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Michael Anderson's 

Sword 
of Gideon 

A side . from a few strange lapses, 
Sword of Gideon is a highly in
teresting and complex two-part 

made-for-TV movie jointly produced by 
Alliance Entertainment Corporation 
and CTV. A tight plot-line, fascinating 
characterizations, and depth of themes 
make this production quite distin
guished, and perhaps especially because 
of a certain level of political risk-taking 
central to its project. 
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A key problem in mainstream treat
ments of 'terrorism' is that we usually 
learn nothing about the root causes be
hind the so-called 'terrrorist' acts, In
steaq, 'terrorists' tend to be depicted by 
the media as insane anomalies whose 
actions have no origins in politicaVhis
torical conditions. This severing of 'ter
rorism' from its root causes allows for 
virtually no understanding of the real 
conditions that give rise to extreme 
acts, which then (quite usefully) appear 
to be wanton, unprovoked eruptions of 
madness. Arguably, the crucial ques
tions about 'terrorism' center around 
such things as: which groups get label
led as 'terrorist' and which do not (and 
why?); what are the politicalJhistorical 
conditions that provoke 'illegitimate' 
violence; where and ~ow does 
legitimized power operate such that 
those on its furthest margins are driven 
to brutal acts? Without any considera
tion of such deeper issues, the 
mainstream can easily characterize 'ter
rorists' as germ-like entities to be eradi
cated by the most efficient means - a 
mindset summarized in one American 
movie by the memorable line: ''You're 
the disease and I'm the cure." 

• Leslie Hope and Steven Bauer fight acts of wanton savagery • Colleen Dewhurst as Golda Meir 

To its credit, Sword of Gideon goes 
some way toward confronting this 
simplistic mindset by addressing the 
first question raised above: the arbitrar
iness of the label 'terrorist' as applied to 
one group but not another. ''You're not 
terrorists, you're not them," Israeli Sec
ret Service recruiter Samuels (Rod 
Steiger) tells his hand-picked five-man 
hit-squad hired to avenge the deaths of 
Israeli athletes in Munich in 1972. The 
movie thus begins with the central 
structural opposition: 'terrorists'!hit 
squad, with the latter teno given the full 
endorsement of Golda Meir (Colleen 
Dewhurst) 'herself' 

In the course offour television-hours, 
that central opposition is gradually 
transformed into another reflecting the 
moral development of the central 
character. Avner (beautifully played by 
Steven Bauer). As he leads the five-man 
hit-squad in its acts of revenge, seeing 
the human consequences in both the 
families of those he has killed and those 
of his own team, A vner comes to ques
tion the role he has taken on. The cen
tral structural opposition at work in the 
film becomes that of assassins/Israeli 
army, with Avner quitting Samuels' or-

This assassin's progress is marked by 
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moments of extreme tension, especially 
involving that weapon-of-choice in '80s 
TV: the bomb. At least four times in the 
course of the movie a bomb erupts on
screen to blow up a restaurant, a car, an 
apartment, and finally (and most spec
tacularly) the hit-squad explosives ex
pert himself (played by Michael York). 
This scene, brilliantly structured to 
catch the audience off-guard, is perhaps 
the most horrific of all, and in focussing 
it around a character we have come to 
like, the film further drives home its 
theme of the uselessness of vengeance. 
The overall structure of the film is to 
follow each murder by the hit-squad 
with the murder of one of their own. 
The killing becomes visually more 
graphic with each assassination, as 
though gradually moving us from 
abstraction to physical confrontation 
with the grisly results of the motive of 
revenge. Similarly, Avner himself moves 
closer and closer to physical contact 
with the dead, until finally, with the 
death of squad member Hans, he ten
derly holds the body close to himself. 
This physical progression coincides 
with his moral growth and decision to 
refuse to work for Samuels, despite the 
repercussions. 

A sub-theme for this development in 
A vner is his relationship with three dif
ferent father-figures: his birth father 
Oohn Hirsch), Samuels, and Poppa 
(French contact and friend of his own 
father). In each case, A vner must come 
to tenos with the older man in order to 
find his own stance in the world. This 
theme coincides with the Old Testa
ment motifs in the film, especially the 
eye-for-an-eye morality which has insti
gated the fonning of the Israeli hit
squad. In coming to tenos with the 
Father (various aspects of the patriar
chy) and also becoming a father him
self, Avner quite literally becomes his 
own man in the course of the film, aban
ganization to eventually rejoin the 
army. 

doning the rigid senst: of 'duty' and pat
riotism that Samuels thinks will keep 
him under his thumb: a subservience 
dependent on financial rewards. As 
Poppa, the French contact, has earlier 
stated: "Almost everyone will do some
thing for a price." Avner becomes that 
exception. 

