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William D. MacGillivray's 

Life Classes 

"'To gel a film made in this country is {/ 
political statement if it is not American 
commercial garbage. ,. 
- Bill MacGillivray, Halifax Mailslar, 

Oct. 25. 1986 

L
et me tell you of a film that moved. 
A film that moved me. A film that. 
with proper national distribution. 

should move through our collective cui· 
ture. Let me share with YOU a slice of my 
life, my craziness, and how I came to dis· 
cover William D. MacGilliHay 's Life 
Classes. 

I came careening into Toronto's Fes· 
tafull of FestiYeFools from a spirited 
month· long journey into the Gaelic 
ways of Scotland and the Irish west 
coast. I had been looking for the ghosts 
of dead poets, celtic Queens, relatives, 
druids, golfers, graveyards, burial 
mounds, James Joyce's first cinematog· 
raphe. (He started it in 1909 in Dublin. 
It now is a bank.) I had been looking to 

. lay old visions to rest and for inspiration 
for a future film. In Europe I found it all 
and found nothing. Returning to Canada 
somewhat disappointed and parachut· 
ing into Toronto's cinema circus, I found 
here , in my own county, what I had not 
found else\vhere. I found it incarnated in 
the form of a sensitive film from Atlantic 
Canada. Yes. there are places in the 
world that yo u can only go to in a film 
festival. Places to think. To escape cine· 
matically the automatic rush of daily life. 
Japan is ~ne of them. Africa another. And 
now Nova Scotia. 

Let 's re\'ie\\, the circumstances. I tried 
to see Life Classes in one ofse\'eral pub· 
lic screenings at the festi\'al but each 
time it wa~ sold out. Even press creden· 
tials couldn't buy me love in supremely 
democratic Toronto . This was the case 
for mOSl of the mms presented in the Ca· 
nadian Perspectives section of the festi · 
val . TIlis is a good sign. I decided to fight 
m,· better judgement and screen the film 
p~i\'atel\'. individually, and on "ideo, in a 
hotel room converted into a screening 
room. Although I love the colleL'tive 
screen· audience e:-.perience. knowing 
that a thousand breathing people are 
there watching with you . I realized that 
each person in a large audience experi · 
ences a film individually. 

Life Classes. more than most other 
films. is about an individual's strug· 
gle with the changing self, with re·view. 
with re·vision. with the re·framing of the 
circumstances that control one's life . It 
is about taking control. I liked what I 
saw. And what I felt . And what I learned. 
And while the group affirmation of the 
cin~ma experience was missing for me , 
I was later pleased and surprised to learn 
that everyone I talked to who had seen 
the film was as expressively impressed as 
I was. The word-of-mouth on the film 
was very positive. I figured this was ulti-
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• Jacinta Cormier on the rocks in Life Classes 

mately the best comment abou t a film 
which owes much to the oral tradition of 
storytelling. Meanwhile. back in the 
hotel room an ocean of sound from To· 
romo's Avenue Road roared in througll 
the window. I shut it out, sat down and 
turned on the VCR to watch Life Class
es. 

The opening frames consist of a slow· 
motion still· life dolh' down an interior 
shopping mall plaza imo a video monito r 
\\'hich is pla~ 'ing what appears to be are· 
trospective fictional news interview 
with the lead ac tress Oacinta Cormier 
\\'110 plays Mary Cameron ). Jacinta Mary 
has stepped out of character to reveal 
some of her thoughts and feelings about 
the character she plays. She is a both a 
product and a victim of changes in cui· 
rure. In a frank and honest statement, an 
honest)' which lies at the heart of Life 
Classes, she admits that the questions 
arising out of the film experience are 
complex and not yet fully understand
able. 

