared last 
year with quite a splash, and now we 
have Gilles Carle's Jouer sa vie, a modest 
and likeable feature on chess, sand
wiched in Carle's career between Les 
Plouffe and its imminent sequel. 

At its premiere at the Montreal festival 
in August, Jouer sa vie received the 
warm respectful applause rightfully 
due a pleasant minor work by a major 
director. It was also one of two Canadian 
features singled out by the international 
press for official praise (though this is 
less significant than the Board's press 
kit implies since most world-class Que
bec features respected the Quebec in
dependents' boycott of the festival). Since 
then, an English version. The Great 
Chess Movie, has bowed in the Toronto 
festivals New Directors, New Directions 
series (Carle may be a new director in 
Toronto...), and, though an attempt at a 
commercial run in Montreal was short
lived, the normal NFB outlets are expect
ing brisk traffic. 

Witty and low-key, Jouer sa vie is 
more a meandering personal essay than 
a systematic analysis of international 
chess competition - not a bad approach 
for an activity so cerebral and so appa
rently uncinematic. Carle intercuts 
scenes of the high-level tournaments 
and of sidewalk duels (far more lively) 
with running commentaries by Que
bec grand master Camille Coudari, 
billed as co-director, and a French chess 
columnist also known as the surrealist-
anarchist dramatist, Fernando Arrabal. 
Although for me the glimpses of the 
social history of chess seemed more 
promising the film's primary focus is on 
the three international champions of 
the seventies. The American recluse 
Bobby Fischer refused to appear in the 
film and is seen in library footage only ; 
Soviet defector Viktor Korchnoi alone 
co-operated fully with the filmmakers 
though with no very memorable result; 
the most interesting of the three, current 
champion Anatoly Karpov appears up 
close only in one very uncompromisingly 
formal interview and a begrudging press 
conference, but his icy combination of 
innocence and arrogance steals the 
show. 

You may wonder whether static tour
naments, knowledgeable authorites, 
and uncooperative or uninteresting 
subjects can add up to a movie Carle 
apparently wondered the same thing 
resorting at times to distractingly cute 
music, snappy intertitles and half a 
dozen clips from the chess scenes of 
world cinema, all in an attempt to soup 
up the film. The clips are of course 
wonderful, from Pudovkin's Chess 
Fever to Bergman's The Seventh Seal to 
Mel Brooks' Blazing Saddles, but they 

tend to make you wish that Korchnoi 
and Karpov had just a httle of the flair of 
Bette Davis as a glaring Elizabeth I, 
dramatically sweeping away the chess
men to lose her match but win the 
scene. 

The dramatic weakness also has an 
ideological dimension. Jouer sa vie is 
ver}' intent on criticizing the Russians' 
cold-war manipulation of the chess 
scene, but this denunciation of the poli-
ticization of chess is in itself very polit
ical : Korchnoi is depicted as "choosing 
freedom" , the unbeatable Karpov is 
equated filmically with images of Krem
lin arms' parades; but the spoiled-brat 
wheeler-dealing whiz-kid, Fischer, 
escapes scot-free. Are Fischer and his 
network deals and millionaire chess 
patrons not equally symbolic of Reaga-
nomics and El Salvador? 

Ultimately, however, despite the tire
some Soviet-bashing and mild longueurs, 
Jouer sa vie is a pleasant and witty 
documentary. But, as the gimmickry 
suggests. Carle doesn't have enough 
command of the documentary medium 
nor enough confidence in his subject to 
crack the very hard nut that chess turned 
out to be. Two decades ago. Carle got 
started making short documentaries for 
the NFB, like everyone else in Quebec. I 
recall those films as also having been 
pleasant and witty (though the NFB in its 
wisdom has withdrawn most of them 
from circulation). In retrospect, how
ever, those early documentaries were 
out of touch with the tremendous crea
tive ferment that was going on elsewhere 
in the arena of direct cinema, both 
inside the Board and out. Carle consi
dered documentary a "limited" genre at 
the time and could hardly wait to launch 
his career in features. In fact he put his 
foot in the features' door by means of a 
documentary on snow removal, which 
of course turned into La vie heureuse de 
Leopold Z, and the rest was history. 
Returning to roost after all these years 
and all that Carole Laure, Carle still 
gives the impression that he considers 
documentary a minor genre. And though 
we should be glad for this fruitful pause 
back within the documentary fold, i t s 
probably all for the best that Gilles Carle 
is now back on the set surrounded by 
lighting setups and costumes, adapting 
still another classic Quebecois novel, 
Maria Chapdelaine 