Sword of Gideon is a rich work that 
lingers in the mind, in part because of 
the sensitivity in the acting and the 
depth in the script (by Chris Bryant, 
based on the novel by George Jonas), 
but also because of the provocative na
ture of the questions it raises. As CTV's 
Arthur Weinthal, vice-president of pro
gramming, has stated: "That same thing 
done as an American production would 
have looked different. There would 
have been a different attitude and it 
would have produced a different edito
rial point of view." While one could 
argue that the nature of spectacle 
(especially destruction-as-spectacle) 
ties this movie into an American 
mainstream, that tie is, in a sense, sub
verted by the growth of the main 
character who moves out of adolescent 
Clint Eastwood-style fantasies of himself 
that fit with revenge, and into a moral 
position that has been painfully gained. 

Director Michael Anderson has a ten
dency to want to here recreate his 
Around the World in Eighty Days by 
an incessant globe-hopping among 
some eight different countries, and 
there is at least one moment that is 
badly acted (the female 'terrorist' who, 
with two bullets in her chest, manages 
to retrieve her notes and toss them into 
the flames and then, a bit later, sit up 
and spit in Avner's face). But such 
lapses are forgivable. Others are more 
problemmatic. 

Having defied Samuels, Avner ("the 
most-wanted-man in Europe" because 
of his assassinations) is presumably 
without protection and thus entirely 
vulnerable to attempts on his own life 
and those of his wife and child. This as-

pect of his difficult choice is entirely av
oided by the film - perhaps because, 
living in New York, he is apparently safe 
from 'terrorist' revenge? Instead, the 
film neatly makes an ellipsis to later 
scenes of A vner back in Israel, having 
rejoined the Israeli army for the Yom 
Kippur war. More problemmatic, how
ever, is the final intertitle that closes the 
production. Before the end-credits roll, 
we read that governments struggle to 
find "the near impossible - a civilized 
response to acts of wanton savagery" . 
Arguably, the word-choice here con
tradicts the moral impetus of the movie 
itself. "Wanton savagery" carries the 
meaning of unprovoked violence, but 
Avner himself seems to have come to 
understand that each act of vengeance 
provokes a vengeful response, that "If 
we keep taking an eye for an eye, soon 
the whole world will be blind". Presum
ably, he has learned that behind any act 
of savagery by one side there has been 
a preceding act of savagery by the 
other, with vengeance stretching back 
through history in a terrible chain that 
is not 'wanton' but is, rather, the past it
self bearing its awful fruit. And here we 
begin to see that the transformation of 
the 'territories'!hit-squad opposition to 
the assassins/army opposition raises 
questions that are equally disturbing, if 
unexamined here. 

Joyce Nelson. 
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Jean-Daniel Lafond's 

Les Traces 
du rive 

F 

T
he screen is white with snow. Soon 
a heavy figure emerges from the 
white space. The camera zooms in 

on a man who fills the frame . The man 
is one of Quebec's leading filmmakers, 
Pierre Perrault, who this time does not 
hold a camera. Perrault plods through 
the woods imposing himself as the mas
ter. It is not by mere chance that the di
rector, Jean-Daniel Lafond, lets us hear 
his subject; voice first. Perrault's poetic 
narration invites us to share his dream 
of giving back Quebec's tradition to real 
people in real places. It is a dream 
which Les Traces du reve captures. 

In the style of Perrault, who gives the 
Quebecois people the opportunity to 
speak out, Lafond traces Perrault's per
sona through the years. The spoken 
word dominates the images in Les 
Traces du reve as in Perrault's own 
work. Jean- Daniel Lafond translates his 
own idea of what Pierre Perrault is all 
about - the filmmaker , the poet, the 
nationalist. Perrault is filmed with cri
tics, philosophers, writers, poets, musi
cians, actors and friends. Lafond pro
vokes reactions in Perrault, reactions 
which contribute to the tracing of his 
own portrait. 

