ttempts to establish an independent

film production and exhibition

movement distinct from the

mainstream of commercial cinema

date back toat least 1929 when the first
International Cinematography Congress met at
La Sarraz, in France. One of the hopes of
organizers was to establish an international
filmmaking co-operative, to be based in Paris.
This did not materialize, as such, but the
congress spurred great debate about the role of
independent cinema.

Sixty vears later the discussion continues, as
was evident, during * Les 5 jours du cinéma
indépendant canadien”, held in Montreal, from
Nov. 16 to Nov. 20. The very successful “5
jours” provided both the opportunity for a
Montreal audience to see a different film fare and
for independent filmmakers and distributors
from across the country to meet one another.
The event was coordinated and organized by an
energetic team of Main Film members, a
Montreal production co-op. Peter Sandmark,
one of the two principal organizers (the other
was Guylaine Roy ), spoke of the event's success
in terms of its original goals. That several of the
screenings were sold out and the others
extremely well-attended means that exposure to
the 37 films was high. That was a primary goal.
The second aim was to work towards better
distribution of Canadian independent films by
establishing a stronger network of those
involved. For this, a two-day distribution forum
was set up, to which several speakers involved
with distribution at different levels were invited.
Their presentations were heard by participants
who belonged to film production co-ops and
distribution networks across the country. Most
were members of the Independent Film and
Video Alliance, an umbrella organization of 43
separate groups. The Alliance has acted as a
pressure group to large institutions such as
Telefilm, the NFB, Canada Council, and the
Ministry of Culture, for the last eight years to
assure that the needs of independent film and
video makers are being recognized.

Representatives of the different groups
introduced themselves and explained the
history and specific concerns of their organiza-
tions. The level of information shared and the
nature of that exchange point to the participants’
desire to create the necessary links in better
communication. Problems now faced by the

Patricia Kearns is a freelance writer living in Montreal.
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Les 5 jours du cinéma
indépendant canadien

A showease / distribution forum for independents

BY PATRICIA KEARNS

Rick Raxlen's and
Patrick Vallely's

Horses in Winter

or some, the greatest fear is death by

drowning. Not for Ben Waxman (Rick

Raxlen ) who remembers coming back

from a watery grave. Now he fears the

water, also the dark, and howling
wolves, but not death. Ben was saved from
drowning at eight years old; he is now 41 and
puzzled. Where does the child's state of grace
go? And why suddenly, he wonders, is there
this longing to remember his happy past.
Waxman's adult ponderings provide one level of
narration in Rick Raxlen’s first feature film Horses
in Winter.

As he leaves the city on a bus headed for his
trailer in the country, Ben's memory travels to
that summer when he was eight, He questions
and comments on his childhood ina voice-over;
fine solo piano music (Michel Utyerbrock from
his piano suite Innocence) co-introduces, along
with Ben's voice, which is somewhat but not

@ Ben; Vicki Barkoff as Ma Waxman

totally given tomelancholy, a pensive and casual
mood. Wesee, in flashback, thelittle Ben Jacob
Tierney ) and his family during the last summer
spent at their cottage, north of some city.

The film moves along slowly. Like Ben's
summer it unfolds without great conflict or
action. The film's characters do not motivate
changes, they have little explicit effect on the
story. There really is a single protagonist - Ben,
seen in two stages of his life; even hie is not
outwardly moving towards something. The
movement is inward in this film and represents
the reflective experience of the filmmaker.
Raxlen himself plays out a drama of psychologi-
cal revelation in Horses i Winer.

This extremely personal style of filmmaking
belongs toa tradition that film theorist P. Adams
Sitney called the trance film. Horses in Winter
describes an interior quest; a certain transpa-
rency of the protagonist exists; we are aware of
the filmmaker's journey.

Young Ben's days are filled with simple
things, examining painted turtles in the Book of
Knowledge and in the grass, walking down the
dirt road with his sister, lying on the raft -a place
thatbig Ben describesas straddling the earth and
water. The film brings us to a place like the raft,

a neither here nor there place, a place of
contemplation; a place strangely familiar.

