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Rebecca Yates' and Glen Salzman's 

Milk and Honey 

M
ilk and Honey, which opened the 
Perspective Canada program of the 
Festival of Festivals, is a laudable 
attempt to make drama out of that 
most contentious of issues, 

immigrant domestic work in Canada. 
Commentators have called domestic work a 

kind of indenture in which the participants, 
usually Third World women, are at the mercy of 
their employers regardless of policy and the 
rules laid out by Immigration and Manpower 
Canada. These women are supposed to be 
having an opportunity to upgrade themselves 
and become landed immigrants. Some do. 
Many don't. 

Milk and Honey is an earnest look at the 
domestic situation as experienced by one young 
Jamaican woman, but for all the earnestness of 
the attempt, Milk and Honey fails as a film. It fails 
because the film's dramatic canvas seems to be 

Leonie Forbes, Richard Mills and Josette Simon in the land of Milk and Honey 

barely stretched out, and in the final version the than affects domestics and illegal immigrants-
directors did not present a coherent dramatic exploitative employers, exploitative country-
vision on the screen. men, loneliness, inter-racial sex, and family 

It is important to state here that the directors separation. 
have publicly dissociated themselves from the These ( undeniably real) issues crowd out 
final version of the film. But regardless of the Joanna's story, and what Milk and Honey gives us 
structure of the final cut the directors are is a guided tour of a domestic's situation, all seen 
responsible for the characterization of actors, from the window of a moving bus. We get a 
camera movement, the look and shape of sociological look at the problems of domestics 
scenes, composition, and the scenes that make but we never get a look at Joanna, the specific 
up the script. It may be difficult to apportion story. _ 
blame when a film runs into trouble, but it is This is a pity, because Josette Simon as Joanna 
quite possible to see what works and does not isalurninouspresencein the film. (Ihaveheard 
work scene by scene on the screen and to form a complaints that Josette Simon does not look like 
judgement on the whole at the end of the a" typical domestic" - but what does a" typical 
process. domestic" look like?) 

The story itself is simple. Milk and Honey's Simon takes every dramatic scene in which 
main character, Joanna Bell, arrives in Toronto to she appears come alive, although the critic 
work as a domestic for a professional couple, the wants to ask where her character gets the 
Winebergs. Joanna wants a better life, and while motivation to be the strong, positive character 
working as a nanny and domestic she attends she is. She is, after all, a naive girl barely out of 
night school and meets a school principal who is her teens from a remote country village and new 
going through a mid.life crisis. to Canada. No matter. Josette Simon sets off 

Joanna has left her eight-year-old son David in sparks. She does wonders with the character she 
Jamaica, and as months go by begins to miss him has. A stronger or more plausible script would 
terribly. She brings him to Toronto for have allowed her to fully extend herself. The 
Christmas and realizes that the child has grown. sceJtes between Simon and Fiona Reid, who 
He is jealous of the Winebergs' children and is at plays her young professional employer in the 
loose ends when Joannaleaves him in an empty film, had interest and sparkle. Every time they 
apartment to go to work. After the holidays she were on screen together, there was dramatic 
keeps him in Toronto, thereby setting off the tension and excitement. 
subterfuges and complications that entangle Fiona Reid is too excellent an actress to end up 
Joanna, the school principal, and David with with the limited screentime she has in this film. 
Canadian Immigration. She could have been a greater asset, and is 

The main problem is that the script, as we see wasted in Milk and Honey. 
it on the screen, is inconsistent and flawed. At least Simon and Reid seem to have found 
There are a number of story lines that are not enough in their characters to find the centre of 
integrated in the film. Ostensibly it is Joanna the characters. D'Janet Sears and Errol Slue 
Bell's story, the " domestic with the illegal child " appeared to be playing without real direction. 
stOryl but the script tries to touch on everything-- There seemed to be unmotivated character 

changes ii1 their roles that left both performers ' 
adrift in implausible characterization. 

In particular, D'Janet Sears' character moves 
precipitously from complainin~ domestic to 
stereotypical goodtime girl and all-purpose 
villainess. We are given no substantial hint or 
warning that this will be so - except maybe that 
she always carried a hip flask when she was a 
domestic. Maybe that is motivation enough for 
her character. Somehow I don't think so. And 
Sears' character is essential to a believable plot. 

Both Sears and Slue have done fine work in 
the past and both are veteran performers. The 
problem here is inadequate character develop­
ment and inadequate direction. 

This seems also to be true for Lyman Ward, 
who plays the high school principal Adam, 
Joanna's love interest and white knight in 
shining armour, who is going through a 
middle-age crisis and has had a marital breakup. 
Lyman Ward plays most of the role in a very 
low-key fashion, as if he isn't sure what he 
should be doing and so does as little as possible. 
He is so low-key that his TV-movie heroics to 
save Joanna from the immigration police-seem 
quixotic and implausible. 