Life Classes is framed around Mary's 
movement through physical and psychic 
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space. She moves from Cape Breton to 
Halifa......: : from being an imitator to being 
a creator: from dependency to self·affir· 
mation: away from old relationships into 
metamorphosed encounters with father. 
grandmother. family, lover. daughter, 
friends . the an·world . The film is a 
beautifully woven collage /comment of 
sound and impression. An integration of 
a wonderful Gaelic score (Alexander Til
ley) , fine structue (MacGillivray's edit· 
ing). naturalistic acting, Oacinta Cor· 
mier , Leon Dubinsk-y, Francis Knickle , 
ylary Izzard, helyn Garbary'. Leo Jes· 
some, and Jill Chatt with fine supporting 
ensemble cast), and liquid camerawork. 
(D.O.P. Lionel Simmons). 

I can assure you the treatment of these 
subjects and ideas is done with much 
grace and understatement, with much 
left to you . Like most good art, the mys
tery and the mystic in life Classes speak 
more than a thousand words. The film is 
an intense and uplifting tale of personal 
reclamation, a reflective self·reflexion. It 
is about memory and family and photo-

• 
geniC reality. about a woman's transfo~
mative self· actualization. The film ~s 
about patience, about time, about empu
ness, about the waiting that we. are a~l 
waiting for ; the liberation of a life. It IS 
about life and class and art. About the d~
velopment of an artistic vision, a sensI
bility. About the memory of a fo~gettlng 
culture where prescient satellites reo 
place the days when our collective songs 
were not stillborn but borne on the solar 
wind. 

Life Classes is a film that rejects 
paint-by-number Simple~d~~ess and 
replaces it with elegant S1IllP~IClty . A film 
which finds and celebrates 111 the com· 
monplace, a common place. It is. at once 
a touching and funny and acceSSible filr~ 
which makes the ordinary extraordi
nary. Life Classes makes you think 
about your own life which is the only 
purpc se of good cinema. The Silent 
power of the film reveals director Mac· 
Gillivray's own process of self· discovery 
in uncovering one part of our tri·coastal 
rn'ythology. It parallels the encouraging 
and steady ascension of a number of em
ergent tidal wave of director-creators 
from the East. All is not quiet on the East· 
ern Front. 

There seem to be linkages in Life 
Classes with other new Canadian fIlms . 
It is partially and subtextuaIly informed 
bv and formally concerned with , tech· 
n~logy . It specifically uses video as a part 
of its language and also uses the idea of 
electronic memory. In the capitalized 
intensive Telecommunication Capital of 
the World that Canada is, or will be
come, this may be natural. But in a rever· 
sal of a McLuhanian world ",;here the 
most recent art form uses the last one as 
its content, the rebirth and resurrection 
of the :-.iew Tsunami Wave of Canadian 
cinema dares to investigate the video 
language. and the meaning and impact of 
television and subsumes it . \\ 'e have 
learned filmicallv how to use television 
to our ad\'antag~ . 

Just let me mention an image and a 
series of shots. Mary is standing alone on 
a beach reading a letter, long shot , her 
back up against a wall of sandstone. 
Above her head in this shot are the ex· 
posed roots of ancient and living trees: 
texture . subtext. integration. sym
bolism. A mutation into a panorama shot : 
a rock. a landscape, mUSiC, a slowness. 
seagullS. an ocean. a revelation of the in
tervention of technology. a front· end 
loader, feeling and image fade out simul· 
taneously. There seems to be a perfect 
and Jungian integration of the feeling of 
the time. the feeling of the spectator and 
the film 's progreSSion. A walk in the 
house of memory , through the wail, the 
veil: a walk through the house of song. 01 
light and dust and s\\·eel. sweet voices 
breathing lace and lm·e. 

As the film perfectly completes its 
perfect circle, something has changed. 
We have changed. Mary has a successful 
showing of her original and striking art 
in a gallery. She begins to assert herself 
into the world and to take control of her 
own life relationships. She begins to re
store her grandmother's summer home. 
She works to open up its overview of the 
ocean. Our view of the ocean. \\;e return 
to the dolly shot in the shopping mall 
plaza. The video reality. "We wish YOU 

and y(our) film all the best." -
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.\ song is heard: 

.If) ' cNld is my mOfJ.wr refllmillg. 
Her IlIo(/)e,. my daugbter Sallie. 
She carries a so1l1 ill beryt't7rllillg 
O/sO/roll', 0/ peace alld o/paill . 