Art direction by Kathy Horner and Deborah
Creamer helps create the simple world of the
child Ben. The early ‘305, a period easy to
represent with embellishment, is treated here
with restraint; costumes and sets are unobtru-
sive, adding to a mise-vu-scéne which inits
modesty signifies capably and subtly
Patricia Kearns ® '

HORSES IN WINTER pis:. Rick Raxlen o
Rich Raxlen and Patrick Vallehy i o, p ‘-10ph;n R;I 85 183
cuni. Achraf Chbib add. cany. Michel Lamothe foc. <. Glen
Hodgins art d. fcost, /<2t dressing Kathv Homer, Deborah
Creamer [, .4 Alejandro Escobar p.o's Ed Fuller, Alison
McGilliveay p. mn, Ray Roth foc. imarn. Suzanne Bouchard
crft Barry 'F.impsun Far Mait Filin: del. p. Denis Langlois,
Guylaine Roy projeet cond. Eric Gregor-Pearse, Svlvain
I'Esperance ass. o, Dilek Aral sd. of, Richard Comeau niix
Andre-Gilles Gagné nis. Edgar Bidwell, Peter Sandmark,
Clive Jackson, Craig Mormison iiis. rec. Fred Torak add
iz, Michel Utverbroek from Imocence. |y, Jacob Tiemner,
Rick Raxlen, Vicki Barkoff, Jacques Mizne, Colin Kish, Erin
Whilaker, Lucie Donon, Alejandro Escobar, Edward Fuller,
Alexandra Innes, Neil Kroetsch, Roxanne Rvder, Leni
Parker, Lou Israel, Jancy Wallace, Ann Page, George K.,
Elizabeth Bellm, Steven Lepage, Mathew Niloff, Chloe Rose
Raxlen. A Main Film, Raxlen coproduction with the
assistance of the Canada Council, Telefilm Canada and the
NFB PAFFPS program. 90 minutes, coloyr 16mm
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Bachar Chbib’s
Clair Obscur

lour Obscur is a fairy tale for adults, Of
course, every fairy tale has its lesson;
the lesson of Clair Obscur is,
unfortunately, ‘never let style override
content’.

Director/co-writer Bachar Chbib has drawn
from traditional fairy tales, folklore, television
commercials and Hollywood cinema (silent and
sound) to fashion Clair Obscur. Thefilm contains
a bevy of homages to these diverse storytelling
forms; thus, it is a film which demands to be
‘read’ for embodied meanings. Unfortunately,
this multi-faceted referencing does not provide
the challenging and ultimately rewarding
viewing experience it could have,

Clair Obscur is a silent film (albeit with an
appropriately sentimental musical score and
realistic sound effects ) which makes use of an
expressionistic dramatic style. The cast appears
to struggle within the confines of the silent
construct instead of achieving mastery of its
defined elements. With their faces covered in
cake make-up, the actors are relegated to overt
actions and looks that are meant to speak a
thousand words. The effect is stifling,

Concisely, this is the story of a rural Quebec
family (husband, wife, daughter, and
grandfather ) whose lives are ‘idyllic’ (ie. filled
with love, laughter, harmony, a sense of peace
with their lot and assorted colour co-ordinated
farm animals). Indeed, the family appears to be
living in a butter commercial ( golden light and
healthy smiles over breakfast). One day the
family is ‘invaded" by a mysterious intruder (a
beautiful blonde in a white stationwagon ). The
little girl is attracted to this ‘temptress’ (the
Wicked Witch of the West or the Good Witch of
the North?). The mother whisks her daughter
away into the safe confines of the house while
the father stands frozen with desire. He seems
to know the woman from his past.

Whatensues isamystical journey through lost
passions, frustrated desires and illusive
fantasies. The film unfoldswithin three physical

realms: 1) the farmhouse, within which the
sanctity of family life is ultimately shattered by
familial hostilities and cruelties, surreal and
disturbing dreamscapes which merge with
reality, and vengeful violence (Peckinpah
style); 2) the bar/hotel/nightclub { Clair Obscur)
where magic is supposed to happen and does,
where men are allured and women gaze in awe
or boil with jealous rage, where the wife finds
her husband sleeping on the bed of the
temptress, where a simpleton and a buffoon
(Laurel and Hardy ) wait hand and foot on the
temptress (Entertainment); and 3) the natural’
world of field, stream, junkheap and cemetery,
the playground where the simpleton and the
temptress exchange stolen kisses and the
emotional landscape through which the wife

FEBRUARY - MARCH 1989

runs from the horror of her husband's adultery.

At the heart of Clair Obscur lies the tale of the
stork that arrives with a ‘bundle of joy". Chbib
fills the film with blatant and oblique references
to this tale and in turn many other myths
surrounding pregnancy. For example, the wife,
undesirable to her husband since the arrival of
the temptress, virtually goes insane over the loss
of her hushand's affections. She wanders
through the farmyard in a delirious dream state.
Dressed in a girlish nightshirt (which serves to
contribute to Chbib’s low-angle fantasy shot)
she climbs a watertower to retrieve the stork’s
egg, from the nest. She sits on the egg hoping to
hatch it, fixes up the baby crib with green paint
and devours large pickles. The temptress
becomes pregnant. Her belly rises spontane-
ously like a successful soufflé. The wife
vicariously feels the pangs of labour. The
temptress gives birth at the foot of the
farmhouse stairs in the throes of what seems to
be ecstasy and she gives the child lovingly to the
family.

