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S
ince her first short Teach 
Me To Dance (1978) and 
in her subsequent award

winning dramatic shorts 
co-produced with A.tlantis 
Films, One's A Heifer and To 
Set Our House In Order, as 
well as her feature-length work, 
the docudrama A War Story 
and for CBC's acclaimed For The 
Record series Change of Heart, 
Edmonton filmmaker A.nne 
Wheeler's work has explored the 
tensions between the individual 
and the community, between 
heritage and prejudice. 

In Loyalties, lVheeler's first 
feature film., selected as part of 
the Festival of Festivals' Perspec
tives Canada program, an 
aristocratic Briton (Susan 
Wooldridge) and a Metis 
woman (Tantou Cardinal) 
discover a friendship beyond 
class and national differences. 

In the following Cinema 
Canada interview, critic William 
Beard speaks with lVheeler 
about her work so far, her 
Western sense of place, the 
priority she allows her actors, 
and the attention to detail that 
characterises her filmmaking. 
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Anne Wheeler and loyalties' d 
.D.p. 

by William Beard 

Cinema Canada: At this point, you 
seem to have made the long haul, so to 
speak, from short Film Board docu 
men fairies, to a sort of long-jormat 
docu-drama, then info short fiction, 
and now theatrical features. Has this 
been a conscious progression ? 
Anne Wheeler: It wasn 't an ultimate 
goal , actually. I'm not a filmmaker for 
whom the actual film is the reason I'm 
making films - I like to communicate 
w ith people. I would still make 
documentary films if that would be the 
best format to say something in particu
lar. But yes, every step, every film I've 
made has had some new element in it 
for me to learn, so that I've been a 
rather cautious filmmaker - I haven 't 
taken any large leaps or big risks in what 
I've taken on. I've been fairly confident 
that I can do every film that I initiate. 
And I suppose the whole theatrical ele
ment wouldn't have entered my life if 
the situation in Canada hadn't swung 
around in the last two or three years. 
Now it's feasible to make features -
there is government support and in
terest in developing a feature mm in
dustry. And that really enabled me to 
make features. I guess I've been in
terested in making dramatic films since 
about 1977, when I made my first , 
which was Teach Me to Dance. There 
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aren't that many subjects I would make 
in documentary any more, because I 
find that I feel rather exploitive making 
documentary films. 
Cinema Canada: Exploitive Of your 
subjects, you m ean? 
Anne Wheeler: It 's a format where 
you're really exploiting other people's 
lives, and the more emotional or the 
deeper you can dig into a person's life, 
the better the documentary. You know 
doing dramatic mms you know that, 
everybody is there because they want 
to be there, and they're all being paid, 
and what you're going to say has been 
thought out in the long pre-production 
and the writing of the script, so not so 
much is being left to chance. And you 
hope that you've based it on truth, and 
on reality, and that you 're not exploit
ing anybody. 
Cinema Canada: Do you see yourself 
now as addressing a bToader audi
ence? I mean, working at the Board 
you had a kind of ready-made NFB au
dience. 
Anne Wheeler: I got very frustrated at 
the Board with their distribution sys
tem. When you make a film for the 
Board, you may have a screening or two 
that you attend as a director, but the 
Film Board puts out so many mms every 
year, and really isn't able to put a lot of 
energy into anyone particular film. It's 
left up to people who haven't really 
worked on the film as to how the film 
will be treated, and if it will even get 
much of a distribution . You feel quite 
powerless - at least I felt quite power
less - as filmmaker with the Board. And 
there naver is a budget to involve a 

