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Phillip Borsos 

One Magic 
Christmas 

T
he fairytale castle which is the logo 
for Walt Disney studios appears on 
the screen and we are plunged back 

into the world of our childhood. A 
world, where, as Canadian children we 
spent most of our time watching Amer
ican movies and TV programs. One 
Magic Christmas was produced by 
Peter O'Brian (The Grey Fox, My Amer
ican Cousin), and is being presented by 
Walt Disney in association with Silver 
Screen Partners and Telefilm Canada. It 
is directed by Phillip Borsos, the direc
tor of Grey Fox, and shot on location in 
Ontario. Do we have here an essentially 
Canadian film sponsored by Disney, or, 
an American film shot in Canada by a 
Canadian director with (at least in part) 
Canadian money? 

The movie is as schizophrenic as its 
origins. The location is ambiguous. The 
story supposedly takes place in a small 
town called Medford in the north 
(Meaford, Ontario is one of the towns 
used for location shots). A small town 
which flies an American flag. A small 
town where out-of-towners come from 
Oklahoma, poor mothers cash in food 
stamps and yet where the mailbox 
(which is central to the story) is red 
and definitely Canadian (American ones 
are blue). But the schizophrenia goes 
deeper than just an ambiguous sense of 
location. It shows up, even more 
strongly, in the values portrayed and 
the characterizations. Perhaps, after all, 
it could only be made by a Canadian, on 
Canadian soil, since it exemplifies so 
well the overwhelming impact of Amer
ican society and values on Canadian life 
and art. 

One Magic Christmas starts by estab
lishing a fairytale atmosphere. The 
moon sheds an eerie blue light on a man 
sitting in a treetop. A voice out of the 
sky speaks to him. The man is an Xmas 
angel, named Gideon, whose task it is to 
help someone on earth regain the 
Christmas spirit. This time he will try to 
help Ginnie Grainger overcome her 
cynicism about Christmas and life in 
general. Poor Ginnie works as a super
market cashier to support an un
employed husband, Jack, and their two 
kids, Cal and Abbie. The big, bad com
pany boss has not only fired her hus
band but also wants them out of the 
company house by January 1st. 

The story starts a few days before 
Christmas. She has reason to be dispi
rited. Her husband, however, is an 
idealist, a dreamer, who believes in 
angels and the spirit of Christmas. He 
also believes in his own particular fan
tasy which is to open a bicycle shop 
where his talents for repairing and man
ufacturing bikes can be exercised. Gin
nie is unimpressed by such a fanciful 
notion, and, besides, this would mean 
using the last of their savings. She even 
questions the point of living in a world 
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where "God's gone away forgetting the 
promises he made." But, by a magic 
trick, the angel will be able to make her 
see the value of what she has (husband 
and kids) and help her regain the spirit 
of Christmas. 

Through Gideon'S agency her world 
falls to pieces. Her husband is shot in a 
bank robbery and her children are kid
napped and nearly drowned. It is her 
daughter Abbie who undertakes a jour
ney to the North Pole to ask Santa Claus 
to bring her father back to life. But, in 
the end, only Ginnie's reawakened be
lief in Santa Claus and Christmas allows 
the miracle to take place. Once she 
mails Abbie's letter to Santa, the Christ
mas lights return and her husband reap
pears. In the end, the whole town unites 
to sing Christmas carols under the town 
Xmas tree put up by Jack and a friend. 

It is beautifully crafted movie in the 
old classical Hollywood tradition. Every 
shot-counter-shot brings us closer to 
the characters' emotions and Mary 
Steenburgen gives a highly believable 
performance as the mother even in the 
tear-jerker scenes. The little girl is 
beautiful and the classical Hollywood 
lighting, highlighting her golden hair, 
does her proud. The angel, however, 
brings in a darker note. Harry Dean 
Stanton's performance is evocative. He 
is a dark, somewhat threatening, angel. 
Dressed in a long dark coat and a big 
dark hat, he seems incongruous in this 
suburban town. 