As salt tears welled up ill solidarin. my 
sympathetic heart started to beat side
ways. I switched off the Yideo. took a 
shower and dressed quickly . I left the 
screening room-hotel suite just in time 
to greet a smiling friend noaling OUI of an 
eleyator. I started to share the mm \, ilh 
her. You would do the S.lme. 

Peter Wintonick • 
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Breton) Gary \Xnileho use sd. rec . .l im R.dlie boom 
.\lex Saller sc. consult .lean P,erre Ld"bne ed_ \\ ·ill · 
iam D . .\IJ CGiUl\TJ~· a...o;;sc ed. Terry Gn: enlJw neg. eut
ter Erika \X 'o lff sup. sd. ed. Les Halman chief sd . ed. 
.\ngela Baker dialogue ed . . -\.lex Saller add _ dialogue 
eds.Jane Porter. Eric Emery sd_ fx. ed . . -\.lex Saller m. 
ed. \X 'illianl D ~lacGilliyray asst. m. ed_ Do minique 
Gusset add. m. ed_ Claire Henry post sync. fx .\.rt 
Mc!;ay re-fec Film House Group mho .\Iike Hoogen
boom. ~Ian'in Bern. Brent ~Iacleod m . fec . Solar Audio 
and Rec. LId \;deo coord. Tim Reed prod. assts 
Robin Sarafinchan. Carla Densmore. Jess .\lacGiUibra,· 
projectionists D",id ~Iiddleton . _-\.lex Busb,-. Dan 
Gowan crafts Lorelle Leblanc loc. calering Kabuki 
Calering paramedic D",'e Smith chaperones Bernice 
and Amares Chall . Mira Chait. ~Iyrna Yazer gaelic 
coach Tina Morrison german trans Christiana 
Graham trans. of "Mary-'s Lament" l'.'o rman Mac· 
donald Miss Lipmann's hair jacques o f ' Blades". 
Halifax. :-; S "Life Classes" score composed by .-\.le
xander Tilley. based on a theme by \x 'illi am D I>lac
Gilli\Tay m. oboe Suzanne Lemieux I';o lin :\nne Rap
son. Bunh \X 'ath cello ShImon Walll'Oices Nm Bishop. 
Karen Conrad. Doris '\lason.Jerunifer Qui nn ' \\'7)0 "--as 
the Olle" by Marty Reno and \x-illiam D MacGilli\-ray. 
perfonned by Marry Reno. special thanks to Audre" 
Cole. CordeU " ·ynne. \\ 'ayne Cormier . Les Halman. 
Ron Keough . The People of Ingonish . Cape Brelon, .\1-
lantic Filmmakers Cooperati ,·e . Airicqlle Geneologi
cal Society. Toshiba of Canada limited. Oland Bre
weries Limned. i'\o\"a Scotia Department of Education 
.\tedia Sen -ices. C. B C Tele,·ision. Halifax. l'.'O\·a Scotia 
CoUege of .-\rt and DeSIgn. and its Faculty. Staff and Sru
dents add. 1banks to Gordon and Slelia Hardy. Keilh 
