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Steve’s Film Festival Reviews for 1998 
 
By Steve Munro 
 
Here we are at the end of another festival, and I am actually starting to write these reviews on the Sunday 
rather than putting it off.  We shall see just how dedicated I am as the week progresses.  (It’s easier to stand 
in line and sit through the films, amazingly enough!) 
 
This year, I took the week off work, and that made for a much more relaxed festival compared to last year.  
I actually slept in some days, dropped a few early morning screenings off of my schedule, and managed to 
stay awake through much of what I did see.  31 screenings in 9 days. 
 
It was a year of actors’ films – that is to say, films where the work of one or two actors turned an 
interesting script or premise into a truly brilliant film worth seeing again.  There were more films from the 
U.K. and Ireland (or maybe I chose a greater proportion than usual), and many that were funded by 
European TV networks even though they were shot in theatrical 35mm format.  
 
A pattern which emerged as I read through the program guide was that several films involved the use of 
multiple interleaving plot lines either as linked episodes (Caresses, The Buttoners, A Soldier’s Daughter 
Never Cries), disparate characters whose lives intertwine (Am I Beautiful?), or multi-layered illusion and 
reality (Tango).  I made a point of seeing these films partly to contrast different directors’ approaches to a 
common problem.    
 
The headers this year were bearable, for a change.  (When you see the same piece of film 31 times, you’re 
getting up into major short subject territory, even if it’s a bit repetitive.)   The Film Festival header was 
based on the cherubic characters who grace the poster and program as they emerge as a piece of sculpture 
from a block of stone.   
 
The Air Canada headers were even more demure than before, and were only mildly heckled (mainly 
because the airline was not running for part of the festival).  The best one invited, and got, audience 
participation as the week went on.  “We won’t tell you about our contest …” it began.  Pause long enough 
for someone in the audience to shout “What’s the prize”.  “We distinctly heard someone ask about the 
prize.”  And onward from there. 
 
Ratings (more or less the same scale as last year): 
 
0 I walked out 
* I stayed to the bitter end (but probably shouldn’t have) 
**   Maybe worth seeing once 
*** Recommended 
**** First rate 
***** Best of the festival 
 
The reviews are arranged in the order of viewing. 
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Friday, September 11 
 
Szenvédely / Passion 
 Hungary / György Fehér 
 Rating: * 
 
An unbelievably bad film, and a rotten way to start the festival.  Described in the program as “a freestyle 
adaptation of  The Postman Always Rings Twice”, “a studied, moody film”, “the meticulous toiling of a 
dedicated perfectionist”, Passion was none of these.   Dimitrti Eipides, who selected this film for the 
festival, has disappointed before, but never so badly.  In future years, his choices will automatically be 
banned from my schedule. 
 
This film took three years to make.  It is indulgent with long, pointless shots in a claustrophobic setting.  
Visually, the style varies from pedestrian black and white through grainy, hand held work, clearly the effect 
of a long, and inconsistent production.  The film’s message of redemption through love and retribution for 
sins, complete with a final quote from Revelations, shows a smug film-maker seeking auteur status and 
failing miserably. 
 
 
 
Un grand cri d’amour / A Great Scream of Love 
 France / Josiane Balasko 
 Rating: **** 
 
After the depths of Passion, I needed a respite, and found it with the magnificent farce Un grand cri 
d’amour.  Hugo (Richard Berry) is an actor whose leading lady has just walked out three weeks before their 
play is to open.  Disaster.  How to replace her?  His agent and the director wrestle with various names, and 
with some trepidation, settle on Gigi (Josiane Balasko), an over-the-top, supremely confident, and largely 
out-of-work actress who, 15 years earlier, had been Hugo’s lover. 
 
The stage is set for a classic theatrical rematch a la Burton and Taylor, a publicist’s dream, but there is only 
one problem:  Hugo and Gigi cannot stand each other.  The interplay between them is drenched with acid 
(the subtitler must have had fun keeping up with the insults), but they are professionals.  The show must go 
on.  As things turn out, the tension between them works to the play’s advantage as it mirrors the action of 
their play, and all is well until they start to fall in love again.  What to do?  The director must sow discord 
just to get the edge he needs on their performance. 
 
