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Claude Gagnon's

The Kid
Brother

ew recent films offer so slippery a

sense of their own context as Claude

Gagnon's Kid Brother. A modest
film which provides little sense of the
places from or to which it speaks, its un-
expected success at Montreal's World
Film Festival has resulted in awkward at-
tempts to account for it in terms of an
(as-yet elusive ) authorial career orare-
surgent local cinema. Newspaper re-
viewers, in opting to read the film
against the backdrop of other treatments
of comparable themes or subjects, have
been led to what is perhaps the only use-
ful matrix within which Kid Brother
may be judged. One watches with vigil-
ant attention as the film winds its way
around the traps endemic to films about

the disabled or unusual, then congratu-
lates it on its success.

Normally, a film like this might be ex-
pected to find a life within the interstices
of the youth festival circuit and interna-
tional television markets, arousing a
broad if restrained consensus in its
favour. A film whose principal appeal is
not to cinephiles, it has nevertheless
been forced to seek its momentum from
festival and journalistic response, with
variable success. This is unfortunate;
Kid Brother’s virtues are those of a film
with a long shelf-life and specialized
constituency, not those of a seasonal
triumph.

The intricacies of Kid Brother’s his-
tory (it was filmed in the U.S. with a cast
of mid-range mainstream American per-
formers, and financed in part — like Gag-
non's earlier films - with Japanese
money ) are by now well-known, as is
the director’s acknowledged estrange-
ment from the main currents of Quebec
filmmaking over the last several years.
Similar circumstances have, in the case
of other filmmakers, resulted in every-
thing from a thematization of this dé-
racinement to a productive clash of cul-
tural traditions. With Kid Brother, it is
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* Kenny Easterday in slippery Kid

rather as if a strong investment in the ap-
parent universality of the film’s subject
matter ( the portrait of a boy born with
no legs) has converged with the
naturalism of Gagnon'’s earlier films (in
particular, Visage pale) to produce a
kind of humanist esperanto. Kid
Brother seems committed to eliciting
universalist adjectives like “funny, mov-
ing and heartwarming” (the press re-
lease ) and the Bulgarian or Chinese dis-
tribution deals which almost inevitably
follow.

Kid Brother is, to its credit, success-
ful at avoiding the twin traps of inspira-
tional condescension and the voyeuris-
tic revelation of sexual or hygienic de-
tail. It accomplishes this, in large part, by
making these part of the film’s thematic
and narrative material. The inability of
characters in the film to just let Kenny
live his life is set up against the film's
own resolute determination to do just
that. The unfolding of Kenny’s difficul-
ties takes shape within the style and nar-
rative patterns of television melodrama
(like so many of these, the story involves
the disruption and reconciliation of the
nuclear family). The point — that the
magnitude of problems as perceived
outside the family has little to do with
the banality and familiarity of their ef-
fects within it — is a useful if uncontrov-
ersial one. It is, however, established
quite early, and many viewers pass the
point at which that ordinariness still has
the force of revelation.

In this respect, [ am reminded of Leslie
Halliwell's brusk dismissal of Ida
Lupino’s film The Bigamist: that. hav-
ing summoned all its force to make the
point that bigamy exists, it finds few
viewers surprised or shocked and re-
treats, deflated. Kid Brother, in its insis-
tence on the quotidian ordinariness of
Kenny's life, risks a similar reaction. The
film, for many initially skeptical viewers,
elicits a simple sigh of relief for having
fulfilled its promise to be unobjectiona-
ble. Those most affected by Kid
Brother seem to be those, precisely, for
whom Kenny's story is one of courage
and inspiration, an unfortunate but
widespread response to a film which
genuinely works to resist it,
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Robert Frank and
Rudy Wurlitzer's

Candy
Mountain

hen Henry Fonda hit the road in
The Grapes of Wrath, it was be-
cause the banks had turfed him off
his land and the long road to California
was the only option open to him. When
son Peter, along with his buddy Dennis
Hopper, trekked across the country
some 25 years later in Easy Rider, the
open road represented the means
through which one could opt out of so-
ciety. In Robert Frank and Rudy Wur-
litzer's Candy Mountain, Julius (Kevin
J. O'Connor) heads north to Nova Scotia
in search of fame and fortune. Candy
Mountain is in some ways just another
road movie, but it is also a movie of our
times; a movie of the '80s.
Given the histories of the two direc-
tors involved, one might have expected
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