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phy. Mr § "'Irs Allan Henderson. Dean Brosseau. 
Camille 's Fish and Chips. John Benalands. Peter ,\Iac
Donald. In-me Can-en'. Chuck Clark. Claire Henry. Paul 
Mitcheltree. Dorothy Reynolds, '\Iar) Remolds. ,\iarie 
Jamison Fitzgerald. Phillip Walling. John Sih·er. Cilia 
Rickard. St. Joseph 's Daycare. The Cohn. DalhOUSIe MIS 
Centre. Dalho usie Theatre Deparlment , Canada Em
ploY'ment Centre. Images Easl . Parks Canada, Cape Bre
ton Baddeck Salelli te Systems. ~klropolitan Transit 
Commission. Grand Pre " ·ines. ~lilli e's Chips, :-;0\', 
Scotia Oilers. l 'nited Book StOre LImned lab Film 
House Group. opticals Film Effec ts titles Mel. Media 
dJ scJ exec. p . William D ~lacGillivray p _Slephen 
Reynolds I.p _ Trudi Pelerson. Jane Pun'es. Jacinta Cor
mier. Leon Dubinsky. \Iarty Reno. helyn Garbary. 
Monique Blais. Anne Marie .\l acDougall. Karen Shea. 
Steve Szewczok, Kell\' Edwards. Derek Briand. Shane 
Briand. Shamus Cox, Leo Jessome. Paul Ralchford. Jill 
Chatt , Mary Izzard. Caith n Colquho un . Ruth Owen, 
Sigrun Zibara, Marc St Pierre. Eleanor Dnrrington , 
Frances Knickle, Ron Gerald. Susan Saunde". ,\Iiriam 
MacMaster. Julie MacMaster. Jeremy Ackerman . (har
lotte \'(' Hammond. Sandra ~lillo!t , Elizabeth Berlas, o . 
!;athl Thimpson, :'>Iark Cowden. Ann Seymou r. jennifer 
Tilley, Suzanne McCarthy, Chlfstophe r Joyce. Mark 
Ricbards. Bonnie Baker. Ken Robinson . Thea Wilson 
Hammond, Louise Holloway. Steven Arnold. Ron \\ 'ak
kary, Angela Sole. Brian Clements. Glen Gibson. Char" 
lotte Hunt, Andrea jack.'o-n. Astrid Brunner. Barbara 
i\icholson, Paul Greywall. Troy McCann . Kim ,\Ic Car
Ihy, Ale lha ~Iantley . Ida DonoY~n . Kent Sletson, i\icola 
Lipman. Stne Miller. Geoff Harr ington, Dave MacIsaac . 
Don Palmer. Bruce Jaco bs, Pauls Simons, Terry Green
law,James l'.'icolson, Carol Millett , Tim Reed . Paula Mu
sial. Angela Murphy, Monique Desnoyers. Jeff Semple, 
!larry Fraser, Rachel Brod,e, John Ste"enson, Holly 
Rowland. James Paul. Charles Crocher, Eric Walker. 
Rachel Line1y. Tina Morrison Mary Cameron 's draw
ings by Charlotte Wilson Hammond p_ William Mac
Gillivray. Picture Plant dis!. Cinephile lid coul. 16 
mm. running time J J 7 min. 