Balasko and Berry are superb as the feuding couple, and they get great support from Daniel Prévost and 
Daniel Ceccaldi.  The production shows how to make lively comedy without hitting the audience over the 
head with mugging, hectic music tracks, or pointless frantic activity for its own sake.  The film is funny in 
its own right, and Belasko deserves much of the credit as Director, Writer and Actor. 
 
No distributor yet, but if Belasko’s previous film, Gazon Maudit (French Twist was the poor substitute in 
English), is any indication, Un grand cri will show up in theatres and on TV eventually. 
 
 
 
The General 
 Ireland / John Boorman 
 Rating: *** 
 
The General is the first of two films at this year’s festival starring Brendan Gleeson (the other, Sweety 
Barrett is reviewed later).  Martin Cahill (Gleeson) is a legendary gangster in Dublin whose specialty lay in 
robbing just about anything, especially if it was a difficult target.  His great coup was to knock over a 
jeweller’s which was so well protected that even the IRA had written it off as a hopeless target.  This was 
to prove his undoing when he tried to fence the property to the Provos, and the IRA assassinated him. 
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Cahill is portrayed as one of those lovable Irish folk heroes who just wanted to get on with his job of 
thievery and look after his friends and family.  His utter contempt for authority (the long suffering 
Detective Superintendent Ned Kenny (Jon Voight) tries long and hard to actually convict Cahill of 
anything) is typified by his constant wearing of T-shirts bearing drawings of pigs.  John Boorman 
explained, in the Q&A, that in real life, the designs had all been of Mickey Mouse to show what Cahill 
thought of the law.  The Disney people were not feeling well-disposed to letting Mickey appear in this film, 
and so we have pigs instead. 
 
Boorman has slipped a personal reference into a sequence where Cahill, as a cat burglar, is going from 
house to house collecting interesting bits and pieces.  In the early 80s, Boorman lost the gold record he 
received for Dueling Banjos in Deliverance to a thief, and he suspects that Cahill was the culprit.  And so, 
in The General, we have Cahill steal a gold record only to find out that it’s plastic. 
 
Another film with great acting by a fine company. 
 
 
 
Saturday, September 12 
 
Sokhout / The Silence 
 Iran/France / Mohsen Makhmalbaf 
 Rating: ** 
 
Iranian films tend to feature stories of children as a means of avoiding either political controversy or the 
pitfalls of sex and romance, and The Silence follows this formula. 
 
A blind boy works as a tuner for a maker of musical instruments, and his experience of the world is through 
touch and sound.  His one great weakness is for a pretty voice, and he is easily led astray eventually losing 
his job by too often following alluring voices on the street or in the bus.  There is much touching childhood 
innocence here, but the story is rather slowly told.  By the end, the filmmaker has given up on plot and 
turned to high symbolism – the boy and his mother are evicted from their home, and he winds up 
“conducting” the Beethoven 5th among a group of musicians in the bazaar.  Very revolutionary, very 
symbolic, but not a resolution of the plot. 
 
[Dimitri Eipides strikes again.  If you don’t understand this reference, see Passion at the outset of these 
reviews.] 
 
 
 
Touch of Evil 
 USA / Orson Welles 
 Rating: **** 
 
The audience was getting restless.  15 minutes after the scheduled start time, and still nothing.  Some of us 
had other films to go to later and the tension of imminent schedule clashes filled the air.  Finally, in come 
the guests: Rick Schmidlin, Walter Murch and Jonathan Rosenbaum who worked on the restoration, and 
Janet Leigh who was, well, Janet Leigh.  Big standing ovation for her.  All was forgiven. 
 
In 1958, Welles made Touch of Evil, a film he was given by Universal at the insistence of Charlton Heston.  
The version Welles wanted was much different from the version released by the studio which shot extra 
material and edited out chunks of Welles own work to “clarify” the plot for audiences.  Welles was furious, 
and wrote a 58-page memo describing the changes he wanted to make.  Fortunately for us, a preview print 
survived along with other original material, and we now have the Touch of Evil that Welles had wanted to 
make.  This is black-and-white film noir at its best.     
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The running time of this version is 113 minutes; the preview print was 108, and the studio’s version was 96 
including their additional footage.  It is ironic that modern audiences are expected to be intelligent enough 
to figure out what’s going on for themselves.  This is not billed as a “director’s cut” because the film was 
only reassembled to meet Welles’ notes, but it is as true to his desires as possible.  One delightful note:  
Welles had mentioned that he missed a sound effect in a scene where Akim Tamiroff (playing the gangster 
boss) motions to someone to be quiet.  For the restoration, Tamiroff himself recorded the missing “shhh” 
and it was added in to the soundtrack. 
 