The film supposedly takes place in 
the present, but the atmosphere is more 

remniscent of the '50s, with certain 
shadings from the '30s. The theme of 
unemployment, the company town, the 
big bad boss and the family in danger of 
losing their home are all elements re
miniscent of the '30s, even if also to the 
present. In particular the characteriza
tions, the values and the atmosphere of 
small-town America are all elements 
that belong to the quintessential Amer
ican director of the Depression, Frank 
Capra. The idea of the angel coming 
down to earth at Christmas to help a 
lost, but essentially good, person, come 
back to the true path of belief in family 
and community values was used by 
Capra in his 1946 film, It's A Wonderful 
Life. 

In One Magic Christmas, the angel 
looks like a Depression hobo and speaks 
with a soft western accent. In his earth
ly past he was a cowhand and he still 
plays a harmonica and sings. He is a 
familiar figure and yet hard to place. Un
less one knows that Capra's idealistic 
but humourous heroes, such as John 
Doe, were based on Will Rogers, an old 
cowboy, comedian and homespun 
philosopher who was a star in Hol
lywood and a friend of Capra's. Of 
course, Borsos has already shown his at
tachment to old cowboys in The Grey 
Fox. The values which underlie this 
Christmas fantasy are also straight out of 
a Capra movie: God, family, community 
and the courage to believe in one's 
dreams. For Jack Grainger the dream is 
that of becoming his own boss, a small 
entrepreneur, the dream of individualis-
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tic capitalism. These may not be bad 
values in themselves but in the 1980s 
they sound too much like Reaganomics 
or, dare I say, Mulroneyism. 

One hates to sound like Scrooge, but, 
on some level, the spririt of Christmas 
in this movie seem~ actually to be anti
feminist. The central characters of the 
film are the mother and the daughter. 
They follow Capra's usual dualistic 
character traits of the idealist and the 
cynic. It is true that in terms of the male 
character parts the same dualism oc
curs. The boy is cynical and the father 
idealistic. But our attention is mostly 
focussed on the female characters. 

The little girl believes in Santa Claus 
and this belief must be reawakened in 
the mother. Why is this anti-ferninist? 
First of all, the two other families we 
meet in the film are single-parent 
families and they cannot afford to give 
their children any Christmas presents. 
The character who becomes a bank 
robber and causes all the tragedies in 
the film is a single father. Even more 
central in the film's plot is the failure of 
Ginnie to. believe in her man and his 
dreams. To reawaken this belief her 
daughter must go to the North Pole to 
seek Santa's help in bringing her father 
back to life. The first person she meets 
there is Mrs. Claus, a sweet white
haired old lady. When Abbie asks Santa 
to bring her Daddy back, he replies that 
only her mother could do that. Abbie 
asks "How could she?" Immediately 
there is a cut to Mrs. Claus bringing a 
big red sweater to Santa and saying "I 
fixed your sweater, Nicholas." When 
Santa leaves for his Christmas eve tour, 
she sweetly brings him a little red lunch 
box. One would think that enough milk 
and cookies would be left out for 
him. Abbie takes back the good news 
that there is a Santa Claus. Finally con
vinced, Ginnie risks getting fired from 
her job (their sole means of support) so 
that she can stay home on Christmas 
Eve and give her husband their last 
$5000 so that he can open his bicycle 
shop. The message to women 
everywhere seems clear enough. 

And yet the film is so well-made, the 
old-fashioned Santa and his home so 
like an old-fashioned Christmas card, 
that one longs to believe in him. It is a 
fairytale , not for children but for adults. 
The very innocence of the society por
trayed is such that maybe it could only 
be made in Canada by a Canadian. 
Surely such innocence is lost to the 
American society of the 1980s. But the 
values are American and the idealistic 
young husband does not fit the usual 
characteristics of a Canadian Jilin hero 
as defined by Robert Fothergill in his 
1973 essay "Coward, Bully or Clown." 
As a matter of fact, he is neither a cow
ard, a bully or a clown, but a simple man 
who holds his own against a world that 
would put him down. The values of the 
film are too much those of Capra and 
too much those of America for the film 
to be defined as Canadian. As a Cana
dian film one can only see in it the over
whelming influence of American values, 
ideals and artforms on Canadian cul
ture. 

