
R E V I E W S 
Kevin Sullivan's 

The Wild Pony 

There was a lot of pride going around at 
the press screening of The Wild Pony. 
After years of stage, radio and TV work 
in Alberta and B.C., producer Eda Lish-
man was proud of having made her first 
feature and of having pulled off an 
industry breakthrough of sorts : she'd 
become the first western producer to 
come to Toronto and get backing after 
being turned down by the standard net
works. Pay-TV company First Choice, 
which provided that backing, was proud 
of their hard-cash commitment to inde
pendent, all-Canadian production and 
of the fact that they'd already gotten 
their European distribution in place. 

Scripture buffs will have guessed 
what's coming next, and you're right. 
For the rest of you, "Pride goeth before a 
fall," and The Wild Pony is a dud. 

Soine of the awfulness is technical ~ 
slightly uneven location sound, a hen
house that falls over for no apparent 
reason. More of it is on the craft level -
Hagood Hardy's terminally wispy score, 
Michael Lonzo's merely pretty photo
graphy, the sets dressecl and lit to look 
like s^ts, and the occasional spurt of 
bouncy-bouncy pointless cutting. But 
none of that would even be worth men
tioning if there were anything at the 
heart of the film. But there isn't. 

Which is truly amazing. A story about 
a young farmboy in turn-of-lhe-century 
Alberta who unites his mother and his 
new step-father and reintegrates him
self into family through his obsession 
with a wild horse sounds like the basis 
for a surefire family entertainment-type 
drama and it probably would have been 
if anybody had bothered to film the 
drama, but mostly they didn't - they 
telegraphed it. Like this ; Chris, the boy, 
gels his first look at the horse one 
morning when he's out doing chores. 

We get a shot of horses running, a 
reaction shot, more running and another 
reaction shot. With nothing in the shoot
ing or cutting to give us a feel for the 
power and the beauty of the animals, 
we're thrown back to the boy's reactions. 
,And with no knowledge of either his 
character or emotional stale, we're 
thrown back to reading actor Josh Byrne's 
face. And it's blank. 

Much later, when the horse runs 
away and the boy follows on foot through 
a violent snowstorm, we're given only a 
very few shots before the horse is found ; 
we've no idea how hard Chris had to 
work to get to the horse and, more 
significantly, no idea of how far he's 
come. So, when the horse walks back 
into the barn with Chris clinging to it, 
apparently more dead than alive, we're 
left to infer their heroic trudge through 
night and slinging wind. Personally, I'd 
like to have seen it, partly for the drama 
- it's the first lime horse and boy are 
united and they're facing death ~ and 
partly because it was the last chance 
either had to develop a character. It 
didn't happen, so both remained cyphers 
to the enii. 

Marilyn Lightslone, as Sarah, the boy's 
mother, doesn't get to develop a character 
either, but for much different reasons : 
she isn't given anything consistent to 
work with. What are we to make of a 
character who shows herself as an astute, 
good-humoured businesswoman strik
ing a very good deal, then in the same 
day refuses supper to her son, saiying, 
"We can use the money we save on his 
food to feed that horse," only to then 
show up in the barn with a handful of 
costly food for the boy to give the horse ? 
Is she neurotic ? Does she love her kids, 
or hate them ? Or is she just playing the 
scene the way she's told and hoping it'll 
come together in the culling ? 

Art Hindle, as Frank Chase, the man 
Sarah talks into a marriage of conve
nience, does have a character, and he 
plays it as well, on a scene-by-scene 
basis, as Lightslone does hers, but the 
character he plays has no relation to the 
character the script sets us up for. He's 
introduced as a hard-core bachelor, set 

in his ways and lo\'ing them. But as soon 
as he's wed, he turns into the loving 
husband and father. No transition, no 
conflict. A set-up that never pays off. 

That's followed immediately by a con
flict with no set-up and no sense to it. 
Given the sort of man Chris' natural 
father was, he should have leapt into 
Frank's arms with joy. Instead, he chooses 
to resent him. His reasons are never 
made clear and his surface dislike is 
never convincing, but the conflict at 
least gets paid off in the punch-up with 
the town bullies. 