filmmaker in the distribution - there 
may be a few bucks, but there really are 
very few dollars put into direct distribu
tion of each mm. So it gets really frus
trating. For example, Change of Heart, 
which I made almost three years ago, 
now belongs to the Film Borad - it 
didn't belong to. the Film Board for a 
year because it was a co-production 
with the CBC, so the CBC owned it tele
vision-wise for the first year - and it got 
one screening on television and was 
hardly ever seen again. And you just 
know that mm has a broader audience 
than one television viewing. 
Cinema Canada: Moving away from 
the Film Board was a turning point, 
then? 
Anne Wheeler: It was a big turning 
pOint. Certainly it put me in a much risk
ier position. I didn't have the constant 
support and I didn't have a wage com
ing in every month. But it meant that I 
could be more the artist, more the crea
tive person, and I could write and di
rect. And when I look over my resume, 
I realize that I've been more productive 
out of the Film Board in terms of the 
number of projects I worked on than 
when I was on-staff. 
Cinema Canada: One might see yours 
as an almost model career for a reg
ional filmmaker. You've never gotten 
away from your roots, or the milieu 
around you, and yet you've succeeded 
in making a featuTe with a potentially 
international market. I wonder 
whether you feel that maybe this kind 
of truth-to-place might be the best way 
for Canadian films to be internation· 
ally viable? 
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Anne Wheeler: I have to hang on to 
that belief, that films have to be rooted 
in some sort of historical truth , or real· 
ity of the present. I mean I'm no t in it to 
be making a lo t o f money o r to produce 
pure entertainment. There's got to be 
some substance to my films, and if 
there's to be depth it's got to be based 
on some area I feel confidence in mak· 
ing a statement about And although I've 
travelled a fair amount and have lived in 
places like India and Africa for short 
periods of time, I'm glad that to this 
point I've rooted my films in Western 
Canada. I expect that probably in the 
next 10 years I will broaden the base of 
my filmmaking ... 
Cinema Canada: ... But for your 
reasons rather than production 
reasons or business reasons? 
Anne Wheeler: They will always be 
films to which I am personally con· 
nected in some way. I've bought the 
rights to a small children's book called 
Angel Square, which was written by a 
guy called Brian Doyle, and it's really a 
kind of autobiographical childhood 
story of growing up in Ottawa - and be· 
cause he's so familiar with what he's 
written, and I feel it's written with in· 
tegrity and humour and everything. I 
can connect with that kind of project. 
But just to make up a fantasy story for 
pure entertainment and monetary 
reasons is not interesting to me. 
Cinema Canada: You have a produc· 
tion company (Wheeler·Hendron En· 
terprises), and you were a co-producer 
on Loyalties. Do you feel you have to 
exercise a producer's function to some 
extent to make the films you want to? 
Anne Wheeler: Especially being a reg
ional filmmaker, I do - I have to hang 
onto as much power as I can. I'm so far 
away from the centres of power in film 
in Canada that I feel I can get discon
nected from a project pretty easily if I 
don't retain some kind of power. I'm 
going to do a feature , I hope, with Atlan
tis where they'll just hire me straight as 
a writer-director, but my priorities will 
always be always be films that I own and 
initiate. 
Cinema Canada: How did the Loyal
ties project arise? 
Anne Wheeler: I had directed Change 
of Heart, which Sharon Riis had writ
ten, and I wanted to work with her 
again very much. I think the feeling was 
mutual. I felt ready to take on a feature 
project, and I have a number of histori
cal dramas that I'd like to make, but I 
was advised that if I could start with 
something that was contemporary it 
would probably be wise just because of 
costs. Sharon and I worked together so 
well; it was a kind of tried-and-true re
lationship. So I started it as a producer, 
in the way that the whole development 
of scripts etc. has been set up in Canada. 
It's not directors who initiate projects; 
which I think is quite wrong in some 
ways. I put on a producer's hat and 
went to the usal places - Telefilm, the 
CBC, the AMPDC - to raise money to 
hire a writer: Sharon. 