Whether the film is seen as Canadian 
or American, one still has to account for 
the way this movie celebrates values 
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which seem to belong to a vanished 
past. However, if one thinks of such 
films as Star Wars or Raiders of the Lost 
Ark, a pattern does seem to evolve. U.S. 
critic Fredric Jameson, in an essay on 
postmodernism and consumer SOCiety, 
points out that such films reinvent the 
mass media cultural experiences of the 
'30s to '50s so that we can re-experi
ence them. James states that, by rein
venting the feel and shape of charac
teristic art objects of an older period, 
these films seek to reawaken a sense of 
the past associated with those objects. 

I would go further and state that 
these kinds of films also try to recreate 
a sense of values associated with the 
past. This is made clear in One Magic 
Christmas when the children go to visit 
their great-grandfather in his old farm
house and explore the attic with him. 
There they find a Christmas book which 
had belonged to the grandfather as a 
child and old-fashioned glass ball con
taining a snowy scene of Santa's house. 
It is to this location that Abbie will later 
travel in her efforts to bring her father 
back to life. Another artifact from the 
past which appears throughout the film 
and which obviously has a lot to do 
with past values is the antique doll 
which Abbie is usually clutching. The 
doll looks completely out of place in 
the suburban environment of her home 
but, again, it is an artifact which be
speaks of past values, this time those of 
a lost femininity. The allusive plagiarism 
of older plots is also a feature of post
modernism as is the recreation of the 
'50s atmosphere in a contemporary set
ting. 

I The effectiveness of the film in mak
ing these old-fashioned values attractive 
can be accounted for, in part, if we un
derstand its use of an underlying mythic 
structure. The dark angel is disturbing 
but his characteristics are appropriate 
for a figure that brings death and de
struction to this SOCiety. It is through 
Gideon's agency that the tragedies in 
the film occur. These tragic happenings 
lead to the death of the idealistic, young 
hero, Jack Grainger. The underlying 
myth of Christmas is that of the solstitial 
cycle of the solar year and its attendant 
symbolism. At this time of year the 
theme of a newborn light threatened by 
the powers of darkness predominates. 
The angel is usually seen in the blue 
light of a movie night. When he per
forms his sleight-of-hand magic trick 
which brings about the tragedies, all the 
lights on the Christmas trees, up and 
down the street, go out. When the 
tragic events are ' nullified, like a bad 
dream, the lights go back on. The feast 
of the winter solstice also included the 
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ritual death and rebirth of the young 
god, sometimes accompanied by the ac
tual sacrifice of a young man. Jack takes 
the place of this sacrificial victim and, 
like the dying god, he is reborn as the 
same person. Finally the Christmas tree, 
symbolic of the tree of life, is the central 
motif around which the community 
gathers at the end of the film to cele
brate the continuance of its life and be
liefs. 
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Michael Rubbo's 

The Peanut Butter 
Solution 

A 
disclaimer should probably be in
cluded when an adult, unaccom
panied by a child, reviews a movie 

made for children. Because it is only a 
childish audience, with its particular 
perspectives, that will determine 
whether or not a film made for them 
works or not. (See box) 

The Peanut Butter Solution is the 
second film in Les Productions La Fete's 
'Films for All' series, following the 
enormously successful La Guerre des 
tuques/The Dog Who Stopped the War. 
Based on his original idea and script as 
well as directed by Michael Rubbo, 
Peanut Butter only loosely fits the for 
all category. For this reviewer, for in
stance, there were too many holes in 
the plot, and the script is in many in
stances too contrived to have much 
adult appeal. Even from the older chil
dren of this country, sophisticated by 
American movies, television and com
puter technolOgies, Peanut Butter's 
sticky cuteness should draw more deri
sion than honest laughter. 

Nevertheless, the film does have cer
tain graces, and merits attention for 
those elements that display a level of 
filmic ingenuity. 