(Cmon, fellas, this guy is a nice Canadian 
high school principal- he's gonna risk his 
pension for a black domestic with an illegal child 
and no hope of getting away?) 

It's a pity Milk and Honey isn't a better film. 
Heaven knows black stories rarely get onto large 
or small screens. And Peter O'Brian of 
Independent Pictures must be complimented on 
taking a chance with Yates and Salzman. 

But frankly, Milk and Honey is an opportunity 
missed. Good intentions are not good enough. 
Roger McTair • 
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Ken Pittman's 

Finding Mary 
March 

K
en Pittman, in a CBC radio interview, 
talks about probing history in an 
urgent need to include on screen those 
images that are ours, not necessarily 
what is on screen otherwise. Well, 

probing leads to knowledge and the result for 
Pittman is Finding Mary March, his first feature 
film. His own quest for a certain knowledge, the 
history of the Beothuks, a long extinct race of 
Newfoundland Indians, began several years ago 
when he directed a documentary on this 
aboriginal group for the National Film Board. 
Finding Mary March is a film which has grown out 
of the work done for this documentary, which 
was completed in 1980. Pittman's 1988 feature 
film is a dramafic narrative, situated in the 
present. However, the past holds a primary and 
fascinating place in the film, both within the 
narrative and the style. The actual Beothuk 
burial sites. and artifacts are used in a present­
day, gripping tale which concerns the extinct 
race's history. Moreover, a constant duplicity of 
themes, themes seemingly attached to the 
Beothuks' haunting past, yet belonging also to 
the present story, create a sense of time which 
resists clear delineation. Here, parallel stories go 
beyond flashback to create a style where past 
and present intermingle and we read across the 
lines in order to reflect on the issues the film 
brings out. 

Pittman chose a present-day story about a few 
individuals to examine how people relate, 
coexist, love and hate. By including important 
history in the way he has, Pittman pushes 
questions to their limits. What emerges are the 
limits to which man will go in his interactions 
with other, nature or humanity. The story is 
about a young archeological photographer from 
Montreal whose job is to photograph the 
Beothuk burial grounds. She arrives in 
Newfoundland dependent on trapper Ted 
Cormack to guide her down the river and show 
her the sites. Ted and his daughter Bernadette 
know every inch of this territory as they have 
spent a year searching for the body of Monica, 
his wife, her mother, who drowned in these 
waters. Ironically, in their search they 
unearthed the body of Mary March, or 
Demasduit, the last princess of the Beothuk 
people. In desperate need to pay a court fine 
caused by a dispute with a visiting collector, Ted 
grudgingly accepts to show photographer 
Nancy George the graves. 

The four-day journey begins. A simple, 
exquisite long take in long shot exposes the 
relationship of the three travellers. Ted and 
Nancy kneel in a canoe, slowly they move 
downwater, while Bernadette, unhappy about 
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The funeral of Mary March 

the trip (she guards the land's secrets 
suspiciously from intruders) speeds by in a 
motorboat, angrily exiting the frame, while the 
trapper and the archeologist continue together 
in aWKward silence. Michael Jones' cinematog­
raphy coheres with Pittman's idea that a 
physical reality leads to an understanding or 
knowledge reality. Jones shows us, through the 
long take, nature and humanity. lf here the 
green trees, dark water and blue sky seem 1ll . 
compliantly let the travellers pas's through into 
their journey, it is only a quiet beginning. As the 
film progresses, we come to understand through 
sight, sound and story how nature never 
acquiesces. On the journey nature is in constant 
play with the characters' actions. Pittman uses 
this interaction to create tension and the 
narrative carries with it a series of events that 
inspire both fear and curiosity. 

Unlike a traditional narrative, where a 
reconciliation of nature with the hero comes 
after a number of challenges, where evil is 
brought to resolution, here a spiralling of 
conflicts moves through the story. Nancy, in her 
eagerness for information rushes into the 
graves, taking no time to acknowledge the dead 
there. As she reaches for an engraved bone 
pendant, rocks fall and crush her hand. She 
makes off, despite this accident, with carvings 
which might be a key to the Beothuk language. 
Cormack is furious with her greed and 
disrespect but listens as she defends herself. For 
Nancy George, "it is always better to know ", 
and these acquisitions may lead to knowledge. 
Cormack, too, believes in striving for knowl­
edge. His wife Monica was a Micmac who had 
worked hard on finding links between different 
aboriginal groups, she was respected by many 
for the wisdom of the spirits she was believed to 
possess. 

Unable to contain his anger though, Ted 

• 

leaves in the canoe to find Bernadette who has 
gone off on her own to replace the bone pendant 
in its proper grave. Ted encounters a raging 
storm that night while Bernadette confronts her 
absolute fury for the photographer, robber of the 
grave. Amidst these conflicts, a young Indian 
shows Ted where Monica's body is and Nancy is 
left alone to deal with the unknown and a 
terrible host of bugs. The film's focus moves 
smoothly from one character to the next, each 
plight is equally important. Our sympathies are 
never locked in one direction as each character 
changes, along with our feelings for them. It is 
not as if a right path has been designed for each; 
they move around one another, bumping and 
gliding, surp~sing us with their turns. 