I L M 
Patricia Rozema's 

I've Heard 
The 
Mermaids 
Singing 

R 

H YPI:' thri\'es on incomplete informa
tion; we ",'ere all more excited, 
more hopeful about I've Heard the 

Mennaids Singing when none of us 
had seen it. No", that it's opened in parts 
of Canada. a\yav from the giddy atmos
phere of any festiYal, a""ay from the 
sound of fans screaming praises loud 
enough for the buyers to hear, the pro
cess of clear-eyed appraisal can begin. 
And though lhe film is not likely to 
garner scores of standing ovations here , 
neither is it nearly so trivial as some have 
begun to claim. Mennaids (the title is 
from T.S. Eliot's TlJe Loue Song of J 
Alfred Prufrock) is urban fantasy with a 
light !Ouch, more signit1cant for its pre
sence and its success that important in 
itself. It's a nice film. 

Which is not to disparage Rozema's 
accomplishment. "Nice" is what the film 
wants to be, and gentle and whimsical 
and quirk)' and the rest of it. As such, 
Mennaids is a gem. It may sometimes 
leave you wishing it had more bite, but 
if you're not looking for bite you'll never 
be disappointed. 

Sheila McCarthy (looking a lot like 
Shirley Mac Laine befo re she discovered 
the cosmos) plays Polly Vandersma. 
Polly is a wideeyed, scattered "person 
friday" who receives a placement as an 
assistant to the curator of a small gallery 
and (prat) falls into the hard-edged, 
downtown art scene. There she discov
ers bo th the magiC and dupliCity of the 
art industry; in the end she shakes things 
up merely with the power of her inno
cence. Polly's sensitive nature is forced 
to commute between her private dream 
world and the mercenary cult of con
temporary art. The two worlds eventu
ally. inevitably collide. 

Rozema blends satire and fantasy in 
the film , sometimes sending up the or
thodoxies of organized art , sometimes 
leaping into Polly's black and white day
dreams - the only place where a h:tp
less "temp" can conquer her environ
ment (and defy a few laws of physics). 
Never mind that the satire is rather tame 
and the fantasy sometimes excessive. 
Never mind that its art as religion sub
text is neither o riginal nor profound -
at least it's never ponderous. Mennaids 
is a film that succeeds on its charm; 
when it makes a false move you tend to 
give it the benefit of the doubt. It's at 
once clever and sincere, two things that 
keep it from getting mired in the cute. 
And of course there 's always McCarthy's 
performance to watch. She has it all 
down - the tics, the ever-ready embar
rassed look, the hair. 

Somewhere bern,-een J. Alfred Pruf
rock and Pee Wee Herman lies Polly 
Vandersma. "Vandersma," incidentally, 
is perhaps the first Dutch in- joke in a Ca
nadian feature film: it yokes together a 
common Dutch prefLx and suffix with 
nothing in between - something like 
MeSon. And so it seems Polly is intended 
as an everywoman character. She is naiv-
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• Sheila McCarthy doing "loveable" in Mermaids 

ete embodied, a walking Signifier of sin
cere ignorance. And when sophistica
tion wears the face of the urban art 
world, naivete can be counted a virtue. 
But although she shares Pee Wee's 
childlike self-absorption (and a scaled· 
down version of his bicycle) , Polly is not 
nearly so anarchic, nor so annoying as 
Pee Wee. She actually wants to fit in, to 
be thought competent. 

For most of its 81 minutes the mm is 
a delight to watch, though there are 
some glaring problems. One scene, set in 
a)apanese restaurant where Polly makes 
the mistake of ordering octopus, is par
ticularly uncomfortable to watch, not 
just because it doesn't work dramati
cally, but because it seems to ask us to 
laugh at the fact that anyone could eat 
such a thing. And Polly's crush on the 
lesbian curator of the gallery (Paule Bail 
largeon) seems somehow unresolved. "I 
know love is a pretty strong word w hen 
you're talking abou t another woman and 
she's not your mother," Polly admits. 
Then she just gets over it. But it 's the en
ding of Mennaids that is most disap
pOinting. The last few minutes com
pletely upset the balance between fan
tasy and real-world concerns that had 
been so delicately negotiated through
out the film. 

Mennaids does look beautiful , 
though , a credit to Rozema and cine
matographer Douglas Koch. It comes as 
no surprise that Koch has shot a number 
of music videos - the fantasy sequences 
show all the hallmarks - but there's 
very little empty nash in Mermaids. The 
tinted black and white seq uences in par
ticular have a quality impressive for such 
a low-budget film. 

Rozema has managed to capture the 
vertigo and the bliss of the outsider in 
Mermaids. Polly Vande rsma, no one in 
particular (and hence everyone), stands 
outside the artworld, outside the very 
idea of lesbianism, outside the city she 
takes such joy in photographing_ In her 
rare moments of repose, when she hasn't 
gone and messed something up again, 
she exists in a state of wry wonder. The 
constant comment, "Isn't life the 
strangest thing you've ever seen?" keeps 
her sane, or as sane as she chooses to be. 

Rozema has a real sensitivity to Polly's 
glorious solitude - at its best, Mer
maids makes you believe in the secret 
power of the unhip. 

