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Leon Marr's 

Dancing in 
the Dark 

C
ritics at Cannes, in Toronto and 
Montreal have quite correctly con­
firmed Leon Marr's Dancing in 

the Dark a'; English Canada's European 
film of the year. In the best tradition of 
the Masters, the various new waves and 
new national cinemas, Marr has turned 
his back on the California formulae . His 
cinema-as-opposed-to-movies work 
values minutely detailed characteriza­
tion, inhumanly restrained action, non­
linear narrative, and, above all , talk. 

Marr's choice of Joan Barfoot's novel 
as the source of his work was his first 
step in crossing the Atlantic. Dancing 
in the Dark is, approximately, Diary 
of A Mad Housewife, written as if both 
madness and housewifery were issues 
worthy of serious concern. Edna Cor­
mick, on the eve of the her 40th birth­
day, is growing dangerously compulsive 
about the manner in which she cleans 
the little things around the house - all 
the little things. Her husband Harry is 
cheerfully mundane in his pursuit of the 
more conventional compulsions of the 
business world. Harry rewards Edna's 
extra efforts in so far as he can see them 
as being relevant. Then he pretty much 
ignores her. 

Like the Europeans, Marr may be 
applauded for taking on the exploration 
of a female psyche. Bergman, Godard, 
Rohmer and now Marr seem to be tell­
ing us that the gains made by feminists 
will be best consolidated when men are 
invited to participate in a cooperative 
understanding. DanCing in the Dark 
stands as evidence of the mutual re­
spect with which a male director and 
female writer may approach each 
other's talents. 

Like Quebec's European film of the 
year, The Decline of the American 
Empire, Dancing in the Dark speaks 
to this year's headline topiC on the in­
ternational cinematic agenda: the care 
and feeding of mid-life crises. To Marr, 
Arcand and the other Canadian direc­
tors who have spent the first half of 
their creative careers waiting for the 
emergence of a national cinema, the 
creative crises of mid-life must take on 
an urgency beyond that endured by 
their more prolific European col­
leagues. 

But there is a better reason to see 
Dancing in the Dark as a peculiarly 
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• One woman 's descent into madness - a solid contemporary Canadian work 

English Canadian version of European 
cinema rather than a slavish copy of the 
original. Roughly, it is the politeness 
with which Marr challenges his audi­
ence. Joan Barfoot'S novel is in the form 
of notebooks written by Edna after she 
has been institutionalized for bringing 
things to a head. One might expect 
Marr's adaptation of this quintessen­
tially literary form to take the shape of a 
wall to wall verbalization, a Godardes­
que recitation of the text. Or - a la 
Chantel Ackermann - the director 
could have forced us to catalogue the 
visual minutae adding up to a desperate 
act. 

Marr is nice enough to do both. 
Martha Henry's voiceover, lasting the 
length of the film, enhances the pleas­
antly unbalanced whimsy of the novel. 
Like a well-done NFB documentary nar­
ration, this talking book version of 
Dancing in the Dark treats the image 
with a carefully balanced web of illust­
ration, commentary and counterpoint. 

Given the power of the recited word, 
Henry's performance as Edna is con­
stantly in danger of degenerating into 
pantomime. It doesn't. Her restrained 
rendition of compulsive anality, deep 
hurt, catatonia and rebirth is finally re­
miniscent of the best performances in 
silent cinema itself. 

On his part, Marr never lets us forget 
the manner in which the fragmentation 
of sound and image parallels Edna's 
fragmented mental state. Her self-gen-

erated cure is kept in step with signs of 
audio/visual integration. Harry's face fin­
ally emerges from the shadows as she 
describes him. Harry comes to talk and 
act like anyone else, only more so. As 
Edna continues to talk, we begin to rec­
ognize the narration on pages of the 
diary. And, ultimately, in very small 
doses, Martha Henry as Edna is allowed 
to speak in synch. 

The orderly, somewhat pedantic, 
progression of Edna's recovery is 
further underlined by Vic Sarin's 
Cinematography. Dancing in the Dark 
presents us with a world of colour 
schemes rather than colours, composi­
tions rather than shots, statements as 
opposed to visual information. Every­
thing we see seems flatly rendered so as 
to never let us forget its place in the vis­
ual subtext. 

What is true of Dancing in the 
Dark's cinematography might also be 
said for the flagrant codification of its 
costuming and sets. Like Edna's too per­
fectly decorated house, the "look" of 
Marr's film seems to be setting us up for 
some climactic rebellion, an affirmation 
of an idiosyncratic self that will define 
the entire structure as self-conscious 
affectation. 

That rebellion never comes. A solid 
contemporary Canadian work, the film 
is intelligent and well-crafted. It brings 
out the best in Martha Henry and gener­
ally assures us that our feature film in­
dustry has come a long way. The film 
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even speaks to something like a social 
concern. But, finally, the difference be· 
tween Dancing in the Dark as a some­
what successful homage to intellectual 
narrative cinema and the film as a work 
of genius is Marr's commitment to 
playing by his own rules. Unfortunately, 
it is this self-strangulation by structure 
that is the work's most Canadian aspect. 

Seth Feldman e 
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