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Steve’s Film Festival Reviews for 1997 
 
By Steve Munro 
 
Another Festival is over, and it’s been quite a satisfying one all around.  This year, I went to only 26 
screenings, down quite a bit from previous years mainly due to my actually trying to work part of the time 
rather than just taking the week off as vacation.  Also, this year I celebrated my birthday (the 49th) with 
dear, close friends — quite a wonderful change from last year when I celebrated it in various cinemas and 
the 7 West Café on Charles Street. 
 
As before, the reviews are listed in the order of the screenings.  This avoids any appearance of my 
ranking the films relative to each other, although I was inspired to add “stars” as I went along.  In a few 
cases  I was a bit drowsy during the screening (not enough cappuccino from the 7 West), but never 
actually fell asleep, and the films involved had either established themselves as not worthy of my full 
attention, or continued to be wonderful even if I closed my eyes for a few moments.  And, yes, it’s hard to 
read the subtitles with your eyes closed. 
 
Speaking of subtitles, this year we had very demure headers from Air Canada.  So demure that there 
were only three of them which we all tired of seeing by Saturday afternoon.  In what I must take to be a 
bit of devilish fun by the people assembling the prints, the one Air Canada header where the text is all at 
the bottom of the screen (preparing us for the subtitles, don’t you see) appeared only on films which were 
in English.  One would hope that if Air Canada persists in having jokes at the start of the screenings, they 
will shell out for a good selection next year, or better yet, just drop them completely. 
 
And, yes, this year there are ratings! (People seem to like this sort of thing.] 
 
* Well, I saw it. 
** May be worth seeing once 
*** Good and recommended 
**** First rate 
***** Best of the festival 
 
Half stars were awarded in cases where I was indecisive (anyone who has watched me order dinner in a 
restaurant knows the experience).  Nothing warranted the “why am I here, I would rather watch paint 
dry” rating, a testimonial to my skill and luck at avoiding complete turkeys this year, or to the general 
quality of what was on offer. 
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Friday, September 5th 
 
Unagi / The Eel 

(Japan) Shoei Imamura 
Rating *½ 

 
The Eel was an inauspicious start to the festival.  Although it arrived with a lot of advance press and 
shared the Palme D’or at Cannes, it was deeply disappointing.  On paper, the plot has the makings of the 
sort of character study one expects in a Japanese film.  A man kills his wife and her lover after finding 
them in flagrante , goes to prison for eight years, and emerges on parole with his pet eel, his only friend 
during his years inside.  He moves to a village where he opens a barbershop (a trade he learned in prison), 
and gradually relearns life on the outside.  One day, he comes upon the body of a woman who has 
attempted suicide and rescues her, and this sets in motion a difficult return to intimacy. 
 
On the screen, however, there are serious problems almost from the opening.  The murder scene is right 
out of the worst of “B” movies, with blood squirting onto the camera lens.  Our heroine has a dotty mother 
with a passion for Spanish dance.  A showdown with some two-bit gangsters who set upon the barbershop 
(because our heroine has stolen some money from her brother) lurches into slapstick.  The eel itself, 
doesn’t get to do much except swim around in its tank and eat the odd fish, but at the height of the brawl 
(you can see this coming a mile away), the tank is smashed and the eel spills out onto the floor.  
Symbolism can be tedious, but particularly so when handled this way. 
 
This is a film which cannot make up its mind what it wants to be, and succeeds at none of the attempted 
styles.  There was one reel change where I was uncertain for a minute or two whether the theatre had 
mounted the reels out of sequence.  No, it ain’t art, it’s just an undisciplined film.  
  
 
Loved 

(USA) Erin Dignam 
Rating **½ 

 
Loved is a film about people who have loved, or been loved, or love, but all in some broken, wounded way. 
 William Hurt plays a state attourney who is attempting to set a precedent by showing that the suicide of a 
woman (which takes place at the beginning of the film) was brought on by the psychological torment of 
her boyfriend (Anthony Lucero), a man who has a history of abusive relationships.  Robin Wright Penn 
plays Hedda, who loved Lucero’s character years before, in spite of his violence.  She has been called as 
a witness to help establish the pattern of torment leading to attempted suicide. 
 
Hedda’s great struggle lies in her continuing love, and her inability to see past that love.  She envies a later 
girlfriend of the accused who is now wheelchair-bound because she “meant enough to him that he would 
hurt her that much”. (In the Q&A which followed the screening, it was intriguing to see the audience 
divide into two camps: one could not understand this behaviour at all, while others were moved and deeply 
sympathetic.) 
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Erin Dignam directed her own screenplay, and she generally has a sure hand on her plot and characters.  
The only oddity is a scene near the beginning between Hurt and Sean Penn, a profoundly disturbed 
barefoot man Hurt meets on his way to work.  All Penn’s character wants is some love and affection.  
This scene was added after the main shooting because Dignam wanted Hurt’s character to be known to 
the audience in a sympathetic light before he first appeared in his guise as an attourney.  However, the 
scene rings false because it does not connect with anything else in the story.  There is an echo of Hedda, 
in that she goes barefoot all of the time too, but the pasted-on quality of the scene spoils the effect (and 
was the reason I did not give a full *** rating).  The ending leaves things on a hopeful, if unresolved note 
and fits well with the understated nature of the script and the acting. 
 
Robin Wright Penn and William Hurt do some fine work here, although I am becoming suspicious 
(especially after hearing Hurt at the Q&A) that Hurt is either being typecast or has only one way of 
acting.  The slightly hurt, modestly inarticulate teddy bear only goes so far. 
 
(William Hurt is also responsible for my one brief brush with stardom at the festival.  Before the 
screening, he was sitting behind me, but moved further into the row when more of the cast showed up.) 
 
Alliance Releasing has picked up this film, and so you can look for it in the theatres sometime this fall or 
winter. 
  
