
Steve’s Film Festival Reviews 1994 
 
[These reviews have been reformatted into Word in 2005.] 
 
September 18, 1994 (with corrections on October 12th) 
  
The 1994 Festival has come and (almost) gone as I start to write this year's installment in my 
compendium of reviews.  As I did before, the films are listed in the order in which I saw them 
to give some of the flavour of the ups and downs, the changes of style and subject matter which I 
went through from day to day.  The numbers in parentheses refer to each screening, and where 
more than one film was shown at a sitting, they are numbered (1a), (1b), etc. 
  
Friday, September 9th 
  
(1) "Faust", Jan Svankmejer, Czech Republic, 1994 
  
This film was a substitute for one which didn't show up, and a happy chance to see something that 
had not otherwise fitted into my original schedule.  Svankmejer's work I have seen before in shorts 
in the various animation festivals, but not with the scope of a feature- length film. 
  
Everyone knows the Faust legend, and so the trick is in telling it with a new twist.  This film 
succeeds for the most part, although it is uneven, and is worth seeing for its unusual style.  A man 
walking through Prague picks up a handbill which is a map of part of the city.  Initially he ignores 
it, but is intrigued enough to find where it leads and finds himself at a nearly derelict house. 
  
On his way in through a passageway, he meets a man rushing past him to the street, and then 
follows stairs down into a basement room.  This room, it turns out, is the dressing room for a 
theatre, and it contains a costume, props and a charred script for "Faust" itself.  He makes himself 
up, dons the costume, and the play begins.   
 
At this point, Svankmejer's background (we have already seen hints of it in some brief stop-action 
work) comes to the fore as all of the supernatural characters are played by puppets.  Devils and 
angels vie for Faust's soul while a puppet jester acts as something of a chorus to the action. 
  
When our Faust signs his contract in blood, he too becomes a puppet although he does not know 
fully what has happened.  Time passes and the devil demands his payment, at which point our 
hero tears off his costume and makeup and rushes from the theatre only to pass another man in the 
corridor leading from the street.  I do not want to give away any more about the ending than this 
beyond saying that it gives an unexpected circular and haunting twist to the story. 
  
As I said before, the film is uneven but worthwhile seeing for its variation on an old tale, and to see 
a director working on an unusually complex scale. 



(2) "Leningrad Cowboys Meet Moses", Aki Kaurismaki, Finland, 1994. 
  
What can I say?  Either you're a Kaurismaki fan or you're not. 
  
The Leningrad Cowboys are the worst rock band in the world, sporting a combination of 
outrageously overdone hair, dour Finnish stage presence, and not very good music. 
In a previous epic, Leningrad Cowboys Go America, our heroes(?) conquered the States, but now 
they have fallen on hard times with part of the derelict band winding up in Mexico.  You have to 
imagine bad rock with a mariachi overlay to get a feel for the musical depths. 
 
Their leader, Vladimir, now reborn as "Moses", is going to lead them back to their birthplace in 
Siberia where, among other things, they will venerate a calf which has been born if not through 
divine intervention, at least with the appearance of some celestial blessing.  (The words "holy cow" 
are never uttered.) 
  
It's a road movie, of course, travelling first through the eastern US and then through northern 
Europe enroute to their destiny.  Just when you think that the movie has bogged down in bad plot, 
another off-the-wall segment reminds us that Kaurismaki does know what he is doing. 
He manages to work both of the lines "Moses is Moses, and Business is Business" and "Jesus 
Saves, Moses Invests" into the script more or less legitimately and they sneak up on you making 
the groan of recognition all the louder. 
  
More on Aki Kaurismaki later. 
  
(3) "Tigrero: A Film That Was Never Made", Maki Kaurismaki, Finland/Germany/Brazil, 1994 
  
Maki is Ari's brother and shares his droll sense of humour.  All the same this film is really a 
documentary, and one which works because of the subject and cast. 
  
In 1954, 20th Century Fox wanted to make a John Wayne film in the jungle of Brazil, and they 
hired Sam Fuller to scout locations, think up a story and shoot some footage to give the studio an 
idea of what they were dealing with.  The film was never made because Fox would not pay 
insurance premiums totalling $16-million (remember this was 1954) for the three principals 
(Wayne, Tyrone Power and Ava Gardner). 
  
Fuller, however, still had the film and mentioned it to Kaurismaki in 1992.  This conversation led to 
the idea of going back to the original location to make a documentary about the unmade work.   
 
Now we add Jim Jarmusch as the onscreen narrator/interviewer, and Sam Fuller, a crusty, lovable 
character who is always smoking a cigar.  (For the original 1954 expedition, he took 75 boxes of 
them.) 
  
This documentary pulls off something that many directors flounder on:  it presents two interwoven 
subjects and does not lose sight of either one.  We see Fuller and hear his tales of the original 
journey and filming, and through him we see the changes that have come to the Karaja, the natives 



in whose village the film was shot.  Modern Brazilian culture has had its effects, but we are left to 
see these for ourselves.  Fuller, meanwhile, has the satisfaction of visiting his early days, although  
there is the inevitable touch of sadness that you really can't go back anywhere again. 
  
A marvellous piece about a simpler time both in Hollywood and in the Amazon. 
  
Saturday, September 10th 
  
(4) "Trois Couleurs: Rouge" (Three Colours: Red); Krzystof Kieslowski, 
France/Poland/Switzerland, 1994 
  
This is the third installment in Kieslowski's trilogy based on the themes of the French motto 
"Liberte, Egalite, Fraternite" with each colour of the tricouleur as their symbols. 
 
"Rouge" is the most complex of the three in following the lives of several characters who seek 
"fraternite" in many ways, but are rarely successful.  It is the fragments of people's lives and the 
way in which Kieslowski weaves them together which makes this film. 
  
