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Max Fischer's 

The Man From 5A 

This is not going to be another cri de 
coeiir about the follies of the Canadian 
film production system. It is accepted as 
a given that the various professional 
persons whom producer Claude Leger 
got to put up the money for The Man in 
5A - not quite enough money, as regular 
readers will recall - were purely mer
cenary in their motivation. What is at 
issue is why Max Fischer has chosen to 
follow up The Lucky Star with this 
picture, an embarrassment of high 
degree. 

Laird Koenig's 1978 novel, "The Neigh
bor", upon which this film is based, has 
been used before. Louis Malle's/4t/anfic 
City also started here, but John Guare 
jettisoned Koenig's plot to such a degree 
that it was credited as an original rather 
than an adapted screenplay. Fischer 
and his co-writer Leila Basen have 
adhered to the novel with very little 
deviation, which, as shall be seen, only 
proves how wise Guare was to depart 
from it. 

Jimmy Skinner (George Segal) is the 
title character, a retired theatrical prop 
man who lives alone with his white dog 

Moon - inherited from soineone else -
on the fifth floor of a Greenwich Village 
apartment house. Jimmy is embittered 
and angry at everyone and everything-
the crumbling city, the mailman who 
hasn't delivered his social security 
cheque, the surly, suspicious neighbors, 
and most of all the four "goddamn kids 
and their goddamn music" who live 
across the hall. 

Jane Gans (Irene Cara), her boyfriend 
Michael Moran (Clark Johnson), their 
partner Susan (Barbara Cook) and Clif
ford (Nicholas Campbell), their hustling, 
would-be manager, are celebrating the 
minor success of their band. There's an 
undercurrent of menace, as Clifford and 
Michael have just had a major fight, and 
both Susan and Clifford are'high on PCP. 
When Jimmy's dog, attracted by the 
smell of steaks on the grill, happens to 
wander in, Clifford casually feeds him 
some of the Angel Dust. A few minutes 
later, the frenzied Moon attacks Jimmy 
and drops dead. 

Pushed to the edge, Jimmy confronts 
the mocking Clifford, and in the ensuing 
struggle knifes him. Jimmy cleans up all 
traces of his involvement, including the 
dead dog, and Michael is later arrested 
for the murder. Jane determines to find 
the real killer, and is led into a cat and 
mouse relationship with Jimmy, who is 
suddenly rich from the money he took 
off Clifford's body. 

What we have here is a typical pulp 
thriller in the manner of Cornell Wool-
rich, full of rather unlikeable amoral 

characters. That in itself is not the 
primary reason that the film does not 
work. Nor can Max Fischer and Leila 
Basen take the blame alone. 

Laird Koenig's work has never trans
lated well into film. The Children Are 
Watching, a potentially intriguing tale 
of the effects of television violence, was 
made in France in 1978 as a minor Alain 
Delon vehicle. The Little Girl Who Lives 
Down The Lane, filmed in Canada and 
released in 1977, was so unimaginati\el\" 
directed that only Jodie Foster's acting 
(perhaps the best of her teen \ears) 
made it worthwhile, Koenig's own 
scripts for Bloodline and Inchon are 
major disasters. 

Fischer, however, has to be held 
responsible for the flat, uninspired look 
of the film. The director has no feel for 
the atmosphere of New York City, and 
the fact that most of it was shot in 
Montreal is no excuse. Nor does he try to 
give any explanation as to the obvious 
inconsistencies in the story. Why, for 
example, if Jimmy is so totally poor, is 
he living in that apartment in that part 
of town ? And, if he was, in his day, "the 
best prop man on Broadwav", why has 
he no pension from any of the theatre 
unions ? 

Fischer must also take the blame for 
the reprehensible casting of George 
Segal, replacing the originally slated 
Peter O'Toole, in the role of Jimmy. 
Aside from the fact that Segal is much 
too young, with the result that he is 
made up as if he just got off a tour of 

Fiddler on the Roof he has no feel for 
the role the kind of dignit> and hidden 
ruthlessness that Burt Lancaster showed 
in his treatment of the character. Idealh', 
Jimmy called for someone like George 
Burns or Burgess Meredith, an actor 
who could project the dejection and 
anger of the neglected elderly Segal 
doesn't seem to care. 

It was perhaps natural, after having 
played ambitious young singers in 
Sparkle and Fame, that Irene Cara would 
be interested in the role of Jane But 
Fischer gives her nothing to do. There is 
no chemistry between her and Segal, 
and Art Philips' anemic songs offer her 
no scope for her talents. What there is 
has been badly edited, and much of 
Clark Johnsoh's part as Michael, includ
ing a big ballad number with Cara, has 
been left on the floor. Incredibly, a duet 
between Cara and the tin-eared Segal is 
included with excruciating effect. Ni
cholas Campbell received a Genie nomi
nation for his slimy Clifford, for no 
discernable reason. 

In the last analysis. The Man in 5A 
fails because Max Fischer, unlike Louis 
Malle in Atlantic City, really seems to 
have no interest in the story of the 
characters that he is able to communi
cate. What sympathy the audience might 
have for Jimmy is destroyed by Segal's 
sleepy performance, and Irene Cara's 
character is not developed enough to 
compensate. The struggle the filmmakers 
had to make the film, which must be 
acknowledged, just doesn't seem worth 
it. And nothing is more disheartening 
than that. 

J. Paul Costabi le • 
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