Performances by Rick Boland (Cormack) and 
Andree Pelletier (George) are solid. Boland 
manoeuvres through the land and waterscapes 
with the ease of one truly akin to his surround­
ings. His display of Ted's vulnerability comes 
when Cormack loses his emotional footing upon 
the discovery of his wife's body. A year's worth 
of uncertainty and pain surface; Boland 
convincingly cries Ted's tears which are met by 
Nancy's embrace in a tender scene that, like 
many others in the film, get at Pittman's wish to 
explore the ways in which we coexist with one 
another. In this scene, Cormack and George's 
differences, which earlier in the film are the 
source of inflammation, are accepted now and 
do not interfere with their interdependence. 
Nancy isable to pull Ted out of the stormy water 
when his canoe is lost and support him in his 
time of grief. 

Pelletier was given an interesting and 
challenging role as the photographer who at first 
appears enterprising in a self-centered way, 
ignoring those around her. As her character 
develops we warm up to Nancy, not so much 
because she sees her evil ways but because she is 
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responsible for her actions, finally, and has faith 
in herself. George arrives, from the city, at a 
remote village in the interior of Newfoundland, 
to find nature and people hostile to her. In the 
wilderness, the wind blows her records and 
notes away; as she tries to retrieve them a 
wonderful moving camera shot in closeup traces 
her action. Her guide leaves her, somebody 
tampers with her journal, but the woman does 
not falter. She spits into the water washing 
herself; at night when the bugs threaten to eat 
her alive, she applies a mud mask to protect 
herself. Her face, covered in the reddish clay, 
recalls the opening of the film when Indian 
women perform a ritual to bury Mary March : 
they are covered and cover the dead princess' 
face with the earth, an action which has meaning 
for the spirit moving into the next life. Nancy's 
large brown eyes, so full of life, resemble those 
eyes of the Indian women. In fact, George's own 
heritage, her origins possibly being tribal, is 
another element within the film's narrative. 
Bernadette, in her most assured way, tells 
George that from the photograph she has seen of 
Nancy's fa ther he is certainly Indian. 

Tara Manuel makes her screen acting debut in 
Finding Mary March. She plays a memorable 
Bernadette, a proud and defiant young woman 
whose close ties to nature allow her to live 
through life's pain and injustices. She finds 
solace and meaning in the wilderness whether 
returning a stray pup to a pack of wild dogs or a 
special amulet to its proper buried owner. She is 
at home with rocks, using them to vent her anger 
or meditate, at home in the trees which offer her 
the best vantage points, and on the water, the 
source of life and death, Bernadette is free. 

Again, the film's complexity of relationships 
allows for intimate moments between Nancy 
and Bernadette while the violence between them 
continues throughout the story until their 
ultimate confrontation at the end of the film. 
During their journey Bernadette begins to 
menstruate. Flustered, n~t knowing what is 
happening, she is helpfully initiated into this 
new phase of life by Nancy who washes 
Bernadette's bloody jeans in the river and gives 
her a brightly colored wrap-skirt to wear. 

Earth, air, water and fire are as important to 
Finding Mary March as is the well-constructed 
narrative. The elements of nature we see and 
hear so exceptionally in the film are no mere 
back, fore or midground in which the characters 
play out their parts: color, shapes and sounds 
signify on their own. The actual killing of Mary 
March is only one scene where nature is used in 
a far-reaching way. Set in the cold, white, barren 
winter, this carefully done scene has been 
partially shot in slow motion as have three other 
significant points in the film. Each time, this 
cinematic device adds subtle emphasis. Unlike 
the familiar use of slow motion as flourish, here 
it is part of the film's weave. The violation of the 
Beothuks is exemplified through images and 
sounds that push for inquiry and thought. If the 
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spiritual has to do with the production of 
knowledge as a response to the demands one 
encounters in life, if this knowledge is gathered 
as lore, that is through study, experience, 
tradition and intuition, then Finding Mary March 
is a spiritual film. Pittman's attempts to answer 
compelling questions about how we act 
integrate many ways of knowing and we can't 
help but know a little more after watching and 
listening to Finding Mary March . 
Patricia Kearns • 