We started to develop the story to
gether, and once we got it to about a 
third or fourth draft, which was quite a 
good draft and close to the production 
script in fact, then I didn't want to 
spend the next six months of my life in 
Toronto looking for money, and I 
wanted to have another producer in
volved. So I went producer-shopping -

L o y A 
I literally went down to Toronto and for 
a couple of weeks met nearly every pro
ducer in town, and promoted this script 
to them. I liked going that way because 
they know what I'm selling, and it"s 
fairly clear whether they like or want to 
do that film right then and there, rather 
than trying to develop with them and 
struggle over what the film is we're 
going to make. I met Ron Lillie and Bill 
Johnston, who were putting together 
this twinning package, and the fact that 
my script had a British lead and would 
be of interest to people in Britain kind 
of fitted into their plans, so we formed 
a company together and we're 50/50 
owners. 
Cinema Canada: Tbe twinning ar
rangement didn't influence the nature 
of the film, but ratber the otber way 
around. 
Anne Wheeler: Yes, the nature of the 
film got this twinning arrangement to
gether more quickly. 
Cinema Canada: And was Dumbar
ton 's presence instrumental in getting 
Susan \Vooldridge involved in the pro
ject? 
Anne Wheeler: Only in that the Tele
film rules, and the CBC rules, say you 
can't have foreign leads if you use their 
money. But the fact that we had 
5450,000 of English money in it gave us 
a good argument that we should have a 
British lead - otherwise we wouldn't 
have been able to. But Dumbarton 
didn't find her or promote her to us or 
anything. I went over with the casting 
director and we auditioned about 25 
women for the part and chose her. They 
were excited and supportive of the de 
cision. 
Cinema Canada: Was there any kind 
of audience or market researcb? I un
derstand Telefilm likes that kind of 
thing to be done. 
Anne Wheeler: I don't think there was. 
There is still concern that it is a rather 
unique film, and selling it is going to be 
a real challenge. You know, it's a sort of 
mystery, it's a sort of issue film, many 
things, but it's a film unto itself You 
don't want to promote it and give away 
the ending. So there's still dialogue 
going on as to how exactly to sci! the 
film. But I think it was a very good 
script - the dialogue was very very 
clear - and people just liked the script. 
Cinema Canada: How much control 
do you bave over post-prOduction - J 
don 't mean just editing, but distribu
tion and release strategies? 
Anne Wheeler: We cut the film in my 
backyard, right to a frozen cut. I went 
for a last week in Toronto and did a few 
trims, but basically the cut was done in 
my backyard. Bill Johnston, one of the 
producers, flew out for two days during 
the editing and we made a few changes 
then, but basically it was left in my 
backyard to complete. I worked with 
the sound editor and the composer and 
went through the mix and pretty well 
saw it right through to the end. 

I feel I had a fair amount of control. I 
was never vetoed. As for the distribu
tion with NorstarlSimcom, we talk fairly 
regularly. I recognize they have way 
more experience in this than I do - I've 
never distributed a feature. We talk 
about to what extent we should go to 
festivals with it, and keeping it to the 
Festival of Festivals and opening it in 
the fall - those sorts of decisions. I ex
pect they'll run the promotional mater
ial past me, and if I made a big fuss I 
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could stop it, if necessary. I d; n't feel 
overpowered by them. We're doing it 
fairly co-operatively . 
Cinema Canada: Loyalties was en
tered at Cannes. \Vas it an official 
Canadian enlrl'? 
Anne Wheeler: Actually, it was taken 
to Cannes by the British - Dumbarton 
took it, and took Susan Wooldridge 
there as well. 
Cinema Canada: How was it received? 
Anne Wheeler: Very well. Varie(l' did 
a very nice thing on it. Otherwise we 
have kept the press fairly minimal. The 
Globe & Mail's Jay Scott saw it in order 
for it to go there, and the European cri
tics have also agreed to hold their reo 
views until it is released. Susan talked to 
a lot of them, and she said that the ir 
reactions seemed to be very positive. 
Cinema Canada: Did the increased 
scale Of everything in a feature give 
you any special problems - as a pro
ducer, a writer or a director? 
Anne Wheeler: It wasn't all that differ
ent from doing Change of Heart_ It 
was a bigger budget, and it still befud
dles me as to why I didn't get more time 

• Loyalties script-writer Sharon Riis 

to shoot it - it was very, very fast. And I 
had a lot of non-actors, so it wasn't like 
the money and the format enabled me 
to hire top-notch actors, because the 
script demanded a cast that wasn't easy 
to find amongst the professional acting 
community. Actually I didn't feel there 
was a great deal of difference between 
directing this and directing small 
dramas. My strengths, I think, are with 
actors. So I run it very much as I would 
a smaller film , in that I work out all my 
technicalities before I get on-set - I do 
a shot list and know pretty clearly how 
I'm going to cover a scene and shoot it 
- to free me to work with the actors, 
which works very well for me. 