I must say that I found the first part of the trilogy ("Bleu") a bit overblown with on a sub-theme (the 
unification of Europe) which gets in the way too much.  The second ("Blanc") is an bittersweet tale 
of a luckless man who leaves Paris for his native Poland after being divorced by his wife for his 
inability to consumate the marriage.  The forlorn Karol Karol (the name is a deliberate allusion in 
Polish to Charlie Chaplin's clown) plots a complex revenge on his ex-wife. 
  
All three films deal with our inability to achieve true "freedom, equality or brotherhood". 
Kieslowski was, I think, more successful in this sort of connected work in his "Dekalog" from 1989 
(which will be screened this fall at the Cinematheque Ontario). 



(5) "Crumb", Terry Zwigoff, USA, 1994 
  
Robert Crumb is an artist popular in the alternative and underground comic world whose best-
known characters are Fritz the Cat and the amply-proportioned women of his fantasies which 
populate many of his strips.  He is also, surprise, surprise, a fine artist with a good eye both 
for portraiture and charicature. 
  
Zwigoff filmed Crumb and his family over a period of six years, and gives us a portrait of a 
desperately dysfunctional group of people of whom Robert is easily the best-adjusted.  His mother 
and brother Charles (also a comic artist in his early years) rarely leave their apartment, and Charles 
has been under treatment as a psychotic for 20 years.  (He committed suicide shortly after the film 
was completed.) 
  
We get to see Crumb as he is, and no attempt is made to cover up the sex and, at times misogyny, 
which find their way into his drawings.  He is the classic nerd who had few friends at school.  Some 
will argue that his work is pornographic (or worse) and the product of an obviously sick mind.  I 
don't happen to agree, and it's nice to see a documentary on someone who is not "politically 
correct" which treats him as a real person. 
  
Don't hold your breath waiting for this to show up on PBS.  [It actually showed up many years 
later on TVO!]  
  
(6) "Exotica", Atom Egoyan, Canada, 1994 
  
Egoyan's latest, which has just opened commercially, is bound to get a lot of attention having 
snared the International Critics' Prize this year at Cannes.  Yes, I can see why. 
 
The subject is complex -- people (especially men) with a fascination for those things they cannot 
(or should not) have.  The subplot involves exotic pets (birds in particular, a not-so-subtle 
double entendre maybe), but the main subject is men's fascination with women and their 
exploitation as girlfriends, daughters, taxi dancers.   
 
This seems to be the year of male directors treating this very female problem "seriously". 
  
Bruce Greenwood plays a man, a regular at "Exotica", a club which is a high-class table-dancing 
bar.  He is fascinated by one girl (Mia Kirshner) who strips from a schoolgirl costume for him each 
night.  Meanwhile, he is paying his niece (Sarah Polley) to babysit for him, but the only catch is 
that his daughter is dead, the victim of a sex slaying, and the "babysitting" is a way to pretend that 
she is still alive. 
  
The club's emcee, played by Elias Koteas, oozes sleaze as he introduces each act playing in words 
to the fantasies that the clients cannot possibly make real.  And yet his life, too, is loveless and he 
lusts for the same girl. 
  
A twist at the end which is effective, but a little too neat, shows us how Greenwood's character is 
evolving into a copy of the man who killed his daughter.  I found this connection (and similar plot 



lines in other films this year) to be a hard thing to swallow because it equa tes violent sex crimes 
with the comparatively victimless, but exploitative, sex trades.  Rather like assuming that all 
marijuana smokers will take up heroin. 
  
Exotica is a film with a lot of gloss -- good looks, a fabulous soundtrack (by my namesake in the 
business, Steven Munro) -- but it failed for me. 
 
Last year's festival contained many fine works on child abuse (of which the Boys of St. Vincent is 
the best-known in Canada), but we seem to be slipping into an era when this is just another trendy 
subject. 
  
(7) Canadian Shorts; Various Directors 
  
I won't comment on all of these as you are unlikely to see many of them except in a festival setting 
or as fillers on TVO.  Of these, my favourites were: 
  
"Murmuration" by Elizabeth Murray 
  
This film was made in Vancouver, and is almost a meditation by Murray on the starlings which 
flock and live around the Burrard Street bridge near her home.  It's shot in black and white, and the 
birds are often less individuals than fast-moving clouds of black on the white sky background. 
  
"Frank's Cock" by Mike Hoolboom 
  
This film is a memory piece, although not obviously so at the outset, by a man for his lover who 
has died of AIDS.  We are drawn into the speaker's care, love and devotion, and only later realize 
that it is for someone who is no longer among us. 
  
I must also comment on: 
  
"Le Temps des bouffons" by Pierre Falardeau 
  
This film was shot during an annual banquet at the Beaver Club in Montreal, and seeks to portray 
the anglo business elite as a bunch of hopeless clowns.  The clear statement is that they are not fit 
to rule the province, and everything in this film, including a not-too-veiled support for the FLQ 
murders which led to the October crisis, belongs in that outdated realm of Quebecois-as-victims. 
 
A tiring and annoying film which, I hope, does not represent an inability by the Quebec arts world 
to see that things have changed.  A sad and troubling thing to view just as we get a PQ government 
in Quebec City. 
  
A feature October by the same director is about to open in Toronto.  If Les Temps is any indication, 
it will be another biased work about how the Quebecois, poor darlings, are so put upon by the 
Anglos. 



Sunday, September 11th 
  
(8a) "Darker Side of Black", Isaac Julien, GB, 1993. 
  
This is a film about the music of Jamaica and about the homophobia which can be found in the 
music and in black culture in general.  Julien is a black, gay filmmaker who is clearly not pleased 
by what he sees, but he steps back from his subject enough to explore its context.  He seems to be 
arguing that aggressive, macho posturing, be it in music or reaction to the gay culture, is an 
outgrowth of powerless society.  People need something of their "own" to celebrate, and some 
group to which they can feel superior. 
  
