here are a small-time con on a 36-hour
leave from prison, and the jaded French
cabbie whose services he leases for a
day’s drive to nowhere in particular.
Michel (Jean Yanne) is a softspoken,
cultured loner, a man who shut himself
off from the world and left accounting
for cab-driving eight years ago when his
Québec-born wife died of a heart attack.
Very little in this world can provoke a
reaction or ruffle his feathers, and that's
initially a source of great irritation to his
almost hyperkinetic passenger. Johnny
|Gilles Renaud) is a perpetual loser with
the emotional maturity of an overgrown
adolescent and a propensity for waving
a handgun around like a baseball pen-
nant. He's decided to use the occasion of
his thirty-fifth birthday and this short-
term freedom to pay off some debts, but
nothing comes off quite the way he
planned - when it comes to the crunch,
he can’t pull his trigger on the ex-
partner who did him dirty, and he can't
pull it on himself. His almost childlike
despair and his utter loneliness finally
win Michel's sympathy, and two polar
opposites begin to explore some com-
mon ground.

This friendship of circumstance de-
velops and expands and draws you in,
even over those little moments when
motivation and believability are severe-
ly tested. One such case is Michel's
almost immediate forgiveness of Johnny
after a brutal attack — i's problematic
and a little sentimental, but it still squeaks
through, maybe because the whole
movie is so subtly sentimental from
beginning to end. That fact works in its
favour, as do the myriad other tones and
elements that make up the film. Gilles
Renaud has quite a task before him:
Johnny is none too bright and rather
unappealing, but Renaud still evokes a
strange sympathy for the character as
he sturmnbles about in blind desperation.
The contrasts between this working
class Quebeécois and the somewhat
erudite Frenchman are beautifully
drawn (a wine-tasting lesson in a fancy
restaurant is warm and funny), and
Jean Yanne's performance is a master-
work of subtlety - he extracts as much
expression from a shrugged shoulder or
a raised eyebrow as from the top-flight
dialogue {on which he collaborated
with Ménard). The chemistry of the two
leads propells the movie forward, but
Ménard has dropped in a marvellous
series of cameos by leading Québec
performers as a kind of gentle ‘icing on
the cake’ : watch carefully and you'll see
Monique Mercure, Marie Tifo, Gilbert
Sicotte, Yvon Dufour, Jocelyn Bérubé
and even announcer Jacques Fauteux
waft in and out of scenes with a delight-

ful, understated grace.

Ménard has the ingredients, and he's
turned them over to a first-rate gift-
wrapper. Montreal absolutely shimmers
under the lens of cinematographer
Pierre Mignot, radiating a genuine movie
presence hitherto uncaptured by any
other DOP. Une journée en taxi confirms
Mignot's status as one of this country’s
most exciting young cameramen ; look
no further than his work on Altman’s
Come Back to the Five and Dime, Jimmy
Dean, Jimmy Dean and then contrast it
with the images in this movie to get an
idea of his range and sensibilities. The
quality of his light here is clear and yet

suggestive, and it imparts a purity of .

texture to the film that accounts in good
part for its special ‘movie’ flavour. You
just capitulate to the pictures.

Une journée en taxi is far from flaw-
less, but the simple elegance of form
and spirit here tend to wash away your
reservations ; you'd love to see it score
in a big way. It should be noted that a
series of financial mishaps during pro-
duction nearly axed the movie altogether,
and that distribution deals for the rest of
Canada remain nebulous as of this writ-
ing. This was almost the picture that
didn't get made ; in particular view of
our current cultural angst, it should not
become the picture that didn't get seen.
That would really be a bit too much.

Anne Reiter @
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® A curious friendship gels at the end of a long day: Gilles Renaud comforts Jean Yanne

® Another chance meeting, another odd couple : Andrée Pelletier and August Schellenberg

John Juliani’'s

Latitude 55

Having heard almost nothing about
Latitude 55 before seeing it, I had few
expectations upon entering the theater :
the title conjured images of the north,
but not the far north ; of wilderness, but
not complete wilderness. As the film
unraveled, I found that the expectations
which arose in me spontaneously in
response to the developing story were
being systematically thwarted, which is
as it should he with a well-told story.

But by the end of the film I felt that the
filmmakers, director John Juliani and
co-scenarist Sharon Riis, had taken this
technique too far, had, by presenting
scenes ever more mysterious and strange,
left themselves no fully credible ex-
planation for it all. if a story is to have
maximum effect, it must finally relate to
my own experience, to reality as I un-
derstand it. It is quite possible that one
objective of Latitude 55 was to lead me
from the apparently familiar to the
palpably mysterious, even mystical, and
thus to a new understanding of my own
reality, but as the rug of what appeared
to be real was continually pulled out
from under me I became merely suspi-
cious, and skeptically curious to see
how the filmmakers would explain
themselves. The final revelation, that
the film's events had not been physically
real at all, but had taken place in the
heroine Wanda's mind, or in some other
immaterial limbo before her body gave
up the ghost, was, I felt, too easy an
explanation for the inconsistencies of
the film.