Now that the noise from Cannes has 
subsided, Mermaids should be able to 
shed the role of Telefilm's best billboard 
and bask in some real-world success. 
Somehow it's fitting that a film so willing 
to believe in those unfashionable ideals 
we all sneer at - beauty and truth, for 
example - should have been blessed 
with such a fairytale reception. Some
times, even in the wicked, heartless film 
industry, the virtuous are rewarded_ 
Strangest thing I've ever seen. 

Cameron Bailey • 

I~ HEARD THE ME~DS 
SINGING d .lorig, sC. Patnoa Rozema p. Patricia 
Rozema, Alexandra Rafte exec. p. Don Haig lSI a_d. 
John Pace 2nd. ass. Arlene Hazzan 2nd, second 
Thomas Quinn cont. Louise Shekle r gen. Wo jtek Koz
linski Jolynn Somen 'dl . Debbie Honsberger. Frank 
Foria d ,o_p. Douglas Koch cam asst_ Durn in PartridAe. 
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mix. Egldio Cocc ,miglio foley ree. James ~Iusselman 
m. Mark Korven 01. co·ord. John S\Yltzer m. ree. and 
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tras casting Le,,'is Cast 109 timer Cl~ris Hinton sd_ 
transfers Mu ltil rack mix Fi lm Ho use opticals Film 
Opllcals neg_ cuI. Francont Film titles Mela Media. 
music "Open \\ 'indow " by Mark Cnn 'en, COurte,,' 01 
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Cmeph ile Ltd In!. sales Films Transil Inc J.p. Sheila 
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of a dirigible and then bursts. If that 
doesn't meet your standard of hilarity, 
how about this for a plot: Alex Rossi 
(a.k.a. Sam Grana, a producer at the Na
tional Film Board) has been informed his 
sperm possesses the highest "motility 
rate" in recorded history. Seeking to 
cash in on this lucrative resource, Alex 
sells his soul lock and sperm to a fertility 
clinic. Chafing under the strict physical 
regime ( two e jaculations per day, exer
cise , diet and no sex) anu the decidedly 
conservati\"e marketing strategies of the 
clinic , he escapes only to fall into the oily 
hands of a nicotine-stained agent whose 
showbiz elan includes schemes of dis
playing Alex atop a pink elephant in 
shopping malls. 

If that doesn 't have you rolling in the 
aisles, the plot takes one gian t leap into 
fa rce " 'ith the abduction of Alex by 
members of the Australian rugby team 
who want Alex down under to help 
shore up a national masculinity sorely 
flagging in recent years under the slings 
and arrows of feminists. Personally, I 
have been to funnier dogfights. 

I am, however, fascinated and re 
pulsed by this film and its successors. 
Masculine Mystique and Ninety Days, 
all purportedly examples of a newly sen
sitized male consciousness. Masculine 
Mystique, you might remember, fea
tured the conceit of the male conscious
ness-raising group which included vari
ous producers and directors at the Na
tional Film Board who principally be
moan their inability to get, keep or get 
along with women. Out of this crew 
emerged Blue (Stefan Wodoslawsky -
big, dumb and soulful) and Alex (short, 
Italian and horny) as the ascending stars 
of Ninety Days (that'S where Blue or
ders and receives a Korean bride and 
Alex has his first sperm count) and now 
The Last Straw. 

These films , part of the NFB's "innova
tive"... alternative drama series, are 
being flaunted as evidence of the Board's 
continued vitality, a role which, on the 
English side at least, has undisputedly 
been upheld by the committed work of 
Studio D. But, perhaps, there 's the 
crunch. If the most powerful current 
work in cinema concerns groups which 
have been marginalized and disen
franchised within SOCiety, what do you 
do if you are: a) white ; b) straight; c) 
middleclass; d) male and e) utterly im
pervious to contemporary currents and 
events' Answer: flaunt it. 