FINDING MARY MARCH co-exec. p. Stirling Norris 
p. /prod. mati. Rob Iveson d./sc. Ken Pittman d. o. p. Michael 
Jones 1st. a. d. Paul Pope 2nd a.d. Barbara Doran 1st. asst. 
cam. Dominique Gusset 2nd ass/. cam. Jamie Lewis gaJfrr Bob 
Petrie key grip Nigel Markham genny op. Robert McDonald 
cont. Barbara Gordon asst. p. man. Janice Ripley p. sec. 
Susan McGrath bookkeeper Eleanor Merrigan art d. Pam Hall 
asst. art. d. Peter Walker set dec. Francine Fleming prop 
master Dave Roe cost. des. Peggy Hogan hair/makeup Paulette 
Cable sd. rec. Jim Rillie boom op. Alex Salter p.a.'s Barry 
Nichols, Bill Dancey, Sharon Halfyard, Erika Pittman pub. 
Kevin Pittman ed. Derek Norman asst. ed. Antonia McGrath 
sd. ed. LesHallman I. p. Andree Pelletier, Rick Boland, Tara 
Manuel, Des Walsh, Austin Davis, Paul Rome, Mary Lewis. 
A Red Ochre Production. dist . Malofilm Group. 

lean Pierre Lefebvre's 

La boite a soleill 
The Box of Sun 

P
art experimental feature, part 
children's film, part formal essay and 
part pure whimsy, The Bax Of Sun 
presents us with all sorts of problems. 
The first is that there is no dialogue. 

The second is that the sombre, primitivist 
soundtrack seems to repeat the same endless 
interval. The third is the uneasy animation that 
interrupts the shots of post-industrial urban 
decay. The fourth and most important,.is the 
splintered dramatic sequences consisting of a 
group of children wandering through grey 
forests attempting to capture, and then unleash 
upon the world, the box of sun of the title. 

Lefebvre, whose importance to the Canadian 
cinema cannot be underestimated (the 1981 
Critic's Award at Cannes for Les Fleurs Sauvages 
amongst others), has presented us with a 
challenge with his latest film : changing and/or 
ignoring the accepted notions of film grammar. 
The necessary accelerated plot development of 
the last few years, so essential for the wide 
audience that Canadian film has been reaching 
lately, is nowhere to be found in The Box Of Sun. 
Instead, Lefebvre gives us Arsinee Khanjian 
( Family Viewing) wandering around concrete 
highway interchanges in a blond wig like 
Monica Vitti in Antonioni's The Red Desert. 
Bushes have been painted onto the concrete 
supports like spindly ghosts of the ones that 

PM. ~UI 

CINEMA 
CAN A D A 

Simon Esterez in The Box of Sun 

might have been there before; roaring 
motorcycle point-of-view sIlots suddenly appear 
and disappear. The sun stays behind a lushly 
overcast cover. A sensuously logical array of 
pipes, steam and tanks Ominously belches life, 
the sea heaves with dark promise. 

This montage, running through the film until 
the brighter resolution at the end brought onby 
the children, is no ironic commentary. Rather it 
brings a pulverizing context for the dramatic 
sequences to overcome. Lefebvre has kept the 
irony for the animation, which begins 
innocently enough with the group of children 
cutting consumer images from domestic 
magazines. In a blast of whimsy, a gust of wind 
blows the images from the children's room into 
a world of their own. The irony is, of course, that 
the images of lips, household appliances and 
consumer items have an animate life of their 
own already. Lefebvre's sometimes crude and 
quite delightful animations also break the dank 
and threatening landscapes of what's left of the 
natural world into digestible bits. They also 
serve to reinforce our sense of distance by 
interrupting the flow; it's a technique often used 
by Godard to remind us that we are watching a 
movie rather than participating in the story 
itself. 

The manipulation of images in The Box Of Sun 
is very plain and yet manages to steer clear of 
triteness. The group of children who provide the 
main dramatic interest in the film are never 
reduced to .cuteness. Rather they are utilized in 
the film to help restore life to the world with their 
boxes of sunlight. Their mythic overtones are 
held in check, however, by their very 
unassuming winter clothing and the modestness 
of their silhouettes against the snowbound 
winter forest. The box of sun that finally is 
opened, after a strange and inconclusive 
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journey, brings the sun out from behind the 
clouds and returns the world to an unsettled 
normalcy complete with joyous shards of 
rainbows flitting over Atom Egoyan and Arsinee 
Khanjian, while cluttered sidewalk traffic 
replaces the solitary roaring motorcycles. 

The fairy tale-like quality of The Box Of Sun 
does not bear much relation to the Tales for All 
series. Indeed, the indefinite narrative defies the 
simplicity inherent in a linear narrative. It is 
through a different approach, a richly 
associative and aesthetic approach, that Box Of 
Sun starts to resemble the urgent simplicity of a 
folk-tale. . i 

Jean Pierre Lefebvre's The Box Of Sun is almost 
an exercise in the nature of the purity of cinema 
itself, devoid of the distractions of conventional 
word-driven drama. Its formal aspects, 
however, are always tempered with a playful, 
self-referential sensibility. We are never allowed 
to forget that we are watching a film, not 
disappearing into one. And a challenging, 
provocative, plaintive and finally deeply 
profound film it is. 
Ronald Foley Macdonald • 
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Graeme Campbell's 

Blood Relations 

O
ne ofthe safest bets in the film 
industry is the" genre" movie. That is 
to say, the audience knows exactly 
what to expect once the lights grow 
dim, be it Stallone in an action picture, 

Pee Wee Herman ih a comedy, or any number of 
pubescent nonentities in teen adventure flicks. 