One final note is about another polit

ical aspect of Jouer sa vie that is closer 
to home in its implications than the 
Russian bear-baiting; that is the way 
the NFB is itself playing politics with 
film distribution. Again. Of course fm 
delighted that the NFB is keeping relevant 
documentaries in the theatres while 
Ottawa and Quebec City culturecrats 
are still deciding whether there's a will 
and a way to save our cinema Who could 
deny that Arcand's Confart, Klein's Not a 
Lave Story, and even the underwater 
Cousteau vehicle, Les pieges de la mer, 
have contributed immeasurably to the 
cultural and political atmosphere here 
in Quebec - despite or even because of 
the controversy that all three films have 
set off (and despite the urgency of the 
subjects that tfie NFB is still timidly 
boycotting like abortion and gay rights) ? 
ril take these films over Humongous 
any day. fm also delighted that English 
Canadians will be treated to The Great 
Chess Movie, an all-toorare extension of 
the dialogue between the two founding 
cultures, as they say (although I hate the 
voice-overing that seems to be preferred 
to subtitling for such exchanges). Never
theless, if s very suspicious that an in
nocuous film on chess gets versioned 
for the Anglos, while the infinitely more 
important and better film, Le confort 
et I'indifference (a film that wfould 
really contribute to the dialogue and 
become a staple of high school history 
classes until the end of the century) does 
not On what possible grounds is this film 
being withheld from the English Cana
dian circuit ? The NFB was rightly upset 
about the mess the Ontario censors made 
of distribution plans for Afof a Love Story. 
Internal censorship is apparently ano
ther matter. 

T o m W a u g h • 

JOUER SA VIE (THE GREAT 
C H E S S M O V I E ) d. Gilles Carle, Camille 
Coudari cam. Pierre Leiarte, Thomas Vamos a s s t 
cam. Seraphin Bouchard, Ren6 Daigle, Serge Lafor-
tune, Martin Leclerc, Jacques Tougas e l e c Maurice 
De Emsted eiL Yves Leduc ed. sd. Michel Bordeleau 
mix. Jean-Pierre Joulel r e s e a r c h Coudari narr. 
Pascal RoUin graph. Louise Overy, Val Teodori p. 
Helene Verrier ad . Joanne Carriere, Monique L6-
toumeau Lp. Anatoly Karpov, Viktor Kortchnoi, 
Robert Fischer, Ljubomir Ljubojevic, Jan Timman, 
Vlastimil Hon, Igor Ivanov, Michael Valvo, Tigran 
Petrossian, Vassily Smyslov, Boris Spassky, Mikhail 
Tahl, Jose-Raoui Capablanca, Max Euwe, Isaac 
Kashdan, Miguel Najdorf p .c . National Film Board 
of Canada in cooperation with the Soci6l6 Radio-
Canada 1 6 m m colour runn ing . t ime ; 79 min., 40 
sec 

• Arrabal sits for an interview with Gilles Carle and producer H6lfene Verrier 

26/Cinema Canada - October 1982 

David Acomba's 

Hank Williams: 
The Show 
He Never Gave 
"The road has taken a lot of the great 
ones," Robbie Robertson said to Martin 
Scorsese at the end of The Last Walti: 
And the first superstar he named who 
had died before his time, worn out by 
the road, was Hank Williams. 

Robertson's remark is typical of thel 
respect with which Hank Williams 
still held. He died nearly 30 years agô  
January 1, 1953, at the age of 27, in tl 
back seat of his Cadillac, somewhere 
a West Virginia highway. It is this respei 
that is the key to the success of Davii 
Acomba's film Hank Williams: TS{ 
Show He Never Gave. 

Hank Williams: The Show He Neyt 
Gave began as a play by Maynard Colij 
which Sneezy Waters, a well-knot 
figure on the Ottawa Country musS 
scene, had premiered at the Beacoi 
Arms Hotel in Ottawa. From therej 
Waters had taken it to Toronto's Horse
shoe Tavern and general acclaim. It was 
conceived as a re-creation of what might 
have happened if Hank Williams had 
not died on the road that night, but 
arrived in Canton, Ohio, and played his 
intended concert. -.. 

