
Pen Densham's 
The Kiss 

I
na brightly lit swimming pool at night, two 
women are struggling. From one of their 
mouths protrudes a foot-long, thick slimey 
creature. It thrusts itself into the younger 
woman's mouth. Just then, her father jumps 

into view screaming "No!", and yanks the beast 
from out of both of their mouths. The thing in his 
right hand turns to face him and snickers .. 

This scene is the climax of The Kiss, a Canadian 
horror film released late last year. The opening 
scene and others of a similar calibre of weirdness 
provide a few moments of interest in what is an 
otherwise cautiously constructed genre piece. 
Every conflict, every gag, every scare is 
telegraphed years in advance to prime the viewer 
for the appropriate reaction. 

To fans of the horror genre, The Kiss's climax 
may recall David Cronenberg's parasites in 
Shivers. However, the origin and function of the 
all-important monster differs significantly in this 
film. Whereas Cronenberg's monsters were 
products of science and repressed sexual energy, 
the creature in The Kiss belongs safely in the realm 
of magic and witchcraft. In terms of its meaning, 
this monster therefore lacks potential for the social 
criticism that the beasts in Cronenberg's earlier 
fiIrns have, arguably, suggested. In accordance 
with his decision to go with a more familiar 
formula, director Pen Densham has created a film 
that, despite its flirtation with strangeness, lands 
firmly on the side of the traditional nuclear family. 

The story involves two sisters, separated at a 
tender age, who don't quite meet again because 
one of them is creamed bya pick-up truck on her 
way to meet the other. With Hillary the Good 
(Pamela Collyer) out of the way, evil sister Felice 
(Joanna Pacula) ingratiates hersel!into the lives of 
the bereaved young husband and nymphet 
daughter. They don't know that their mysterious 
relative draws witchcraft power from a parasitic 
beast inside her body that sends her into 
ceremonial trances, and leaves a nasty rash. 
The beast inbabits the carrier until it is time to 
move on to a younger female member of the 
family. Amy, the daughter, (Meredith Salenger) 
is targeted to become the new host, and Felice uses 
witchcraft ceremonies to murder all who come 
between her and the girl. At the end of the film, it 
looks very much like young Amy is going to get 
the beastly Kiss; however, Dad (Nicholas 
Kilbertus) and neighbour intervene just in time 
and blow Felice to the other place. 

The premise of this film, as in others of the 
genre, is wholly contingent upon everyone's 
disbelief in the young heroine's instinctual 
recognition of her foe. In The Kiss, this conflict is 
aggravated by the fact that the girl's father starts 
sleeping with the witch woman. The adults can 
then with good reason mistakenly suppose that 
psychological factors like grief and jealousy are 
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Aunt Felice (Joanna Pacula,looks fondly on her niece Amy (Meredith Salenger,. 

responsible for Amy's conviction in her aunt's evil 
nature. This pseudo-scientific explanation of the 
supernatural typically and necessarily delays the 
adults from reacting to the threat until the last 
possible moment. Meanwhile, on another level, 
the film insinuates a psycho-sexual connection 
between the girl and the father that is not only 
quite risque but unexpectedly blatant. 

To begin wi th, the various scenes depicting the 
supposedly virginal Amy in her Tampax-white 
swimsuit, announce her physical maturity. In one 
sequence, she flirts and poses "Sports illustrated" 
- style poolside and in the company of her father. 
But it is montage that provides the strongest 
implication and condemnation of an incestuous 
relationship. One sequence employs crosscutting 
to link Amy in class and Dad and Felice consoling 
each other at home. As the couple begin to make 
love, back at school (and to her surprise,) Amy 
flushes with sympathetic hot-and-heaviness. 
Cuts between the two locations establish a 
postural echo between Amy and Felice that 
strongly suggests a shared sexual experience with 
the father, except for the fact that Amy experiences 
the feeling as profound discomfort. She cries out 
and runs from the room as Felice is shown 
reaching orgasm back home. The camera even 
lingers on Amy's vacant chair to reveal a trickle of 
blood. This defloration via sympathetic magic is 
never explained or pursued in the film. One 
wonders what, if anything, the typicall4-year-old 
horror-goer made of it. Similarly, in a scene in 
which Felice deters dad from saving Amy by 
seducing him into crippling sex, the inference that 
Amy is participating in forbidden sex with both 
Dad and Aunt is openly suggested. Amy awakens 
in distress to hear her father's sex-throes, which 
are indistinguishable on the soundtrack from 
sounds of suffering. 