Itisdifficult todistinguish between dream and
reality in Clair Obscur; of course, the magical
quality of film is well-served in this but the
impact of the drama is lost to individual
moments or scenes. [t is difficult to determine
the development of characters when it is not
clear whose dreams and whose realities are on
the screen. As a lyrical piece, Clair Obscur
approaches success; impressions are left,
images linger, moods are drawn. Asa dramatic
piece, Clair Obsciir approaches failure;
characters remain caricatures, emaotions are not
explored, stereotypes are not broken.

What cannot be overlooked in Chair Obscur is

the production design. Colours are lush
(ranging from strong complementary colour
combinations in the boudoir of the nightclub to
rich autumn shades in and around the
farmhouse to garish hues in the sequences in
which the wife is most distraught). Props and
set-dressing make use of components which are
unusual but fitting with the environments in
which they appear. Forexample, a dried leaf sits
on the nighttable beside the wife who feigns
sleep. The husband sneaks into bed after having
beenoutall night with the temptress. The leafis
asimple, unobtrusive touch which adds to the
mood of the scene through the representation of
the season, the symbolizing of the ‘drving up’ of
the couple’s relationship and a dab from the
colour palette used in the farmhouse environ-
ment.

Although the musical score in Clair Obscuir
does become heavyhanded, especially in the
‘Peckinpahstyle’ scenes, it does sowith obvious
intent. Forthe most part, the music helps scenes
lacking in emotional depth.

Clair Obscur's attempt to revise the stork myth
only glorifies its clichés. It digs up references
without organizing them within the film to help
us better understand their meaning.

Toby Zeldin ®

CLAIR OBSCUR p. Helen Verrier, Bachar Chbib
Bachar Chbib s, Bachar Chbib, Maryse Wilder d.0.
Stephen Reizes ed. Albert Kisharf d. Claire Nadon niii:
Francois Girous cast, Clair Nadon s, Glen Hodgins | p
Hobo Vian, Susan Eyton-Jones, Paul Babiak, Jack Spinner,
Attila Bertalan, William Kosaras, Barbara Zsigovics,
Jean-Claude Labrecque, John Drapery. Produced by Les
Productions Chbib with financial participation of Telefilm
and SOGIC. 35mm colr 85 minutes
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Frank Cole's
A Life

n the seemingly cold world of Frank Cole’s

A Life, one finds a visual virtuousity and

emotional core so seldom attained in our

country's film industry, that | do not

hesitate to rank this stunning neiw feature
alongside Vigo's L'Afalante, Clement's Forbidden
Games and Bunuel’s L'Age D'Or as a work of
uncompromising, risk-taking and always
breathtaking genius. As Cole himself states in
his promotional material, A Life charts “a man's
life - survival amid death - in a room and a
desert.”

In the early stages of the film, we are faced
with the grainy black and whiteimages of anold
man. Off camera, a voice (undoubtedly Cole’s)
asks, " Are you afraid of dying, Grandpa?” The
old man, quivering and moist-eyed, seems
somewhat perplexed, perhaps even infimidated
by the camera. His reply is in the negative, yet
somehow it seems inconclusive. And towards
the end of the film, the same grainy black and
white assaults us with an old woman, lying on
herdeathbed, gasping for life while a voice-over
pleads, “ Live!" These gut-wrenching,
disturbing images bookend a journey which is -
in spite of the bleak, barren, sometimes
horrifying sequences which populate the film -
extremely life-affirming,.

In the first section of the film, Cole focuses
upon the interior environment of the film's
central figure (Cole himself). Moving
oddly-framed, inanimate objects out of the eye
of the camera, the man appears to be ridding the
spartan room of what little it has in it. As well,
Cole assails us with a variety of strange images;
a bare, white wall with a nail driveninto it, a
phonecall that never really comes and that is
never really answered, a woman with a gun
stuffed in her panties, and a little girl who runs
through plate glass (at first silently, but then
followed by the excruciatingly painful sound of
the smashing glass). These images are
punctuated by recurring shots of the man
chiselling, hammering, measuring, and
planing. He appears to be building something in
thisbarren interior; a tomb, perhaps? Maybe so,
for the man never appears to leave this
environment.

