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the various problems in their Jives, 
Derek and Suzanne (she is learning 
English through tape-recorded lessons) 
live their relationship apart from the 
emotional chaos that the film describes. 
But the wild uncertainties that define 
the lifestyles of the more demonstrative 
couples, is here marked by a different 
kind of absence - Derek and Suzanne 
avoid domestic conflict, but also inter
change with a social world as well. 

The key to understanding Other 
Tongues is a piece of graffiti scrawled 
onto a wall, "We can't solve all our 
problems In the bedroom." If this is 
precisely what the film's couples are 
trying to do, it is delicately balanced by 
two encounters that point a way out of 
the introverted turmoil of the relation
ships in the film . Sam is a radio broad
caster and his work brings him into 
contact with a woman who has just 
written a history of the Communist 
movement in Canada during the inter
war period. Sam is amazed that many of 
the incidents described in the book took 
place in St-Louis, yet he knows nothing 
about this past. 

This inverview raises questions that 
are touched on again when Anna meets 
an ebullient, elderly woman who carries 
the spirit of life and knowledge in her 
eyes. She is a union organizer, referred 
to affectionately as "The Fireball." For 
her, sex is magnificent and indispen
sable, but it doesn' t solve all our prob
lems. As she puts it, if people don't work 
together, "It's just everything going 
down th-e drain." 

Both of these encounters speak to a 
world that is nowhere visible in the rest 
of the film, another absence, but their 
force and impact is undeniable. Like the 
black-and-white archival footage of 
immigrants arriving and travelling on 
the train, a past has disappeared and 
people are groping for a pattern with 
which to live their lives. By the end of 
Other Tongues, little has changed in the 
lives of our couples. Yiannis and Sam 
have become friends, and they join 
Anna and Lise for a coffee on a sunlight 
verandah. Suzanne comes to the end of 
her English lessons and is told that she 
now knows something about the cul
ture. But this ending is in reality only a 
continuation: the suitcase is picked up 
and carried off, starting on another jour
ney that has no end. 

There is a tentativeness to the final 
moments of Other Tongues, as there is 
to the rest of the film, that speaks to a 
fragile future . Yet, formally, the film has 
the precision and imagination of some
one whose grip on the medium is be
coming more assured with every film . 
Within its 50 minutes or so, May has 
sketched, in his own sophisticated 
visual manner, a warm, complex and 
occasionally touching tapestry en
compassing past and present, male and 
female, Quebecois and English, pre
sence and absence, that synthesizes the 
immigrant experience and suggests 
that we are all outsiders, fellow tra
vellers who could do well to take notice 
of our surroundings and our heritage. 

Piers Handling. 
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REVIEWS 
Michael Rubbo's 

Margaret Atwood: 
Once in August 

If a Michae l Rubbo documen tary usually 
acknowledges its genesis in th e NFB, 
Rubbo's personal prese nce a nd persona 
are, however, more prominent. In Mar
garet Atwood: Once in August, Rubbo 
declares that such contradictory a lign
ments provide a working license to 
make pe rsonal cinema within th e Fi lm 
Board. As he types a lette r to Atwood 
requesting permission to make a film 
a bout her for the Board's Canadian 
Writers' Series, Rubbo commits a feli
citous typo. By transposing the letter "r" 
for the letter "t" in the surname, the film 
proves to be a collaboration between A 
and R - Atwood and Rubbo . 

This film is more a nthropological 
than institutional, in the modern tradi
tion of visual a nthropology, where the 
researcher is necessarily implicate d in 
the documentary of the cultural human 
subject. Its theme is the art of life, with 
Atwood the found resource on h e r 
family's summer island. The island's 
location is never revealed. It looks nor
therly, like the landscape in Atwood's 
novel Surfacing, but the full Atwood 
family forms an energetic presence. 

In Atwood, Rubbo finds a collaborator 
who extends his subject beyond por
traiture. Atwood's known ability to 
control media interviews is evident in 
her first speech, camping instructions 
to Rubbo. Rubbo plays the would-be 
voyeur as a voyageur, ensconcing him
self on the island's rim with his working 
collaborator, Merrily Weisbord, then 
edging defensively towards his subject. 
Weisbord gets closer to Atwood when 
she rebukes Rubbo's chauvinist per
sona. Rubbo's familiar go-between is 
redefined as an ironically feminist liai
son, a co-between. 