Hank Quinlan (an overweight, boozy Welles) is a corrupt border-town cop, and Vargas (Heston) is a 
Mexican detective who realizes that Quinlan is not the great cop everyone on the American side of the 
border takes him to be.  Vargas’ wife, Susan, (Janet Leigh) is a feisty pawn of the local drug dealers who is 
kidnapped with Quinlan’s connivance to get some leverage over Vargas.  The rest of the plot is less 
important than the way the picture is put together with jumps between scenes, a gradual revelation of the 
true evil of Quinlan, and great tension leading up to his eventual defeat.  
 
The classic 3 ½ minute opening shot has been restored and we watch, helplessly, as a bomb we know will 
go off sits in the trunk of a car which the camera follows through the streets.  And that’s just the beginning.  
When Touch of Evil comes out, I hope you are lucky enough to see it in a big theatre the way we did at the 
festival. 
 
 
 
Finding Graceland 
 USA / David Winkler 
 Rating: *** ½ 
 
The title gives it away.  Finding Graceland  is an Elvis movie, sort of, but The King never appears.  Instead, 
we have Harvey Keitel as a reincarnated Elvis who is drifting across the southern states on his way to 
Memphis for Elvis’ birthday, his birthday.  Along the way, he befriends those he travels with, and some of 
them really do come to believe that he is Elvis, and that he has brought some joy into their lives. 
 
Jonathon Schaech does a tolerable job in the role of the young man who is still recovering from the death of 
his girlfriend in a car crash a year ago, but he can’t carry the film on his own.  Bridget Fonda is delightful 
as a Marilyn Monroe impersonator (who really is an impersonator, not a re-incarnation). 
 
This is a film about believing in something, and the inspiration which that belief can bring.  It’s Keitel’s 
movie, and the premise simply would not work without an actor like him who makes the audience go along 
with the premise.  Obviously he is not Elvis, only a very good impersonator, and yet, and yet we want to 
believe like so many others that he really is. 
 
Finding Graceland would have rated four stars from me, but I was stingy and held back half a star for 
Schaech’s performance. 
 
 
Carices / Caresses 
 Spain / Ventura Pons 
 Rating: * ½ 
 
{Dimitri strikes again.  By now, those who have been reading closely will know what I mean.] 
 
Life in Barcelona must be really depressing.  Everyone in this film is having problems talking to, or more 
accurately listening to, someone else.  The idea of many linked stories, with one character from each 
episode passing on to the next, might have been fun, but I just don’t care about most of these people.  Why 
do they put up with their situations?  Why have so many people felt trapped by their relationships either of 
love or family?  Is there nobody in Barcelona who cares about anyone else?  The utter absence of affection 
gets to you after a while, and provides no hope, no contrast, no what-might-have-been. 
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To be fair to the film (as far as I am willing), the theatre ventilation left a lot to be desired.  It was late in 
the evening.  I was nodding off.  We started late thanks to a fire alarm.  Comic relief.  There was “an 
oversteaming situation” in the café – all the cappuccino for the festival goers had overwhelmed the smoke 
detectors.  Carices gets an extra half-star out of sympathy. 
 
There is better cappuccino at 7 West and it’s only 99 cents during the festival. 
 
 
 
Sunday, September 13 
 
The Theory of Flight 
 UK / Paul Greengrass 
 Rating: ** ½ 
 
The Theory of Flight is one of those films where you just have to buy into the premise and watch the story.  
My problem is that I could never really believe, and so despite the talent up there on the screen, the film 
doesn’t work for me. 
 
Richard (Kenneth Branagh) is an artist and sometime builder of f lying machines who tries to deal with his 
wife/girlfriend’s leaving by trying to fly off of the roof of the bank where she works.  All this gets him is 
120 hours of community service.  He is assigned to help Jane (Helena Bonham-Carter), a 25-year old 
woman suffering from motor neuron disease.  She speaks with difficulty, and cannot maintain proper 
posture in her wheelchair.  Once she was young and beautiful, but she turned down the one opportunity to 
have sex with someone that was offered before her illness.  Now she wants to lose her virginity, and she 
turns to Richard for assistance. 
 