Blood Relations, directed by Graeme Campbell, 
falls into the thriller/suspense category. At 
times, however, it also lapses into that of a 
comedy and/or horror movie, but unfortunately 
without the desired results. It is this basic 
ineffectiveness of deciding what emotion to elicit 
from the viewer that mars its potential strength. 
Because the formula for a suspense film is so well 
known to the audience, with its cliche 
characterizations, hackneyed settings and plot 
twists, one often speculates as to whether the 
filmmaker falls into self-parody on purpose or by 
accident. 

Certainly Blood Relgtions contains an 
abundance of familiar motifs in the thriller vein. 
The characters are instantly recognizable: Jan 
Rubes playing Vincent Price as the mad scientist, 
Kevin Hicks, a young Mel Gibson, as his son, 

. and Lydie Denier as his fiancee, reminiscent of 
the late Romy Schneider. The story is a loose 
hodge-podge of The Bride Of Frankenstein and 
Oedipus Rex, where both father and son, Andrew 
and Thomas Wells, do bftttle for Thomas's 
fiancee, Marie, who ironically of course 
resembles Andrew's late wife. 

In true Agatha Christie tradition, there are a 
lot of unanswered questions and holes to be 
filled in right off the bat, keeping the audience 
on their toes. Apparently both Thomas and 
Marie have plans to knock off Andrew in order 
to inherit the fortune left by Andrew's ailing 
father-in-law (played by your favourite Martian, 
Ray Walston). The problem, of course, is that no 
one is quite sure whether Gramps will leave the 
money to Andrew, already a wealthy 
neurosurgeon, or to Thomas, the gamvanting 
playboy grandson. 

And so the manipulation commences, with 
Marie being alternately attracted by both father 
and son's displays of virility, and repulsed by 
their warped sense of humour. 

However, there is a singular flaw in the pacing 
of the script, as there is little time allowed for 
building suspense. Andrew and Thomas throw 
sexual puns back and forth at one another with 
the regularity of a Mae West, so that once a 
frightening effect is finally presented, its impact 
is, shall we say, somewhat subdued. For a good 
portion of the film, there is a deliberate 
ambiguity as to the intentions and integrity of 
the characters involved. Now if only we can be 
allowed to empathize with them a bit, we will 
accordingly be expected to believe in and 
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won. " After the Soviet invasion in 1979, 
Alghans mounted a guerrilla war, which, 
contrary to all expectations, culminated in the 
eventual withdrawal of Russian troops nearly 
nine years later. Unlike Vietnam, the jihad, or 
-holy war, remained largely uncovered by the 
press. 

Kevin Hicks and .Jan Rubes share a warped sense of humour (among other 
things) in Blood Relations 

Martyn Burke's Wittlesses attempts to rectify 
these gaps in information. What emerges is a 
portrait of a country and its people as seen 
through the eyes of various French, British, and 
American volunteers and correspondents. As 
well, deserters from the Soviet army tell of their 
mounting disillusionment and horror when 
faced with atrocities perpetrated by their own 
troops upon the Afghans. The top leaders of the 
Mujahideen speak of the tactical maneuvers 
used to gain advantage over Soviet strongholds. 
In most cases, the interviews are intercut with 
footage showing the speakers' involvement in 
the Afghan struggle, whether it be giving 
medical aid, teaching, or preparing to go into 
battle. 

identify with their ensuing course of action. But 
after listening to the continual drivel coming out 
of their mouths, this seldom happens. 

It is no surprise, then, that the most effective 
segments of Blood Relations are Marie's dream 
sequences of Andrew and Thomas lusting after 
her. They are skilfulJy directed with an effective 
distortion of both the voices and motions of the 
actors. Towards the end of the film, when Marie 
is running down a corridor into Andrew's secret 
operating room, you are genuinely startled to 
find out that this is no dream sequence. At this 
point, the film finally delivers the goods, only to 
end in a madcap, free-reined barrage oflurid and 
grisly twists and counter-twists, which 
conveniently tie all the loose ends together, and 
leave the audience chuckling merrily along. 
Which left me with the thought that making a 
horror film without scaring anyone, is like 
making a porn film where everyone keeps their 
clothes on. 

Suffice to say, Campbell & Co. could 
conceivably have had a cult classic on their 
hands if they had done the whole thing in the 
same manner the dream sequences were shot; 
i. e. with a deliberate distortion of both the 
actors' movement and dialogue, which would 
then only enhance the sense of discomposure. 
One ultimately has to break away from safe 
territory in order to establish a unique approach 
to a particular format. Although cliched, the 
actors are well cast and Dr. Wells'sprawling 
mansion makes a suitable neogothic locale. 