By implication, liberalism is an outgrowth of established power, or at least affluence.  When you 
have everything that really counts, you don't care how the other half lives.  I'm not sure Julien 
would agree with this analysis, and he certainly does not absolve the musicians whose lyrics 
advocate gay-bashing of their responsibility. 
  
(8b) "Dream Girls"; Kim Longinotto, Jano Williams; GB; 1993. 
  
The Takarazuka Revue and its associated Music School in Japan are about as far as one can get 
musically from the world of Isaac Julien's film in this program.  The Revue is an all- female musical 
strongly influenced by Broadway, but overlain with the odd mixture of Japanese and American 
cultures one finds in films like the work of Juzo Itami (Tampopo and others). 
  
The school and theatre were originally built by the owner of a suburban railway line as an attraction 
which would draw tourists to his railway.  Competition to enter the school is fierce, and those who 
do not make the cut are bitterly disappointed. 
 
All girl in cast it may be, but the place is clearly run by men, and the first-year girls are taught 
obedience and dedication above all.  These traits are said to make the alumni of this school very 
desireable wives, and yet oddly the biggest stars (those who take the male roles) are too strong, too 
independent for a life of wifely subservience. 
  
The audiences for the revue are almost entirely female, and they venerate their stars on a scale hard 
to imagine in the west.  Groupies at rock concerts have nothing on these ladies' devotion.  Dream 
Girls shows women as they might be (and what irony, the ideal image is male) and is, ultimately a 
sad, if revealing look at a modern Japanese phenomenon. 



(9a) "Texan", Treat Williams, USA, 1994. 
  
Well, someone obviously thought it might be interesting for Williams to direct a film, Showtime 
bellied up to the bar as the producer, and we even get David Mamet as the scriptwriter. 
 
A woman is rebuffed by her bank when she attempts to make a large cash withdrawal without her 
husband's OK (it is *her* money, and this premise was a bit hard to swallow, but heck it's Texas 
and maybe they don't know how nasty rich women can be down there yet). 
  
Meanwhile, her husband, easily 25 years her senior, thinks that she is playing around on him.  
Tracks her down via a parking ticket for an out-of-the-way location.   
 
Much stirring music!  Lights!  Action! 
 
And voila: his wife has bought for him a WW II plane (the "Texan" of the title) which was the type 
he himself flew. 
  
Oh sigh. 
Oh be still my heart. 
Too overwrought by half. 
  
(9b) "Martha and Ethel", Jyll Johnstone, USA, 1993. 
  
This is a real gem. 
 
Martha and Ethel are both nannies, and this film started out as a little documentary by Johnstone 
and her co-producer Barbara Ettinger of their respective nannies.  (A short bit of the film was 
clearly shot on 8mm and later blown up to 35mm for this feature- length documentary.) 
  
Martha Kniefel was trained in a German school for governesses, but emigrated in the 1930s. 
She was unemployable because she had worked for Jews.  In America, she eventually became a 
nanny in the Johnstone home where she worked until the children were all raised. 
 
Always reserved and a little distant from her charges, Martha is a strong but slightly tragic 
character whose real warmth gets to shine out in rare moments of the film, in particular a return 
visit to her hometown. 
  
Ethel Edwards, a South Carolina black, moved to New England in her 20s, and eventually became 
nanny in the Ettinger household.  The children are all grown, and the parents were divorced years 
ago, but Ethel (at age 92) still lives with Barbara's mother. 
  
The film allows us to get to know both women who are so different, but each incredibly strong in 
her own right.  We also learn the ambivalent feelings of each set of children who felt consigned by 
their parents to a nanny, but who were lucky enough to grow up with one who was almost part of 
the family. 



(10) "Roy Cohn/Jack Smith", Jill Godmilow, USA, 1994. 
  
Gary Indiana's play is the basis for this film which explores individual reactions to coming out and 
to having AIDS.  Roy Cohn was the sleazy right-hand to Joseph McCarthy and part of the scum of 
the right wing whose philosophy is all the more frightening because so much of it has current 
respectability.  Cohn was gay, but hid the fact all of his life, and only with his death from AIDS 
was the duplicity exposed. 
  
Jack Smith was a New York performance artist and over-the-top queen who, if this snippet is any 
indication, almost tormented audiences with his rambling, self-absorbed monologues.  He fusses 
with his costume, forgets his lines, and taunts his audience for sitting through it with the attitude 
that it must be good if you're still here. 
 
His ten-hour What's Underground About Marshmallows was boiled down to about 50 minutes for 
this film.  (In the Q&A after the film, someone in the audience who knew Smith said that the film 
characterization was spot on.) 
  
The play itself was originally two monologues, one for each of the characters in the title.  Ron 
Vawter had performed it several times partly as a way of dealing with being a gay, HIV+ male, and 
this film was made from his second-last performance (he died in April).  The film intercuts between 
each monologue so that the two extremes of character comment on each other. 
  
We also see Vawter in rehearsal in footage which bridges the sections, allows us some distance 
from the characters and gives us some of the actor himself.  It's a flawed film, but it managed to 
overcome Film Festival fatigue.  Whether I will get to see it again to sort out the nuances is hard to 
say, but it's worth a look if it blows into town. 
  
[Note that “Angels in America” had not yet been written, and the duplicitous Roy Cohn was note 
yet a major theatrical villain.]  
 
(11a) "Eternity", Lawrence Johnston, Australia, 1994. 
  
Arthur Stace was a down-and-out drunk and criminal whose life was changed by a preacher's 
sermon.  He was so struck by the idea of "eternity" and of living life with that endless future in 
mind that he took up a mission of his own.  All over Sydney, the word "Eternity" began to appear 
in elegant chalk written by Stace in his nightly wanderings.  This was his way of taking his mission 
to the streets, and for years he did so in complete anonymity. 
  