 
Karakter / Character 

(The Netherlands) Mike van Diem 
Rating ***** 

 
Character was easily my choice as the best I viewed this year, and anyone I talked to who was lucky 
enough to see it raved about the film.  A pity that it seems to have been ignored by the media.  Our good 
fortune is that Buena Vista has picked it up and we have a fighting chance of seeing it sometime in the 
next year. 
 
The story, adopted from a book of the same name, is set in 1920s Rotterdam.  Dreverhaven, a bailiff 
feared by the poor throughout the city in his ruthless execution of eviction orders, is confronted by his 
illegitimate son, Katadreuffe, who has just been admitted to the bar.  Dreverhaven is murdered, or so it 
seems, and Katadreuffe is arrested.  The bulk of the film is a flashback as Katadreuffe recounts the story 
of his life at the police station. 
 
Sounds like a rather dull, standard sort of setup, but the richness comes from the complexity and number 
of characters, and the sheer brilliance with which the story is told.  Dreverhaven fathered his son by 
raping his housekeeper who, in turn,  chose to leave and live in poverty rather than staying with him.  The 
boy came to know who his father was, resenting him all the time, while his father gave no hint of any 
concern for or interest in his son. Katadreuffe is precocious and a voracious reader, and by his late teens 
manages to talk his way into a job with a lawyer, a gruff but cheery and good-hearted man. This good 
fortune leads Katadreuffe into the study of law and his eventual graduation. 
 
The confrontation with Dreverhaven is inevitable, but I do not want to give away the ending of the film 
beyond saying that father and son are reconciled.  Dickens would be proud. 
 
This film is a stunning feature debut by director Mike van Diem.  All of the characters ring true; the 



  
Steve’s Film Festival Reviews for 1997  September 27, 1997   Page 4 

editing is smooth and flawless despite shooting which took place in eight cities to duplicate pre-war 
Rotterdam; the art direction is effortless in evoking the period without screaming “look at me” the way so 
many costume dramas do.  Great “Masterpiece Theatre” material, but it deserves to be seen on the big 
screen.   
  
 
Saturday, September 6 
 
Robinson in Space 

(UK) Patrick Keiller 
Rating **½ 

 
I am not sure whether to call Robinson in Space a documentary or a mockumentary, and it’s probably a 
bit of both.  Robinson, our title character, is never seen, but is the protagonist of a strange tour of England 
on which he is accompanied by the narrator (the voice belongs to Paul Scofield, and the film would not 
work without it).  Robinson has been commissioned by an advertising agency to investigate the “problem 
of England”, and does so by following the route of Daniel Dafoe’s Tour through the Whole Island of 
Great Britain. (The conceit here is that Dafoe is the author of Robinson Crusoe.) 
 
As a piece of cinema, the style is quite unusual.  It is like looking at a series of postcards where the 
movement, if any, is entirely generated by the objects in the frame, not by a pan, zoom or change in point 
of view.  Rolling meadows are photographed with the same care for composition and lighting as industrial 
parks, motels, and highways.  This forces you to actually look at the image on the screen rather than 
letting it flit by, and at the same time you pay more attention to the text as well.  That text is delivered in a 
quite straightforward manner, but lurking under the surface are odd juxtaposition of facts about the British 
economy and an editorial stance that decries the new worker-free economy. 
 
The great oddity in the “snapshots” is that there are almost no people, and when they are present, they 
distant unimportant figures.  Patrick Keiller’s intent becomes clear as we see a country devoid of new 
employment even while the economy booms.  We see new factories, ports, roads, prisons, waterworks, 
docks, but no people.   
 
My main complaint with this film is that it is about one reel too long.  By the one hour mark, Keiller has 
really said all there is to say, but he bumbles on for another 20 minutes.  The story ends when Robinson’s 
sponsor cancels the project before he can complete his journeys, and Robinson, like so many others in 
Britain, finds himself out of work again. 
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Das Schloß / The Castle 
(Austria) Michael Haneke 
Rating **½ 

 
The Castle was adapted by its director from the novel by Franz Kafka, and it conveys the feeling of 
Kafka’s world very well.  K. has been summoned to a small village to survey its lands.  He arrives in a 
village at night during a snowstorm, enters the local inn, but finds he must have a permit from The Castle 
to stay there.  At first his claim to be there at The Castle’s request isn’t believed (even by someone from 
the Castle itself), but inexplicably they change their mind.  However, his work never seems to begin 
because they really don’t need a surveyor — everything has been where it is for years, and so nothing 
needs to be surveyed.  All the same, he should stay. 
 
K. is continually attempting to find something to do, and yet every time he seems on the verge of having 
some purpose, his life is borne off on another fruitless course by the events around him.  The film ends 
abruptly (as does the original text) in mid-scene with K. none the wiser about his role. 
 
This is a good, if overlong (125 minutes), adaptation which manages to convey the frustration of K. and 
the bizarre nature of life in the shadow of The Castle among people who seem to take this random, 
meaningless life for granted.  The action takes place mostly at night, and the film itself shot in black and 
white.  There is nothing whatsoever attractive about the surroundings, nor does the art direction give any 
hint that something enjoyable (other than carousing in the inn, and even that in a pointless way) ever takes 
place. 
 
Yes, a film for those of us who wrestle with the bureaucracies of the 1990s, but not one I would rush out 
to see over and over again. 
  
 
C’est la tangente que je préfère / Love, Math and Sex 

(France) Charlotte Silvera 
Rating **½ 

 
Let me dispense right off with the appalling English language title which bears only passing reference to 
the original.  It’s a terrible title, and an obvious ripoff of Sex, Lies and Videotape.   
 
In the French, we have a pun on the word “tangente” (which means the same as its English counterpart).  
Our heroine, Sabine, a 15-year old girl who is something of a math whiz, has a thing for older men and 
takes up with a married 45-year old, Jiri, a theatre director from Prague.  Hence, the “tangent” which she 
prefers is older men as well as the literal tangents of geometry. There is no North American distributor 
yet, and if the film does show up here, I hope that only the French title survives. 
 