Latitude 55 opens with Wanda (An-
dree Pelletier) trying to start her car in
a blizzard. The slow pace of this scene
indicates that this is no adventure film ;
there is plenty of time for Wanda to light
a flare, wash a few pills down with
whiskey, tune in to several radio sta-
tions, and then to fall asleep 1o the
sound of Bach's fifth Brandenburg con-
verto on a portable tape deck. Some
time later, Wanda is rescued by a man
who carries her back to his isolated
cabin, thaws her out, feeds her, and
provides accommodation until when-

ever the blizzard might be over. At first
Josef(August Schellenberg) seemsjusta
Polish potato farmer, an apparently
simple, earthy World War Two refuges,
who has a few strange possessions: a
metronome for timing his eggs, a storage
room containing an ikon and a jester's
costume, Wanda is merely puzzled by
him — until the time Joseph lies in the
grip of a nightmare, thrashing and yelling
in Catholic Latin. When he wakes she
angrily, tearfully asks, “Who are you ?"'-
the question which is the film's main-
spring.

The remainder of the film takes place
inside Josefs cabin, does not include
any other characters iwhich, along with
the film primary reliance on languageto
convey its meaning suggests that it
might have been presented more effec
tively as a stage playl, and consists
mainly of questions and answers made
by each character to elucidate the other's
past. Their motives differ : Wanda tries
to solve the puzzle of Josef's true iden-
tity, while Josef increasingly assumes
the role of mentor or omniscient guru,
whose statements are intended to have
an enlightening or therapeutic effect
Wanda, we learn, is 30, married to 2
“man of the cloth,” the daughter of an
anglophone Albertan and a Québécoise,
and works appraising the products of
remote Albertan artists to determine
which will receive government assis
tance. Her life, she is made to reqliz&
has been repressive and pretentious.
Wanda's and Josef's increased intimacy
leads, by way of sex, experimental role
reversal, and cut-aways (to hand-he_ld-
camera shots of snowy woods, a native
Indian tripod from which dangles some
mysterious object, and Josefs face -
made up variously as a woman, a Polish
officer, and-an Indian shaman] to Wan-
da's final emotional crisis— whethershe
can reconcile herself with her own life

Along the way, small, almost tech
nical, details have interfered with the
authentieity of the story: the incomt
pletely convincing snowstorm; the
nagging indeterminacy of Wanda's
accent - West Canadian, Bdslﬂg_wme
times into a Quebec twang; the inserts
(flashbacks? dream sequences?) ”:
Wanda walking through a picture g2
lery... Are these ambiguities intende
one wonders, or simply an artﬂfaclﬂf‘“’
expertise, of a low budget? By the timé

they are explained, retroactively, it
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too late ; my doubts have prevented my
full involvement. It becomes clearer
that the filmmakers are not attempting
realism, but are creating a filmic or
mental un-reality with its own rules,
arbitrary and unfamiliar to me, which
opviate the need for concrete, realistic
explanation and motivation. Seeming
discrepancies have made me withdraw
my commitment to the characters ; they
are figments long before the final scene
makes this explicit.

John Juliani, perhaps due to his thea-
trical background, has, in Latitude 55,
banked on the power of dialogue and
strong acting making little use of the
medium'’s audio-visual capabilities, and
Pelletier and Schellenberg have both
delivered ; 1 was never bored with the
film, only doubtful and sometimes irri-
tated. The script provided a number of
scenes interesting in themselves, but
did not create a sense of rising drama as
the characters’ involvement deepened.
There are certainly some excellent
moments, as when Wanda, after a crying
fit, says, “This is gross.”” I was convinced,
and strongly wished that the film's
dreamy matrix contained more such
gems. It is as though Juliani and Riis
made Latifude 55 in the belief that
cinema would free them from the some-
times cumbersome physical reality of
the stage, when in fact it seems that film,
by its very dreamy intangibility, must
cast a particularly strong illusion of con-
creteness if it is to have our full alle-
giance. Whatever my complaints, Lati-
tude 55 is a thoughtful and complex
symbolic work of art, and it is gratifying
to see a film artist working unabashedly
for delicate characterization and them-
atic depth. But I, for one, would have
preferred that Juliani, through film,
make his stage the real world.