The lesbian overtones to the threat that Felice 
poses are also somewhat unusual in such a 
mainstream film. She is physically aggressive with 
Amy, who dislikes her from the first because 
"she's always trying to touch me." The image of 
Felice going in for The Kiss' evokes the figure of 
the lesbian vampire, who rarely gets much screen 
time in American horror films. But there is yet 
another twist that may be present in order to allay 
any discomfort caused by the lesbian overtones. 
Out of the mouth of the lesbian vampire snakes 
the fabled phallic beastie! The vampire is, after all, 
just the host (the original title for the film) for a 
preying male evil that forcibly inbabits and is 
passed on between women! 

All the layers of taboo-flirtation and liberally 
sprinkled sexual symbolism raise questions that 
are potentially interesting, but that the film does 
not pursue. In the end, they simply cloud your 
understandingol the nature of the beast. The only 
unequivocal statement of the filmmakers' intent 
lies in the articulation of the character Brenda, who 
pulls Amy from the pool, and it is she who 
bestows the "real" Kiss - on the forehead mind 
you. The film also implies that Brenda will go on 
to become the new mother and complete the 
otherwise endangered family. 

For all its attempts at a semi-serious sexual 
discourse, The Kiss is plodding on the whole and 
ultimately a generic facsimile of American horror 
flicks, making it generally less amusing to watch 
than to talk about later. Given thatthe production 
values are quite high, the filmmakers must have 
been stunned by the film's brief run in the 
theatres, proving that even following what seems 
to be a recipe for success in a currently 
mega-popular genre is no guarantee in the fickle 
mainstream. Unfortunately for the filmmakers 
and for us, the feature's poor box office showing 
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may be the most Canadian thing about it. 
Annie llkow • 
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Degrassi 
Junior High 
(Term III) 
"W ake up in the morning, feeling 

kind of lonely; hey, I've got to go 
to school. .. " This chirpy, almost 
inane melody, juxtaposed \·\~th a 
barrage of images - of faces in 

closeup, of papers falling out of lockers, of kids 
running out of classroom doors, and moving 
through the crowds of the hallway, " ... hey, I've 
got a new friend " - forms the entrance, the 
channel, into the world of Degrassi Jllilior High. 

Created by Linda Schuyler and Kit Hood and 
now in its third season, Degrassi is the constantly 
evolving story of a menage of kids in a junior high 
school, of their quirks, their loves, and their fears. 
A strange mixture of soap opera, situation 
comedy, and drama, the stories are woven 
together to form a mosaic. 

Stories overlap thematically: the nature of love 
and infatuation, the danger of relying on the 
horoscope to define the future, and the 
manipulation of events. In the episode, "Star 
Crossed", Erica schemes to manufacture a date, 
and then substitutes herself for her identical twin. 
Convinced that because it is in her horoscope she 
will find love, she sets out to find a boyfriend, only 
to find out she has been used by the boy she 
wanted. At the end, defeated by her own 
scheming, Erica sits forlornly on the steps of the 
bowling alley, while another reunited couple run 
cicwn the steps together. 