In terms of money and that sort of 
stuff ... we had union problems, which 
I've never had before. We had union 
problems because it was getting into 
that range of money, which I found very 
frustrating. Our driver got as much as 
our art director, and we had a crew 
used to working for American mms, and 
so were used to a certain kind of treat
ment, in terms of food and accommoda
tion, which had to be paid for. Actually, 
the amount of time and scope that I was 
given as a director wasn't Significantly 
different than if I had been doing some
thing for half the money. 
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Cinema Canada: One of the most at
tmcril1e features of y Ollr work with 
Sharon Riis in Loyalties and ill 
Change of Heart is a wonderful fe~l
ingfor detail. Tbese films are fill! of lit
tle touches that deftZv cbaracterlze 
people and situations and end liP gil '
illg tbe sellse of a recognizable, tbree
dimensional world mther tban just an 
effectil'e story. Is this something you 
consciousl}' strive for - the throu'alliay 
line, the ~arginal observatiol1.~ 
Anne Wheeler: Yes. For instance, with 
Beatrice's house in Loyalties - I spent 
a day with Vera Martin just decorating it 
with her, as if she lived there, because 
she has lived in places like that. There 
were some details in the script, but we 
took those as a beginning, and the prop 
department had a whole lot of stuff, and 
we just decorated it together. Being a 
non-actor, that was very important to 
her - that it not feel like a movie, that it 
feel real, or I probably wouldn't have 
gotten the performance from her that I 
did. But it comes also from the fact that 
Sharon's writing about people she lives 
with every day, and certainly I have rel-

atives in rural Alberta and a sense of 
what it's like there. It goes back to us re
gional people writing about who we 
know. 

Cinema Canada: Would you describe 
yourself as a committed filmmaker -
in the social and political sense? Manv 
of your films hal'e what might be 
called afemil/ist l'iewpoint, and man1' 
of tbem deal with people u'ho are see"n 
as suffering from oppression to some 
degree. 
Anne Wheeler: I guess I'm fairly seri
ous - but I'm amazed, actually, at how 
many laughs Loyalties gets at a screen
ing. Ironically, in university I was close 
to being a comedian, doing a lot of 
theatre and doing a lot of character 
parts - and I'd like to get some of that 
into my films, more than I have. The 
serious nature of my first dramatic films 
comes from a documentary back
ground, where you feel that it you're 
going to spend the money and exploit 
these lives, you should treat things fairly 
seriously, and not lightly. I guess you 
could say rm a serious ftImmaker as op
posed to an entertainment ftImmaker. 

Cinema Canada: Within the category 
of serious filmmaker, do you feel 
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you 're someone who's concerned w ith 
social issues, as opposed to, fo r ex am
ple. e.yistentia l ones? 
Anne Wheeler: No, I think War Story 
is pretty existential. It could have been 
much more political in terms of the 
Japanese and the w ar than it was. I 
found that I got more fasci nated with 
the docto r becoming th e hero, and why 
people needed heroes, and what kept 
people alive. But certainly I see film as 
a medium which will help promote a 
universal understanding, which hope
fully w ill make for a better w orld. I can't 
see go ing through all this just fo r the 
heck o f it. 