Yes, it’s another spring/autumn romance with the added frisson that, technically, what we are seeing is 
<gasp> technically illegal on Canadian screens because of the supposed age of Sabine. (As far as I know, 
the Festival has not been charged under the kiddie porn laws, and we depraved sex fiends in the audience 
are all still free to roam the streets.) Add to this the fact that Sabine is not above lifting tips from café 
tables, charging her classmates for homework assignments, or asking Jiri to pay for seeing her, and we 
have a fresh, innocent appearance hiding a naïvely predatory character.  As she learns during the film, life 
does not always work out the way you want it to, and taking advantage of people does not win friends. 
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From my  point of view, the greater problem is the use of mathematics as a device to establish both her 
intellectual precociousness and her distance from those of her own age.  Math is an interest which Sabine 
uses as a mask, a shield against having to interact with her peers, and appropriately her interest in it 
vanishes when her love life starts to blossom.  However, the mathematical references seem contrived, in 
particular one scene whose geometric problem makes a direct reference to the French title.   
 
The love scene between Sabine and Jiri is erotic, but sensitively shot, and their relationship, with all the 
problems of a young woman learning just how complicated loving another person can be, works better 
than the math.  It is refreshing to see a story about this type of affair which reverses the stereotypical 
roles of young girl as victim and middle-aged man as exploiter.  However, the characters seemed two-
dimensional to me, and for that reason, I held back that third star. 
  
 
Budbringeren / Junk Mail 

(Norway) Pål Sletaune  
Rating *** 

 
Junk Mail is a black comedy about a postman, Roy, whose only enjoyment in life, it seems, comes from 
subverting the Post Office.  Junk mail goes undelivered, and love letters are pilfered for his own 
amusement.  One day on his rounds, an attractive woman, Line, leaves her keys in her mailbox.  This is 
too much for Roy to resist, and he pays a visit of his own to Line’s apartment while she is out for the day, 
or so he thinks.  Up to now, it sounds like the classic voyeur caught with his pants down sort of story, but 
things are not quite as simple as that.  At the beginning of Junk Mail, Line and her associate Georg were 
involved in a particularly nasty robbery, and now Georg wants his share of the loot.  Line has problems of 
her own as Roy discovers while hiding under her bed.  I don’t want to give away more of the plot than 
this, but since it is a comedy, of sorts, yes, Roy and Line do seem to be making an unlikely friendship by 
the end of the movie. 
 
This is Sletaune’s first feature film (he is also the co-scriptwriter), and he keeps a good balance between 
the darkly comic side to Roy’s life and the near-tragedy that is Line’s.  He has the self-discipline to keep 
the plot moving and avoid the self-indulgent scenes that somehow find their way into early films of 
writer/directors.  The cast is wonderful — there is really not an attractive person among them, and yet 
they all work, particularly Roy (Robert Skjaerstad) who we come to like in spite of himself. 
 
CF/P has picked up this movie, and so it will appear sometime in the next year, although my guess is that it 
will either be at someplace like the Carlton or at the Festival chain.  Definitely worth seeing.   
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Sunday, September 7 
 
Face 

(UK) Antonia Bird 
Rating ***½ 

 
Antonia Bird’s Priest was the hit of the 1994 Festival, and this (plus a great cast) put Face on my must-
see list even though it will appear commercially (Alliance Releasing).  Bird comes to film from a TV 
background — the first episode of Cracker (Madwoman in the Attic) was directed by her, and Priest 
was originally shot as a TV series and then re-edited into a feature — but since her work has mainly been 
in feature films, Face doesn’t feel like a TV movie. 
 
Robert Carlyle (probably best-known in these parts in his role as Hamish Macbeth) plays Ray, the leader 
of a gang of thieves who pull off a very well-planned robbery which goes awry only in that the take is only 
thousands rather than millions of pounds.  This sets in motion a falling-out among the gang, and an  attempt 
by one of them (played with marvellous desperation by Ray Winstone) to get all the loot for himself. 
 
Money really is the root of all evil in Face, and this leads to the film’s one flaw, in my opinion.  Ray was 
not always a crook, but was driven to it by the deteriorating economy in Britain and the class war of the 
Thatcher government.  Well, yes, I suppose so, but the political message seems to be grafted on to what is 
otherwise a very good crime thriller, rather than being integral to the story.  With that caveat, I must say 
that I could not help thinking of Reservoir Dogs and how empty that film is compared with Face. 
 
Two footnotes: Antonia Bird was at the screening, and explained that “a Face” is English slang for a 
known criminal.  She also defended the violence in the film as realistic and justifiable by comparison with 
what she sees routinely living in the East End of London. 
  
 
The Scar 

(Poland) Krzysztof Kie_lowski 
Rating ** 

 
Kie_lowski, who died in 1996, left us with the Trois Couleurs trilogy, La double vie de Véronique, and 
his magnificent Decalogue (which is almost impossible to see in Canada thanks to a screw up with the 
rights to the films).  His background, however, was in documentaries, and The Scar was his first foray 
into a fictional feature. 
 
The Scar was made just as the Communist regime had collapsed in Poland (1976), and is interesting both 
for the portrait it paints of that era, and as a view of Kie_lowski’s style before the appearance of his more 
elaborate, symbol-laden features.  The story is quite straightforward.  A small town’s council is courting a 
chemical factory as a potential economic stimulus.  With the benefit of hindsight, we know that this will 
bring only pollution and the destruction of village life, but of course the proponents see only the upside of 
development.  Large tracts of forest are cleared, residents are displaced, and the factory is built.  As we 
might expect, it is not built very well, and it is not particularly profitable.  The “solution” to these problems 
is to expand.  In the midst of this failed project, we have a well-meaning plant manager who really believes 
that what he does is for the good of the town, even though he is blind to the problems he has created.  This 
blindness is partly brought on by bureaucrats around him who wish to preserve the project and their jobs. 
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As a film, this is not exactly rivetting drama, but it is intriguing on two counts.  One is purely historical — 
as the film ends, the uprising at Gdansk has just begun and there is a modestly hopeful epilogue looking 
ahead to Poland’s future.  The other, for me, was the uncomfortable closeness to the bureaucratic 
machinations of the 1990s which I see at work and in the local political scene.  Plus ça change ... 
  