Twenty years separate Pour la suite 
du monde (1963) from La Bete 
lumineuse (1983). Throughout his 
work, the theme of men (not women') 
in communion w ith nature remains 
constant. Le s Traces du reve cele
brates Perrault 'S ideas. Lafo nd presents 
the filmmaker in tune with the enviro n
ment, whether it be the woods or the 
Saint- Lawrence River. 

The director takes pleasure in con
trasting the hunter 's bonds with nature 
to the jungle of sun-bleached Cannes 
where La Bete lumineuse (1983 ) is 
premiered. Neon signs flash the names 
of Lefebvre, Godard, and Carle one after 
the other. Perrault's name is not in 
lights. Perrault explains that he has no
thing to do with Cannes CJe sais que 
fai rien a voir la ... ") where the audi
ence dwindles from an attendance of 
2,000 to 500 people as La Bete 
lumineuse unfolds. The pretentious 
talk of the French radio commentator 
underlines the hypocrisy of the whole 
ratrace of Cannes. 

Lafond moves Perrault back and forth 
from the social uproar of Cannes to his 
cabin back home with his friends. 
Through the clips of PQur la suite du 
monde and La Bete lumineuse, he 
gives Perrault back his vital space. Con
scious of the importance of words in 
Perrault's films, the director chooses to 
show some of the subtitled clips from 
La Bete lumineuse's original version. 

Lafond describes how Perrault does 
not translate the Quebecois language 
into international French, but writes 
down the exact words spoken by the 
men. The subtitles heighten the linguis
tic differences between France and 
Quebec.. 

In Les Traces du reve, Lafond films 
Stephane-A1bert and Maurice - the 
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crossbows of La Bete lumineuse - to
gether with their former director and 
friend . Lafond hunts the hunter, filming 
Perrault as his main character. Yet, true 
to his nature as organizer, Perrault still 
remains in control. les Traces du reve 
revolves around the path which Per
rault decides to follow. Inside the cabin 
Sitting at the end of the table sur
rounded by his friends, the filmmaker 
philosophizes on success and failure . In 
contrast with Cannes, where the artist 
adopts an intellectual discourse, Per
rault talks simply with his friends , no 
longer needing to justify himself. 

Having worked extenSively in radio, 
Jean- Daniel Lafond, a philosopher him
self, is naturally drawn, like Perrault, to 
human speech. Futhermore, Lafond's 
cinematic technique goes to the extent 
of adopting Perrault's own visual style 
of cinema direct. 

From Cannes to the woods, we are 
then taken on a ferryboat to l'Ile-aux
Coudres. The philosophic Michel Ser
res, and the poetic Michel Garneau are 
also part of the voyage. Lafond discov
ers the past in Perrault'S films, and com
pares it to the present of l'Ile-aux
Coudres. Focusing on Pierre Perrault's 
trilogy where I'lle-aux-Coudres is the 
theater, Lafond avoids Perrault's more 
controversial ftlms set in the '70s: 
L'Acadie, L'Acadie, (1971 - with 
Michel Brault) . Un Royaume vous at
tend (1975), and Le Gout de la farine 
(1977) . Jumping back and forth be
tween two decades, Lafond uses 
Leopold Tremblay (one of the men por
trayed in Perrault's trilogy) as a link be
tween the '60s and the present. 

Things haven't changed profoundly 
on the island which is still haunted by 
the Lenten masquerades when the snow 
melts away. 

Lafond reveals an increasingly clearer 
portrait of Pierre Perrault , cutting back 
and fo rth from the men's conversation 
w ith Leopold Tremblay to Perrault's 
earlier films : Les Voitures d'eau 
(1969 ), Le Regne du jour (1 969), 
C'etait un QuebeCOiS en Bretagne, 
Madame, (1977), and Un Pays sans 
bon sens (1969 ). Perrault 's major film , 
Pour la suite du monde, appears con
stantly at different intervals in the film. 
The ftlmmaker 's career is rooted in his 
love for people like Grand Louis, Alexis 
and Marie Tremblay. Perrault w ants to 
make his films live vehicles for the 
Quebecois, teaching them about them
selves and giving them the will to pre
serve their heritage without recon
structing it as a folkloriC commodity. 