How else can one explain Ninety 
Days' transformation of the politically 
and racially sensi tive issue of arranged 
marriages into the slapstick stuff of situa
tion comedy' Or The Last Straw's ag
gressively oblivious glorification of 
sperm, in the era of AIDS and of what 
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philosopher Arthur Kroker terms "panic 
bodies"? And we are treated to images of 
vats of it (bulls' that is) vials of it and the 
whole techno infrastructure of its bottl' 
ing and storage. 

Now, obviously, the film does work, at 
some levels as parody. Alex's refusal to 
sell out to the Yanks, and his defence of 
his sperm as a Canadian national re
source provide a witty take on the ongo
ing Free Trade debates. Parody, how
ever, classically operates to provide a 
critical distance from its object. The 
problem with The Last Straw is that it 
all too often treads a very fine line be
m 'een critical exaggeration and 
""holehearted allegiance to the values 
and obsessions being parodied. 

'While Alex's adolescent preoccupa· 
tion with the potency of his sexual organ 
comes in for a certain amou nt of ribbing, 
the film clearly does not endorse mod
ified versions of masculinity . Househus
bands ;lIld members of the Canadian 
Feminist Men organization, are dismis
sed as "wimps" whose sperm motility 
rate is embarrassingly flaccid. Blue's wor
ries about his appearance and potential 
hair loss are "funny" because they are 
clearly coded as aberrant and feminine . 
And by the end of the film when all the 
characters are coupled up and pregnant, 
including Alex and the sexually repres
sed nurse who finally succumbs to the 
charm of Alex's sperm, one really has to 
wonder whose fantasy is this? On that 
note, whose fantasy is it that imagines 
hundreds of women just dying to get in
seminated? Apart, that is, from Jerry Fal
well and the Moral Majority. 

Brenda Longfellow • 
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• The Last Straw - Sam Grana prepares for work 

• 
Jackie Burroughs, Louise Clark 
John Walker, Aerlyn Weissman 
and John Frizzell's 

A Winter Tan 

A 
Winter Tan, the collaborative e1 
fort that began sowing its notoriet 
at the Festival of Festivals las 

month , was greeted by many at the timt 
with the sort of breathless reception tha 
publicists love : "Isn't it wonderful to sec 
a female character that ... " "Isn't is fabul 
OllS to finally see an English-Canadiar 
tilm where ... " Gush upon gush until th( 
salsa ran O ll t. 

\Vhat isn 't so wonderful to see is the 
film itself. A Winter Tan may represen 
many things - English Canada's entry ir 
the sex talk genre launched by The De· 
c line of the American Empire, an al 
ternative to the hegemony of the singl( 
director, a liberating swipe at the stric· 
tures of orthodox feminism, whatever -
but it 's also symptomatic of a significanl 
blindspot in mainstream Canadian film 
Despite all that it represents, A Winter 
Tan suffers from a profound, unthinkin~ 
racism. 

The work of five equally dedicated 
talented people, the film stems from Jac
kie Burroughs' initial interest in the pub
lished letters of Maryse Holder, a New 
York professor whose compulsive sex
ual adventures in Mexico ended in her 
murder. The letters, written in a florid, 
self-consciously confessional style, de· 
scribe Holder's rejection of academic 
sterility in favour of brief sexual encoun
ters with young Mexican men. 

Burroughs gives a tour de force per· 
formance as Maryse, all fireworks and 
bile, "Genie" written allover it. Maryse 
addresses the camera and tells her story 
directly to us (her friend Edith), so Bur· 
roughs is before us all the time; she is the 
fllm. With a central character so promi
nent and so obnoxiously destructive, 
there are only two w~ys the film can 
work for an audience: either she must be 
made sympathetic, or the actor's perfor
mance must be forceful enough to im· 
press. A Winter Tan attempts both 
strategies, and with some success. Un· 
fortunately success on that level means 
failure on another. The film asks us, in 
fact needs us, to identify on some level 
wi th an offenSive, poisonous character 
- a racist, reactionary, irresponsible 
child ofFirst World privilege. Ifwe don't 
care abou t her there 's nothing else in the 
film to hold our interest. 