 
The balance of the day was spent celebrating my birthday with very special friends who have made this 
year like none before it.   May there be many more. 
  
 
Monday, September 8 
 
Stone, Scissors, Paper 

(UK) Stephen Whittaker 
Rating **** 

 
Stone, Scissors, Paper is an understated, unpretentious film which was described by NOW’s critic as 
“slow”.  I beg to differ, and think that critic was having one of those days where only the most sex-and-
blood drenched adventure could keep the press awake through yet another advance screening. 
 
The two principal characters are Jean (played by Juliet Stevenson, known to Toronto audiences for her 
title role in the TV series The Politician’s Wife) and Redfern (played by Ken Stott, seen most recently in 
the series Taking Over the Asylum).  Both are married, but each to mates who do not suit their shy, 
reserved characters.  Jean’s mother has just died, and Redfern, a carver, delivers a headstone for her 
grave.  This is the beginning of a subtle friendship that might, under different circumstances, have 
blossomed into love.  In a village, however, such relationships are doomed, and the great sadness is that 
the need for publicly visible fidelity smashes any hope of lasting closeness between them. 
 
The script, by Richard Cameron, was the winner in a contest sponsored by the BBC as a memorial to 
Dennis Potter (The Singing Detective, Karaoke, Dead Lazarus and others).  Cameron sets his story in 
the Don Valley in Yorkshire, his home and the locale of most of his previous works.  It is a haunting 
portrait of people with contented but unfulfilled lives who glimpse, briefly, what might have been with a 
true soulmate.  Juliet Stevenson plays against type here as a plain country girl, a great contrast to the 
upper-middle class beauties which are her stock-in-trade on TV and in the theatre. 
 
The title is an oblique reference to three characters: Stone for Redfern, and Scissors for Jean who sews in 
much of her spare time.  Paper is for Redfern’s wife Mary who keeps a shrine to their dead child in a 
closed bedroom decorated with toys and drawings.  The title also, of course, refers to the game of the 
same name: stone breaks scissors, scissors cut paper, and paper wraps stone. 
 
This is Stephen Whittaker’s first theatrical feature, but he has a long background in TV drama.  Both his 
experience and that of the cast shine in a film where a bittersweet story unfolds without being 
overshadowed by star turns among the actors.  Feelings are often conveyed without words, and I am 
reminded that the social conventions of Bronte and Austin’s time are still very much with us. 
  
 
Canadian Shorts Program  

The Hazards of Falling Glass 
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John Martins -Mantiega 
We Are Experiencing 

John Kneller 
Grace Eternal 

Neil Burns  
bp (pushing the boundaries) 

Brian Nash 
Rating *** 

 
The Hazards of Falling Glass is a 6-minute short, allegedly about the Toronto-Dominion Centre and its 
architect, Ludwig Mies van der Rohe.  An unbearable six minutes in which we see that the director knows 
nothing about architecture, nothing about the principles of Mies’ work, and spent a lot of time on the plaza 
of the TD Centre looking up.  Extremely embarrassing as the start of the short program. 
 
The films which followed, restored my faith in the Festival’s programmers and in Toronto filmmakers.   
 
We Are Experiencing is a treat for those of us who have watched the art of animation evolve from the 
purely mechanical to the digital, from a medium where the utmost skill and patience was often replaced by 
the latest trick effect from a software house.  This 12-minute work was entirely composed in an optical 
printer by manipulation and combination of layer upon layer of images.  At first, what we see appears 
totally random, but it is slowly revealed as a mixture of autumn foliage and stained glass, often in extreme 
closeup.  Literally, the audience experiences this film as an evolution in seeing the images on the screen. 
 
Grace Eternal is a wry comment on our digital age.  The title character dies while sitting in front of her 
television set, but nobody knows that she has departed this world.  She has no visitors, and her financial 
life continues with automatic bank deposits and withdrawals.  She has no need to exist outside of this 
electronic environment where, indeed, she is immortal. 
 
bp (pushing the boundaries) was the highlight of this program.  bp nichol was a Canadian poet who was 
forever experimenting with word play, typography, the structure of text.  For his work, he won the 
Governor General’s award for poetry in 1970.  The film, bp, draws on historical footage of the poet along 
with reminiscences by many of his friends.  On paper, this sounds rather dry and boring, but the treat is 
that bp is a fascinating portrait of someone who loved language.  This film received a much-deserved 
special mention in the critics’ choices for best films at the Festival.  With luck, you will get to see it on 
Bravo! or TVO. 
    
 
The Tango Lesson 

(UK) Sally Potter 
Rating ****½ 

A gem!  Sally Potter (whose previous film is Orlando) is a rather obsessive woman who decided a few 
years ago that she just had to learn the tango.  Not with any old instructor, mind you, but with Pablo 
Veron, an Argentinean dancer living in Paris, a superb dancer and choreographer.  It is clear from their 
early meetings that he regards her as something of a dilettante, and only as the story unfolds does their 
regard for each other deepen.  Meanwhile, Potter was working on a screenplay about deceit and murder 
in the fashion industry.  She didn’t really like the story, but there was Hollywood interest and so she 
struggled on with the script until her dancing took control. 
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The Tango Lesson is a loose retelling of this period in Potter’s life.  During the Q&A after the screening, 
she was a bit vague about just how autobiographical it was since, after all, scenes have to be telescoped 
and rearranged for theatrical effect.  But she certainly did learn how to dance, and the dance sequences in 
The Tango Lesson are a joy to watch.  Passionate.  Full body shots.  Clever use of spaces and camera 
movement so that we don’t just see a series of lessons in a studio.  The great challenge for Potter was to 
learn how to follow Veron’s lead when, as a director, she is used to telling everyone else what to do. 
 
The main story is shot in black and white, but printed on colour stock with a silver blue tint, while the film-
within-a-film (the screenplay in progress) is shot in brilliant colour.  A textbook lesson in the beauty of 
black and while cinema. 
 