But then, he leaves one tomb for another. One
of the first exterior shots in the film is a series of
head and shoulder freeze frames of Cole, asa
variety of backgrounds flicker behind him. It's
asifthe cameraitselfis sealing thisman ina cold,
barren crvpt. Yet later onin the film, a
voice-over proclaims, " [ did this to feel alive, "
Perhaps the very process of making the film is

whatkeeps the man, (the artist) from pulling the
same trigger of the same gun that in an earlier
scene is used by a woman who appears -
ever-so-briefly - to writhe about and shoot
herself in the eve.
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Jean-Yves Dion and Frank Cole in the

And survive she does. The man puts himself
through the most rigourous paces in the interior
shotsand then puts himself {the filmmaker ) into
the middle of the Sahara Desert, where he risks
his life to provide a series of stunning exterior
images to parallel the equally claustrophobic
interior sequences. In the room, forexample, we
witness a snake slithering helplessly and
aimlessly across the hardwood floors, while in
the desert, we see Cole himself, crawling
helplessly along the grains of endless sand. In
theroom, we hear the sound of wooden matches
being struck and eventually extinguished as the
snake slithers over them, whilein the desert, we
seea jeep being doused with gasolinea nd seton
fire as the camera slowly and gradually pulls
away; the jeep a flickering speck on the infinite
horizon of the Sahara.

The landscapes of both the interior and
exterior environments of the filmmaker are
painstakingly etched to create an overwhelming
sense of despair. Even the landscape of the
filmmaker’s body and head is examined by the
camera’s or filmmaker's) eve. A less-gifted
artist could be charged with mere self-in-
dulgence. Yet Cole’s vision is so daring and
psychologically complex, that by turning the
camera on himself in this unsparing manner, he
almost creates a distorted image for (and of ) the
viewer. Allowing this series of terrifying, lonely
and sometimes beautiful images to wash over
oneself, is to open up emotionally to a cinematic
world which cries for some sense of understand-
ing and passion. This is a sparsely populated
world that Cole has created, and since the
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Sahara.

camera is aimed directly at himself, A Life is
filmmaking at its most daring and revealing.

The film's emotional core comes from Cole's
sadness and desperation; yet one leaves this
experience with a sense of fulfillment, a sense
that there is a life bevond the mere survival
which Cole painfully explores. This s a film of
lasting value and Cole must be commended for
the bravery of his vision. As well, it must be
mentioned thal Jean-Yves Dion's desert
photography, Carlos Ferrand's interior
photography and Vincent Saulnier's sound
design are of a level and quality so far beyond
anything seen in recent years, that A Life
represents some kind of culmination in the
world of independent Canadian cinema.

One hesitates to bandy about such words as
“ masterpiece” in describing anything, but A Life
comes about as close toitas anything this writer
has seeninsome time. And time, asalways, will
declare the final verdict. A Life seems destined
for some kind of enshrinement in the history of
Canadian film.
Greg Klymkiw ©

A LIFE juid. fsc.fed. Frank Cole . o.p, (ilesert ) Jean-Yves
Diond.o.p. {room ) Carlos Ferrand sl /s, Vincent Saulnier
of. ed. Lva Moestrup, Jean-Yves Dion sd. . Adrian Croll
artd. Elie Abdel Ahad assor. p, Robert Paege a.d. Richard
Taylor asst. cam. Mark Poirier nsst <. Tamara Smith still
aul Abdel-Ahad cont, Léa Deschamps props Anne
gan cost. ddes. Jenniter Thibault p. asst. David Balharrie
with ; Anne Miguet, Heather O'Dwyer, Abderrahmane
Ghris, Mr. and Mrs, Fred Howard, Produced with the
assistance of the Canada Council, Ontario Arts Counal,
NFB and Gary Nichol Assocates Ltd.

André Gladu's
Liberty Street
Blues

“Jazz came up the Mississippi from New
Orleans, it didn't come down the Allen
expressway from York University”

- Jazz guitarist Peter Leitch

or an art form purported to be the
‘Universal Language’, music is largely
dependent on a sense of place for its
identity. Perhaps for this reason,
Dixieland or New Orleans jazz never
made much sense (tomeanyway ) ina Canadian
context. My experience of Dixieland was of a
bunch of middle-aged amateurs creating a
cacophony on tunes such as Wheit the Saints Go
Marching In

But I have seen the light ( Hallelujah!), or at
least the light passing through André Cladu's
new film Liberty Strect Blues, a documentary
about New Orleans jazz which succeeds
brilliantly in showing how rooted, sociallv
relevant and swinging this music really is.