Ifs a good sequence and there are 
others, mostly involving Lightslone's 
skill with comedy, but they're never 
enough to overcome the sense that The 
Wild Pony was a terrific story that 
happened when the filmmakers weren't 
looking. 

It's hard to know if any of this matters. 
The family entertainment genre has 
developed a recent and strong tradition 
of success with schlock worse than this 
and kids are capable of strong responses 
to the blandest-seeming, most unlikely 
material. But it does seem a shame to 
feed them the gristle, even inadvertently, 
when they could have had the meat. 

A n d r e w D o w l e r • 
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Don McBreartys 

American 
Nightmare 

Here is a movie that should be treated as 
were those pharoahs whose names were 
stricken from every record so that even 
the fact of their once having lived would 
be forgotten for all time. American 
Nightmare should never have been made 
and, except for a single line reading, 
"Avoid at all costs," it should probably 
not be reviewed. 

The foulness set in from the moment 
the naked, stoned hooker began writhing 
on the bed while the faceless man 
washed his hands in the bathroom. It 
wasn't only that it was clear from the 
start that she was due to gel straight-
razored, but she writhed so woodenly 
that even the group across the aisle, 
who seemed to feel that good cinema 
was intimately entwined with the slau
ghter of young women, began to groan 
in disgust. That was the first scene. 

1 was ready to walk by the end of the 

second. That was the scene with the 
young hero telling his no-good, rich 
daddy that he was off to rescue runaway 
troubled sis. Not only did it set the toni; 
for the acting - badly stilled - and the 
lighting - cheap porn - hut it signalled 
clearly that sis was the slashed hooker 
and daddy and his smarmy henchman 
were the perpetrators. 

For those among you who may think 
that slash-and-burn reviews are neces
sarily done to provide a sick little ego-
boost for the writer, let me tell you; 
they're not. The ego-boosts come from 
being stimulated at the movies and 
feeling that you've passed it on in print. 
Nor are they done for the fun of silting 
around and thinking up vivid ways of 
describing awfulness, not when descri
bing means first recalling those murky, 
flat, uncomposed images that look like 
they were processed in the urinals al 
the Morrissey, a sleazy Toronto bar. 

I'm stressing this also because, if you 
have grasped the concept of not fun', 
then you have the essence of American 
Nightmare. 

It is not fun to report that Lawrence S. 
Day, the hero, is marginally belter with 
his body than his voice, which is awful, 
or that his resemblance to Donald Su
therland is so strong that, as soon as his 
face matures, his film career will very 
likely drop dead. 

It is not fun to report that Michael 
Ironside and Lenore Zann, the two solid 
professionals in the cast, are able to 
achieve nothing more than paying the 
rent, thanks to a script filled with irrele-
vancies, banalities and emotion telegra
phed in words so flavourless and cliched 
they might have been laid in with the 
infamous Republic Pictures rubbe^ 
stamp dialogue kit (reportedly used on 
every Republic serial between 1946 and 
1952). 

It is not fun to report that American 
Nightmare is so ill-directed that the 
camera set-ups make it clear there is no 
place for the slasher to hide when he is 
supposed to be lurking in the girl's tiny 
apartment, or that, moments later, ha
ving slit the wrists of another naked, 
stoned blonde, this one in a bathtub, he 
is allowed to destroy the fake suicide 
he's just created by, first, drowning her, 
then taking the razor away with him. 

It is not fun to report how, in some
thing supposed to be a mystery, every 
attempt to draw attention to a fresh 
suspect is cancelled by positively loca
ting that suspect elsewhere at the time 
of the next attack. 

American Nightmare is blatantly 
made and set in Toronto. In choosing 
the title they did, the producers, Paul 
Lynch among them, seem to have sought 
to clear us all of the taint of guilt by 
association. 

I applaud what seems to me a gesture 
of the deepest patriotism. 

A n d r e w Dowler • 
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