I have to confess a special fondness for this film both because I love good dance films, and because of a 
special moment after the screening which was one of the treasures of the Festival.  As Potter and Veron 
stood on the stage of the Uptown 1 for the Q&A, the first request from the house was “Dance for us!”, 
and so they did.  No music, just a rhythm of their own to which the audience added rhythmic clapping . 
 
Malofilm is the distributor, and we can expect The Tango Lesson to appear sometime soon in Toronto. 
  
 
Tuesday, September 9 
 
Henry Fool 

(USA) Hal Hartley 
Rating **** 

 
Hal Hartley has been bringing his films to the Toronto Festival for years even since his debut with The 
Unbelievable Truth  in 1989.  Henry Fool is a real departure for him in many ways — it is long (137 
minutes), the two main characters are not particularly attractive at first glance, and the film’s argument is 
more intellectual than his previous efforts. 
 
Thomas Jay Ryan plays the title character (who tells us early on that there was an “e” at the end of his 
name until a few centuries ago), a man of uncertain background who gives the impression he may be 
slightly unhinged and could explode if jostled the wrong way.  Henry is writing a book, has been writing a 
book for quite a long time, and it occupies many journals’ worth of longhand.  He moves into a basement 
apartment in a house owned by Simon Grim (James Urbaniuk) and his sister, and Simon becomes Henry’s 
literary protégé. 
 
Simon, too, begins to write, and creates an epic poem (of which we never hear even a fragment).  The 
poem divides all who read it into two camps — either it is the worst scatological pornography, or it is a 
work of transcendent insight and power.  When an excerpt is published by a local school newspaper and 
web site, Simon becomes the focus of both the loony right and the defenders of art and free speech.  
Simon, the student, becomes notorious and famous, while Henry languishes in his shadow. 
 
Hartley’s characters often have literary talents (in their dialogue anyhow) beyond what the audience 
would expect from their background, and Henry Fool makes this an integral part of the plot.  It turns out 
that Henry was a caretaker in the offices of a publishing company until he was jailed for statutory rape (he 
has just been paroled as the film begins).  Simon works in a garbage processing factory, and appears to be 
without a shred of inspiration when we meet him.  All he needed was a muse, a role played by the unlikely 
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Henry. 
 
This is a film about artistic creativity, self-discovery and the evolution of the relationship between mentor 
and student.    Hartley has moved beyond middle class New Jersey suburbs (the setting of his early films) 
and the archly clever world of Amateur and Flirt to make his best film yet. 
  
 
Des majorettes dans l’espace / Majorettes in Space 

(France) David Fourier 
 
A six-minute commentary on majorettes, astronauts, lovers, AIDS and the Pope.  Brilliant counterpoint of 
the sexual and the asexual, and a perfect foil for Ma vie en rose. 
 
Ma vie en rose / My Life in Pink 

(France/Belgium/UK) Alain Berliner 
Rating *** 

 
Ludovic is a perfectly ordinary six-year old boy, except that his aim in life is to grow up as a girl.  He sees 
this decision as matter-of-factly as some boys might want to grow up as policemen or doctors.  His family 
humour him in this fantasy, indulging him in his cross-dressing, but things start to get out of hand when he 
strikes up a friendship with the boy next door who also happens to be the son of his father’s boss.  As 
Ludo’s identity becomes increasingly embarrassing for his parents, and the neighbours’ hostility grows, 
Ludo’s parents turn from benign amusement to panic and near-rejection.  Only after the family moves, 
father finds a new job, and Ludo finds a girl down the street who likes to dress as a boy, do things start to 
sort themselves out, and that’s where the story ends. 
 
Alain Berliner, in his first feature, has given us a wonderfully innocent story about sexual identity told from 
the point of view of a child where “sex” per se has not yet become an issue.  When the adults are 
unreasonable and bigoted, they are doubly so because they judge a child with all of the stereotypes of what 
they assume he will become.  The parents, in particular, worry more about what the neighbours will think 
than what is best for their son.   
 
Good acting all around, and just the right mix of comedy and sympathetic pathos.  Malofilm is the 
distributor, and so this will screen in Toronto sometime in the next year. 
  
 
Passage 

(Czech Republic/France/Belgium) Juraj Herz 
Rating *** 

 
Michael is driving to work in a blinding rainstorm.  Traffic is snarled, and he can barely see a few car 
lengths in any direction.  A woman, his wife, is in a passing taxi, and rolls down the window to remind him 
of their anniversary that evening.  A film crew, cocooned in a trailer, is shooting the traffic jam.  Michael’s 
car breaks down and he shelters with many others in a doorway across the street from the “Passage” of 
the title, a collection of shops inside an early 20th century Prague building. 
 
A man rushes past Michael.  He is the same general build, wears similar clothes, and is carrying the same 
briefcase.  He runs across the street and into the Passage.  Michael follows and finds himself in a web 
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from which escape is almost impossible.  Bizarre characters populate the Passage.  A hooker whose 
charms are inevitably fatal.  Michael’s best man (whom he hasn’t seen for 10 years and doesn’t 
particularly like).  A gatekeeper who requires Michael’s identity papers as surety for staying inside the 
Passage overnight.  The keeper of the boiler room who is one of the few people to really understand the 
labyrinth under the Passage.  And, of course, the movie crew itself which drifts by as if it were shooting a 
separate story in parallel with our own. 
 
By the end of the film, Michael, in desperation, runs from the building directly in front of a passing car, 
much as the man who rushed past him did at the beginning.  The camera pulls back to reveal the movie 
crew.  Michael gets up from the pavement, and then like a moth drawn to the flame, runs back into the 
Passage. 
 
Juraj Herz has lots of fun with this story, and the film made a good counterpoint to the adaptation of 
Kafka’s The Castle which I saw a few days earlier.  It also resonates strongly with another Czech film, 
Faust, by Jan Svankmejer, which screened at the 1994 Festival.  Both films feature a man trapped in a 
building which is a world unto itself, and from which they eventually flee only to pass another victim on his 
way in.  
 