So, if you're in the mood for a quasi-thriller! 
comedy!suspenselhorror experience, be sure to 
have all your appropriate emotional responses 
kept on hold. And don't worry about not getting 
too excited. You're not expected to. 
J. D. Stewart , 
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Martyn Burke's 

Witnesses 
"Oh Gods, from the venom of the cobra, the teeth of 
the tiger, and the vengeance of the Afghall, deliver 
liS. 

- Old Hindu saying 

One of the most well-known Mujahideen 
commanders, Ahmad Shah Massoud, known as 
the "Lion of the Panjshir", prepares his men in 
one sequence to capture the depot of Narin near 

the capital of Kabul. The tactics he used in 1986, 
marked a change in fighting strategy. Until 
then, the typical methods used were quick 
ambushes. Massoud now decided to launch a 
large-scale attack against this key position. The 
ultimately successful battle plan is outlined with 
the aid of graphics. Combat footage combined 
with the dispassionate narration doesn't 
minimize the impact of seeing the tape distort 
suddenly, as a voice relates that the Afghan 
cameraman, who filmed the sequence, was at 
that moment killed instantly as "a bullet went 
into the camera, a videotape, and into his 
head ... " 

Director Burke places his " witnesses" against 
a simple background in the interview 
sequences, Their Western clothing in this 
staging contrasts sharply with their physical 
presence in the Afghan landscape where they 
wear the clothing of the country. These are 
individuals who have placed their lives at the 
service of the Afghan people in their war of 
liberation. Afghanistan is a hard country 
without an overabundance of amenities 
emanating from its village economy. Michael 
Barry, a former Princeton scholar, who became 
involved in Afghanistan says, "The most 
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'BLOOD RELA nONS exec. p. Syd Cappe p. Nicolas 
Stiliadis IlSSOC. p. George Flak d. Graeme Campbell d. o. p. 
Rheft Morita sc. Stephen Saylor ed. Michael McMahon mils. 
Mychael Danna art d. Gina Hamilton alst Anne Sketchly p. 
mall . Paco Alvarez lSI. a.d. John Bradshaw 1st. asst. enm. 

I
n 1980, Canadian journalist Arthur Kent 
wondered if the Soviets were at a loss to 
crush the Afghan resistance from the rough 
mountain slopes and valleys, despite their 
superior firepower and trained military 

personneL Kent's film, Afghanistatl Sprillg 
(Fightitlg With Faith), ended with the Mujahi­
deen (the resistance) saying, "We are patient. 
We must fight and trust that our holy war will be Director Martyn Burke in Peshawar on the AfghanIPakistan border 

JANUARY 1.8. CINEMA CANADA PAGE !t3 



striking thing about being in this country is not 
just the physical hardship of it, but the fact the 
physical hardship is not a question of choice, it 
has to be endured. " 

This war, in which donkeys carry weapons to 
be used against tanks, where highly trained 
Soviet forces battle against rebel factions, is a 
war which evolved from a civil contest into a 
fight against domination by foreign invaders. 
The Soviets did not bargain on the traditional 
Mujahideen commitment to jihad or badal (blood 
for blood). Witnesses explores the idea of 
commitment to a concept, an individual, a 
people, and an ideology. In days of facile 
political correctness and limousine liberalism it 
is difficult to come across genuine examples of 
courage which aren't bludgeoned by media 
sensationalism. Of course, the situation in 
Afghanistan was markedly different by the very 
dearth of any major media coverage. This lack 
makes Witnesses all the more startling Burke's 
sensitive treatment of the position of both the 
Afghans and the outsiders. 

The Soviet troops were plagued by wide­
spread drug addiction and alcoholism which 
contributed to the low morale. A Russian 
mother tells of the guilt she feels at having 
written letters to her son inciting him to fight in 
the spirit of patriotism. Were it not for her 
words, she feels, perhaps he would still be alive. 
She joins the group of " cemetery mothers" in 
Russia who gather to mourn over the graves of 
their sons who were killed in Afghanistan. 
Several Soviet defectors tell of their breaking 
points as the killing becomes personalized to 
them over time. One of them composes a poem 
about a young girl he saw murdered during the 
feast of Ramadan. Ludmilla Thorne, an 
American woman, fought the reluctance of 
several governments in order to aid Red Army 
defectors, being held in Afghanistan, obtain 
asylum in the West. 

Often, the words of the witnesses carry an 
impact beyond the graphic images. A verbal 
description of a phosphorus attack by Soviet 
helicopters refers to heat so tremendous that the 
very rock ignited. Another tells of a massacre 
where the Soviets threw gasoline with chemical 
additives into irrigation ditches which were 
shielding villagers fearing conscription. One 
hundred and five men and boys were burned 
alive. juliette Foumot, a French doctor, provides 
a haunting description of a helicopter gunship 
circling but not firing. When asked what the 
helicopter was doing, a village woman replied 
that it was choosing which village it would attack 
later that day. Why then did the villagers keep 
going on about their business instead of 
evacuating? The practical reasons of everyday 
living prevented them from going. There were 
crops to tend, foods to be prepared. Yes, one 
village would be bombed, but people still had to 
live. 