As well as being an excellent primer on black
musicin the crescent city, the film continues the
recent Quebec fascination with things marginal
in American culture. Atthe outset, Gladu draws
parallels between Montreal and New Orleans;
both cities are apart from their surroundings
{both physically and culturally ), with a unique
ethnic mix and {con)tusion of cultures which
resultsin fertile ground for experimentation and
the growth of new creative forms.

Stylistically, Liberty Street Blues shares little
with the films of the NFB's Americanité series  of
which is it not strictly a part). Absent are the
docudrama and collage elements of, for
instance, Jacques Godbout's Alias Will Janses.
Instead, Gladu offers the film equivalent of the
recent " Day in The Life” photojournalism
books. The centrepiece of this day in the life of
black New Orleans is the annual parade
organized by the Young Men's Olympian Aid
and Social Pleasure Club, an organization which
had its origins in the immediate post-Civil War
era. And at the centre of the parade s the music,
as played by the Tuxedo Brass Band. Qur guide
to the proceedings is Dr. Michael White,
introduced as a professor at Xavier University
and clarinetist with the Tuxedos. (Notin the
film, but noteworthy, 1s Michael White's role as
head of a New Orleans board of education
program called fizz= Onfreach, designed to give
students an appreciation of their and the city’s
musical heritage)

We meet Michael White warming up his
clarinet on the morning of the parade. At the
same fime of dav, Gladu crosscuts toa varietv ot
scenes; from the market where vegetable and
pie vendors hawk their wares with musical
cadences, to the street-rapping proprietor of a
shoeshine stand, to voung girls plaving
complicated clapping/rhyming games in a
schoolyard, The effect is to reinforce what
Michael White states in his car on the wav to the
parade: that this music, New Orleans jazz,
grows outof the soil of the deltaand that it hasa
strong social function in addition to being the
precursor of the art form that Charlie Parker and
others elevated bevond the general comprehen-

Sadie Colar and Michael White in Liberty Street Blues
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sion of the public.

The parade itself is no mere entertainment;
there's a strong element of affirmation. On the
surface, there wouldn't seem to be a great deal to
celebrate in a city where 40 per cent of black
students don't finish high school and where 48
percent the citizens live below the poverty line.
But, of course, that's what makes the event both
a communal celebration and an act of defiance.
That the parade takes place at the pleasure of the
authorities is made clear by the fact that the
participants have only four hours in which to
hold the event, including the time-honoured
custom of stopping along the way at various
community centres and institutions for a little
imbibing. Gladu underlines this fact by panning
back to indicate the presence of a white,
mounted policeman trailing the parade at a
distance. During the parade sequences, Gladu
makes good use of a handheld camera, giving
the viewer the impression of being in the midst
of the musicians, dancers and participating
onlookers.

Like the parade, the film makes judicious use
of time-outs. In this case, it's in the form of
side-trips to a variety of musical settings which
reinforce the notion of the music as a socially
cohesive force. First stop is a jazz house party
featuring Dr. White's Original Liberty Jazz
Band. Eighty-eight-year-old bass player Chester
Zardis offers some instruction in slap bass
technique (early funk?) and a few phrases in
French, areminder of the ethnic diversity within
New Orleans’ black community. Banjo player
Danny Barker, who played with [elly Roll
Morton, offers his interviewer ( Gladu ) a taste of
beans and rice and falks about how music has
been his passport to a wider world. And best of
all, pianistand singer Sadie Colar, aspry 70-ish,
relates a terrific anecdote about playing the
blues, her severe, church deacon father and the
jazz-loving parish priest.

The atmosphere here is warm and nurturing,
as it is later in the film when we sitinon a
rehearsal of the five-man a cappella group The
Zion Harmonizers. But there's a different reality
in Congo Square and in the clubhouses of the
‘Black Indians’. Here music plays a more
elemental role, Rival groups, the White Cloud
Hunters and the White Eagles, compete and
challenge one another not with violence, but
through ritualized confrontation involving
music, generally percussion-based. This
sequence leaves the impression (how accurate?)
that New Orleans is the only place in North
America where skill with a conga drum replaces
skill with a weapon among inner-city youth
gangs. The music of New Orleans, Gladu seems
to be saying, is such a strong force for social
coherence that it successfully sublimates the
violence that would normally pervade such a

dispossessed community. Here, perhaps, the
filmindulges in a bit of idealisation/romanticism
that is generally avoided elsewhere.
Gladu brings it all home with an end-of-day
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sequence that parallels the opening. The fruit
and vegetable vendors, the street artists and the
lighting all switch to minor, twilight key. The
parade disintegrates and the participants and
spectators filter home through the dusk. And
Sadie Colar, still going strong, sings one final
chorus of blues.