Lafond follows in Perrault's footsteps , 
hinting at Quebec's nationalist move
ment. Michel Serres' vivid oral expres-

• Pierre Perrault chasing traces of a dream 
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sion together with Perrault's living doc
uments voice the fundamental 
similarities and differences between 
Quebec and sacrosanct France. Lafond's 
clips of Le Regne du jour, C'etait un 
Quebecois en Bretagne, Madame, 
and Un Pays sans bon sens show 
France as the everlasting myth of an all 
powerful and rich mere patrie. Per
rault 's characters, Alexis and Marie 
Tremblay, are more than images glued 
in a family album; they speak ofthe con
tradiction inherent in Quebecois cul
ture. 

Les Traces du reve is one of the rare 
filmic biographies produced about one 
of the major ftlmmakers of the National 
Film Board. Is Les Traces du reve an 
attempt to immortalize an important 
artist or is it aimed at reviving a 
(dying?) national consciousness 
amongst Quebecois in the Bourassa era? 
- This is difficult to say. 

It would have been easy for Lafond to 
,be content with a static heroic tableau 
of Pierre Perrault hunting images. What 
makes Les Traces du reve interesting 
is that we watch Perrault evolve from 
beginning to end. Perhaps Lafond was 
aware that from the idealized opening 
portrait, Perrault increasingly becomes 
a vulnerable human being. Pierre Per
rault is led to participate in his own 
analysis, questioning himself and his 
work. The conclusion is nostalgic, and 
has the feel of a despairing testament. 

In the last scene of the film , Perrault 
describes his admiration for human 
speech and his amazement at men's in
difference to it. Les Traces du reve is 
a challenge to that indifference. 

Marika Csano • 
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Andre Melanc;on's 

Bach et 
Bottine 

• 

A 
ndre Melan~on's Bach et Bottine 
starts with a dream. On the sound
track we hear the voice of a little 

girl who tells us that her name is Fanny 
and that she has lost her parents but 
that she is less sad at night_ On the 
screen we get a long-shot of a wide field 
of snow populated only by the small fi
gure of a little girl dressed in red_ Out of 
the distance, a man and a woman on 
horseback appear dressed all in white. 
Magically one of the horses turns into a 
piano which the woman plays as the 
man dances with the little girl. A silent 
fairy tale world is created but the magic 
is abruptly broken by a close-up of the 
young girl in bed as she wakes up from 
her dream. 

Through her conversation with her 
grandmother, we lear(l that the child's 
parents are dead and that now that the 
grandmother is sick, Fanny will have to 
go and live with jean-Claude, who is 
vaguely referred to as her "uncle." Thus, 
in the first 10 minutes, the basic situa
tion of the film is set up - an orphan 
child in search of a home and the possi
bility of a "family". The next scene 
shows us Jean-Claude at an office party 
where children and their antics seem to 
predominate. But Jean-Claude, a typical 
aging bachelor, is unable to relate to 
tl1em and is only concerned with his 
music and being able to devote himself 
to it during the coming year. 

What is a children's film? How w ould 
o ne defin e it and what is its purpose? 
The obvious examples are the Walt Dis
ney films which have dominated our 
screens. But children's films are made 
all over . the world and, in the socialist 
countries, special attention is paid to 
their production and distribution_ Like 
any form of entertainment, they can 
also have educational value, aiding chil
dren in their psychological develop
ment and helping them to cope with 
tl1e world. Bruno Bettelheim, the re
nowned American psychologist, as
signed this role to children's fairy tales. 
Films are also a mass medium and, as 
such, are vehicles for the values and 
ideologies particular to their culture. 
Unfortunately, in Quebec and Canada, 
there has not been much support for 
children's films. Except for Rock De
mers' Tales For All series, for which 
Bach et Bottine is the third of seven 
projected films (the previous two are 
Melan~on's La Guerre des tuques and 
Michael Rubbo's The Peanut Butter 
Solution),much of the work in this 
area has been done specifically for tele
vision. 

It seems to me that one of the crucial 
ingredients of a children's film is seeing 
the world from a child's point-of-view
children make little distinction be
tween the real world and the world of 
the imagination. This is immediately 
evident in Bach et Bottine. Fanny is 
quickly defined by her interactions with 
her grandmother and her envirorunent. 
In some ways she resembles the 
heroine of the Swedish books and films, 
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that it would encocporate many of the 
qualities I admired in the earlier .tUm _ 
engaging involvement with the way of 
life being explored, a very down-to
earth and unpretentious tone, risky and 
exciting camerawork and editing, a kind 
of nicely gritty', honest style of filmmak
ing that seemed full of energy and quite 
refreshing. This style was perfectly 
suited to the cowboy way of life being 
celebrated in the earlier work, and 
perhaps it is unfair to have anticipated 
that such qualities would carry over 
into a different subject for a film. And 
yet, The Birth of Language is so un
like the earlier work in tone and style 
that the difference deserves to be ad
dressed. 