Cinema Canada: You couldn 't call . 
Loyalties a p articularly political film, 
but it does deal with human and cul
tural values tha t make some k ind of 
social statement. I'm thinking not onZv 
of the fem inist element, but also Of tbe 
con trast between middle-class a nd 
sm all-town lifestyles, and betweell 
white and native cultures. 
Anne Wheeler: Yes. I call myself a 
feminist but I always flinch when other 
people call me a feminis t, because I'm 
not sure that I know what their defini
t ion of it is. I don't know why I.oyalties · 
would be called a feminist film - or if it 
was, w ould Rambo be called .. . whatever 
the opposite of feminist is? It happens to 
have two female characters who are the 
lead characters, and it's maybe dealing 
with an issue primarily of importance to 
women - but I would hope it is relevant 
to all people. So I flinch when people 
call it a feminist film,- because that is im
mediately going to limit the audience, 
and I hope that it brings in a broad audi
ence, not just a converted audience. 

Cinema Canada: The f riendship be
tween Rosanne and Lily despite their 
vast differences in background is obl'i
ousZv a cen tral fea tu re of the mouie. 
Rosanne sa)'s at one pOin t, 'The only 
difference betwenn ber and me is 
mon€)' " - and that seems to encapsu 
late someth ing crucial. 
Anne Wheeler : Yes - and it's a hell of 
a d ifference. We were trying to show 
that there are values that are p retty uni
versal if you could get in touch with 
them. We gave them both quite a few 
kids, so they obviously both had 
mothering instincts_ I think the whole 
money thing will continue to be a dif
ference. A lot of peop le come out of the 
movie wondering what's going to hap
pen after the movie. But you know it's 
going to be a very hard battle , and if it 
weren' t fo r Lily's money, Rosanne 
wouldn't have a hope in hell - she did 
come in with a loaded gun. 

Cinema Canada: liZ)! might not haue 
a hope in hell, either, at the end Of fbe 
film. Is she going to stay in Lac La 
Bicbe. for example? 
Anne Wheeler: Yeah, is she go ing to 
stay in Lac La Biehe, in Canada or is she 
going to go back to England? We 
couldn 't pick up all those b its. We 
w anted to leave it on the note that they 
were at least going to begin the fight to
gether . How far they would take it is'1 
then, open to questIOn. 
Cinema Canada: The cen tral cbarac
ters in many of you I' films often bave 
to put up with a lot, and even undergo 
traumatic e.\Periellce~~ bu t tbere 's 
never any p essimism in y our work. 
You seem to emphas ize p eople's 
strengtb and resilience, and to feel not 
only that they can su rvive their crises, 
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• Loyalties: the murderous David (Ken Welsh) and the ari.tocratic Lily (Susan Wooldridge) 

I have to hang onto the belief that 
films have to be rooted in some sort of his
torical truth or reality of the present. I 
mean I~m not in it to be making a lot of 
money or to produce pure entertainment. 

• Loyalties's survivors: Rosanne (Tantou Cardinal) and Lily 
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but grow as a result of them. 
Anne Wheeler: I think that's a pretty 
fair statement. With War Story there 
were a lot of dark sides that I tended not 
to get into in great depth - the torture 
and such. I usually feel like I've got to 
leave som~ strength and hope at the 
end of a film, and a sense of growth. I 
guess that'S what gives the films a right 
to exist, in a way. 
cinema Canada: Some might feel that 
tbere was a touch of sentimentality, 
even, at the conclusion Of Loyalties . . 
Wbat Lily and Rosanne and their chil
dren bave gone through is pretty aWful. 
Anne Wheeler: I hope by looking so 
closely at these two individuals that you 
have a sense that certainly it could have 
gone the other way - and probably in 
real life it would have gone the other 
way - that is, that Lily, having stood by 
this man once, will continue to stand by 
him. I mean, statistically, that's the 
truth. So the film is the exception. We 
played around a lot with the idea that 
Lily was going to call the police on this 
woman, and revert back to her old 
values. But it just seemed to lose its pur
pose by doing that. 
Cinema Canada: I get the feeling at the 
end, that what the two women have 
found is ample recompense for what 
they and their children have suffered. Is 
that going too far? 
Anne Wheeler: I don't think it goes 
too far. I mean I certainly want the audio 
ence to feel moved. I want them to see 
enough of Lily in the first part to know 
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that she is very uptight and has made 
this decision before, and there is a 
chance she would make it again - to 

