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S
itting among the snazzy 
pink and glass tones of 
Cafe Coco on Toronto's 

Yonge St., Leon Marr rather ab
ruptly says, "Why don't I start 
at the beginning." An approp
riate enough place for a direc
tor and screenw riter who, for 
the first time, has just found 
himself plunged into a whirl
wind of publicity as a result of 
his (first) feature, Dancing In 
The Dark, being selected for 
the Director's Fortnight in 
Cannes. 

For Marr, the 'beginning' 
began in the middle of March 
when Dancing In The Dark 
was shown as a rough-cut and 
mix for preliminary judging in 
Montreal. But w hen the excite
ment of making the sho rtlist 
reached executive producer 
Don Haig, producer Tony 
Kramreither and Marr, with it 
came the sobering realization 
that weeks of post-production 
were going to have to be radi
cally compressed. Editors 
worked around the clock and 
other clients were bumped so 
that the mix could be ac
complished. All of this towards 
completing a print that would 
still have to be subtitled in 
Holland before going to Can
nes. 

So when Marr talks about 
going back to the beginning, 
there is a real bewilderment at 
the remarkable turn of events 
that have taken place in his life. 

"Who am I?" he asks and 
laughs. "I've made two half
hours five years ago and I 
haven't directed anything 
since 1980 until Dancing In 
The Dark." 

Born in Toronto's Leaside 
district, he attended the local 
high school, did two years of 
psychology at the University of 
Toronto before giving it up to 
travel around the world. 
"Somewhere between New 
Delhi and Japan, I decided that 
I either wanted to be a director 
and make movies or be an 
actor," he remembers. The de
Ciding factor was the plen
titude of starving actors, a dis
tinction he tOday recalls with 
some irony. 

He returned to Canada to 
enroll in Ryerson's film course 
where he made a lO-minute 
experimental film entitled 
Fountain, which ended up 
going around the world and 
being bought by the Depart
ment of Ex ternal Affairs. But 
when the film course ended he 
was faced with the Director's 
Guil.d conundrum of 'How do 
you get in?' 'You get a job.' 
'How do you get a job?' 'You 
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join the Guild~ ' But he broke 
that cycle by badgering the 
production manager of Xaviera 
Hollander's film My Pleasure 
Is My Business who eventu
ally hired him as third AD. 

The years that followed saw 
him doing commercials and 
working as second AD at the 
CBC with some of Canada's 
finest directors - Allan King, 
Claude Jutra, George Bloom
field and Francis Mankiewicz, 
an experience he found highly 
educational, though occasion
ally frustrating. "The CBC basi
cally films radio plays," he 
says. "If there was a problem 
with the script what they did 
was they changed the 
dialogue." 

"Claude Jutra was the only 
person at that time who 
seemed to have his head 
screwed on. He threw 
everyone off the set, and he 
took the actors and rehearsed 
them until he felt the scene 
was ready. Then he brought in 
the cameraman to show him 
w hat he was doing and then 
brought in the rest of the 
crew." 

Two half-hour dramas fo l
lowed - Clare's Wish about 
two elderly people whose chil
dren want them committed to 
an o ld-age home and Flowers 
In The Sand. Bo th were made 
w ith Arts' Council participa
tion, w ith some private invest
ment in the latter. CBC bought 
Flowers In The Sand, a film 
about a mentally retarded boy 
w ho must be able to travel to a 
training centre in order to be 
accepted there, and it won a 
number of certificates of merit. 

But Marr remarks that his 
time spent as an observer on 
Jewison's Best Friends was 
the best thing that had hap
pened up to that point. He 
spent a considerable amount of 
time in d ialogue w ith the di
recto r abolit the film and came 
away from the experience wi th 
a greater degree of confidence 
and a crucial realization. 
"There are only two differ
ences between the movies I 
had made up to then and that 
one - the size of the budget 

Arcand's hat trick 

T
he second Canadian fea 
ture selected this year for 
the Director's Fortnigh t is 

Denys Arcand 's Le De clin de 
l'empire americain, a Corpo
ration Image M&M-NFB pro
duction. 

thought one of my films \"ou ld 
encounter destiny. it turned 
ou t the opposite." 

The -l)-year-old Quebec di
rector agrees nevertheless that 
Cannes is still an important 
launching pad for a feature 
film: "There are many foreign 
journalists so YOU get cover
age: it 's w here most festiya ls 
select the ir p rogramming: and 
it's an excellent place for a 
French launch." -----------------------------------------

In contrast to Leon Marr 's 
excitement, the three-time 
Cannes ve teran laconically 
to ld Cinema Callada, "I'm old 
enough to know it's best not to 
expect anything. Each time I 
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and the size of the egos ," he 
no tes dryly. 

Then, two and a-half years 
ago, he came across a book re
view of Joan Barfoot 'S novel 
Dan cing In The Dark. Hav
ing read the book and 
negotiated rights, he set out to 
w rite a script, doubting that it 
could be translated to fi lm. 

"Even Martha didn 't believe 
you could make a script about 
it ," he says, referring to Martha 
Henry, the film 's leading lady. 
,·It 's all interior monologue. It 's 
so literate nobody was going to 
want to put money into it ." 

Undaunted , however, w ith a 
yellowing newspaper picture 
of Henry Sitting beside h is 
typewriter, he w ro te the script 
and a revised first draft is w hat 
was ultimately sho t. While 
Telefilm paid out a script de
velopment grant, it was 
quickly paid back. The CBC, 
the Film House Group, 
Brightstar Films and Film Arts 
shared production costs. Marr 
is part icularly grateful to Don 
Haig and Tony Kramreither for 
taking a chance and betting 
money on him. 

The film examines the se
cure and happy marriage of 
perfect housewife Edna Cor
mick until it is undermined by 
a fa tal flaw. 

"I seem to have an affini ty 
for women, women's issues," 
he reflects. "I feel more com
fortable with women, the sen
sitivities they have. In order to 
treat this theme (of feminism ) 
you have to understand it, and 
what better way than going 
into the mind of a woman who 
is to tally content w ith her life. 
Yet I knew right from the start 
that Edna would never watch 
this movie." 

Or, as he writes in the prog
ram book for the Directo r's 
Fortnight "I felt as if I was right 
inside the mind of a woman 
whose whole being and way of 
life were to tally fo reign to me. 
The sense of intimacy was 
quite astonishing: I shared he r 
thoughts, experienced her 
emotions and understood her 
actions - even the ult imate 
one w hich irrevocably altered 
her existence and became the 
symbol of her rebirth. After 
reading the book. her world 
was still alien to me, bu t she 
was no longer a stranger. " 

The film " 'ill probably be 
screened at the Toronto film 
festiyal and has been picked up 
for distribu tion by Simcom. 
But Leon ~Iarr is only begin
ning to get a perspectiyc on 
the eruption of attention to
ward his first feature . 

''rye always had to generate 
entl1Usiasm myself, bu t it's nice 
when other people are reflect
ing it back at you ," he no tes. 
"Sometimes I feel ve ry de
tached from it. but generally 
I'm overwhelmed by it all." _ 
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