• Mahee Paiement is Fanny and Harry Marciano is Charles in Andre Melant;;on's Bach et Bottine 

The film is ostensibly an exploratiion 
of the origins of human language. This 
in itself may be the decisive clue. In 
contrast to the local, down-to-earth 
subject of the earlier film - rodeo cir
cuits and the cowboy ethos of Western 
Canada - PaulJay has here chosen a 'big 
topic', an international topic with 
academic overtones and kudos seem
ingly beyond the apparent 'provin
cialism' of the earlier film. But the 
switch from local phenomenon to inter
national idea, from exploration of a way 
of life to exploration of a concept, has 
somehow scuttled the very qualities 
that made the earlier work so promising 
and delightful. One could even say that 
whereas Here's to the Cowboy was 
unique precisely because of its localism 
and down-to-earth energies, The Birth 
of Language is lacking in distinction 
because it pretends to a kind of inter
nationalism, the 'great theme' approach 
to documentary so familiar in series like 
The Ascent of Man. This is not to 
suggest that a 1i1mrnaker'swOt'k may not 
span a wide spectrum to include both 
local phenomena . and international 
ideas. The point here is that the switch 
in this filmmaker's focus has not served 
him well. 

Pippi Longstockings: she is unconven
tional, straightforward, independent 
and has numerous odd animals as pets, 
in particular the Bonine of the title who 
is a skunk. As befits this age of feminism 
and the concern with the image of 
woman projected by the mass media, 
this depiction is not unexpected (even 
Hollywood can give us Sigourney 
Weaver as a macho heroine in Aliens) 
but it is welcome. 

Pippi was a pirate's daughter and her 
world was one of adventure and fantasy 
where anything and everything was 
possible. Fanny, however, is thrown 
from the idyllic, almost 19th century 
setting of her grandmother's house in 
the country into the contemporary real
ity of a city environment: a place where 
the Quebecois traditionally, in books 
and films, come to grips with the prob
lems of a modern industrial society. For 
the child this is often a world of broken 
homes. One where, as in Suzanna 
Guay's Les Enfants aux: petites val
ises, the short which preceded the film, 
children are trundled from one parent's 
house to another carrying their most 
precious possessions in a suitcase just as 
F,lOnv carries Bottine. 

One of the virtues of the film is its 
specific social and physical context. 
This is especially important for the chil
dren of Quebec, since seeing one's real
ity on the screen does confirm and vali
date it. Most of the film is set in an older 
section of Quebec city, a typical 
QuebecoiS neighbourhood made up of 
flats with steep staircases going down to 
snow-filled streets. But the action takes 
place mostly within jean-Claude's flat 
which Fanny gradually takes over as she 
brings in her animals and her Corey 
Hart poster. 

The interaction between the world of 
the adult and that of the child is at the 
core of the film and provides its most 
comic and touching moments. There 
are some wonderfully humorous scenes 
such as the one where Fanny and her 
friends blow bubbles over Jean
Claude's head as he reclines on his 
couch transported into the music he is 
listening to. And part of the appeal of 
the film lies in its use of music, the 
classical music of Jean-Claude's world 
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and the rock music of Fanny's world. Of 
course for the children the proliferation 
of animals which she manages to ac
quire and the antics of her pet skunk are 
a delight in themselves. But it is in the 
working out of the problematic child
adult relationship that the film is proba
bly most worthy of praise. The frictions, 
frustrations and joys of such a relation
ship ring true in the film. And this is 
helped considerably by the completely 
natural and spontaneous expression of 
feeling in Fanny and the other child ac
tors. 

Yet, in spite of all this, I left the thea
tre feeling somewhat let down. I asked 
my five-year-old nephew, who I had 
taken with me, if he had liked the film. 
He answered, "yes." "Did you think it 
was funny?" "No!" "Did you think it was 
sad?" "No, it was silly." I gathered from 
this conversation that it is not the type 
of film a five-year-old boy can identify 
with. There is a sentimentality, a focus 
on the emotions which I doubt would 
appeal to that age group, especially on 
such a realistic level. 