stand by her husband. But I hope I make 
the rape so horrific that you would find 
it equally hard to believe that she 
wouldn't do something about it. 
Cinema Canada: It seems to me tbere 
are a lot of unanswered questions in 
Loyalties about tbe past, as well as 
abou t tbe futu re. I wonder, for exam
ple, what the relationships between 
Lily and David, or Rosanne and Eddie, 
were like before we see them. How did 
Lily react to tbe incident in Co[chestet; 
were there any signs Of that kind of be
hauiour in her husband before, and so 
on? And actually I k ind of ll'Ondered 
tbat about Edna and Bob in Change 
of Heart. I don 'f tbink it 's the films' 
need to give )'0/1 tbat k ind of infonna
tion, or tbat they don't work pel/ectly 
well witbout it - but it does seem that 
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they do cboose not to give it to you. 
Anne Wheeler: If you give all that in
formation, it becomes a different kind of 
film - the tail starts to wag the dog. 
You 've got all this information you feel 
the aud ience needs, and so you can 
weigh yo urself down w ith exposition, 
rather than just deal w ith the present. In 
terms of the past of both those couples, 
the actors and I went through their re
lationships from th e time they'd first 
met, so there'd be a sense, wherever 
possible, of knowing where they'd 
come from. 

If you told much more about the past, 
the mystery would be given away. Ob
viously, the first scene of the film is just 
a tickler. Again , we played with the idea 
of knowing w hat had happened in Eng
land, either through scenes or some 
way of indicating to the audience that 
they were trying to escape from some 
specific kind of scandal. But the drama
tic tension really seemed to drag. So we 
had that in scripts but took it out before 
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we shot. So we had that in the script but 
took it out before we shot. 
Cinema Canada: What about the 
character of David? He's certainly cap
able of pretty monstrous acts. 
Anne Wheeler: I think Kenny We1sh 
outdoes himself in the role. And it was 
not an easy role to get a good actor to 
try, because a lot of men are going to 
think that it's going to ruin their careers 
to have such a role in their repertoire -
it paints them with one they don't want 
to be painted with: they want to be a 
hero. So I was thrilled when he decided 
he would take the part - some people 

-wouldn't even audition for it. Probably 
in both of the films that Sharon and I 
have done together, the male characters 
aren't as developed as I would like them 
to be. I feel that they're a weakness, if 
I'm to identify a weakness. Because 
there aren't too many scenes for us to 
get close to David - and yet if we get 
too close to him, we'll know what his 
history -is. We kind of get Qits and 
pieces: that he was educated in London, 
that he comes from a working-class 
family, that he is obviously trying to 
cover his past and doesn't like people 
knowing where he's from, those kinds 
of hints. So he suffers from being the 
mysterious character. I really am thrill
ed with Ken's performance, though. 
Cinema Canada: He's one oj the very 
Jew North American actors. J think, 
who call do an absolutely Jaultless 
British accent - in Jact he does two oj 
them here, a Northern one and an edu
cated one. 
Anne Wheeler: Susan was nervous 
about that when we were casting a 
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Canadian for this part. She was there to 
help him, if ever he needed it, but I 
don't think he ever did. It would have 
been nice if he could have had one or 
two more scenes, but in terms of choos
ing priorities, we couldn't figure out a 
scene that would move the story along 
for him and not give away the plot. We 
couldn't afford to just stop and get to 
know David, in this story. 
Cinema Canada: I wonder if there 's 
any Significance to tbe Jact that the 
white male here goes Jrom plausibili~y 
and respectability to monstrosity, 
whereas the Metis male goes from 
drunkenness and assault and battery 
to sympathy and consideration at the 
end? 
Anne Wheeler: Yes, it's conscious -
we were conscious that we were doing 
it. I had done a lot of research on sexual 
child abuse a couple of years ago when 
I was at the Board, and there are those 
stereotypes which it's important to de
stroy. Because, of course, most sexual 
child abuse is done by people whom 
the child respects or cares for. We 
didn't go for incest - but we wanted 
him to be a good doctor, an attractive 
person, someone whom the average 
person would trust. 
Cinema Canada: Would you say that 
landscape and climate haue symbolic 
signiJicance in the Jilm? [ wondered, 
Jor example, why it's raining so mark
edly in so many scenes. 
Anne Wheeler: It rains I think twice, 
in terms of time. It's done for mood, and 
we certainly arranged that so the whole 
rape scene would have a particular ef
fect. I didn't want to be explicit; I didn' t 
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want to exploit the actors, but I wanted 
it to be a pretty awful scene - and 
dramatically rain helps me that way, and 
darkness. I would have had to be much 
more explicit if I had done it in sunlight, 
for instance. So it's definitely moody, 
and we tried to work it in twice so that 
it doesn 't just come on with that act. It 
also comes on when there's that nice 
scene with Eddie and his kids jump
starting the car. 
Cinema Canada: The perJormances in 
Loyalties, and also in Change of 
Heart, were just terriJiC: large casts, a 
wide range oj characters, and not a 
weak link anywhere. Can you say 
somethillg about the casting process, 
and also about your relationship with 
the actors beJore and during the sboot? 
Anne Wheeler: Some of that might 
stem from the fact that I have acted, and 
acted for some pretty awful directors -
non-directors. I really put a lot of em· 
phasis and power into the casting. I had 
a casting director for both of those two 
films, Gail Carr, who cast both of them, 
who again is another working relation 
ship that I am really grateful for. I want 
to work with her again and again, be
cause we have the same sort of sen
sibilities about talent. In both films we 
had to cast a lot of non- actors, so we 
had to judge people's innate qualities, 
and their intuition, and their raw un
trained talent, and we never disagreed 
on our choices. 