Andre Cladu, whose earlier documentary
work focused on visual artists ( Pellan,
Marc-Aurcle Fortin), has crafted an insightful
document of a community and its musical
traditions which succeeds equally well both as a
musical and sociological portrait.

Frank Rackow @

LIBERTY STREET BLUES . Eric Michel, Jacques
Vallée d. fres. André Gladu a.d./ p. man. Ginette Guillard
cam, Martin Leclerc can. asst, Carole Jarry ef. Monique
Fortier s, e, Claude Langlois nsst. sd. af. Sylvie Masse
i, Jean-Pierre Joutel &d. Claude Beaugrand asst. &
George Porter admm, Joanne Camiere, Gaetan Martel,
Jacqueline Rivestconsudtants Michael White, Michael Smith,
Ben Sandmel, Nick Spitzer, Lynn Abbot, Tad Jones, Ulysses
Ricard. Produced and distributed by the National Film
Board of Canada. colour, 16 mm, 80 min

Greg Hanec's
Tunes a Plenty

Ithough Greg Hanec's Tunes a Plenty

has some of the same deadpan

humour that distinguishes other

Winnipeg features like John Paizs'

Crimewave, Guy Maddin’s Tales From
Gimli Hospital and Hanec's earlier Dowiitime, this
second feature seems a throwback to an earlier
tradition of Canadian movies. Eschewing '80s
post-modernism, the film looks and sounds like
a lost child of the CFDC “ low-budget features” »
programme of the earlier 70s. The requisite
realist signifiers are all there: the unmodulated
photography of nondescript basements, living
rooms and back offices, the sound of flat
speaking voices competing with the sharp
scrape of kitchen utensils across an arborite
table. AsIwatched and listened, my recollec-
tions were of Don Shebib's Rip-Off and Clarke
Mackey's The Only Thing You Knatv,

Tunes o Plenty is about a garage band in
self-imposed exile. The title is not particularly
apt. Although songs make up a considerable
portionof the film’s running time, the title hints
at a jauntiness never aimed for and fails to
suggest the downbeat tone achieved. Early on,
the band's leader, M.C. (played by Hanec
himself) dismisses a would-be manager who
might offer a gig or publicity. The scene is
significant because it signals the way the band,
under M. C. sinitiative, turns away from others,
especially women. Some of the best scenes
counterpoint the testy harmony of the band as
they rehearse in dark basements with the greater
iritation engendered by individual member's

contact with employers or girlfriends. As he
demonstrated in Downtiine, Hanec is especially
adept at expressing inner city ennui, the
unaffected camera placements and editing allow
us to catch the cryptic words and missed eye
contact that undercut understanding between
male and female.

The film has a thin anecdotal narrative line
vou might reluctantly at first associate with
American films of the rock group genre ( The
Buddy Holly Story, La Bamba) but it drops even
this tentative connection to convention when
the anticipated career-making audition
sequence fails even to materialize. (I wonder
though if this is really such a remarkable break
with narrative practice or merely a case of a
Canadian convention - the tendency or urge to
fail - replacing an American one?)

Tunes a Plenty may deliberately ignore the
anticipated climaxes of standard narratives in
this genre, butit possesses an odd rhetoricallits
own. Hereis where tsuffers in comparison with
the earlier Downtime which benefitted from
Mitch Brown's more generous characterizations
and quirky dialogue.

As a musician as well as filmmaker, Hanec
wants to use the movie to dramatize the
frustration of trying to be an independent rock
artist. The argument hereis the overworked one
about the need forintegrity ina world where, as
Hanec's mouthpiece, M.C. puts it, “all that
work and effort just boils down to how you
advertise yourself in some stupid video or
poster. " M.C. is a purist for “ original " songs
whereas his bassist, Cal, urged by his girlfriend
who arranges the promised audition, sees no
harm in doing " covers”. (Lest this seem an
obscure topic, CBC radio recently examined the
phenomenonof “clone” or “ tribute " bands who
make a living playing note for note imitations of
defunct groups: Grand Funk Railway or Gary
Lews and the Playboys - take your pick of
instant nostalgia. ) Occasionally Hanec makes
something, of this theme. He nicely deflates the
pretensions of M. C. forinstance when one of his
“originals” comes over the car radioand a
companion who can't tell the difference says,
“This 1s you? Sounds alright. I thought it was
just another record. * A visit to an abandoned
weatherbeaten shack in the middle of the prairie
laterinspires M. C. tosay, “thisisadead dream,
but at feast it's still xlam‘hnq then gaze up to
the sky and ask, " but what happens to my
dreams?” The same instant connection to
emptiness and disappointment, dipping into
self-pity, informs the Iyrics of M.C.'s songs.