Johnston deftly uses period footage and dramatic recreation to give a warm portrait of a man and of 
a dedication to a message of inspiration which, over his life, appeared over a million times 
throughout his city. 
 
The film is shot in black and white with an elegance that unfortunately will be much reduced on the 
TV screens where it will likely be seen. 



(11b) "Only The Brave", Anastasia Kokkinos, Australia, 1994. 
  
Young girls living up in poor Melbourne suburbs. 
Hanging out with friends. 
Dealing with peer pressure. 
 
 
By about 20 minutes into this film, I was fading fast, and had the feeling it was going to get 
preechy about being virtuous and taking one's own path. 
 
Time to go home and recover. 
 
 
Monday, September 12th 
  
(12) "Tsahal", Claude Lanzmann, France/Israel, 1994 
 
Many festivals ago, I saw Lanzmann's "Shoah", a twelve-hour documentary about The Holocaust in 
Poland told entirely in recollections without the usual historical footage.  The strength of that film 
was enough to make me add "Tsahal" to my schedule, long though it is. 
  
"Tsahal" is a film about the Israeli Defence Force.  It examines the role of the armed forces in 
Israeli history and psychology.  The first section (almost three hours that flies by) looks at each 
branch of the forces and at the evolution of defence technology forced on the Israeli's by the west's 
unwillingness to sell the most current armaments. 
 
The battles are from the legendary days of Israel's expansion.  Many lives are lost, but all ultimately 
in a good cause. 
  
During his introduction, Lanzmann urged us to stay for the second half because that is where the 
film's real message lies.  The mood and time shift to the near present and the day-to-day problems 
of maintaining control over a people who detest the occupying forces.  The role of the border police 
and the security patrols is not so clearly glamourous as in the wars we saw before. 
 
The Intifada pits the army against an entire population where there is no "front", no conventional 
battle line or strategy.  Lanzmann contrasts this with the blind optimism and certainty of a settler in 
the occupied territories whose village is being built by Palestinian labour. 
  
This is a film about the bravery of a people, but also about the gradual, possibly inevitable, effects 
of embattled isolation on the modern Israeli spirit.  It was made before the recent accords with the 
PLO and Arab states, although the beginnings of change in public and political attitudes can be 
seen in some of the interviews. 



(13) "The Secret of Roan Inish", John Sayles, USA, 1994 
  
Can you say "cute"? 
 
A film based on a folk tale about Selkies (half-human, half-seal) with innocent seal eyes staring out 
at us (oh-they're-so-sweet).  Add a couple of kids, in particular a sweet little girl (blonde of course) 
and her brother, both of whom seem to know everything there is to know about building thatched 
cottages.  Add crusty parents and a child thought to be lost years ago, but who is actually being 
cared for by the seals on a nearby island.   
 
Great photography by Haskell Wexler. 
  
This is a blatantly "family" movie, and to me something of a sellout by Sayles.  Judging by the 
comments of others who saw this movie, I seem to be a curmudgeonly minority in expecting things 
like a credible plot.   
  
(14) "Erotique"; Lizzie Borden, Monika Treut, Clara Law; Germany/USA; 1994 
  
I escaped from Roan Inish (I really did stay to the end!) and whisked downstairs in the Uptown for 
a complete change of pace.  Erotique is definitely NOT family material and does not try to be 
cute, thank goodness.  It is a trilogy of half-hour pieces from three directors noted for their 
works on themes of sexuality. 
  
Lizzie Borden's Let's Talk About Love contrasts the world of fantasy phone sex with the humdrum 
reality of the women working the lines. 
 
In Monika Treut's Taboo Parlor, two women pick up a man at a club, seduce him, and take him 
home for the night.  He is the most disposable of dates, but I won't give away the ending. 
 
Clara Law's story, "Wonton Soup", is a delightful contrast to the other two.  We meet a young man 
in Hong Kong who was raised in Australia, and who seems never to have learned how to be 
"Chinese" in many things, including romance.  In one hilarious sequence he attempts to catch up as 
he and his girlfriend work their way through an illustrated text on the many and varied ways of 
lovemaking. 
  
A delightful way to end my day. 



Tuesday, September 13th 
  
(15) "Le Sourire" (The Smile), Claude Miller, France, 1993 
  
Claude Miller's L'Accompagnatrice (The Accompaniest) played at last year's festival and 
commercially over the winter.  Although I found its ending weak and a poor way of handling a 
good premise, it intrigued me enough that I wanted to see Miller's next work.  Unfortunately, he 
seems to have foundered in a similar way. 
  
An aging psychiatrist with a heart condition tires of endlessly listing to the sexual fantasies of his 
patients including those of a young girl who throws herself into a pond just to get his attention.  
Shortly later, he meets another young girl (a tennis player and would-be beauty aesthetician -- I am 
not making this up) and is hopelessly smitten, although "love" is not exactly what I would call it. 
She in turn takes an interest in a local fair, its strip show and its sleazy promoter. 
  
Oh yes.  I forgot to mention that the girl's name is Odile in case you have not picked up on the idea 
of a femme fatale.  Anyhow, somewhere along the way, the film goes off on a tangent of looking at 
exploited womanhood, the topic, it appears, of a book which formed part of the inspiration for the 
script. 
 
Um, er, is this a film about a man yearning for his youth?  Is he merely exploiting the girl of his 
dreams?  Are all winter-spring romances on the level of the leering face in a peep show? 
  
Odile has something of an apotheosis as she parades before her audience -- she is prone to 
nosebleeds, and gets a really nasty one at just the wrong time.  Oh so symbolic. 
 
I think that Miller needs a new scriptwriter (someone other than himself) who can stay focused and 
avoid the melodramatic.  A disappointment.