The story is a fantastical one - about 
young Michael who experiences a fright 
that causes- him to lose his hair. His 
fright is the premise of the film and is 
kept a mystery until the final moments. 
It occurs when Michael daringly looks 
into a recently burned-out and presum
ably haunted house where coinciden
tally two rubbies he had given money to 
the previous day die in the blaze. The 
overnight loss of one's hair would be 
horrifying for a person of any age and 
presents a catastrophe to 12-year-old 
Michael. After several days of shame
fully hiding out at home, Michael has a 
disastrous attempt at wearing a wig that 
takes him to even deeper levels of de
spair. Then, one night, the two rubbies, 
Tom and Mary, mira.culously appear, 
and Mary offers Michael a recipe to be 
smeared all over the head. The secret 
ingredient, is, of course, the peanut but
ter that makes it all stick together. Fol
lowing one failed try from which 
Michael is unhelpfully "rescued" by his 
father and sister, he succeeds in com
pleting the concoction but, disregard
ing Mary's warning, adds four times the 
amount of peanut butter called for. And 
so the adventure begins. Michael's hair 
starts to grow - and grow - and grow. 

The premise is good and reasonably 
well developed to this pOint. On the 
level of the family interrelationships, 
the kinds of animosities and tendernes
ses possible in a close-knit family 
(where the mother is absent) are accu
rate. Despite some corny lines, the 
dialogue is good, and the cast well-cho
sen. 

Reflecting a child's perspective, the 
adult characters tend to be one-dinIen
sional, (i.e. mean, good, silly, authorita
rian etc.). The father (Michael Hogan) , 
an artist, is essentially "out to lunch," 
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concentrating on his painting and leav
ing the household management to his 
wife (replaced in her absence by the 
daughter). like many fathers, he just 
doesn't understand what's going on 
about him. He is inept, but loves his 
children and in return is adored by 
them. 

Other adult characters include Miss 
Prume (Pat Thompson), the school 
principal, who is forbidding, dominat
ing and just the way you remember all 
school principals to be: eyes in the back 
of her head and arms that seem able to 
reach 20 feet in any direction to grab 
unsuspecting children in school hall
ways. The Rabbit, the Doctor and 
another teacher are all fine, if somewhat 
formulaic, though it seems logical that 
the reason the Rabbit is named the Rab
bit and why he is a family joke should 
be shared with the audience. 

Where the film doesn't work is in the 
realm of "evil", personified in the 
character of the Signor (Michel Mail
lot). He is the bad guy, evident to any 
viewer of any age, but why he is so is 
not. Is it because he's always wanted a 
son but never had one; is it because he's 
an unrecognized and unrewarded artist? 
A child will wonder what produces evil, 
and unfortunately the question of why 
the Signor is the bad guy is never 
answered, even if Michel Maillot does a 
fine job of portraying the eccentric, 
egomaniac and thwarted artist. 

For their effects, the most wonderful 
and fascinating scenes are those in the 
Signor's factory (aside from those be
tween Michael, Suzie and their father at 
home). Here are elements that should 
strike any viewer as insidiously horrify
ing: the visions of children working si
lently on the factory assembly lines, liv· 
ing completely according to the whims 
of the Signor. Trapped in a world where 
there is only work and sleep, a world 
devoid of natural .light, imagination or 
means of escape, this is fantasy turned 
nightmare. Added to the images of chil
dren on assembly lines are the Signor's 
incredible paintings that glimmer eerily 
of "reality." But, as one of the captives 
explains to Connie (Siluk Saysanasy, the 
story's hero), they offer no escape from 
the Signor's prison because they are un
real, representing places that exist only 
in the Signor's mind. One can walk into 
these landscapes, but will only end up 
wandering in a nowhere land. All of this 
is intriguing, and the paintings them
selves do visually exude a magical qual
ity. If only the rest of the film had fol· 
lowed the same imaginative tack, in
stead of seeking easy solutions and con
venient situations. 

As an idea for a film directed at enter
taining the entire family, Michael's 
fright is a terrific one, combining fan
tasy, mystery and humor. Unfortunately, 
The Peanut Butter Solution over
Simplifies and over-explains some of its 
ideas though it fails to carry other ideas 
through to their resolution. So it has a 
strangely inexplicable character like" the 
Signor, or a scene where Connie 's pubic 
hair stops growing under the force of 
his will, but his voice continues to 
deepen only to return to normal in the 
next sequence. Why? If it's for the sake 
of humour, it comes off as cheap. At the 
same time, in an attempt to make sure 
the point gets across about imagination 
and its power, Michael sums up his ad
venture at the end by saying that the 
fright was mostly in his imagination. 
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