Williams, by that time, had been fired X 
from Nashville's Grand Ole Opiy, then 
as now the fountainhead of country 
music, and was living olf the bottle and 
the needle. Collins, Waters, and director 
David Acomba, however, choose to con
centrate on Williams' electrifying musi
cal presence and the bittersweet genius 
of his songs, thus avoiding the pitfalls of 
maudlin inelodrama into which Mark 
Rydell let Bette Midler fall in The Rose. 

By way of opening up the play, 
Acomba begins the film with Hank Wil
liams in the back of his car, being driven 
through the night. As he drifts in and out 
of consciousness, he imagines stopping 
at one of the roadhouses, setting up, and 
putting on his show with his band. From 
time to time, the scene returns to the 
car, but by and large, it remains in 
Hank's mind. 

The barroom is typical of any small 
town in America, and it is here that 
Hank seems most at home, playing his 
songs for the people. Acomba captures 
perfectly that transitional period of the 
early fifties, just before the arrival of 
rock and roll Neither Waters nor Acomba 
treat the period contemptuously and 
there is no irony about Williams' flatter
ing remarks about Eisenhower and 
Nixon. Gradually, the audience in the 
theatre, like the audience in the bar, 
becomes caught up in the music, from 
the "hurtin' songs" for which WiUiams 
was best known - Lovesick Blues, Cold 
Cold Heart, Your Cheatin' Heart- to the 
uptempo Jambalaya and Seffin' The 
Woods On Fire. 

Sneezy Waters' skill as a performer is 
the key to the success of Hank Wiliams-
The Show He Never Gave. He recreates 
Williams' performances much more 
successfully than did George Hamilton 
in the previous film on Williams, in 
the 1964 your Cheatin' Heart In the 



R E V I E W S 

• As he might have been... Hank Williams (Sneezy Waters) on that last night 

offstage sequences, whether flirting with 
Betty Anne the barmaid (Dixie Seatle) or 
doing a rousing jam of Mind Your Own 
Business with the club's black janitor 
(Jackie Washington), he remains true to 
the character, never slipping into excess. 
This is particularly true of the second 
set of the show, when Hank begins to 
slip and fall apart. 

David Acomba's direction is steady 
and unobtrusive throughout the film. In 
sharp contrast to his previous film on 
the pressures of the music business, 
Slipstream, he no longer needs to resort 
to heavy-handed symbolism to make his 
points. Nor does he indulge in the kind 
of tricky camerawork and pretentious 

visual style that marked his Toller 
Cranston fantasy Strawberry Ice. 

Hank Williams-The Show He Never 
Gave is a textbook example of the kind of 
original, low-budget filmmaking that 
the country needs now, after the largely 
counterproductive excesses of the past 
three years. It was conceived as a tele
vision program, and should play well 
there. Hopefully, it could also play thea
trically, provided Hank Williams' pub
lishers, Acuff-Rose Music, about whom 
there are some sarcastic remarks in the 
film, give the okay. 

J. Pau l C o s t a b i l e • 

HANK WILLIAMS: THE SHOW 
H E N E V E R G A V E d. David Acomba p. 
William Marshall. Henk Van DerKolk e x e c p. Peter 
Simpson. Richard Simpson a s s o c p. Helga Ste
phenson sc. Maynard Collins o r i g s tage play 
Maynard Collins mus ic p. Bill Garrett d.o. p. Albert 
Dunk CSC a n d . Ted Walkins ed. Sally Paterson CFE 
posl-p.sup.GerryArbeidp. man. PhilMcPhedran 
a s s t p. man. Judy Watt p. consu l lan lPeter Lamb 
c o n t Susan David Znd. c o n t Joan Robinson I si 
a s s t d. Brad Turner 2 n d a s s t d. Roman Buchok 
»nd a s s t d. (extras) Ken Girotte p. s e c Victoria 
Sleeper p.'s s e c Linda Goldstein p. acc ' t Sue 
Anderson a s s t acc ' t Joyce Caveen p. a s s t Clark 
Johnson I s l a s s t a n d. Jill Scott set dress . Joyce 
Liggett prop, m a s t Dan Connely a s s t props 
Robert James, Chris Biden, Pete Freeborn, Waller 
Woluszczuk prop. buyerHillon Rosemarin trainee 
JefTMeirovici c o s t des. Erla Lank. D Lynne MacKay 
w a r d a s s t Nadia Ongara, Man,- McCready, Deborah 
Weldon make-up Kathy Southern make-up a s s t 
Barbara Palmer. Edelgard Kerschl hair Sheila 
Yackimov aasla. Albert Paradis, Jason Preston. Kent 
Ryde cam. op. Paul Biriiett. Robert Rouveroy esc. 