Independent filmmakers and journalists were 
often the only ones covering the war. The use of 
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Bmm video equipment allowed for greater 
mobility especially in those areas not readily 
accessible to conventional filmmaking. Along 
with the assault rifles and the mountain 
howitzers, video equipment was hauled to the 
battlesites, frequently by mule. The Afghan 
Media Center trained Afghans to cover the war 
themselves by working in compact three-man 
crews. Their cameras were invaluable for 
recording the final months and providing the 
world wi th a record of an unseen war. 
Teresa Tarasewicz • 
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Sandy Wilson's 

Mama's Going To 
Buy You A 
Mockingbird 

A
s far as disease-of-the-week movies go, 
Mama's Goillg To Buy You A Mockil/gbird 
is pretty standard fare. One of only a 
handful of features produced by the 
CBC each year, the film clocks in tear­

jerker rruleage quite handily (it's cancer), 
pulling the same emotional threads of family 
melodrama - the loss of domestic space and the 
family unit, an uncertain future - and lumping 
those themes (with equally clunky and 
overwrought symbolism) with a boy's coming of 
age. Foolproof and a little lacklustre. 

Directed by Sandy Wilson, Mockiltgbird (like 
Wilson's My Americalt Cousin) coasts on a 
historically pregnant era, the pre-' 60s, before the 
fall from innocence. Life is unblemished. The 
parents are groovy (they dance to Fats Domino), 
the daughter cherubic and the son, well, he's 
just at the awkward stage. The Talbots are a 
model of hygienic happiness. So when Pop gets 
cancer, Wilson plugs the tear-jerker into 
overdrive. While wane, bruised smiles measure 
fatherly fortitude, the family deals with all the 
"signals" that tell us the jig's up. Cherished 
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Marsha Moreau, Linda Griffiths and Louis Tripp 

possessions are given away, dad extracts 
promises from son to " remember this moment, " 
they pull out the super-B camera just one more 
time to record (i. e. , preserve) the family portrait 
intact. 

Using mock super-B footage of backyard 
tomfoolery, the film opens with the same 
studied effort of portraying casual family life -
transient, small but happy incidents in the 
comfortable domestic sphere. Set against, la ter 
in the film, the spectacle of cancer, these tiny, 
"meaningless" moments are given privilege in 
Mockiltgbird. Cracks about Aunt Marjorie 
(marvellously underplayed by Martha Gibson) 
and her lousy cooking, an owl-watching episode 
and squabbles among siblings are studiously 
offered as signs of intimacy -to count us" in " as 
part of the family. So that we'll share the drama 
of John Talbot's cancer and the process of the 
family' s rehabilitation into "normality" (the 
son's tacit position as the new "head of the 
family"), we' re obliged to also share in jeremy's 
growing pains. 

Tess Medford, played to be the loser at school, 
is actually a very attractive and interesting 
young woman. You can't imagine what she'd 
want to do with jeremy, the real geek. But she's 
the "love interest " and jeremy finally softens 
up; she likes the BronN's but isn't so bad. For 
Wilson, puberty is poignance and that's the 
biggest untruth of all. Tess, a realist, is cast as a 
romantic in jeremy's moist-eyed discovery of 
her abandonment as a child. Parental 
absenteeism, the most heinous crime for the 
relatively pampered jeremy, earns his 

sympathy, overturns his reluctance. So when 
the adult love ofjohn and Kate Talbot is severed, 
Wilson compensates with pube attractions - and 
all the hopes that their adolescent urges ripen 
into a mature and loving relationship. 

From its core of puberty, death and the family, 
Mockiltgbird extrudes this kind of sentimentality 
and condescension and expects us to bond 
emotionally with the film - if you can identify 
with a white, middle-class 12-year-old. 
Unremarkable as it is unadventurous, it is also 
no surprise - the CBC affirms and entrenches a 
particular view of the politics of family life into a 
televised, consumable fornl that rarely gets 
beyond the white, middle-class family (like 
that's all Canadians are) and expects that is what 
we IVant and need to see. When things get 
complicated, cut to a father/son rendition of 
Blueberry Hill or the recurring Mockillgbird 
theme. Or a commercial. By design, the film 
plots out its unambitious motives and, textbook 
style, executes the story quite economically, 
neatly avoiding all the bumps and crevices that 
flaw but make better films more convincing. 
Helen Lee. 
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CINEMA CANADA JANUARY 1 ••• 



Paul Donovan's 

The Squamish 
Five 

I
n the spring of 1981 , a Vancouver punk 
named Julie Belmas met Brent Taylor and 
Ann Hansen, hvo left-wing activists who 
had become increasingly convinced that 
only direct action could help realize their 

political goals. The most prominent of these 
actions took place more than a year later on Oct. 
14,1982 when the three activists detonated a 
bomb outside the Litton Systems plant in 
Rexdale, Ontario. The three later rejoined Gerry 
Hannah and Doug Stewart on the west coast 
where all five were subsequently arrested and 
brought to trial to face a variety of charges. 

