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No Sad 
Songs 

I
t's tough to knock a film which bills 
itself as "the tust film in the world to 
document a community response to 

AIDS" without running the risk of being 
labeled a misanthrope or, even worse, a 
right· wing moralist ( this particularly 
when the director mentions - almost 
onerously - before the screening that 
the film "is liked hest by gays and lib· 
eral·minded straights"). 
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But despite the intrinsic humanism of 
its sUhject, No Sad Songs fails to impart 
the emotional power it is striving for; 
while attempting to convey the tragedy 
of the disease and the determination of 
those working to combat it , the film 
gets bogged down by its own excesses 
and lack of focus . 

The fIlm 's content is a potpourri of 
styles and intentions which resist unifi· 
cation. On an informative level, we have 
the comments of health care workers 
on the effect of AIDS on the community; 
narration (infrequently used) by Kate 
Reid quoting facts and statistics; and 
comments from gays on how the threat 
of AIDS has altered their lifestyles. On a 
humanistic level ,. the film presents the 
reflections of the disease 's victims, their 
friends and relatives. 

It is on the dramatic level, however, 
that the film is least effective and its 
style most disrupted. There are four 
dramatic sequences in the film - rang· 
ing from a monologue to the rhetoric of 
a fiery preacher - and while they are 
meant to reiterate and support the 
themes brought out in the other sec· 
tions of the film, they instead jar the au· 
dience with their extravagance and 
sumetimes·minimal relevance. For in· 
stance, short excerpts from playwright 
SJ.,"y Gilbert's The Dressing Gown are 
presented without introduction and 
thus have no meaningful context for 
those not "in the know." The zealous· 
preacher sequence - though mildly 
amUSing in its suggestion that God 
created AIDS as a punishment for gays -
is so overdone as to be almost trivial. 

But the film 's biggest mistake lies in 
its failure to fully exploit the intensity 
and poignancy created when Jim Black 
is on the screen. Black is a young man 
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in Toronto suffering from AIDS whose 
spirit and commitment to life have not 
been crushed by the disease, but have 
instead been strengthened. Though os· 
tensibly the film's 'center' , Black has lit· 
tle screen time and here lies director 
Sheehan'S greatest error. For Black's 
personal tragedy draws the audience to 
him in an emotional way that n o one 
else in the film can match . He is intelli· 
gent and articulate , and it is his own 
personal epitaph - "Sing no sad songs 
for me, for I have found myself' - from 
which the film takes its title. 

Black's epitaph, quietly voiced to· 
wards the end of the film , would have 
been a fitting conclusion for the film , 
but again Sheehan'S reluctance to elimi· 
nate excess dispatched that notion. In· 
stead, w e get ano ther 10 minutes of 
familiar material , including a w oman's 
lengthy account of her brother's ill · 
ness. Her story is in no way irrelc\'ant or 
unmoving, but in the contex t of the film 
as a whole, its effect had already been 
achieved and further emphasis was un· 
necessary. 

Finally , at the risk of sounding like a 
Production 1 () I instructor, two ques· 
tions come to mind after seeing No Sad 
Songs: what is this film trying to say and 
to whom' It is all very fine and admira· 
ble to state that AIDS is a destructive 
and tragic disease which should be 
fought with every means available, but a 
film needs more than good intentions 
and gay in· jokes to sustain itself for over 
60 minutes. No Sad Songs has both, but 
not enough else. 

Linda Gormane 
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John N. Smith's 

First StOlP, 
China 
First StOP, China, John Smith 's 9(j·min· 
ute NFB documentary of Les Grands 
Ballets Canadiens 1984 tour of the 
Orient, is a "road" picture with a differ· 
ence. As the problems and obstacles 
confronting a large ballet company on 
its travels cannot be laughed away with 
the ease of a Hope or Crosby, producerl 
director Smith has elected to concen· 
trate on fortitude in the face of adver· 
sity. The film could easily be subtitled 
The Perils of Touring. It is this uncom· 
promising revelation of the rigors of 
touring which makes First Stop, China 
a worthwhile addition to dance filmo· 
graphy. 

The tour required some hefty slog· 
ging - 40 performances covering 20 
ci ties in eight countries over 10 weeks 
- and the result on film is a mood that 
grows progressively darker as the jour· 
ney continues. Right from the begin, 
ning, Smith shows the collision be· 
tween East and West; the first incident 
we see is the frustration encountered 
by lighting designer Nick Cernovitch as 
he attempts to set up his grid in a Pek
ing theatre on antiquated Russian 
equipment. On the o ther hand, the 
technical difficulties are offset by the 
generosity of the Chinese hosts and the 
VIP treatment accorded the company. 
The China segment ends with the rap· 
turous reception given Les Grands for 
their attempt at performing the noto ri
ously difficult Red Ribbon Dance to 
honour their Chinese audiences, which 
is, the narrator tells us, akin to "a Bulgar 
company performing Shakespeare at 
Stratford. " 

However, by the end of the trip, the 
situation has reversed. In Japan Les 
Grands perform in state·of·the·art 
theatres, but the morale of the company 

. has been severely tested by tension 
created by the Buddhist sect sponsoring 
the tour. Several company members arc 
Buddhists and participate in an active 
recruitment campaign that divides the 
dancers into tWo camps. The only thing 
which brings them together is their 
dancing, and the film ends with the 
company members pouring out their 

energy in their Signature work, Tam Ti 
De1am, Brian Macdonald's homage to 
the French·Canadian spirit set to the 
music of Gill es Vigneault. 

Although we do see the company at 
leisure, it is the hardships they endure 
that stand out: the daily class to keep in 
shape, putting up with stages without 
proper dance· floors , the injuries which 
constantly plague the dancers, the ap' 
palling orchestra in Singapore that 
maestro Vladimir Jelinek must work 
with , the fighting for rehearsal time, the 
arrogance of a Thai noblewoman at a 
benefit concert who treats the dancers 
as menials, the back· breaking grind of 
the Japan schedule of 12 cities in 21 
days. With these segments Smith has 
built a cim!ma·vh'ite look at life on the 
road, and one can only be in awe at the 
resilience of the company. 

Enhancing the episodic nature of the 
film is Smith's use of contrast. Each ver· 
ite scene is followed by an excerpt from 
a performance, followed in turn by ex· 
terior shots representative of the coun· 
try. As the music continues, the camera 
sweeps away from the dancers to cor· 
responding movement abroad. For 
example, the dancers are seen perform· 
ing James Kudelka's In Paradisum to 

Michael Baker's pulsating electronic 
score. Smith 's cameras leave the move· 
ment on stage to focus on the scenery 
from a train window, shifting finally to 

crowded city streets and the Chinese at 
work. In each case, the music dovetails 
beautifully with the scene· at· hand. By 
the time the company arrives in Japan, 
Smith's choice of John Butler's Othello 
to a passionate Brahms score vividly un· 
derlines the tensions building within 
the company and the hard· driving im' 
ages of the Japanese lifestyle. To cap' 
ture this dichotomy of viewpoint, Smith 
used two different camera crews - one 
to film the stage performances and the 
scenes of the country, the other to film 
the documentary footage - and the reo 
suIt of the interwoven editing is to iso· 
late the dancers from their exotic sur· 
roundings - the theme, for this writer, 
of the film. 

Several quirk')' features about the film 
add to its fascination. For one thing, al· 
though the footage is the same, the En· 
glish and French versions have subtly 
different narrations and texts, by 
Donald Brittain and Henri Bergeron reo 
spectively. Brittain's gritty voice speaks ' 
every sentence with an exclamation 
mark after it,~if the ~omoanv is a1wavs 