This is a fine piece of cinema which alas, we may not get to see again in Toronto unless someone chooses 
to distribute it on the art house circuit. 
  
 
Sick: The Life and Death of Bob Flanagan, Supermasochist 

(USA) Kirby Dick 
Rating **** 

 
Bob Flanagan was something of a poster boy both for the S/M and the Cystic Fibrosis communities.  He 
was born in 1952 with CF, and in his teens turned to S/M as a way of taking control of his body.  Flanagan 
survived to the age of  43, unusual for someone with CF, with a life of much love, gallows humour, an 
incredible ego, and a constant fight against his disease.  
 
Kirby Dick was a friend of Flanagan’s and his Dominant, Sheree Rose.  Some of the footage is by Dick 
himself who filmed the couple for over two years. Some is by Rose who made extensive video diaries of 
Her relationship with Flanagan.  Thus we get to see the moment when Rose carves Her initial “S” in 
Flanagan’s right breast, and the moment after his death when She is alone with his body.  Along the way 
there is great love, laughter and pain (in Flanagan’s disease, in his masochism, and at times in the strains of 
his relationship with Rose). 
 
We see Flanagan from many points of view: his parents who were ignorant of his developing interest in 
S/M during his teens; his work at CF summer camps entertaining people who would never reach his age; 
his development as a performance artist bringing both his masochism and his fight with CF into gallery 
installations. 
 
Sick  is a tribute to the human spirit and man’s desire for survival against great odds.  It is also a sensitive 
portrayal of a Dominant/submissive relationship which avoids the “geek show” and concentrates on the 
strength of Flanagan and Rose’s devotion to each other.  Yes, there are graphic scenes which will unsettle 
some viewers.  Flanagan played at a level within the S/M community which few of us would attempt or 
reach, but that makes him only an exceptional model, not a freak. 
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On a personal note, it was a joy to watch a film in which the S/M lifestyle is treated as a joyous, if unusual, 
one.  Love, passion and compassion transcend the sex or sexuality of the partners. 
 
Sick  has been picked up by C/FP Distribution, and is scheduled to open in Toronto in mid-November.  It 
opens in the US on November 7th. 
  
 
Wednesday, September 10 
 
Keep Cool 

(People’s Republic of China) Zhang Yimou 
Rating ** 

 
Zhang Yimou is better known for films set in rural China and times past (Red Sorghum, Ju Dou, Raise 
the Red Lantern), but he places Keep Cool in the heart of modern Beijing.  This is a city where money 
rules everything, and there is no sign of official communism.  A bookseller (who seems uncommonly well 
off for someone in such a trade) loves a beautiful woman, but alas she has no use for him preferring 
instead a businessman of more obvious means.  He pursues her by bus, by bicycle, on foot.  He serenades 
her, or more accurately pays to have her serenaded by a passing pedlar with a bullhorn calling out amidst a 
plaza of high-rise towers.  He is unstoppable, but rather thick. 
 
Eventually, the businessman’s thugs attack our bookseller, and in the melee, a laptop computer belonging 
to a passing academic is destroyed.  This sets in motion the weakest part of the film. 
 
There is a long, and I mean long scene (when you notice two reel changes in the course of one scene, you 
know that an editor is desperately needed).  The researcher proposes that they approach the businessman 
for a payment to settle the damages both physical and property, and thereby revenge themselves.  (I was 
having a really hard time believing that I was still in Beijing by this time.)  There is an interminable, funny, 
but far too long and over-the-top conversation about this in a restaurant which seems to have been 
appropriated as the set for at least half of the film. 
 
Everything gets settled eventually, but I am not sure that the two hours I spent waiting for this were worth 
the effort. 
 
  
 
Pratiel Pakoïnika / Friend of the Deceased 

(Ukraine/France) Viatcheslav Krichtofovitch 
Rating ***½ 

 
Those of us who saw Krichtofovitch’s Adam’s Rib six years ago have waited a long time for his next film. 
 The vagaries of film finance in eastern Europe kept this from happening, and Friend of the Deceased 
would not have been made without French financing.  All the same, it was worth the wait. 
 
Anatoli is a likeable chap, living it Kiev, whose life is fraying around the edges.  His work as a translator 
comes in bits and pieces, enough to get by, but his wife is in the process of moving out with another man.  
Anatoli commiserates with a friend in a bar who puts him in touch with a hit man, Kostia, assuming, 
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incorrectly, that Anatoli wants to bump off either his ex-wife or her lover.  Not so.  Anatoli puts out a 
contract on himself! 
 
The appointed day arrives.  Kostia knows that his target will be in a certain café at a certain hour.  Anatoli 
dresses in suit and tie, and proceeds off to his favourite hangout to meet his end.  His plans run aground, 
however, because it’s the café owner’s son’s 18th birthday, and she is closing early.  Life is not so bad, 
thinks Anatoli, and off he goes.  A week later, he’s back at the café only to learn that “a friend” has been 
looking for him.  Kostia is more dedicated than Anatoli had bargained for, and there seems to be no way to 
get in touch and cancel the contract.  Anatoli has to hire a bodyguard to protect himself from his own 
assassin. 
 
Friend of the Deceased is a warm, if bittersweet, movie which I greatly enjoyed.  The characters and 
acting are wonderful, and the direction never lets the story veer into melancholy, slapstick or a polemic on 
the ills of the post-Communist economy.  Malofilm is the distributor, and so we can look forward to this 
film appearing in Toronto sometime in the next year. 
  
 
Thursday, September 11 
 
The Life of Stuff 

(UK) Simon Donald 
Rating *½ 

 
The Life of Stuff was a film I had really wanted to enjoy.  Many of the actors have appeared in British 
TV series on TVO and Showcase which are set in the underbelly of UK society, and any film marketed 
by The Sales Company in London is generally worth seeing.  Alas, not. 
 