Rubbo bounces between his assump-

tions about Atwood and his inability to 
get at Atwood. He enters her literary ter
ritory as "a reader", not a critic, of 
Atwood's work. But he brings the fears 
and the fantasies of a male outsider. So 
he is more comfortable with Atwood's 
mother as she p repares a pie and recalls 
the child-writer. 

Prosaic events assume a haze of pro
fundity. Often, the artistry Rubbo im
poses upon ordinary acts produces 
irony, especially when he is befuddled. 
The lake where Atwood canoes is still, 
so Rubbo's reading from Surfacing 
seems an attempt to fuse Atwood's life 
a nd literature. Periodically, Atwood is 
seen reading a barometer, as if con
trolling Rubbo's film and his illusions, 
as well as th e elements. 

In contrast, her discussions with 
Weisbord seem spontaneous, unrelated 
to tim e or temperature. By night, they 
chat in a tent aglow with light; o n a 
rainy day, they hud dle under an up
turned canoe. T hese scenes suggest that 
Rubbo is a lurking outsider. With Weis
bord, Atwood's reflections on h er life, 
on her work, and on m ale perspective 
(i ncluding Rubbo's l, exclude the film
maker who sees primarily through 
cinematic pretences and cultural filters, 
but wants to hang around their close
ness. 

The Atwood island, human as well as 
geographic, is a metaphor for an order 
based on mutual respect. Rubbo adopts 
th e ruse of the critical "pattern" hunter. 
We learn that Atwood's literary sources 
are 19th century England and Dickens, 
but Atwood diminishes these dis
coveries. The real revelation is the com
plex of Atwoods as touching islands, 
one and all, untainted by external 
"reali ties." 

In Margaret Atwood: Once in August, 
Rubbo appears as an outsider who 
admires his subject's interior stability. 
But the cynic in him doesn't quite be
lieve it. Though he admits he doesn't 
solve the Atwood mystery, he is fascina
ted by her family's personal touching: 
the embraces between Atwood's 
daughter Jess and Atwood's parents: 
the child's resonant inde pendence, 
humming and painting alone, after 
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Atwood tells Rubbo that her puetic 
muse is an old woman. These moments 
express more than the requisite docu
mentary interviews, with their awkward 
politeness, props and impatience, orthe 
pretence of Rubbo's portable Atwood 
library stacked neatly on logs. 

In an equally amusing but central 
scene, Atwood and Rubbo paint to
gether. Atwood sits high on the rocks 
effortlessly divining a landscape. Rubbo 
languishes below, in the foreground, 
labouring over a faceless portra it of 
Atwood : " I've chosen something in
credibly difficult. I'm doing you and I 
ca n't see you." He concludes the film 
with a similar se nse of her elusiveness. 

In this key scene, Rubbo simul
taneously sees Atwood up close and in 
relief. He drops his ruse, to reveal a 
prism of keenly felt perspectives - des
pite the "binocu lars" he claims as his 
constra ined vision at the film's conclu
sion. The epilogue's aerial stills of the 
island landscape, underlined by Rubbo's 
resignation, sustain the paradox of his 
control and his surrender of controL 

Yet in counterpose to his previous 
film (Daisy: The Story of a Facelift, 
1982), Rubbo h ere has lifted an ideal out 
of his subject: a natural woman who is 
a respected offspring, a committed 
parent, a fiercely protective writer and 
a n a utonomous mate with writer Gra
ham Gibson. If in Daisy, Rubbo's subject 
flies away from him in pursuit of a 
popular romantic myth, Margaret 
Atwood: Once in August is about the 
opposite: internal values with a strong 
physical bearing. Rubbo, the anthro
pological adventurer, would, one feels. 
like to spread - and to catch - such 
ea rth-bound strengths. 

Joan Nicks. 
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• Michael Rubbo , the anthropological adventurer, finds himself a lurking outsider in Margaret Atwood: Once in August 