Chris Windsor's 

Big IVIeat Eater 

Big Meat Eater's producer and director, 
Laurence Keane and Chris Windsor, 
wandered around this yearns Festival of 
Festivals hyping their $150,000 horror, 
science-fiction, musical comedy as a 
bad movie - which is a fairly bright 
move, since the cult of the bad movie is 
growing like the pretty purple fungus I 
found on my front lawn when I was 11. 

But bad movie' isn't strictly what Big 
Meat Eater is, though ifs got its mo
ments. The real bad movie' is one that is 
enjoyable only because of the sheer 
enormity and mind-boggling unbeliev-
ability of its ineptitude. Plan 9 From 
Outer Space, Astro Zombies and The 
Oscar come to mind, movies that screw 
up so badly that watching them can 
induce that hormonal imbalance known 
and loved by mystics through the ages. 

But Big Meat Eater does it deliberately 
and thereby lifts itself into a class with 
Detour, Night of the Living Dead, Andy 
Warhol's Frankenstein, Little Shop of 
Horrors, Hollywood Boulevard, Ele
vator Girls in Bondage, Private Parts, 
Eating Raoul (both from Paul Bartel) 
and, of course. Rocky Horror. 

If s a class without a name. Lef s give it 
one : 'Zoned Movies - in honour of Dick 
Millei^s classic line in the seldom-seen 
The Wronged In Death Never Rest: "I 
don t understand, my mind must be 
rezoned " and in honour of Forbidden 
Zone, the genre's undisputed master
piece-to-date. It can be defined as a 
serious and bizarre sensibility applied 
to the materials of low culture - sex, 
horror, rock n roll, gore, bad jokes and 
B-movie plotlines, and (usually) low 
budgets. It isn't camp. Camp is slum
ming : laugh at it, as opposed to, laugh 
with it. 

Big Meat Eater is, to my knowledge, 
the first Canadian 'Zoned movie. If s set 
in Burquitlam, BC, a small town with a 
deep faith in appliances and a credo 
that "The Future Belongs To The Future." 
The ston,', for what ifs worth, begins 
when Abdullah, the singing psychopath, 
murders the ma\'or and stashes his 
body in Bob Sanderson's butcher shop. 
Bob is a civic booster who wants the 
town to adopt his new universal lan
guage, Adanaco. The town is already 
monolingual.) But the mayoi^s body is 
revived by aliens who want the supply 
of Balonium under the house of crooked 
contractor Josef Wczinski, but not even 
the promise of new appliances can get 
Wczinski's familv to move and, besides. 

Doug Connell cam. a s s t Brian Harper. Robert 
Guertin. Janek Croydon. Barry Gravell c lapper 
loader Zoe Dirse 16 track rec. Doug MeClement 
sd. Bob Danylak b o o m Stephen Switzer p. a. system 
Doug k,uc gaff. Brian Montague best boy Paul 
Bolton 1 St e l e c Sam Huges 3rd e l e c Rii k Davidson 
key grip Jonathan Hackett best boy Roy O Irvine 
gr ips Kurt Srhiegel. John Davidson Jr. Wayne 
Goodchild, Bob Murphy a s s t ed. Lisa Di Michele 
s u p eff. ed. Henry Richardson s d e d Fred Brennan 
sd. mix Nolan Roberts, Tony \ an Den Akker music 
ed. Carl Zittrer a s s t eff. ed. David Richardson 
a s s t sd. ed. Yamna Jezekeast Walkei^Bowen Inc 
i n s u r a n c e Richards Melting Inc p c . Simcom 
Linnled Lp. Sneezy Waters. Dixie Seatle, Sean 
Mclann, Sean Hewitt, J.i. kie Washington George 
E.-isei-y. Keith Glass. Joel ZifVin, Ron Dann David 
Har\ey. Pelei- Beaudoin, Bart Bedford, Albert Ber. 
nardo^ Philip Craig. Marie De Cosimo. Phyllis De 
Cosimo Margaret Dragu. Cathy Elliott Denise Ver-
gusson. Jane Foster, Sandra Gies Elizabeth Hanna. 
Kay Havi-trey. Peter Kish, Tex Kdiug Marcia Trail, 
Vanka \ an Del Kolk. Bunty V\ ebb. Robert Windsor 
r u n n i n g time : 87 mm . 16mm. colour 