The story would be hard enough to swallow were it not for the lead actors, and even then for me it became 
an exercise in watching them work.  Richard is building a lightweight airplane despite the fact that it’s (a) 
built out of odd junk (including discarded canvasses) and (b) he doesn’t know anything about engineering 
and (c) it’s a SYMBOL.  Yes, I get it, even though it was first thing on Sunday morning. 
 
In the end credits there is a dedication to a real “Jane” who died recently, and presumably who provided 
some inspiration for the story.  However, there is no indication what this might have been, and the director 
wasn’t around for a Q&A to tell us. 
 
 
 
Knoflíkári / The Buttoners 
 Czech Republic / Petr Zelenka 
 Rating: ** ½  
 
Petr Zelenka likes unusual people, eccentrics, people who are in some way unique.  The Buttoners is a film 
about many of these people whose lives are linked, some over time and great distances.  We begin with a 
group of Japanese  on August 6, 1945.  One of them has lived in California, and has learned how to swear 
in English.  He explains to his amazed friend that Japanese has no equivalent for swearing, and by 
extension the emotional release that swearing allows.  Much effort is spent to master the phrase “fucking 
bastard” without ever understanding what it means.  Meanwhile, flying overhead, the Enola Gay is carrying 
a very special payload, but has to divert to its alternate target, Hiroshima, because the primary target (where 
much swearing is going on) is completely socked in by the weather.   
 
A pair of lovers is making out in a taxi, the locale where they get really turned on.  Later another man takes 
the same taxi enroute to the home where he thinks his wife is having an affair.  She was the woman in the 
taxi earlier. 
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A young couple are placing keys of all the places they have lived before on a railway track so that a passing 
train will destroy them.  A laid -off railway worker who lives nearby lies down between the rails so that he 
can practice is specialty – spitting at the locomotive and hitting its number plate, and then letting the train 
pass over him (there is clearance under the cars to allow this to happen).  Meanwhile, the couple with the 
keys watching from nearby are horrified at what they have just seen.  
 
Two middle-aged couples meet for dinner.  One of them has a fetish for holding false teeth between his 
legs and prying buttons off of sofas.  It’s the only form of erotic excitement he has.  The other couple plays 
at dressing up as an airplane, the Enola Gay, and an anti-aircraft gunner.  Their children have just decided 
to marry each other, and they are getting together for the first time.  They are the couple with the keys. 
 
The ghost of the real Enola Gay pilot appears on a street in Prague and winds up at a radio station where he 
apologizes for what he is about to do (he has not yet dropped the bomb, and has to ask what its effect will 
be).  The pilot and his crew swear a lot. 
 
I think that you get the general idea.  An interesting mixture of stories, fairly well told.  This film was made 
for TV in the Czech Republic, and is unlikely to show up in North America.  According to Zelenka, it was 
quite popular, and has (along with its title) become something of a cult film. 
 
 
My Name is Joe 
 UK / Ken Loach 
 In Glaswegian English with Subtitles 
 Rating: *** 
 
Joe Kavanagh (Peter Mullan) is an unemployed reformed alcoholic living in inner-city Glasgow where he 
coaches a team of young, unemployed footballers, and picks up odd jobs as best he can.  He meets Sarah 
(Louise Goodall), a health worker at the local clinic, and gradually they fall in love. 
 
Would that life were so simple, but it’s not.  Some of the footballers have drug problems and criminal pasts 
which haunt them.  Getting real work is not high on everyone’s “to do” list because life is so bleak.  Ken 
Loach gives us another of his portraits of lower class UK where the poor just try to get by. 
 
Peter Mullan’s performance is the centrepiece of an excellent company.  There is rarely a sense that the 
actors are anything other than the real people they portray, and indeed most of the footballers really are 
drawn from a team of the unemployed.  I won’t go into the plot because it’s hard to tell just a bit of it, but 
this is a film where the plot is really a device for getting us to look at the characters and the life they must 
lead. 
 
Alliance has picked up My Name is Joe, and so it should open in Toronto sometime over the next year. 
 
 
 
Voleur de vie 
 France / Yves Angelo / North American Premiere 
 Rating: **** 
 
Voleur de vie is a moving film about life, death and the space between them.  Yves Angelo’s daughter was 
born two days before the death of his father, and Voleur is his exploration of that time, the tension between 
life and death, time as the thief of life. 
 