(16) "Tracking Down Maggie: The Unofficial Biography of Margaret Thatcher"; Nick 
Broomfield, Great Britain, 1994 
  
Broomfield is best known for "The Leader, His Driver and the Driver's Wife", a darkly comic 
documentary about his attempt to interview white supremacist Eugene Terrablanche in South 
Africa.  "Tracking Down Maggie" is no match for this, at least partly because Thatcher does not 
occupy the surreal position of Terrablance. 
  
This, essentially, is a film about the control of public appearances, official history, and the media. 
Broomfield follows Thatcher's entourage from one book signing to another in an attempt to 
confront her with questions about her son, Mark's, lucrative involvement in the arms trade.  He gets 
little co-operation, and we see a lot of footage of false starts and dashed hopes. 
  
I understand the point he is trying to make, although this would not be obvious to an audience 
coming to this film without a good background in political manipulation of the media.  His time 
might better have been spent doing a straight-ahead documentary on Maggie, Mark and their seamy 
connections, but that would have been (a) more work and (b) a lot more dangerous. 
  
As a footnote, it is intriguing that Mark Thatcher's role in the arms trade has just blown up as a 
potential scandal in the UK Tory party.  If only Broomfield had done a thorough documentary 
rather than buzzing around Maggie like a gnat. 
  
(17) "Exile", Paul Cox, Auxtralia, 1994 
  
Oh dear, oh dear -- this is one I just had to walk out of after two, no make that three reels. 
I was suckered into staying for an entire hour! 
  
I just have to quote part pf Piers Handling's description of the film in the program guide: 
  

"Paul Cox, moving emphatically away from the contemporary urban dramas that 
established his reputation in the eighties, has turned to author E.L. Grant Wilson for the 
second time to craft a rural, historical film of spiritual power.  Utilizing Nino Martinetti's 
superb cinematography, Cox uses the full force of the landscape to set the tone of this turn-
of-the-century tale about a young man, Peter, who is exiled to a wild, uninhabited island 
when he is caught stealing sheep needed as a dowry to win and wed the girl he loves." 
  
(It goes on like that for two more paragraphs.) 

  
Our hero (anti-hero?) builds himself a shelter of sorts.  He is visited on occasion by sympathetic 
friends who bring supplies, and a girl who (oh dear, oh dear) manages to strand herself because she 
does not know how to tie up a boat properly.  Oh yes, I forgot about the visions he has been having 
of a priest, supposedly exiled to the same island a century or so earlier, and of his would-be wife. 
  
I went to this on the strength of Cox' previous works such as Vincent and the superb A Woman's 
Tale, but the plot of Exile was just too much for me. 
 



From a technical point of view, oh such problems.  Our hero's hair and beard change in length 
sometimes within a scene.  The colour of the leaves on the branches which roof his shelter have a 
disconcerting habit of being fresh in one shot, and brown in the next.  A scene which begins at 
dawn continues with shots clearly done at midday and then back again.  Maybe it all works out in 
the end.  Maybe I was hallucinating just like out hero. 
 
I will never know. 
 
Wednesday, September 14th 
  
(18) "Gut Drauf, Schlecht Dran" (Good Vibrations, Bad Situations); Lothar Lambert, Germany, 
1993 
  
Lambert manages to show up on the Festival program every year or so after being "discovered" by 
David Overbey and showcased many years ago.  He makes low, low, low budget films using a rep 
company of his friends as the cast.  Afficionados recognize them all one by one as they appear in 
familiar or unexpected roles. 
  
This time around, he must have found an angel because we have colour (!!!) and a series of 
episodes which actually work without our having to make excuses for the budget.  All the same, all 
of the principal credits behind the camera go to just Lambert and Albert Kittler. 
 
Each episode has something to do with sex (this is a Lambert film after all), but it ranges all the 
way from a droll conversation between a town and country woman in the heart of Berlin, to a 
monologue by a lonely woman telephoning one "friend" after another in a vain search for company, 
to a woman whose off-kilter love for her boyfriend is revealed by her need to keep men pinned, like 
butterflies so that they won't leave. 
  
I think this is one of Lambert's best films and he works well in the medium of the connected short 
story.  Whether this will ever appear commercially is another matter. 
  
(19) "Vanya on 42nd Street", Louis Malle, USA, 1994 
  
This has got to be one of the strangest "Vanya"s I have ever seen, and I recommend it less for the 
play itself but for the sight of a group of American actors in a decaying New York theatre 
workshopping a classic. 
 
It all started with a group of Andre Gregory (of My Dinner With Andre) and his friends who wanted 
to work on Vanya with no intent of mounting it.  This evolved into an actual production which was, 
itself, done as a rehearsal.  The film, in turn, picks up the conceit of the new play and gives us a 
Vanya which is part performance, part rehearsal. 
  
The acting is uneven, but I think this is the combined effect of eccentric casting (Wallace Shawn as 
Vanya?) and the inability of some of the actors to become their characters.  The shining light of the 
production is Brooke Smith as Sonya.  I was very happy that she received the warmest applause 



from the audience at the end of the screening after both Gregory and Shawn had been introduced -- 
film festival audiences know quality when they see it. 
  
I suspect that the main problem in this film will be for those who do not know the play, and who 
will be trying to place modern actors in their appropriate 19th century settings.  Interesting, but 
flawed. 



(20) "Il Postino" (The Postman), Michael Radford and Massimo Troisi, Italy, 1994 
  
This was a delightful film, one of my high points in the festival.  Phillipe Noiret, a great French 
actor known to many as the projectionist in Cinema Paradiso, plays the Chilean poet Pablo Neruda 
who lived in exile in Capri in the early 50s.  Massimo Troisi plays a simple villager who is given 
the job of delivering Neruda's copious mail to his house on the town's outskirts. 
  