The mixture of comedy and pathos is 
a very familiar style, one which we con
stantly see on television and indeed, the 
film is sponsored by Radio-Canada and 
First Choice Television. The focus on 
the home as the space where family 
conflicts can be dramatized, the em
phasis on close-ups and on the emo
tions and interactions of the family 
members are all features of the family 
situation comedies made popular by 
American TV. This format goes back to 
the '50s with the popularity of Life 
with Father and has been updated in 
the '80s to include black families and 
Single-parent families. 

The film can easily be placed within 
this genre. And it shares the problems 
inherent in it. The happy ending, the 
reunification of the family around 
Fanny, even if it is with a different set of 
parents, is too easy a solution. It is of 
course this sense of completeness, of 
the happy ending, which makes the 
genre popular. The fantasy and Wish-ful
fillment of the film is evident at the out
set when a dream brings the dead par
ents back to the child. It is a dream 
which many children from broken 

homes must share. But one wonders 
how healthy it is for them to be encour
aged in believing that this dream can 
come true. 

Mary Alemany-Galway • 
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source person Lennard Wells stills photog. Jean 
Demers pub. Bernard Yoyer, David Novek et associes. 
pub. relations Kevin Tierney. David Novek and as
sociates. l.p. Mabee Paiement, Raymond Legault, 
Harry Marciano. Andree Pelletier, France Arbour. Jac· 
queline Barrene, Regent Gauvin, Jack Robitaille. 
Marie-France Carrier. Diane Jules. Jacques Fauteux. 
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Murielle Dutil, Patrick St·Pierre, Doris Blanchet·Yas
!folI. Denis Bernard, Louis-George Girard. color 
35mm running time: 96 min. 

Paul Jay's 

The Birth 
of Language 

This 55-minute documentary is one 
of the more curious works I have 
encountered. In trying to under

stand and articulate just why I did not 
like it, I am confronted first with the 
fact of my own anticipations in advance 
of the screening. Having a few years ago 
been very favorably impressed with 
another documentary by filmmaker 
Paul Jay called Here's to the Cowboy, 
I know that I broUght certain expecta
tions to this latest work: expectations 

The Birth of Language is a some
what lifeless, unenergetic film, often 
pretentious in tone, humourless, but as
piring to more than it delivers. Unfortu
nately, the film says very little of in
terest or beyond the obvious, at the 
same time that it seems imbued with 
high purpose and nobility of theme. 
The Birth of Language marshalls an 
impressive battery of anthropologists as 
interviewees, but manages to be 
simplistic rather than insightful, plod
ding and 'academic' in the worst sense 
of the word rather than challenging or 
truly informative. 

We learn, essentially, that human lan
guage is different from animal com
munication, that humans speak many 
different languages and learn them from 
infancy, that apes, try as they might 
under human experiment and tutelage, 
simply cannot master human speech, 
that the development of spoken lan
guage must have coincided with the de
velopment of conceptual thinking. AU 
this is delivered with a kind of wonder, 
turning the film into a simplistiC hom
age to the fact that this 'momentous 
turning pOint' in human development 
occurted at all. Even this awe would be 
acceptable in all its simplistic delivery 
were it not accompanied by a strange 
subtext running beneath its overt con
tent. 

Throughout the film, the voice· over 
narration is oddly insistent on the point 
that human language be seen as a "ra-
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donal, planned activity" clearly de
lineating humans from the animal 
world. This view is reiterated so often 
as to become a kind of anxious em
phasis running as subtext. Weare told 
that early hominids must have evolved 
speech because of the necessities of 
work, that, "the more they had to or
ganize their activity, the more they had 
to say," that, "it was in work people 
learned to think." This insistence on 
language as work-related, 'rational' and 
'planned' becomes the film's way of dis
tinguishing between animal and human 
- a distinction that seems to carry with 
it an odd anxiety in the film itself. Much 
seems to be made of the 'fact' that ani
mal communication arises out of in
stinct and 'blind drives', while humans 
are purposeful and rational and speech 
itself is to be seen as the very sign of this 
organization and planned rationality. A 
non-expert, playing devil's advocate, 
might well ask whether or not pleasure, 
emotion, love, joy, or play could have 
had some role in giving rise to the birth 
of language; but those factors are never 
addressed as possibilities. To do so 
might blur the anxious distinction in· 
sisted upon between animal and human. 