Simon Donald directed his own screen adaptation of his own stage play, and the lack of distance between 
writer and director shows.  This is a very black comedy populated by a seedy group of characters — 
small time crooks, drug dealers, murderers, and their associates.  Ciaran Hinds plays Willie , the proprietor 
of a club in Glasgow where the entire story takes place.  Willie is a dangerous and unstable man who has 
a particular fondness for hurting people, sort of a criminal version of a mad professor.  This is a character 
which, if controlled and directed with understatement, could work well, but like so many other things in 
The Life of Stuff is just too over the top. 
 
It is easy to imagine this as a stage play with a collection of desperate characters trapped inside a dingy 
club.  Donald has preserved this atmosphere, but taken advantage of the cinematic medium to do things to 
both his characters and his set which would be impossible (or at least very impractical) in a theatre.  The 
violence which should be darkly funny simply becomes excessive, and gets in the way of the character 
study and comedy which is at the heart of the story. 
 
At the time of the screening, The Life of Stuff did not have a distributor, although, who knows, it might 
take on a life as a “B” movie.  Very disappointing. 
  
 
The Assistant 

(UK/Canada) Daniel Petrie  
Rating **** 
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The Assistant, adapted from the novel by Bernard Malamud, is the sort of film that could be a saccharine 
mess, with characters too good for themselves.  I am happy to say that Daniel Petrie, together with a fine 
group of actors, avoided the easy emotions and gave us a story that is understated and touching rather 
than manipulative and shallow. 
 
It is the Depression in New York City (at least Toronto masquerading as NYC in a few exteriors), and 
Frank (Gil Bellows) is trying to find work.  He meets Ward, the son of a local police inspector, who is 
planning to rob a liquor store, and wants the reluctant Frank, who has a gun, to help him.  Alas, by the time 
they get to the store it is closed, and so they tackle a Jewish deli nearby.  The take is very small, even by 
Depression standards, and in frustration Ward beats the old shopkeeper while insulting him for his Jewish 
background.  Frank is appalled, but has little choice to go along. 
 
A few days later, Frank returns to the store (he was masked during the robbery and so is not recognized) 
and asks for a job at no wage.  The couple who run the shop (played beautifully by Armin Mueller-Stahl 
and Joan Plowright) are reluctant, but take him on.  Business takes a turn for the better partly because 
Frank is so attentive to his customers, and partly because he is putting wages from another job back into 
the till to make up for the robbery. 
 
The inevitable wrinkle comes when Frank falls in love with Helen, the daughter of the shop owners.  She 
is attracted to him, but he is a gentile and she a Jew.  Their love grows despite the complications their 
backgrounds will bring. 
 
A “small” film, the sort of thing one expects to see on the CBC, although it has a commercial distributor.   
I have to confess a special fondness for Armin Mueller-Stahl who, together with Joan Plowright, is a joy to 
watch, and that’s probably good for at least half a star in my highly biased rating scheme. 
  
 
Friday, September 12 
 
Didn’t Do it for Love 

(Germany) Monika Treut 
Rating **½ 

 
Monika Treut has been bringing her films to the Toronto Festival since the 1985 Seduction: The Cruel 
Woman, and one way or another she has given us many portraits of the darker corners of the sexual 
landscape.  Treut, whose PhD subject was “The Cruel Woman: Female Images in the Writing of Marquis 
de Sade and Leopold von Sacher-Masoch”, turns her camera on Eva Norvind, aka Ava Taurel, a woman 
with three unusual and distinctive careers. 
 
Norvind was born in Norway in 1944, but her first major career was as a blonde bombshell in 60s Mexican 
films.  Her notoriety — a liberal sexuality coupled with a dislike for the Church’s conservatism — made 
her some enemies in Mexico, but it also led to her early work in the sex trades.  Government officials and 
politicians would arrange liaisons with her, and these were not done gratis. 
 
In the 80s, she moved to New York where, as Ava Taurel, she opened an S/M studio and took up the life 
of a professional Dominatrix.   Although the studio still operates, she has retired from active work as a 
Dom, turning instead to studies of Forensic Psychology and other subjects at New York University.  
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Taurel hopes to work with sex offenders, and brings to this new career a deep understanding of the dark 
side of human nature. 
 
As a film about a woman whose life has been an exploration of sexuality, this did not entirely work for me 
mainly because there are gaps which cry out for explanation.  How does a movie star in her 20s who 
drifts into high-end prostitution find herself the proprietress of an S/M studio in NYC?   That evolution and, 
later, the fading attractiveness of her S/M career are not fully explored.  It is a documentary of what 
happened, rather than an examination of why. 
 
Didn’t Do it for Love is unlikely to show up even on the rep circuit both because it is a minor (and very 
low budget) Treut film and because Norvind/Taurel’s life, at this level of detail, is probably only of interest 
to those in the leather scene who know or know of her.  OK, but I won’t rush out looking for the video. 
  
 
Marcello Mastroianni, mi ricordo, si mi ricordo /  
Marcello Mastroianni, I Remember, Yes, I Remember 

(Italy) Anna Maria Tató 
Rating **** 

 
What can I say?  An hour and 45 minutes of Mastroianni reminiscing about his career in the theatre and 
cinema.  A raconteur one could listen to for hours, although he is no longer with us to tell his stories. 
 
I Remember ... was shot while Mastroianni was working on what would be his last film.  A great actor, 
totally without pretence, talks about his career, the successes and failures (would you believe a stage 
musical?), and life in general.  We see a man in love with his life and work.  A speech about planting 
groves of trees and affecting the lives of generations to come turns out to be a long quote (in Italian of 
course) from Uncle Vanya by Chekhov, an author Mastroianni greatly admired. 
 
Tató weaves her footage with film clips and stills, but leaves all the talking to her subject.  No interviews 
with old friends and colleagues (let alone cinema historians) to pull her focus from the man who is very 
much alive on the screen.  Marvellous!  
  
 
Erotica: a journey into female sexuality 

(Canada) Maya Gallus  
Rating ***½ 
 

(By now, you have probably noticed a theme of films about alternative sexuality in my selections at this 
year’s Festival.  Over the years, it has been interesting to watch various subcultures “come out of the 
closet” in the cinema, while both the number and quality of films presenting these cultures has grown.  
Mainstream audiences are starting to see social and sexual alternatives through unbiased eyes.) 
 