Unfortunately though, ihe tone of self-defla-
tion which might give this theme the shading
and humour it needs, isn't maintained. Instead,
alack of distance emerges between Hanec the
filmmaker and musician and his screen

persona. " Following one last charming scene in
which M. C. rediscovers his enthustasm for
music after having sold his instruments (" the
first time I've ever made money out of music”),
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the film climaxes with a clumsy sequence that
calls into question the self-mockery that
animates the earlier scenes, M.C. isnow a
church organist leading a choir in a hymn-like
rendition of one of his songs condemning
commercial radio. He's become a kind of master
of ceremonies but the event is fantastical and
absurd, The banality of the rapidly scribbled,
unrevised lyrics (“A. M. radio is no good/But
there are some good tunes / The people who
program are turning us into fools” ) is made
worse by the pretentious setting and transcrip-
tion.

Marred by its gauche rhetoric, Tunes a Plenty
still hasits eyes and earsalert to the lives of these
second cousins of beat. The movie validates
their existence and Hanec 1s to be commended
for keeping the realist aesthetic vital.

Howard Curle ®

Greg Hanec directs and takes the
lead role in Tunes A Plenty

TUNES A PLENTY p.id.ssc il Greg Hanec p.
Greg Hanex, Colleen Dragen, Marion Malone can. Les
Sandor, Greg Hanec. Kevin Ferns, Darmy| Somersall ad
e, Ray Impey, Barry Gibson sd. rev. Larry Tascona, Barry
Gibson af. asst. Gary Janvis add. rev. Greg Hanec, Dwayne
Crowe bamd <. miv, Glenn Seburmapp. . Marion Malone
st o, Ray Impey, Barry Gibson cont. Richard O'Brien,
Ray Impey, Dwavne Crowe makeup Shawn Wilson, Sharlene
Fwankewich pr. assts. Robert Levesque, Dave Pratt lah
Jid-Can Labs &f, sorvices Wavne Finucan Productions s
v, Clite Perny £nn fethr..\ -\m“n\h mLtd. cam, amf
. Winnipeg Film and McQuade
ks to: Dale and Randy Ium; loe E\uuk Sty Comic
Service. St. Matthews Anglican Church, Mr. Steak
{Canada), fan Mcleod hnson, Glenn and Cone
Seburm, Allen’s Tombov, Margaret Redston, John Paize
John Paskevich. Mike Mirus, Winnipeg Film Group, Film
Manitoba, CIDQ. Manitoba Arts Council, NFB. s by
Greg Hanee, Ray Impev, Brent Marcinshyn, Glenn Se
Ted Youd. |.p. Greg Hanec. Rav Impev, Barry Gibson, Bak
Nelson, Jennifer Redzton, Matt King, Patti Hame, Mureay
Moman, Michelle Hughes, Maureen McGregor, Andre
Bonner, Wally Buraconak, Garv Jarvis, Randv Jamz
Dwavne Crowe, Dale lamz, Perry Trvlinsha. Produced by
the Winnipeg Film Group in association with CIDO. mmning
time 103 minutes coforir

PAGE 39



Jonny Silver's

Lonely Child

he subject matter of Jonny Silver's
docudrama Lonely Child : The Imaginary
World of Claude Vrvier, makes for
incredible fiction. A young Québecois
composer, originally schooled to enter
the priesthood, develops into one of Canada's
most original contemporary classical composers.

Flamboyantly individualistic, iconoclastic and
greatly talented, the young Claude Vivier
receives a grant to write an opera on the death of
the composer, Tchaikovsky. Leaving behind
strong friendships and a bevy of admirers,
Vivier departs for Paris. His work proceeds
brilliantly - but the unexpected takes a tragic
turn. The news reaches home: Vivier is found
murdered in his Paris flat. Dead at age 34.

An apology is in order. [ only demonstrate
how these kinds of facts lend themselves easily
to melodramattic fictionalization. The problem is
how to recount, beyond narrative or documenta-
ry/biographical cliché, the story of a man who
was, indeed, known for mocking the pretence of
the academic composition world, who did once
live above the infamous beer, souvlaki and drug
dive, The Skala, who was known to act a little
like a wacked-out six-year-old in the presence of
his dog. And who was found murdered in his
Paris flat. Dead at age 34.