F 

This unconscious subtext explains, in 
a way, the lengthy sequences devoted 
to various apes' failure to fully master 
human speech. Though there is no 
reason to expect that anyone species 
should be able to communicate in any 
other species' language, the failure of 
various apes and chimps to go beyond a 
certain stage of conceptual communica
tion becomes a subtle way of reassuring 
humans as to their 'supremacy' in the 
world. That the 'supremacy' resides in 
"planned, rational activity" is reiterated 
throughout the film and even in its clos
ing lines, where we are asked to consid
er that it was through the development 
of human language that the species 
gained, "knowledge, science and human 
enlightenment," and could "deal with 
nature and others in a planned and ra
tional way". 

Thus mirroring the rationalism of the 
dominant society, with all its anxious 
fears about the animal nature of hu
mans, the film nevertheless cannot help 
but reveal an unusual split within its 
own workings. If there is any energy in 
the film at all, it is within the sequences 
which reconstruct life in Africa, "40 or 
50 thousand years ago". Actors in full 
hominid makeup reenact certain di
mensions of tribal life, but particularly 
aspects such as hunting, tool-making, 
food-gathering - the very purposeful 
activities which the mm has been so in-
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sistent upon as demarcating human 
from animal. Such reenactments notice
ably exclude any sense of ritual, magic, 
song, pageantry, mime, dance, or 
spiritual expression that were such a 
central feature of early tribal life. 
Rather, the reconstructions suggest that 
early humans were as proper and sub
dued, polite and purposeful as Cana
dians in the twentieth century. Even so, 
that the film's only glimmer of energy 
resides in such scenes suggests that, like 
our larger society itself, the filmmakers 
are drawn to a reconnection with the 
'primitive', a reunification of the ra
tional and animal sides of our nature. 
This desire, however, must be masked 
by the high purpose and 'academic' 
tone of the film, and especially by the 
voice-over narration continually insist
ing on the planned, rational dimension 
of human beings. 

Such a reading of the unconscious 
subtext of The Birth of Language 
seems necessary to not only partially re
veal a specific ideology running 
through it, but also to at least partially 
account for the differences between it 
and the earlier documentary by the 
same filmmaker. It is as though the de
sire for international success has under
mined the very qualities that made 
Here's to the Cowboy such a fine 
work. The very energy that imbued the 
earlier film and raised it beyond the or
dinary has been squelched, tamed, and 
harnessed to efficient production. Like 
the factory scenes which end the film 
and are (strangely) offered as some kind 
of sign of great human achievement, 
The Birth of Language seems an un
fortunate concession to the bland inter
nationalism that the screen industry up
holds. 

Joyce Nelson • 

THE BIRTH OF LANGUAGE dJsc. Paul 
Jay do.p. Joan Hunon art d Gillian Storkvis music 
Russell Walker ed. Paul Jay add ed Chris Pinder as
sist. ed Celeste Natale narr. Richard Monette Ill. Gil· 
lian Stovkis Dr. Laitman's m. Hugh Thomas sd. rec. 
Ingrid Cusiel, Marc Chiasson, Bruce Carwardine, 
Dianne Carriere, Anna George special make-up Mau· 
reen Sweeny make-up tech. Rose·Marie Czes· 
tochowski, Judy Murdock, Delores Bruce, Margaret 
Cichiara-Osmond, Sandra Etherington, Cvltka Marun 
cam. assist. Gillian Stokvls, Lem Ristsod. Celeste 
Natale sd. post-prod Glen Gauthier, Marc Chiasson, 
CeJest Natale re-ree. Film House, Toniy Van Den 
Akker timing Film House, Robert Borics horse train
ers Rick Parker, Sue Perreault· Parker prod. assist. 
Usa Hillman. Amy Bodman. Leonard Farlinger, Derek 
Rogers, Nina Sparks, Jessica Allan J.p. Carlton Watson, 
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Doug Harris' 

Remembering 
Mel 
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emembering Mel is far from 
memorable. This first feature from 
Montrealer Doug Harris is like a 

Saturday Night Uve skit that starts with 
a good idea but drags on way too long. 
The first 40 minutes are often funny but 
the comedy grows stale as the same 
jokes get repeated over and over again. 
Nevertheless, it is energetic and original 
enough to be a promising first film. It 
may not be a really good fllm but then 
again neither was Jim Jarmusch's first 
feature. Which is not to say that the 
next Doug Harris film is going to be a 
Stranger than Paradise but rather that 
just-out-of-university usually translates 
into less- than-fully-developed-filmmaker. 