Alec Lloyd @
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Bruce Elder’'s

Illuminated Texts

Canadian film has always had a tendency
to vacillate between two extremes. On
one hand, there is a preference for films
about little people in little situations
becoming smaller. On the other, there is
the wish to break out into epic forms, to
people huge canvases with larger-than-
life heroics. From Back to God’s Coun-
try to Silence of the North, the stuff of
epic just barely eludes us. Eventually,
the artist is punished for his hubris.

Bruce Elder's new film, Hluminated
Texts, seems to exist at both ends of this
strange dichotomy. It is, as far as pos
sible, an individual work Aided by an
array of home-made electronics and
optical printing devices, Elder pieced
together the work in the solitude of his
living-room/studio. But, more impor
tantly, the film brings together the many
facets of a single perspective. We are
never allowed to forget that everything
we are seeing is the meditation of one
man alone in his room.

The solitary nature of Hluminated
Texts is brought home to us in the film's
opening passage. Elder, portraying a
professor (which he is) of mathematics
lone of his mamy avocations}, welcomes
a student into his apartment. Together,
they read their respective roles from
Xeroxed scripts of lonesco's The Lesson.
The professor becomes increasingly
perturbed as the student stumbles over
the fundamental concepts of addition
and subtraction. Slowly we begin to
sympathize with the student. In fact,
these building blocks of mathematics
are not only illogical but inhuman and,
finally, as threatening as the rage they
induce. Like the hero in Godard's Alpha-
ville, we are reminded that we can't
know what 2 +2 are until we know the
meaning of “plus.”

It could be said that the remaining
three hours of Iluminated Texts is
about the meaning of “plus.” Working
out of his dramatic prelude, Elder moves
into an epic of the mind. The film
becomes alive with a collage of spoken
and written texts amid a constantly
changing pattern of eclectic imagery.

Our first reaction is to look for a
thread with which to bind this sensory
bombardment. Elder's previous film,
1857 : Fool's Gold, used its two written
and one spoken texts as counterpoints to
each other, creating the optical thunder-
storm of the film's imagery. The film
before that, The Art of Wordly Wisdom,
used a wall-to-wall monologue as its
centerpiece.

Where the earlier films appeared
referential and self-reflexive, Hluminat-
ed Texts seems encyclopedic. The
thoughts read by the narrator and the
many quotations reproduced as titles
represent a lifetime of reading and
reflection. But they also present, in
migrocosm, the span of human thought.

If there is to be an illumination of
these texts then it is not enough to
reconcile the quotations with one an-
other. Frequently, in his reproduction of
thought, Elder returns to the writings of
Henry Adams who, 90 years ago, gave us
a clue as to the task of this film. Adams
saw his generation as perched between
two dominant iconographies : the Virgin
with its implications of selflessness and
purity, and the equally religious ideo-
logy epitomized by the electric dynamo.

@® Part of a composite still form the concluding section of Illuminated Texts

As the first philosopher of the new cen-
tury, Adams looked for a path that
would lead from the obsolete mytholo-
gy through the dangerous, untested
technological world.

Elder's vision looks back from a spot
well down that path. The technological
complexities of his chosen art are conti-
nually acknowledged. The “plus” in this
film - the organization of its elements -
is work made possible by a computer.
Before each sequence, we see Elder's
editing instructions typed up on a multi-
colored terminal The implication is
that the breath and complexity of the
4000 shots to unfurl before us are made
possible only by this mechanized hand.

This said, we are asked to avoid the
facile conclusion that the film is a cold,
structural exercise meant to distance us
from a reading of its individual images.
There is, in the film, above all, a passion
in the thoughts presented and in the
intersection of these thoughts with the
film imagery. Recently, Elder declared
himself to be “an enemy of Formalism.”
The narrow-minded pursuit of structure
in his films is, to use Elder's term, fool's
gold.

Nowhere is this more clearly illustrat-
ed than in the last section of lluminated
Texts. The computer begins to produce

fragments of words, which become frag
ments of sentences, which slowly come
together as the rendition of concentra-
tion camp atrocities. The images — pro-
cessed Nazi footage, home movies of the
reconstructed Auschwitz, perusals of
sado-masochistic pornography — work
closer and closer to the printed texts.
Elder's computer begins to speak - as if
it could no longer mutely and passively
follow orders. It echoes the horrors.
The last sound of Iluminated Textsis
the now fully vocal computer singing
“Deutschland iiber Alles.” The last image
is a tiny portion of Elder's face dominat-
ed by a large black rectangle. We have
come full circle : from the epic to the
solitary, from the expanse of human
experience to the filmmaker as screen.

Seth Feldman e

ILLUMINATED TEXTS d. Bruce Elder
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