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Claude Jutra's 

By Design 

Inevitably one comes to realize that the 
vacuous nature of Jutra's newest film, 
By Design, must also reflect his emo 
tional and artistic alienation in English 
Canada The film exhibits a faint imprint 
of his earlier work, but his use of the 
medium clearly indicates that the shift 
which has occured in his own mind, 
and in cinematic terms, is leading to the 
Waterloo of a creative artist. There are 
few moments where Jutra succeeds in 
transforming an otherwise unsuccessful 
venture into a meaningful, touching 
film. 

If we remember that Jutra once said, 
in 1973, speaking of his and others' 
decision to boycott the Canadian Film 
Awards: "We are intent on asserting 
there are two cultures. We have not the 
same goals, styles, techniques or spirit. 
Vou cannot put these two under one 
roof," we can also better understand 
what keeps Jutra in Toronto and points 
west (quoted in Martin Knelman, "Claude 
Jutra in Exile," Saturday Night, March 
1977). With the scripts and offers that 
float about in Toronto, Jutra can keep 
working (something he can't do in Mon­
treal, due to the industry's stagnation in 
Quebec), and jump into the North Ame-

. rican mainstream, Culture, though, goes 
deeper than language. 

Skill and dedication to his work -
whether the acclaimed Ada, Dream-
speaker or the ill-fated Surfacing - are, 
I'm sure, his utmost concern. However, 
his motivation for working with an 
issues as mental health (as explored in 
Ada and Dreamspeaker) is very different 
fix)m what, according to Knelman, peo 
pie like Jutra and Genevifeve Bujold 
were doing a decade ago in Kamou-
raska, "dramatizing things they knew in 
their bones - the exciting intensity is 
lost when talented people are forced to 
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work on subjects more remote from 
their own lives." 

Understandably Surfacing did not 
work out simply because Jutra had little 
control over the script, and finally the 
music and editing work were redone by 
the producer But the whole question of 
his work, in English Canada or any­
where, is a gnawing one. 

In another interview, he stated he 
dreams to make one film a year in 
Quebec. For how, he has work in English 
Canada - such as By Design. 

In the film's opening minutes one 
senses that Jutra's approach is ill-con­
ceived and badly executed. In the lead 
scene, he awkwardly introduces his 
main characters in a sequence which is 
disturbing in its juxtapositioning of sharp, 
upbeat titles - bright orange, and electric 
blue - pulsating title song and water­
front setting. The camera moves, captur­
ing birds on a pier It follows two 
women walking through this setting. 
Then it cuts to a different locale, a static 
warehouse interior. 

As the film evolves it becomes obvious 
that By Design is lacking in vibrance and 
clarity. It never picks up a stride, and its 
ambivalence in direction, where Jutra 
wants it to go, is the film's most serious 
problem. The film cannot be appreciated 
as a whole. For instance, the punk titles 
and raucous soundtrack of the opening 
do not mix with a later scene in which 
the camera moves aimlessly in the dark­
ness, finally entering a cabin bathed in 
golden light, where the two lovers talk 
about conceiving a baby. 

Any attentiveness to character or sub­
ject is spare. Rapid shifts in mood, the 
contrast between soft visuals and hard 

- where faces and bodies are set against 
cold, stark, environments - drain the 
film of any cohesiveness. Any intel­
ligent development in the storyline 
is often overrun by an insensitive scene 
which follows, or the introduction of a 
character who appears for one brief 
scene, never to be seen on screen again. 
It is impossible to discern the filmmakei's 
intent - as if Jutra himself was unsure of 
what he wanted to fashion with this 
film. Nor does he seem to recognize his 
own uncertainty of vision. He has been 
interviewed saying that his movie ex­
pressed something deep within his soul 
But the film's postures and mannerism 
(with one exception) exhibit a style so 
devoid of soul that one is left saddened 
by the empty promise implicit in his 
remark 

The film focusses on two women -
fashion designers, lovers - u^ho choose 
to have a child. The director has chosen 
to emphasize none of these issues di­
rectly. Rather, one speculates, he has 
padded the film to reach a larger au­
dience. For exemple, the essence of 
femininity is seen as a wall of blown-up 
photos of breasts, expressed as "a breast, 
rhythmic- give it a name... TITS TRANS­
CENDENT " This line drew a chiickle 
and a snort from the audience. But why 
resort to such cheap exploitation when, 
in other sections, the actors seriously 
suggest that they are on the threshold of 
pain and pleasure? Could Jutra not 
have extentled the possibilities of one or 
the other to create a more intensive 
argument? 

Other shots relay chronic, overbearing 
stiltedness which further cloud the film's 
vision. As the fashion models appear. 

• Mixing controversial designs in a controversial movie, Patty Duke Astin sits and listens as 
Sara Botsford plots the course. 

the camera goes 'to the crotch, and 
closes in from below. The world of high 
fashion, we are lead to believe, portrays 
women without feeling This is reinfoi^ 
ced in that even the designers' creations 
which the models are exhibiting have 
no flair, no meaning. 

The man viewing the fashion parade 
has a tired expression on his face. The 
'look which is repeated many times 
over in the film is best termed exhausted. 
The dialogue is banal The words, which 
seem to spring from situation comedy, 
fall flat. 

These tatters - movement and sound 
- appear strung together Perhaps Jutra 
felt that to counterpoise these images 
would strengthen his central idea, but, 
ultimately, the movie's images say n o 
thing startling expressive, or even pro­
gressive. 

At his best, Jutra is capable of sensi­
tively integrating his characters within 
their settings and circumstances. But in 
By Design only a single, brief close-up of 
the two lead actors conveys their sense 
of love for each other Instead, the film is 
saturated with vulgar, inconsequential 
details, lacks good pacing and ser\'es 
more to mock his actors than present 
them effectively. 

If the film was to have been a bold, 
inventive, humourous and touching" 
tale, it is instead a completely forgettable 
experience. Lacking a coherent structure 
and tone, the film only serves up a mish­
mash of moral overtones and misgivings. 

Philip Szporer • 

Robert Menard's 

line joum6e en taxi 

chalk up some points for dramatic irony. 
Just as the Applebert report set off 
another round of collective hand-wring­
ing, an honest-to-God case in point for 
the viability of Canadian culture, Une 
journee en taxi" (A Day in a Taxi), tiptoed 
sideways into Montreal theatres, did 
lousy at the box office and disappeared 
- all this within a scant three weeks 
and despite the warm critical embrace 
offered the film by the French press. 
Fairness or lack of it is quite beside the 
point; the fact is that Robert Menard 
delivered the goods, and that hardly 
anyone here bothered to pick them up. 
Score zip for the home team. 

This delicate, positively luminous little 
movie belies Menard's status as a neo­
phyte feature director because it flows 
with the graceful self-assurance you'd 
attribute to a seasoned filmmaker. And 
in a way, that's precisely what he is. 
Several years as a feature producer and 
a ten-year wait before his first shot at 
directing seem to have primed him for a 
glowing debut Une journee en ta.xi 
serves up the special blend of emotional 
resonance and styli.stic clarit\ that 
characterizes our best films, and then 
goes one better : this Franco Canadian 
co-production is at onci' so ver\ Quebe-
cois and so blissfull) international that 
it slides into that special mo\ie-movie 

I category, the kind of film that fills a 
« particular cultural context' chock full of 
c universal touchstonch It's open to any-
5 one who wants to take a look. 
o This is a road movie' in a small scale, 
o ven, literal way, and it's faithful to the 
°- genre. The unlikely fellow-travellers 
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