Tam told by a friend of Vivier's, that Silver has
done his homework well. The character of
Claude Vivier at 26, living and working in
Montreal, excellently cast and acted by Denis
Forest, is the enfant terrible of contemporary
classical composition, without being an enfant
gité or an enfant prétentieny. He s portrayed as
being naturally iconoclastic, innocently ‘crazed’
and, as Vivier is said to have confessed, a loner
and abastard (in the original sense of the word)
But a happy bastard. Silver's Vivier is the artist
as child, with an imagination which is both
disciplined and exploratory, wild and
responsible. He may drink with friends, with
fellow composers, Michel George Bregent,
Walter Boudreau and Denys Bouliane, but it's
clear, too, that when it comes to his craft, he
works like hell. Apparently, Silver and Forest
have even got the derisive cackle and holler of
Vivier's laugh down pat.

As for Vivier's musical or philosophical
aesthetic we learn through interviews that Vivier
was stimulated by his experiences of other
cultures, that Love and Death were thematic
preoccupations, as were ideas of imaginary cities
and imaginary cultures. Silver gives us a hintas
to the elements which fed into Vivier's
imagination and hence, into his work. To
Silver's credit, too, is the fact that Lonely Child
most aptly accomplishes the task of matching
Vivier's music to the visual narrative.

But overall, a film which proposes to offer a

Germain Houde as the mature Claude Vivier in Paris

“collage of film elements that parallel,
structurally and artistically the music of Claude
Vivier”, seems mostly to be focused on the
linear, (albeit fragmented line of) the events of
Vivier's life. And death.

Although Lonely Child may be described as an
experimental documentary and Silver has
chosen a difficult topic in the life and work of
Vivier - which is fundamentally a documenting
of a Grand Imagination - the film falls short of
equalling Vivier's own innovative form and
style.

Granted, the aesthetics of Vivier's work are
probably still rather eclectic and inaccessible to
the general film-going public. And, within
budgetary limitations, Silver cannot be expected
to include dramatized footage of Vivier's
developmentally important years in Germany,
or of Vivier's travels in Asia or to other cities
from which he was stimulated to create his
imaginary, synthetized version of those cultures
-notina " post-modern” syncretic manner, but
from passion, from reverent curiousity and with
imagination, Vivier's imagination.

There isa humorously untraditional sequence
in Silver's direction of the camera, panning from
one side of a Paris flat wherein actor Germain
Houde as the older Vivier, is supervising a
rehearsal of one of his works, to a couch across
the room, upon which sits composer Gilles
Tremblay, who immediately launches into a
frontal address to the camera: a monologue on
Vivier's ideas on his art, Otherwise, interviews
appear staged and often too conventionally
staged.

The dance segments, choreographed by Julie

West, may contain Lonely Child's most evocative
and dreamy cinematography but the segments
view like filler. Unlike cuts from the filmed
production of Vivier's Alice in Wonderland-
esque opera, Lonely Child, the question arises,
whatis the purpose of these passagesin the film?
The weakest scenes in Silver's docudrama are
the near melodramatic depictions of Vivier's last
days in Paris. Is it possible to shoot footage of
Paris, and Paris at night, which is visually
unattractive? Yes, Germain Houde is badly
miscastand the dramatized details leading up to
Vivier's murder (which, of course, are
fictionalized deductions ) are overly sensational.
Yes, the man picked up men and brought them
home. Yes, maybe, even in his thirties, he might
have been known to enter churches and light
candles beneath the altar. But as the earlier
segments of the film subtlely and adeptly
demonstrate, Vivier's religiousity was driven by
an interest in the mystical and mythical, not in
the grounded rites of the Catholic church,
Again, as Silver adeptly, if not lovingly
portrays, Vivier's sexuality was probably
integrated with his overall childlike - that is,
pure - passion and desires. So what's with the
pseudo-leather Paris pick-up scene?
Docudrama can be filmed in an experimental
manner without abandoning all sense of
storytelling. One of Agnes Varda's latest films,
JaneB. par Agnes V., manages tosucceed at this;
reshaping the definitions and representations of
“fiction” and “fact”, (Although perhaps Varda
had an easier time working directly with her
subject, Jane Birkin. ) '
With Lonely Child, Silver has excelled in
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factually documenting the work and, in parts,
the life of an artist whose existence was
dramatic, inventive, extraordinary, insightful,
and experimental. But Jonny Silver's capability
in fictional dramatization leaves us with the
story of a young, maverick composer, tragically
murdered in his Paris flat, away from home and

friends. Dead at the age of 34.
Clea Notar ¢
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