As Radford said in his introduction to the screening, this is a film about poetry. 
 
Mario, the postman, is shy, but is befriended by Neruda.  From him, he learns that an everyday 
form of speech – describing something by talking about something else -- has a literary name, 
metaphor, which is the basis for much poetry.  Thus, even a simple man can be a poet -- it is as 
much a frame of mind as anything. 
  
I do not want to talk too much about the plot here but rather leave it for you to see when the film is 
released.   
 
This bittersweet story about a man finding his voice was Troisi's last.  He had been awaiting a heart 
transplant, and died twelve hours after the shooting was completed.  Radford quoted him as saying 
that he gave the rest of his old heart to this film, and it was a wonderful gift. 
  
Thursday, September 15th 
  
(21) "Blue Sky", Tony Richardson, USA, 1992. 
  
This was Richardson's last film, and it's not really up to scratch.  Tommy Lee Jones and Jessica 
Lange star as a hopelessly mismatched couple.  He's a quiet, sincere and terribly naive nuclear 
engineer in the US Army who is becoming concerned about the safety of atomic testing in the early 
60s.  She is an insecure social butterfly fashioning herself in the style of Marilyn Monroe and out to 
seduce any man in sight.  They have two long-suffering daughters. 
  
As the story begins, the family is transferred from a base in Hawaii to somewhere in the southern 
states (it doesn't really matter where), and their newly-assigned home is a real comedown.  This sets 
off Carly (Lange's character) whose frustrations are intensified by the change in setting. 
  
So far, we have only the makings of a standard soap opera.  Wife as sexpot tries to get attention 
from anyone but really wants it from her husband -- tragedy in the making.  But the plot takes a 
new turn when Hank (Jones) gets transferred off to Nevada to work on a test site.  At this point, the 
film starts to come unstuck because it cannot decide whether to be a marital tragedy or a politely 
left of centre commentary on the duplicity of the military. 
  
Blue Sky has already opened as I write this (October 9th), but is consigned to the Canada Square 
and the Sherway -- not exactly a blockbuster.  Without its leading actors (who do a good job with a 
flawed script), it probably would have vanished without a trace. 



(22a) "Take Care of Your Scarf, Tatjana"; Aki Kaurismaki; Finland/Germany; 1994 
  
Another of Aki's mad films, this time in his dour "Finish humour" style, and another road movie 
(see "Leningrad Cowboys ..." above).  Valto and Reino have had enough of their current families, 
such as they are, and they set off to find, well, something.  I'm not sure if happiness or fulfillment 
quite fit into Kaurismaki's world.  One lives on coffe and cigarettes, while the other consumes 
endless amounts of vodka. 
  
Soon they meet Tatjana who is trying to get home to Tallinn, and her Russian friend Klaudia. 
Each pair is trying, ineptly, to get something from the other, and by the movie's end, the tiniest hint 
of romance manages to break through. 
  
This is a story with bone-dry humour which turns on our ever-so-serious actors finding themselves 
in mildly ridiculous situations, and it reminds me of the Boheme spoof by the same director a few 
years ago.  It has its moments, but I wouldn't rush out to get it on tape unless you are a true 
Kaurismaki fan. 
  
(22b) "The Total Balalaika Show"; Aki Kaurismaki; Finland; 1993 
  
From the sublime to the ridiculous -- after the dour acting of Tatjana, we have a rock concert with, 
yes, the Leningrad Cowboys and the Alexandrov Red Army Chorus and Dance Ensemble.  The 
concert was filmed in Helsinki's main square before an audience of 50,000, and it plays on many 
levels -- the burlesque of a rock band, the beauty (and irony) of the chorus singing in Helsinki 
(opening with Finlandia no less), and the choice of songs which make for great humour between 
the Finns and the Russians. 
  
It gets a bit wearing towards the end (and was not helped by the distortion in the Varsity's sound 
system), but it's fun most of the time. 
  
(23) "Movie Days"; Fridrik Thor Fridriksson; Iceland/Germany/Denmark; 1994 
  
Fridriksson is a rare animal indeed -- an Icelandic filmmaker.  When asked how the Icelandic 
industry was doing, he replied, "I'm fine, thanks". 
  
Movie Days is a quasi-autobiographical film about his childhood, and through it about the slowly 
vanishing Icelandic culture.  The title was deliberately chosen as a reference to Woody Allen's 
Radio Days to reflect the role of the movies in Fridriksson's youth. 
 
A boy, Thomas, is a standin for Fridriksson, and we first meet him in Reykyavik where the movies 
provide a glimpse of the rest of the world unlike the inward- looking fare available on radio.  
Thomas is sent off to the country to visit relatives by his father in the hope that this will provide 
some balance. 
  
This is a film that is caught somewhere between trying to be a charming coming-of-age story and a 
commentary on the disappearing indigenous Icelandic culture.  The vignettes are amusing or 
poignant or both, but they don't quite sustain the film as a whole. 



(24) "Bar Girls", Marita Giovanni, USA, 1994 
  
This is an adaptation of a play by the same name, and many of the cast are carry-overs from the 
stage version.  It's an out-and-out lesbian story about eight women, their rivalries and their search 
for a lasting partner.  The original play was set in a bar, and the film retains this as the focal point 
for their meetings. 
  
There is nothing particularly deep in this film -- it's just a well-done first feature that happens to 
take its lesbian context for granted (and feels all the better because of it).  After the screening, one 
woman in the audience commented on the generally upscale look of the characters in the film by 
asking "Where did you find those lesbians, anyway?"  The response came back "They're Valley 
lesbians" proving that the California look is not confined to the straight community. 
  
[Plus ça change.  The same comment was aimed at “The L Word” on Showcase in 2004/05.] 
 