Olga (Emmanuelle Béart) and Alda (Sandrine Bonnaire) are two sisters living in a house on the French 
coast where the sea is a constant presence, a character in the story, the incessant passage of time.  Their 
house sits in the middle of a graveyard.  Yes, this has all the makings of high symbolism and pedantic 
nonsense, but Angela avoids that sort of didacticism.  The images are there and we just notice them without 
having to be told. 
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Olga is almost a recluse, going into town only on rare occasions.  Her husband is long-gone (I am not sure 
if it is ever established where), and there is some budding affection between her and the local shopowner 
who comes by the house to pick up decorative work (baskets, small dolls) which Olga makes.  Olga’s 
daughter is on the verge of puberty, and by the end of the film will be pregnant starting a new generation in 
the house. 
 
Alda is a complete opposite of her sister – a woman who takes a succession of lovers who visit frequently.  
Their nightly exploits are unsubtle, and Olga listens outside the bedroom door unsure of her desires. 
 
As with so many other movies at this year’s festival, Voleur de vie is a character study, and we watch as 
lives develop, end and begin.  A very finely made work with characters one deeply cares for.  No North 
American distributor yet. 
 
 
 
Monday, September 14 
 
Elizabeth 
 UK / Shekhar Kapur 
 Rating: **** 
 
When we think of Elizabeth I, the stereotype is a mature, steely Queen whose realm reaches to the corners 
of the planet.  Elizabeth shows us the woman as a young princess, a protestant threatened by the Catholic 
supporters of her sister, Queen Mary, and later as a reluctant Queen who must learn how to stand against 
her enemies.  Cate Blanchett handles this role brilliantly with the help of a strong supporting cast,  script 
and production design. 
 
Elizabeth is uneasy with what must be done to wield power, and her trusted adviser Walshingham 
(Geoffrey Rush) is the power behind the throne who orchestrates the consolidation of her position.  
Meanwhile, Elizabeth suffers the disappointment of finding that her great love, Robert Dudley, is not only 
married but is part of the plot to overthrow her. 
 
We are carried on the drama of Elizabeth even though we know how the story must come out.  The plots 
and counterplots, the mix of personal tragedy with the growth of a great monarch, carry us on a long arch to 
the inevitable defeat of her enemies.  The music is a perfect counterpart for the action, and much is chosen 
from classical repertoire of the period.  One elegant anachronism is the use of Elgar’s Nimrod from the 
Enigma Variations as the underscoring for the execution of Elizabeth’s traitorous opponents. 
 
This is period costume drama as only the English seem to make it.  Polygram is the distributor.  Watch for 
it this winter.  
 
 
 
Sweety Barrett 
 Ireland / Stephen Bradley / World Premiere 
 Rating: **** 
 
Brendan Gleeson (see The General reviewed above) is Sweety, a simple man who has a strong sense of 
justice and knows what’s going on around him, even if he does not always appear to take it all in 
immediately.  When we meet Sweety, he has just been laid off from a travelling circus, and by chance picks 
up with Flick Hennessy, the local bootlegger, while hitchhiking.  Hennessy gives him work as an odd-job 
man in trade for a place to live, and Sweety is drawn into the small-time underground where the real villain 
is Mannix Bone [I am not making these names up], the utterly corrupt chief of police. 
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One day, Sweety befriends a woman and her six-year old son, Conor.  The boy’s accidental death during a 
car chase by Mannix pushes Sweety over the edge, and Mannix finally meets his well-deserved end. 
 
This could be a plot with all the usual, tear-jerking elements:  a young innocent boy, a mother whose rotter 
of a husband is recently returned from prison, an idiot-savant who is the hero of the piece.  But Stephen 
Bradley, in his first feature, avoids much of the sentimentality.  Gleeson plays Sweety essentially as a child 
who never quite grew up, rather than as a “disabled” person to avoid identifying the character with a 
specific ailment. 
 
Gleeson’s performance is marvelous, especially seen just a few days after his Martin Cahill in The General. 
 
 
 
Die Giraffe / The Giraffe 
 Germany/Switzerland / Dani Levy / World Premiere 
 Rating: ***1/2 
 
Dani Levy and Maria Schrader are both from the second post-Holocaust generation, one a Jew, one a 
German, and they have long wanted to make a film about the events of the War and the effects of the past 
even at the end of the century.  Die Giraffe is their screenplay, and they are the principal actors. 
 