This, in its simplest form, is the story of the 
Squamish Five, the subject of a new CBC movie 
written by Ken Gass and Terence McKenna and 
directed by Paul Donovan. 

What is most surprising about The Squamish 
Five is that it avoids the two types of characteriza­
tion one would have expected from this sort of 
film. The Five are portrayed neither as martyrs 
of the radical left nor as a threat to decency and 
democracy that more right-wing elements 
would have us to believe. Instead, the film opts 
for a third kind of stereotype by using the Five as 
the basis for a comedy of (mostly bad) manners 
in which our bumbling terrorists become some 
sort of anarchist reincarnation of the Keystone 
Cops. The results, predictably, are not very 
funny, nor are they terribly insightful. 

A much more successful example of this sort 
of black comedy was made by Rainer Werner 
Fassbinder in 1979 under the title of The Third 
Generation. Fassbinders dark and satiric look at 
bourgeois terrorists in post Baader-Meinhoff 
Germany was everything that The Squamish Five 
is not. Fassbinder's view of things was at once 
wickedly funny and morbidly chilling. More 
importantly, his film proved to be extremely 
insightful by being both a comment on and a 
product of the political climate in West Germany 
durin~the mid and late 1970s. 
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Robyn Stevan as Julie Belmas, one of the Squamish Five 

The world of the terrorist may be hermetically 
sealed, as the makers of The Sqllamish Five seem 
to insist, but it is a world which is somehow 
fueled and formed by the events and the politics 
of everyday life. Terrorism, like all political acts, 
exists in some sort of context. As far as this film 
is concerned, the only context for the acts of the 
five terrorists are to be found in their isolated 
and paranoid delusions. 

The biggest problem with the film, however, 
is that because it is a docu-drama, the producers 
must have, on some level, felt obliged to portray 
events as they actually happened. Yet the only 
scenes that seem to ring true are the ones which 
have since become part of the public record: the 
Litton bombing itself, the acts of vandalism 
directed at a Vancouver porn video chain, and 
the Five's subsequent arrest. The remainder of 
the movie, the dramatic scenes which link these 
pivotal events, is far too wooden to be believed. 
The film as a whole is unconvincing as both 
drama and a document of what these people 
must really have been like. 

When Julie Belmas (Robyn Stevan), the 
innocent, though disillusioned teenager 
through whose eyes the story is seen (and, 
incidentally, the only member of the Five to have 
spoken to the producers) is first introduced to 
the others, all the characters are presented as 
cardboard cut-outs: Brent Taylor is the fed-up 
radical with delusions of grandeur; Gerry 
Hannah is the wound-up rocker who seems 
more interested in exotic weapons than in the 
causes that he's fighting for ; Doug Stewart is the 
vegetarian and militant conservationist who 
believes that acts of terrorism represent the only 
means to save the environment; and Ann 
Hansen is Brent's butch girldfriend who is 
equally committed to the causes of anarchism 
and feminism. For the rest of the movie, these 
windup dolls (one hesitates to call them 
characters) stay in a holding pattern, acting and 
reacting exactly as one would have expected 
them to at the beginning of the film. Terrorists 
could be, and indeed have been, portrayed in a 
variety of ways over the years, but the comatose 
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zombie-like portrayal of these five radicals must 
surely be a first. 

The five terrorists, however, are not the only 
people who are subjected to the examination of 
these filmmakers. At one point in the film, a 
group of feminists discuss ways to curb 
pornography in Vancouver and decide to step 
up their direct action campaign by bombing 
several outlets of the Red Hot video chain. In the 
filmmakers' view of things, the most important 
thing about this meeting of radical dykes (the 
film's emphasis, not mine) is that their talk of 
militant feminist analysis and tactics of 
resistance are so far removed from the middle of 
the road that the women are nothing but the 
subject of derision. It might almost be funny if it 
weren' t for the distinct possibility tha t this 
four-minute scene represents about all the time 
that CBC drama is likely to devote to non­
mainstream feminism and feminist issues 
during the current season. 

At the film's premiere screening during 
Toronto's Festival of Festivals, an angry 
protester stormed out saying" the left deserves 
better than this. " The sad fact of the matter is 
that the Canadian television audience, for which 
this film is ultimately destined, deserves far 
more. Whether or not one agrees with the 
actions of the Squamish Five and their 
subsequent treatment at the hands of the court 
(an aspect of the whole affair which is not dealt 
with at aU by the film), an attempt should have 
been made, at the very least, to show what 
motivated the Five toact the way they did. Todo 
any less, as this film does, only angers any 
possible sympathizers while at the same time 
lulling the rest of us into bored complacency. 
Greg Clarke , 
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