I do a lot of different things in casting, 
I put a lot of energy into casting - I'll 
send actors playing the roles I'm casting 
them for into improvisations, and see 
how they maintain that character, or if 
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• 
they really understand that character 
and what that character would do in 
this situation. The same with kids. I play 
a lot of games with them, to see if 
they' re just being cute or if they really 
know how to act - or stay real, basi
cally, because with kids you're pretty 
well casting them for themselves. On 
the set, I'm just not a "Colonel" kind of 
director. Performances are the priority, 
and I make it clear to the whole techni
cal team - if I need more time for the 
performances, I'll cut down my shots 
and I'll cut down on the complexities of 
the shots, and simplify everything in 
order to give time to the performances, 
if that aspect of things isn't working. 
And the actors know that I give perfor
mances priority - and that, for some 
reason I don't understand, seems to be 
a rarity in Canadian film. 
Cinema Canada: A related question, 
tben, migbt be: how important is l'is
lIat style to you? 
Anne Wheeler: If I'd had more time I 
think Loyalties would have more visual 
style, but I was lucky to have Vic Sarin, 
who has shot so much news and 
documentary, and we worked very 
quickly together. We often had to com
pletely throw out what we'd planned, 
because of weather or other factors. 
There just was not enough flexibility in 
the schedule to do what we wanted to 
do. But for me, editing, shooting style, 
music, all those components of film - if 
you really notice one of them, if it 
jumps out at you, then I think you've 
put too much emphasiS on that. 
Cinema Canada: The look oj One's a 
Heifer, and also Change of Heart, [ 
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• 
thought, really captured landscape in 
(/ ll'a), - liuing in Alberta myself a nd 
seeing a lo t of movies ll'lJich were 1I0t 