Maryse lays into feminism - "It wru; 
partly to curb my natural sluttishness I 
became a feminist in the first place." She 
widens her target - "It's too bad latin 
feministas are all Marxists and lesbians.' 
She pauses for a glance back home -
"How anyone who's !:lorn in our paradis( 
of wealth (North America) is too dumt 
to profit by it. well, contempt ml 
dear." And she never stops objectifyinl 
Mexican men - about one of her lover: 
she confides, "His cock, the usualhugt 
Indian one, you know." She regularl~ 
conflates Mexico with the Mexican mel 
she chases: she values the one as thl 
other pleases her. "As I am for then 
some archetypal gringa," she explain~ 
"they are for me a single figure of desire. 
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Once you refuse to differentiate, you've 
decided to objectify. 

F 

All this shouldn't work, but this film 
will find an audience, particularly with 
intelligent, accomplished feminists such 
as the one Holder once was. I'm ready to 
stand corrected, but it seems that when 
feminists react positively to this film , it's 
"'ith a sense of release, of freedom from 
some feminism's political correctness. 
But that freedom in A Winter Tan is at 
the expense of another group's oppres
sion. Can we condone that ' This film 
isn't just politically incorrect; it's politi 
cally dangerous. It's a bracing reminder 
that despite all the mone\' be ing dumped 
into "multi-culturalism" in this country, 
there still remains a staggering insen
sitivity to issues of race. That it con
tinues to exist at the supposedly in
formed , progressiye leyel of Canadian 
culture should be a cause not just fo r 
concern or worry, but fear. This fil m is 
founded squarely upon the white rock of 
sexual i!11perialism, racism masquerad
ing as the allure of the exo tic. It doesn't 
'deal ' with this issue; it doesn't 'explore ' 
it; it works by it . 

There is no examination of tourism, 
especially sexual tourism in A Winter 
Tan. There is no analysis of the tacit as
sumption that warm-weather countries 
are more 'liberating' (and libidinal) than 
cold-weather 'civilized' countries. 
Nowhere does the film acknowledge 
that it is working from a model that 
explOits these countries under the ban
ner of sensual pleasure. The economic 
foundations of sexual tourism, a form of 
prostitution really, are also left un
explored Tourism is an economic ex
change, an industry. And though prositu
tion is an exchange of power, it 's pretty 
clear that the prostitute's power is al
ways limited, secondary. 

None of this does the film even seem 
to be aware of, much less explore. Fol
lowing Maryse's bad girl lead, A Winter 
Tan is a deeply reactionary film. It even 
participates in the same old postcard 
cinematography of mainstream cinema, 
presenting us with a Mexico that is de-

I L M R 

liberately, oppressively picturesque. 
And far too often shots are arranged 
where Mexicans just sit or stand around 
in the frame waiting for Maryse to act 
upon them. This Mexico and these Mex
icans exist solely for her; she is the agent, 
they the background - passive and 
mostly inert. From time to time the 
soundtrack's latin music pops up like in 
a cheap melodrama to signal one of two 
things - mystery or danger. 

All of this might be lessened some
what if the film were brilliantly exe
cuted. It's not, due mainly to the 
dialogue. Holder'S prose is purple 
enough on paper; to hear Burroughs 
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speak it to the camera, or worse , to other 
characters, is to cringe. A line like "I am 
towed uphill by desire" just doesn't 
stand much of a chance. Occasionally a 
sequence will achieve some of the true 
tragic degradation the filmmakers may 
have intended, but it's not often and it 
never compensates. 

It should have been obvious to the 
filmmakers that any film about such a 
thoroughly nasty person would be 
equally nasty unless you create some 
distance between fllm and character, 
something A Winter Tan seems deter
mined not to do. This is not a documen
tary recording of a woman's death, it is a 
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re-creation, and as such bears the re
sponsibility of analysis. Of course, it may 
be absurd to apply anything as outlan
dish as responsibility to this film. Maryse 
would think so. 

Cameron Bailey • 
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