unknown to them all, their cockneys 
accented teenage son, is about to stumble 
on and use the Balonium for his own 
devious purposes. 

And this is where it all falls apart, 
justifying to a degree Windsor and 
Keane's claim to its being a 'bad movie'. 
As a bad movie, though, if s a flop. The 
delerium has already been laid in and 
the total disintegration of the plots only 
reduces it somewhat, allowing little 
drabs of boredom to creep in around the 
edges during the final third. 

By this time, though. Big Me^t Eater 
has built up a lot of good will with loads 
of sillv, grisly, sophomoric humour, 
musical numbers, good comic acting 
and tack\ special effects (all shot in one 
day for a total cost of $500). 

It has also given us, to its undying 
credit. Big Miller, the ,Alberta-based 
jazzman, in the role of Abdullah, the 
singing psychopath. Big Miller is a giant 
butterball of a man, master of among 
other things, the "nigger stare" - a look 
of menace as thoroughly black as the 
blues, but fallen into complete disfavour 
since the '60s. (Chuck Berry used to pull 
it on stage occasionally. I don't know if 
he still does.) 

He also has the show^s two best songs 
- "Bagdad Boogie," which he throws 
Alderman Sonny the Weasel into the 
furnace for interrupting (or maybe for 
wanting the heat turned down) and the 
title song belted out in a deep, relent
lessly sexy voice to a pair of very turned-
on middle-aged housewives, while 
Miller/Abdullah mauls a mound of raw 
meat. 

Whether Zoned movies are \ our idea 
of a good time or not. Big Miller alone 
makes Big Meat Eater worth seeing. 
And besides, isn't it cheering to know 
there's a new spirit abroad in the land ? 
Pass the drugs. Mother. 

A n d r e w D o w l e r • 

B I G M E A T E A T E R d. Chris Windsor p. 
l.aurence Keane s c Phil Savath, Laurence Keane. 
Chris Windsor 1st a.d. p. man. Dean Stoker a s s t 
p. man. Andrew Macl.ean d.o.p. Doug MacKj> 
a s s t cam. U'avne Merloff sd. mix. Peter Bentley 
b o o m Richard Schreiner ed. Chris Windsor. Lau
rence Keane, Lilla Pederson mus. J. Douglas Dodd 
ward . /props Rae Ford c o n t Janet Brown gaffer 
GeordieTo, tier key grip Jim Plumb l o c man. ' sets 
Andrew Maclean sp. eff. Michael Dorsey m a k e - u p 
Todd Mcintosh make-up a s s t Maurice Parkhurst 
hair Dorion c h o r e o g r a p h y Helen LeCuunte gra
phics George Campbell p.a. Marvin Smith. Marietta 
Kozak r u s h e s syne. Michael Robison unit putl. 
Jami Drake p . c BCD. Entertainment Corp, Ltd Lp 
George Dawson, AndrewGillies, Big Miller. Stephen 
Dimopoulous. Georgina Hegedos. Ida Camevali. 
Howard Taylor. Heather Smitb-Harper. Peter 
Anderson, Gillian \eum,mn, Sharon Wahl, Jon 
Bryden, Shannon Keane, Kim siebner, Jay Samwald 
Neil MacDonald, Scott Sv\an.sun, Quincy ithe dog). 
Helen LeCounte, Bente Kriemel, Elaine Thompson 
Songs performed by Big Miller and Richard New man 
r u n n i n g l ime : 85 min, IBmm. colour 
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