made in Alberta, and then suddenly 
seeing the place on tbe screen, and in 
a vety beautifuL way Loyalties didn't 
quite seem to have that quali ty. 
Anne Wheele r : It was lack of time, and 
I d idn 't have any second-unit days to 
speak of, so we couldn't jus t dwell on 
the place - and Lac La Biche is a hard 
p lace to get visually on mm. Also there 
was so much content that 1 could o nly 
afford in terms of time to use it as a 
backdrop or as a context - like for the 
party, where you have suburbia on the 
edge of that big wild lake, things like 
tha t. There are scenes that are on the 
editing floor which I miss, but I couldn't 
afford to linger. I guess I could piece up 
the editing and make time for that, bu t 
the perfo rmances, again, are the prio rity 
for me - what happens berween those 
people. So I make the choices. There 
weren 't a whole lot of plain, ordinary 
environmental shots, and I tried to 
choose the locations that were indica
t ive - Beatrice 's place, and so on. 
Cinema Canada: How much Of the 
look Of your films is influenced by the 
DOP you bappen to be working witb? 
Anne Wheele r : I always choose my 
own locations, and always work out 
w ith them beforehand what kind of 
lighting and what kinds of shots I'm 
going to have , w hat order I'm going to 
take them in and all that. I've shot haif
a-dozen documentaries myself, and so 
have som.e dialogue with camera 
people . But I think you see a d ifference 
in the camera styles in the films that I 
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make, so they obviously make some 
contribution. I'm the kind of directo r 
who tries to get the best out of every
body that's w o rking with me : choose 
the people you work with very care
fully, and try to have them do their job 
as well as they can, so that their indi
yidual styles aren 't smo thered, and so 
they don't feel that they're continually 
do ing tllings that are unnatural to them 
or against their judgement. In the same 
way that I cast actors fo r certain qual 
ities, and try to help them give the 
greatest performance of tl1eir li fe, I try 
to do the same wi th my sound people, 
my art director, or whatever, and only 
stop them when they stop be ing a team 
member - when they start trying to 
outshine the rest. 
Cinema Canada: A.re you bappy w ith 
the lua), Loyalties turned allt? Obvi
OllS~}' y ou 've got to he relative~y bappy, 
but do YOll feel.vall got euerytbing you 
ll'an ted to get? 
Anne Wheeler: I don't think a d irector 
ever .. .if I was to tally happy I'd probably 
stop making movies. There were cer
tainly lots of things I wanted to do w ith 
the film that I didn't get to do, and again 
that was a matter of time. I'm really 
happy w ith the performances. But, as I 
said , in order to get them I d id have to 
sacrifice some stylistic things. The 
money did get a bit tight at the end. I 
p robably w ould have spent a bit more 
on the music if I'd had the cash to do it. 
So these are things that you want to im
prove upo n, no doubt about it. But in 
general for a first, low-budget fea ture, 
I'm reasonably satisfied. 
Cinema Canada: Do y ou see yourself 
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consciously p rogressing as a director? 
Are tbere aspects of your craft tbat 
you 've seen you're getting better a t, or 
that y ou'd like to develop furtber, or 
new tbings that you'd like to try ? 
Anne Wheeler: You will see more 
humour in my pictures in the future . 

• 
With growing confidence you get rid of 
those awkward moments w here you 
feel a film is self-conscious . I th ink my 
fUms have become gradually less self
conscious over the years. I've got a 
strong musicaVlight·comedy back
ground , and I'd like to have t if!1e to use 
those things, and feel confident to use 
them, more in the fu ture. I don't usually 
take a project on unless I know I'm 
going to learn something from it, and I 
try not to perform the same exercise 
rwice. 
Cinema Canada: What's coming up 
next? 
Anne Wheeler: I've decided to write 
and d irect my own stuff for awhile. So 
I'm writing a script called Bye Bye 
Blues inspired by my mother's side of 
the war story, of coming home to the 
prairies and supporting a family by 
being in a band . It's been much fic
tionalized , though. It has a lot of good 
spirit and music in it , and meaning, I 
hope . And then I'm doing one for Atlan
tis Films called Cowboys Never Cry, 
which is based on an Alberta book. And 
I've bought this children'S book which 
I'm go ing to develop. 
Cinema Canada: You 're busy, then. 
Anne Wheeler: I get a lot of offers to 
do series work. I could make an excep
tionally good living right now just doing 
series work. You come in for a week 
and prep for a week and then shoot for 
a week, and then you 're gone - they 
don't even want you there for the edit
ing. Which might keep my looks up -
but raiSing kids, and having a sense that 
life doesn't go on for ever, I guess, I 
w ant to put a lot of time into a few films. 
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