Friday, September 16th 
  
(25) "Nastazja", Andrzej Wajda, Poland/Japan, 1994 
  
This is a most unusual and demanding film (some would say "boring" -- there were a lot of 
walkouts), but one which I enjoyed a great deal for what it tried to do -- create a very theatrical 
experience on the screen.  The plot is taken from the last chapter of Dostoevsky's The Idiot.  The 
beautiful Nastazja cannot decide between Prince Myshkin and Rogozhin, his rival.  The two men 
are complete opposites: the Prince is elegant, almost frail, dressed in white; Rogozhin is bearded, 
strong but trim, and all in black. 
  
The story begins with the would-be wedding of Nastazja to the Prince, but she changes her mind at 
the last moment and flees from the church with Rogozhin.  The remainder of the film is a dialogue 
between the two men which takes place in a room of a grand house (it could easily be a two-hander 
on stage) as they talk about past experiences.  The flashbacks are often subtle, all in the mind of the 
audience and only barely hinted at on screen.  Meanwhile, unknown to the Prince, Nastazja lies 
dead in the next room. 
  
This film was made in Japanese with two fine actors: Tamasaburo Bando and Toshiyuki 
Nagashima.  Tamasaburo is a Kabuki actor who takes both the role of the Prince and of Nastazja 
(mainly in the flashbacks), and he switches between them effortlessly simply by using a shawl and 
a slight change of mannerisms to become Nastazja.  This is a film which demands that the audience 
participate in creating the scene and following the characters, and if you are that sort of audience, 
then I recommend Nastazja if ever it plays in Toronto. 



(26) "Amateur", Hal Hartley, USA/France, 1994 
  
Hartley's "Barcelona" is still playing in Toronto, and so I don't expect "Amateur" to show up for a 
while.  However, "Amateur" has a Toronto distributor and we should not have to wait for long. 
  
This is a marvellous change for Hartley -- a comic mystery with a collection of off-the-wall 
characters quite unlike those of his earlier films.  It's also a movie set in New York with an 
American director, but with a very European texture. 
  
Isabelle Huppert plays an ex-nun who has taken to writing pornography, but she is really too 
artistic for the trade.  In one hilarious scene, she sits in a greasy spoon trying to write a porn piece 
on her laptop PC while reading the text aloud.  This is offending the other people in the restaurant. 
In New York, no less. 
  
Into her life comes a man who has lost his memory.  We met him, so to speak, in the opening 
moments of the film when his girlfriend, a bigtime porn film star, shot him (she thinks) and left 
him for dead.  He does not realize that he is really a cutthroat villain, but all the same he is 
being pursued by his business associates who are in the arms trade.  The heavies are, as a friend of 
mine described them, "k iller accountants". 
  
The entire film is populated with characters who don't quite fit, and Hartley (who wrote his own 
script) has a lot of fun with them.  One warning -- the ending is rather abrupt and something of a 
downer from what has gone before.  Nevertheless, it's a great flick. 
  
(27) "Curse of the Starving Class", J. Michael McClary, USA, 1994 
  
This film has a lot going for it what with a strong play by Sam Shepard and screen adaptation by 
Bruce Beresford.  Unfortunately, I don't think that McClary, for whom this was a first feature, was 
quite up to keeping a lid on the histrionics, particularly late in the film. 
  
James Woods plays Weston Tate, a man condemned to be forever conned because his dreams of 
"making it" always preclude common sense.  Even his wife Ella (played by Kathy Bates who 
performed the role on stage) who should know better has dreams of her own.  Their children, 
Wesley and Emma (played respectively by Henry Thomas and Kristen Fiorella) don't quite fit in 
this home, and yet they don't really know anything else and are likely to repeat the pattern, 
the curse of their class. 
  
Randy Quaid plays a sleazy real estate huckster who once fleeced Weston and is now hard at work 
on Emma both for her body and for her property.  Lou Gossett Jr. runs the local bar and while he 
may sympathize with those around him, he is only looking out for himself. 
  
With all this talent, it's a shame that James Woods, in particular, was not kept in better control and 
that the director clearly wanted him to go "over the top".  The film/play make their point without 
excessive melodrama. 
  
A good but flawed adaptation. 



Saturday, September 17th 
  
(28) "Woyzeck", Janos Szasz, Hungary, 1993 
  
Oh what an inspiring way to start off my Saturday.  This is a great, if bleak, film adaptation of a 
classic story which shows just how much can be done with black-and-white shooting, actors who 
live their roles, and a director who can translate an empty, meaningless life to the screen. 
  
Woyzeck, in this version, is a switch tender in a railway yard that is often enveloped by fog and/or 
clouds of smoky pollution from nearby factories.  The only people we see are him (in his little 
cabin), the yardmaster ("the captain") whose voice on the loudspeaker controls his life, Woyzeck's 
wife who has rejected him, and her lover.  Woyzeck inhabits a place with no visible context either 
in time or space -- the clouds swirl around him and he is always at the mercy of other people. 
  
In one telling scene, Woyzeck walks off into the mist carrying his little shack on his back, a 
deliberate reference to Christ and His cross according to Szasz who was at the screening.  The 
inevitable tragedy with which the film ends is all the sadder because it does nothing to relieve the 
despair of anyone's life. 
  
I do not know if this will ever show up (not exactly the sort of thing for a laugh-filled night at the 
movies), but if it comes to the rep circuit, and you want to see the great acting and direction which 
still manage to get put on film in some parts of Europe, go. 
  
(29) "Somebody to Love", Alexandre Rockwell, USA, 1994 
  
Oh dear, oh dear.  I went to see this film on the strength of Rockwell's In The Soup which was an 
unexpected gem in the 1992 festival.  A big disappointment. 
  
Obviously, somebody gave Rockwell a lot of money, access to many stars (Rosie Perez, Harvey 
Keitel, Anthony Quinn for headliners, plus many others in cameos), and said "Go Forth and Shoot 
Film". 
   