An award-winning show, Degrassi II/nior High 
has become famous for its willingness to tackle 
formerly taboo subjects unsentimentally, such as 
teenage pregnancy, homosexuality, and anorexia, 
and for its almost documentary realism. In part, 
this sense of realism is drawn from the nature of 
the acting, which in the tradition of neo-realism 
draws on characterizations close to the actor's life 
experience. The style is untheatrical, non-de
monstrative, giving the illusion that the young 
actors are simply acting out their lives. 

But this sense of realism is somewhat blinding; 
in fact, Degrassi II/llior High is highly constructed. 
The mise-til-scene and editing have little to do with 
the preconceived idea of a passive camera 
recording reality. There is a highly developed 
psychological use of the camera: the camera is 
constantly moving into close-up on Erica's face, 
recording her reactions, her final disillusionment 
with love, giving the sense of an interior life to the 
character. The camera draws us in as viewers. 

It is the active use of camera which breathes life 
into otherwise ordinary situations. We follow the 
tracking camera down the hallway between 
classes, following the central character of the 
moment, while other figures spill out of the frame. 
Scenes are often cut in a staccato fashion, the 
stories overlapping one into the other. Within the 
space of five minutes, we move from the home of 
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the twins as they examine the horoscope, t~ the 
entrance of the school where Lucy's ex-boyfriend 
attempts to apologise, to joey in the hallway trying 
to persuade the depressed Wheels to join their 
bowling team, to the twiilS leaving school. .. This 
technique of simultaneous action and multiple 
narratives is borrowed from soap opera, but used 
here to create a dynamic, almost breathless feel to 
the action. 

Yet the beauty of Dcgm5si II/llior High is that the 
total effect is so seamless, it is almost invisible. 
This created world is accepted as 'real', as a 
reflection of everyday lives in an ordinary junior 
high school. 

The characters themselves have become part of 
a changing landscape over the years: characters 
such as joey, the optimistic and sometimes 
obnoxious dynamo in the Hawaiian shirt, Caitlin, 
the eager-beaver scholar, and Spike, the sullen girl 
with a Mohawk hairdo who is now a young 
mother. They are not the stagnant entities of most 
TV series, but evolving and changing characters. 

And despite touching on highly moral issues, 
the solutions are not dealt out in neat packages. 
Snake must come to an understanding that his 
athletic older brother who he worships is gay, 
even though he has ridiculed gays in the past. 
And although he comes to accept his brother, his 
parents cannot, and his brother must leave, 
rejected by his family. When Monica, the 
anorexic, is offered help she cannot accept it, and 
yells in the final scene, "I don't need help!" The 
show rejects easy endings, recognising that some 
problems run deeper than polite discussion. 

Degrassi JlIliior High is a minor miracle, evolving 

\ 
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from a one-shot project done on a shoestring 
budget into an international success. What 
emerges through It all is Schuyler and Hood's 
sensitivity and warnlth for their characters, and a 
sophistication of concerns not often seen on 
television. 
Anne Weiss -
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Jean Chabot's 
La Nuit 
avec Hortense 

T
here is something seductive about the 
title, something that invites us into an 
intriguing world : nigh t, with all its 
charm and mystery, all the ghosts and 
shadows it evokes. The beginning of 

the film draws us right into this world with a 
long subjective travelling shot. We are driving, 
slowly, on a dark, deserted country road. The 
headlights flash on the trees, beaming a passage 
through the surrounding darkness. Voices hum 
a peculiar and melancholy chant. The mood is 
rather disturbing yet fa scinating. 

After such a promising start, your expectations 
are high, but unfortunately, they are never 
fulfilled. There were many problems on the set 
of La NlIit ... even reports of a violent dispute 
between the director, jean Chabot and his star, 
Carole Laure, and the final result certainly 
shows evidence of the strain. There are many 
pleasurable elements in the film but, somehow, 
they don't hold together to form anything 
coherent. 