Remembering Mel uses two well
worn cinematic cliches: the film within 
a film and the mock documentary that 
sends itself up. The documentary is 
being made by a group of ex-film stu
dents dying to break into the movie 
business. They pick Mel as their subject 
because he's such a loser and the point 
of their documentary is to exploit his 
pathetic character for the sake of mak
ing a movie that will get noticed. 

The opening sequences echo Woody 
Allen's seminal mock documentary, 
Take the Money and Run: talking 
heads from Mel's past life reminisce 
about what a loser Mel was. These inter
views are funny because they're unex
pected; we're so used to the 1V docu
mentary which typically begins with 
the fond memories of an old school
teacher rambling on about the subject's 
childhood. But once we're bludgeoned 
over the head with the idea that Mel's a 
loser, it gets boring watching him knock 
things over or get beat up by kids on the 
street. 

Like several of Montreal's recent 
Anglo mm and communications grads, 
Harris' style occasionally evokes the 
low-budget, underground aesthetic (a 
laJohn Waters). So there are the bizarre 
characters - Mel's grotesque aunt who 
does a ludicrous song and dance 
routine - and the compulsory grossness 
- Mel stuffing a huge smoked meat 
sandwich into his mouth and letting it 
dribble down his chin in close-up. 

This indebtedness to American cine
matic satire is counterbalanced by Re
membering Mel's slickness. The pro
duction values are high enough that this 
fllm wouldn't look out of place on com
mercial television - which is more than 
can be said for many indie Montreal fea
tures. Remembering Mel straddles the 
fence between the commercial young 
Anglo Montreal cinema - the films of 
writer-producer Tom Berry (Crazy 
Moon), for example - and the more in
teresting undergrOllfld style of young 
mmmakers like Demetrei Estdelac-

ropolis, Bachar Chbib, and many of the 
directors associated with Main Film. 
Remembering Mel's position 
squarely on the fence - evident? under
lined? is crystallized in the contrast be
tween the plot's sometimes twisted 
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satirical bent and the choice of music. 
The bands on the soundtrack are a 
who's who of dull top-40 Canadtm. 
rock: the Box, Images in Vogue, the Ar
rows, and Walter Rossi. This music is a 
poignant argument against Canadian 
nationalism in the music industry. 

Still, Remembering Mel is a decent 
first feature. There are some genuinely 
funny moments, especially when Mel 
decides he's a serious actor who will 
not be pushed around by these film
makers. The fllm also accurately con
veys the desperation of ex-film students 
trying to make the leap from school to 
the "real" world of the movie business. 

And that, in the end, is what Remem
bering Mel is all about. The director 
and writer, Doug Harris, and his co
writer, Larry Raskin are recent 
graduates of Concordia's Communica
tions Program and they readily admit 
that their first stab at feature fllmmaking 
was a learning experience as much as 
anything else. It was a learning experi
ence of the vagaries of the Canadian 
mm business and of how to make a 
movie real quick. Harris was working at 
Taurus 7 in December, 1984. According 
to him, the company discovered it had 
some investment money lying around 
which had to be spent by the end of the 
calendar year but it didn't have a film. 
Harris and Raskin wrote the script in 
three days and principal photography 
was completed between December 20 
and the new year. They then slaved 
over an editing machine in Harris' base
ment for most of the next year. 

The far from nop:nal way in which 
Remembering Mel was made should 
not be used as an excuse for the film's 
faults. But the story behind the making 
of the film does underline Remember
ing Mel's implicit theme: it ain't easy 
being a young fllmmaker in Montreal in 
1986. 

Brendan Kelly • 

REMEMBERING MEL p.c. Taurus 7 Film 
Corporation Production p. Claude Castravelli, Peter 
Serapilia assoc. p. Doug Harris, Larry Raskin sc. Doug 
Harris, Larry Raskin d Doug Harris do.p. Steve Cam· 
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Fretz, Tom Groszman, Kim Berlin prod. man. Peter 
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unit. man. Dan Prevost post. prod co-ord. Andrew 
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llghting crew Alain Masse. Christian Racine, Maite 
Sarthou, Raymond St. Jean, Marc Henault art dept. 
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sists. Rene Carre Jr. , Donato Totaro, Robert 
Moissseau, Robert Rosman, Bill Conabree, Marc De
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time, 78 min. 
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