Rockwell co-wrote the screenplay with, of all people, Sergei Bodrov (a director featured at the 
1993 festival).  Oh does he need an editor.  Many editors.  And a new ending. 
  
Anyhow, it's a film about a poor Latino who loves a taxi dancer in a bar (Perez), but she has a 
"friend" (Keitel).  He wants to impress her, and gets a job as a runner for a gangster (Quinn) which 
lets him sport flashy clothes and have money to burn on the object of his desire.  Problem is, it's not 
exactly reciprocated. 
  
Our hero gets in over his head doing a contract murder so he can raise lots of cash for his would-be 
girl who only needs it so that she can give it to her boyfriend for one of his schemes.  At the end, 
she has lost both of them.  The final scene (which in a less pretentious and better-written movie 
might be called an apotheosis) sees our lady rising above the crowd at a seaside carnival and gazing 
wistfully out of frame for a long, long time. 
  



I suspect she is thinking "Will he ever yell 'Cut'?".  
  
Best bit in the film is a cameo by, of all people, Sam Fuller (the director in "Tigrero") as an 
eccentric and very rich old man who would give our lady everything she wants and needs, but 
unfortunately dies in a car crash.  Life is rough some days. 
  
Now if only Rockwell can go back to making low budget movies, he might do well.  The oddball 
humour from "In The Soup" is still there, but there is nothing keeping it or the plot in focus. 
  
(30) "Grosse Fatigue" (Dead Tired), Michel Blanc, France, 1994 
  
You can tell it's near the end of the Fest.  I am going to blatantly commercial films, albeit French 
films.  (Gaumont produced it, and Norstar Releasing is the Canadian distributor so look for it soon.) 
  
This film turns on the premise that it is common for major personalities to have doubles who stand 
in for them all the time.  Pity poor Michel Blanc (who along with many other actors plays "himself" 
in this film) -- his life is being usurped by a double who is a real sleaze.  All his friends and 
associates are getting fed up with him, and it's not his fault.  Even his good friend Carole Bouquet 
(looking ever so elegant even when she is cooking) eventually loses track of who is who. 
  
I do not think that I will spoil the film by revealing a delicious scene near the end.  The real Michel 
Blanc encounters a man who turns out to be the real Philippe Noiret -- it seems the same thing 
happened to him years ago.  And it's not unusual -- Noiret quips "how do you think Depardieu 
makes so many films every year?" 
  
Yep, it's commercial; it's a French farce of mistaken identity that is almost classical in its way, but 
it's lots of fun.  Michel Blanc wrote, directed and stars (twice of course). 
  
Sunday, September 18th 
  
(31) "Picture of Light", Peter Mettler, Canada/Switzerland, 1994 
  
This is a documentary about the north, and about Mettler's coming to grips both with the northern 
environment and the magic of the aurora borealis.  Mettler and his crew head off on a train from 
Toronto after testing their equipment in a cold room at Ontario Hydro, but that cold and the real 
thing -- snow, vast emptiness, boredom -- are quite different from each other. 
  
On the surface it's a film about trying to film the aurora (something which took some tricky 
technical work by the cameraman), but it's also about slowing down and dealing with nature as it 
comes.  There is one scene reminiscent of Kaurismaki (maybe it's the cold that does it) where 
Mettler wants to show what would happen in his motel room if there were a small hole in the wall. 
In the end, he has to carry in the snow and build a drift around the TV set to fake the shot.  A nice 
commentary on documentaries and the problems of waiting for something worth filming to happen.  
  
The aurora looks good, and manages to upstage everything else, but I am not sure that in the end 
there is enough meat on this film to sustain its 83-minute length. 



(32) "Priest", Antonia Bird, GB, 1994 
  
This, for me, was the highlight of the festival.  Others who had seen it raved about the film, and I 
was glad to get a chance to see it in the Sunday repeats.  It is a reworking of a four-episode TV 
series, and the story's power is all the greater for being concentrated in one  brilliant feature. 
  
Father Greg is a wet-behind-the-ears priest with a limited social awareness when he is posted to 
Liverpool.  He quickly learns that all the fine words of the seminary are no match for real life in a 
parish where 70 percent of the workforce is unemployed, and where an assisting priest, Father 
Matthew, (played wonderfully by Tom Wilkinson whose face, if not name, will be familar from 
many English TV dramas) is living with the woman who keeps house in the manse.  Along the 
way, Father Greg has to deal with a family where he knows there is an incestuous relationship 
between father and daughter, but he is powerless to intervene because of the confidentiality of the 
confessional. 
  
Add to this the complication that Greg himself is gay and begins an affair with a man he has picked 
up in a bar.  Almost inevitably, they are found out, and after a trial Father Greg is banished to a 
country parish where the crusty old priest speaks Latin at the dinner table to mask his criticism of 
Greg from the cook (who clearly regards the old man as a fool).  Father Matthew eventually talks 
Greg into returning with him to celebrate a joint mass which includes a bristling attack on a Church 
more concerned with appearances than with its own teachings.  Many of the congregation leave, 
refusing to accept communion from Father Greg, but about half stay.  The first, and only, to queue 
before Greg is the girl whose father had abused her earlier in the story. 
  
I do not want to give away too many of the details lest this film actually makes it into theatres or 
onto TVO.  [It did.]  A friend of mine would call this a "three hanky" film, but the tears and love 
for the characters are well-deserved.  This is a film about acceptance both of oneself and of others 
for what we/they are, and equally a passionate call for a triumph of faith and good will over dogma, 
bigotry and political convenience. 
  
This film received a five-minute standing ovation at its first screening, something which is rare at 
the festival (except at the Galas where it doesn't really count), and it deserved every minute of it. 