From the start, the subject - desire and 
passion - is not one of the easiest to treat in film 
because of the intense emotions it inevitably 
conveys, emotions which can quickly fall into 
farce or melodrama. Unfortunately, it's hard to 
believe in the passion of Andre's and Hortense' 
journey because their experience doesn't seem 
to spring from the characters themselves but 
rather from some kind of exaggerated plot twist. 

Andre (Lothaire Bluteau) meets Hortense 
(Carole Laure ) just after deciding to leave 
Montreal in the wake of a psychological 
breakdown. Instead of following up on his 
original plan - heading for Chicago - he spends 
his night with Hortense. 

Chabot uses a narrative form that is closer to 
poetry than to traditional linear story-lines. The 
film is built around a series of unconnected 
events, linked by symbolic elements that emerge 
from a recurring dream which is haunting 
Andre. The cou pie will have to confront some of 
these elements - most representing some aspect 
of nature - in order to progress along the route 
of their journey and strengthen their relation
ship. 

One of these elements is water. Andre and 
Hortense have to be purified in the turbulent 
rapids of the river in order to make a fresh start 
together. Later, a storm will break as if to 
amplify the couple's burning desire in the first 
love scene. Chabot is certainly not the firstto use 
forces of nature as symbols for hidden 
dimensions of passion, and as instruments that 
bring some characters to face their emotions, but 
here something is not working. 

The main problem with the film is that we 
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never feel any kind of interaction between the 
characters and the symbolic nature surrounding 
them (which is supposed to provoke their 
union). We perceive Andre and Hortense as two 
separate, though parallel entities that never 
really mingle with each other. That's too bad 
because the technical quality of La Nllit auec 
Hortense is quite remarkable. Chabot juxtaposes 
color and black and white film to evoke the two 
different worlds of reality and of Andre's dream, 
a simple idea - though perhaps over-used - but 
very effective here . Sometimes, the black and 
white tones reflect in the colors and vice versa, 
especially in the water scenes which wash 
almost everything out to reveal only neutral 
colors and harsh shadows of night, almost as if 
the real and unreal were coming together in 
moments of pure magic. 

The beauty that Chabot has given the images, 
through their grainy texture and appealing 
contrasts, is certainly one of the interesting 
aspects of the fi lm. The actors, too, do their 
share in trying to bring the film to life. Carole 
Laure finally succeeds in giving a certain weight 
to a character by playing it simple, thus helping 
to keep Hortense's mystery intact. Lothaire 
Bluteau, unfortunately, didn't have enough 
material to sink his teeth into. 

But La Nuit avec Hortense has problems in the 
orchestration of all these artistic and technical 
elements. They are not organized in any way 
that brings us to some deeper understanding. 
Chabot begins beautifully, and his ending is also 
worthwhile, but the rest of the fi lm just doesn't 
work. The lesson learned from La Nllit avec 
Hortense is that it is decidedly not easy to make a 
good lyrical film. 
Oaire VaIade , 
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Fran90is Bouvier's 
and Jean Beaudry's 
Les Matins 
Infideles 
( Unfaithful 
Mornings) 

M
arc and Jean-Pierre, friends and 
fellow baby-boomers, are unequally 
committed to the project they 
ostensibly share. Marc (Jean 
Beaudry) is writing a novel based on 

the photographs taken by Jean-Pierre (Denis 
Bouchard) of an undistinguished street comer in 
Montreal. The deal is that Jean-Pierre will 
provide a daily shot of th~ comer ( taken at 
exactly 8 a. m. ) for a period of one year. 

• 

However, Jean-Pierre soon begins to cheat, 
winding back the clock in the window of the 
cafe, (which appears in each photograph)" 
whenever he misses the appointed time. Worse 
yet, he skips weeks at a time and compensates 
with a series of phony shots which he submits to 
Marc. To complete the assault on the assumed 
purity of artistic inspiration, he also takes 
liberties with the composition of the supposedly 
candid photo by imposing his own mise-en-scelJe. 