Maya Gallus’ thesis in Erotica ... is that women who express their sexuality in whatever form, are 
empowered, are strengthened by being themselves, by not holding a vital part of their characters in check. 
 They live their sexual natures — photographers, a lesbian sex performer, a 60-year-old French 
Dominatrix, an author of steamy fiction, a former porn star who now makes erotica for women, a rap 
singer whose videos have been banned from the airways, the inimitable sex Goddess Annie Sprinkle, and 
finally the 90-year-old Pauline Réage (who wrote The Story of O. in her 40s). 
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These are all women who enjoy their lives and are comfortable, incredibly comfortable, in their self-
expression.  It was a particular joy to watch Réage reminisce about writing The Story of O. and its 
notoriety 50 years ago as a wonderful, subtle grin creeps onto her face.  Jeanne de Berg, with a long-
standing double life of housewife and Dominatrix, weaves her spell with only her voice, but a voice with 
long experience in control of the submissive psyche.  The cross-section of ages and backgrounds in 
Erotica ... shows that the embrace of sexuality is not something just for the young, and that sexual 
expression takes many forms. 
 
I was astounded and pleased to learn that the principal funder of Erotica ... was TVOntario, and that it 
will air as part of their Wednesday evening documentary series on January 7, 1998, followed by a 
telephone Q&A session.  While the Public Broadcasting System in the USA is getting more and more 
timid thanks to the conservatism of its major funders, TVO remains a place where challenging work gets 
on the air.  Let us hope that this survives the privatization which, no doubt, will be forced on it by the 
vandals at Queen’s Park. 
  
 
Saturday, September 13 
 
Words of Wisdom 

(USA) Susanna Fogel 
 
Lover Girl 

(USA) Lisa Addario, Joe Syracuse 
Rating *** 

 
Words of Wisdom is one of those classic Festival shorts by a young filmmaker, a burlesque of the early 
efforts of many earnest, but too tightly focussed directors.  In 10 brief minutes, we meet a woman who is 
at her first film festival, with her first film.  Her subject is the life of plants, and how much they have to tell 
us.  She is only dimly aware that this may not be a mainstream subject, and is already thinking of a sequel. 
 Meanwhile, everyone has advice for her career, although none of them has actually seen her film or 
knows its subject. 
 
Lover Girl is a coming of age film set in a massage parlour.  In the wrong hands, this could be maudlin or 
exploitative, but Lisa Addario and Joe Syracuse keep the story away from stereotypes.  Jake is a 16-year 
old girl who, having been kicked out by her mother, arrives on her sister’s doorstep looking for a place to 
stay.  Even her sister rejects her, but she is taken in by a prostitute living down the hall (Sandra Bernhard, 
in a performance which both anchors the movie and proves that she is not strung out all of the time).  
Soon, Jake is hanging out at the massage parlour and turning tricks, even though she is underage.   
 
The sex workers in this film are honestly portrayed, something that came out of the directors’ own 
experience.  Addario and Syracuse (who were to be married shortly after the Festival) had moved into a 
neighbourhood with many massage parlours, and started doing some, er, field research.  (Joe was first a 
client, and then a driver/bodyguard.)   Rather than making a film full of pimps and drug-addicted whores, 
they have shown us a group of women who run their own lives and business.  They have their family 
quarrels, their good days and their bad, but underneath are just people trying to earn a living and enjoy 
themselves. 
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I Think I Do 

(USA) Brian Sloan 
Rating ***½ 

 
Brian Sloan’s first feature takes as its archetype the 30s comedy film, a genre which he had researched in 
detail.  The setup is simple — a group of college students with the usual collection of friendships and love 
affairs.  The twist lies in one would-be couple being gay.  Bob is secretly in love with his roommate 
Brendan, but when things start to get physical, Brendan drives him off and turns instead to a rather 
shallow woman who has been longing for him.  Five years later, the group re-unites for a wedding, and 
Bob arrives with his boyfriend, Sterling, a soap opera star who is the heartthrob of the gay community.  
Meanwhile, Brendan has come out to himself and accepted that he loves Bob. 
 
The strength of I Think I Do lies in variety of characters and the vignettes into which they fall, some 
touching, some hilarious.  The Bob/Brendan/Sterling triangle lies at the heart of the plot, but does not 
overwhelm it.  The main characters just happen to be gay. 
 
This was a great movie for a Saturday afternoon at the end of the festival.  Nothing deep, but a good 
story, jokes that are not overdone, and characters one cares about.  There was no distributor’s header on 
the print we saw, but I suspect that this will show up over the next year.   
  
 
A ostra e o vento / The Oyster and the Wind 

(Brazil) Walter Lima Junior 
Rating *** 

 
After an entire Festival of films set in cities, I end up on an island off the coast of Brazil. 
 
Marcela (Leandra Leal) is the only child of José (Lima Duarte), a gruff lighthouse keeper.  She is closer, 
however, to Daniel (Fernando Torres), his assistant who is more of a father to her than her own.  
Adolescence has stirred her sexual feelings, but with no outlet and no friends her own age, Marcela 
creates a fantasy character, Saulo, who is almost a spirit of the island.  Daniel and José quarrel, and 
Daniel leaves for the mainland only to be replaced by the much younger Roberto.  Meanwhile, Marcela, 
whose frustration at being trapped on the island mirrors her own physical longings, plans a revenge on her 
father that goes awry. 
 
This is a coming of age film in which the physical setting, the isolation, the ever-present wind and sea, 
underscore the tension between Marcela’s longing for escape into a larger world, and the little -understood 
passion growing within her.  There is a reference to the island madness which comes to those living too 
long in isolation, and it is this madness which leads to the film’s tragic conclusion. 
 
A good film, well acted, if a little overdone towards the end.  Unfortunately, South American films rarely 
play in Toronto, and so I doubt that we will get another chance at this one.   
  
 
 -- 30 -- 
 


