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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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e Kevin J. O'Connor watches dream candy get scorched

an updated version of a '60s road pic-
ture. Yet although many elements of the
Beat vision of '50s and '60s America are
firmly in place, there is a real attempt to
reconcile the idealism of the past with
the realities of the present.

Candy Mountain begins in New
York City as Julius overhears a conversa-
tion about the ‘legendary’ Elmore Silk,
one of the greatest acoustic guitar mak-
ers in the country who hasn't been seen
or heard from in more than a decade. If
Silk can be found, think the city schem-
ers, his new guitars could be leaked onto
the market and profits in the thousands
could be made. For $§2,000 and a cut of
profits, Julius volunteers to track down
the longlost Elmore Silk.

And so the adventure begins. Chang-
ing cars in virtually every scene, Julius
works his way up through New York
State and across the border into Nova
Scotia. Along the way, he comes face-to-
face with the threads that make up the
past of the elusive Elmore Silk. Silk’s
brother, played with tacky flair by Tom
Waits, tells our young hero: “You're
young, you should be playing lots of
golf.” Dr. John appears as Silk's less-than-
fraternal, wheelchair-bound brother-in-
law; Leon Redbone pops up in the most
unlikely role of a Nova Scotian justice of
the peace; and Tantoo Cardinal puts a
great deal of spunk into her role as alocal
native who breaks into the cottages of
summering Americans to keep warm
while stalking deer.

This is a film that depends almost en-
tirely on the strength of its cameo ap-
pearances. It is, after all, a road movie; a
road movie with a beginning, an end, and
a string of cameos in berween. The
cameo turns are often a bit too quirky to
be entirely successful, but none of them
are way off the mark. In the true spirit of
the road movie, every performance

keeps things moving, and the forward
momentum is never lost.

All of this, however, would have been
for naught if the film's ending didn't de-
liver the goods. The true spirit of the film
(and of the road as well) materializes at
the end when Julius finally catches up
with Elmore Silk, played with restraint,
ease and humour by Harris Yulin. Silk is
no Kurtz, but his presence envelops
Candy Mountain in. much the same
way that the most vivid of Conrad
characters hangs over the jungle in
Heart of Darkness. If Julius' ambition
in trekking to Nova Scotia is seeking
fame and fortune, Silk's only ambition is
to keep moving. Silk has no interest in
Julius’ schemes and is preparing to leave
once again. As Elmore tells Julius, “I'll go
somewhere 1 haven't been before.
Maybe out West.”

Candy Mountain is by no means a
perfect film. It runs a bit too long at
times, the segments which make up the
film are not joined together as fluidly as
they might have been, and there’s not
nearly enough local flavour in the Nova
Scotian portion of the film —a rather seri-
ous criticism when one considers the in-
sight and detail that Robert Frank was
able to capture in his photographs of the
American South and West.

It's been 30 years since Kerouac
wrote On the Road, but that road has as
much of an engrossing mystique as it did
in 1955. And though it may be at odds
with the ‘'make it' ethic of the '80s,
there's something still strangely appeal-
ing about a voyage of discovery through
the unknown roadways of North
America. As Kerouac himself wrote:
“What is that feeling when you're driving
away from people and they recede on
the plain till you see their specks dis-
persing? — it's the too-huge world vault-
ing us, and it’s good-by. But we lean for-

ward to the next crazy venture beneath
the skies.” With Candy Mountain,
Kerouac himself couldn’t have asked for
a better tribute, and the familiar material
of the road movie couldn’t have been
better served.
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CANDY MOUNTAIN. A Xanadu Film,
Rudy Waldburger presentation in association with Les
Film Plain-Chant ( Philippe Diaz) and Les Films Vision
4 Inc (Claude Bonin, Suzanne Hénault). sc. Rudy Wur-
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ing USA Risa Bracmon/ Billy Hopkins, Heidi Lewitt
casting Canada Gail Carr asst. d. Richard Garber,
Alain Klarer, Lydie Mahias sc. sup. Brigitte Germain
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Philippe Diaz, Claude Bonin, Suzanne Hénault exec. p.
Gérald Dearing assoc. p. Tom Rothman. A co-produc-
tion of Canada, Switzerland, France, Canada, Xanadu
Film, Films Plain Chant, Films Vision 4 Inc. Produced
with the participation of Department of the Interior,
Bern; Ministry of Culture (CNC), Paris; Telefilm Cana-
da, First Choice (Canada) in co-production with
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Kevin J. O'Connor, Harris Yulin, Tom Waits, Bulle
Ogier, Roberts Blossom, Leon Redbone, Dr. John, Rita
MacNeil, Joe Strummer, Laurie Metcalf, Jayne
Eastwood, Kazuko Oshima, Eric Mitchell, Mary Joy, Bob
Joy, Arto Lindsay, Mary Margaret O'Hara, David Johan-
sen, David Margulies, Tony “Machine” Krasinski, Susan
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MacNeil, Tantoo Cardinal, Jo-Ann Rolls, Ralph Dillon
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Jean-Yves Laforce’s

Le Coeur
découvert

blay, Quebec’s literary superstar, is

no stranger to the Quebec cinema.
During the '70s he scripted Il Etait une
fois dans I'est and Le Soleil se léve en
retard for director André Brassard, his
longstanding collaborator, as well as
Parlez-nous d’amour for Jean-Claude
Lord. All three films are among the un-
derrated treasures of that decade. But
the neglect of the brilliant, ferocious Il
Etait une fois, which assembled
Tremblay's menagerie from the
momentous Les Belles-soeurs play
cycle plus a breathtaking ensemble of
the leading acting talent of the day, is
especially unfair (today it is recycled
only in gay film festivals around the
world). More recently, the movies have
profited less from Tremblay’s gifts,
perhaps because his plays are so self-
consciously theatrical with their direct-
address monologues, and perhaps be-
cause the novels would be very expen-
sive to adapt with their period urban
sets.

All the same, I don't understand why
Tremblay got the cold shoulder
everywhere when he approached pro-
ducers with a script called Le Coeur
découvert. It was a low-budget, pre-
sent-day project with clear commercial
potential, a kind of gay comic instalment
in the series of family melodramas that
have done rather well commercially
over the last decade in Quebec, from Les
Bons débarras to Mario to Bach et
bottine, with the focus shifted some-
what towards the grownups. Not one
to be easily discouraged, Tremblay
brought out a novel version of the prop-
erty last year and at the same time suc-
ceeded in hooking Radio-Canada into 2
commitment for a TV-movie version.

Hearing this background made every-
thing come into place since my firstim-
pression had been that the film adapta-
tion was a refreshing improvement on
the novel. In fact Le Coeur, which pre-
miered at the Montreal World Film Festi-
val (where some of it was actually pho-
tographed as well, since one of the prin-
cipals belongs to that particular Mont-
real breed, the festival glutton), is a de-
lightful tour de force. Directed by Jean-
Yves Laforce and masterfully shot in

16mm by none other than Jean Pierre
Lefebvre, the film will hopefully make
the shortsighted private producters alit:
tle bit more openminded in the future.

Since Tremblay moved to Outremont
at the peak of his success, some of his
work, I think, had lacked the punch of
the earlier plays situated in the Plateau
Mont-Royal, the quartier populaire of

P laywright and novelist Michel Trem-
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