Marc I Jean Beaudry I working on the novel inspired by Jean-Pierre's 
photographs. 

Jean-Pierre's unfaithfulness to the creative 
pact is interwoven wi th his unfaithfulness to his 
loved ones. He ditches his lover/photographic 
assistant, Julie, (played by Violaine Forest), 
after meeting another woman while photograph
ing the street comer. She, too, is sloughed off by 
Jean-Pierre when she becomes pregnant; he 
even sheds his car, abandoning it on the street 
when it has outlived its usefulness. And when 
the landlord threatens Jean-Pierre for lack of 
payment, he adopts the time-honoured, 
Montreal tradition of the midnight move, 
clearing his things out of the apartment in the 
dead of night and imposing himself on Marc. 

As played by the manic Bouchard (Lance et 
compte, Jesus de Montreal), Jean-Pierre is a cad-a 
charming cad, but a cad nonethless. He blows 
the rent money up his nose and generally 
behaves without a whit of sensitivity to those 
around him. Jean-Pierre's one redeeming 
feature is his obvious devotion to his five-year
old boy. (He lets the kid paint on the walls while 
he snorts coke and watches hockey, the very 
model of the enlightened, Yuppie parent. ) 

Betrayal is omnipresent. Marc, already feeling 
betrayed by his partner, Pauline, (Louise 
Richer ) - she leaves him in spite of their 
'modern' , open arrangement - realizes that 
Jean-Pierre is being unfaithful to the street
corner project. The purity of the original idea 
has been sullied by Jean-Pierre's lack of 
commitment and Marc's work on his novel 

suffers. He is further betrayed by his colleagues 
at the university who give up their principled 
strike, leaving him alone on the picket line. He 
resigns in protest. 

The only successful relationship portrayed in 
the Iilrn is one between father and son. But 
there, the indulgence so central to the 
relationship points mainly to the self-absorption 
the boomer generation brings to every aspect of 
life. This is, after all, the first generation to use 
the word " parent" as a verb, and the explosion 
of books and films on the subject would have us 
believe the concept has just been invented_ 

Co-writers and directors Bouvier and Beaudry 
(their first feature was the acclaimed Jacques et 
Novembre), in what is perhaps an ironic 
commentary on their own partnership, paint a 
portrait of two individuals whose collaboration 
is doomed by their personalities. Jean-Pierre is a 
" maudit irrespoIlSllble," as Marc tells him, while 
Marc, the politically correct, guilt-ridden college 
prof- in a fit of anger after Pauline leaves him, 
he kicks over a garbage can, only to come back 
and clean up the spilled contents - is a "hostie 
d'hypocrite" in Jean-Pierre's view. 

Ultimately, it's next to impossible to have any 
sympathy for Jean-Pierre, and the contrived 
climax of the film (in which he sheds his life the 
way he's abandoned the constituent elements of 
it) is thus robbed ofits potential impact. It's also 
hard to understand what drives the friendship 
between the two men, or between any two 
characters in the film for that matter (with the 
exception of the blood bond between father and 
son). 

Les Matins lil/iddes harks back to an earlier time 
in Quebec film when everybody was depressed, 
alienated, and unable to get any satisfaction. 
Back then it was due to not having reached 
maturity (read independence). Now, it's 
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supposedly a result of the corniort and 
indifference of the post-referendum era. 
(Which, I suppose, amounts to the same thing). 

Technically, Les MathiS lnfideles is assured. 
The acting is uniformly good; the photography 
and editing are of very high standard, and 
Michel Rivard's soundtrack adds greatly to 
every scene. The Iilrn contains some memorable 
images, but as a psychological expose, it falls 
somewhat short of its goal. After raising a 
number of important questions about 
commitment (and its flipside, betrayal), and 
offering up some occaSionally humorous 
insights into the creative process, Les Matins 
Infideles settles down to the level of mere 
navel-gazing. 
Frank Rackow , 
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