Two Jewish families – one in New York City, largely orthodox, not particularly well-off; one in Germany, 
proprietors of a chocolate factory which has recently been firebombed by right-wing thugs.  Reports of the 
bombing appear in the American press, and a woman in New York realizes that her father, long thought 
dead, may have survived the war.  Her attempts at contact, however, have tragic consequences and we 
slowly learn that everything might not be as it seems. 
 
I do not want to give away more of the plot because it would spoil the suspense.  This is a mystery thriller 
with strong resonance in recent history, and if there is any message, it is that the past still haunts the present 
generations on both sides of the Atlantic.  Tight direction from Levy and a generally good script, with the 
notable exception of some daring-do by Schrader that really did not need the hanging-by-the-fingernails 
stuntwork.   
 
 
Bedrooms & Hallways 
 UK / Rose Troche / North American Premiere 
 Rating: **** 
 
This was a screening with some memorable lines: 
 
From the introduction at the theatre: “I want to sleep with everyone in this film!” 
 
From the film itself: “Servants must be whipped on the hour – it’s how they tell time.” 
 
This is a fabulous comedy, gay through-and-through in its sensitivity, although there are many straight 
characters.  Sexual identities and relationships are complex in both the straight and gay worlds, and 
Bedrooms & Hallways shows us that the stereotypes just don’t work on either side of the fence. 
 
Leo (Kevin McKidd) has just turned 30, and is coming home to his roommate Darren where, alas, a 
surprise party awaits.  Almost everyone there is someone Leo would rather not see, and most of the movie 
is a flashback to events with these people.  Many targets are skewered not the least of which is a male 
bonding and support group to which Leo is invited.  Not only is everyone in  the group lost and 
disfunctional compared with Leo, one by one they come to find their gay sides.  It may be real, or it may 
simply be a convenient new identity. 
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In the end, it’s Leo who seems to be developing an interest in women, but it’s a friendship, good buddies, 
and not a rejection of his own sexuality. 
 
Fun for everyone except the terminally straight. 
 
 
Tuesday, September 15 
 
Hilary and Jackie 
 UK / Anand Tucker / North American Premiere 
 Rating: ***** 
 
Cellist Jacqueline du Pre died in 1987 of MS, fourteen years after she was diagnosed with the illness.  In 
her death the world lost one of its great musicians, someone I myself only had a few opportunities to see 
perform live.  Hilary and Jackie is the story of Jacqueline and her sister Hilary, adapted from the book A 
Genius in the Family by Hilary and Piers du Pre (the film was actually in development while the book was 
still being written). 
 
We open with the young sisters playing on a beach in a scene which is adapted from life.  It was also the 
subject of one of their last conversations and returns hauntingly at the film’s close.  For the first hour of the 
film, we see the story largely from the point of view of Hilary (Rachael Griffiths), the sister who was at 
first the family musician of great promise (as a flautist), but who was quickly overtaken by her sister 
Jacqueline (Emily Watson).  
 
Jacqueline soon finds herself in a world beyond family and country as she is swept up as a virtuoso, and 
resorts to such acts as sending her laundry home by mail just to remember “that’s what home smells like”.  
In the second half, the view shifts to Jacqueline’s world, and we see some of the earlier scenes in a different 
light. 
 
Emily Watson’s performance captures a woman who, in some ways, never quite grew up.  Watson’s study 
of the cello makes her playing (for which the music is dubbed) believable and captures du Pre’s intensely 
physical style.  Most of the music was recorded anew, and only a small part of du Pre’s own performance 
of the Elgar Cello Concerto is included. 
 
Hilary and Piers du Pre screened the movie privately a few weeks before the festival, and, according to the 
director, were quite pleased.  Jacqueline’s husband, Daniel Barenboim, was aware of the work in progress, 
but chose not to participate in it. 
 
Odeon Films is the distributor, and we will see Hilary and Jackie in Toronto later in 1998. 
 
 
At Sachem Farm 
 USA / John Huddles 
 Rating:  0 
 
Right off, I will say that my attraction to this film was the actor, Nigel Hawthorne.  What an immense 
waste! 
 
A bizarre family of Brits transplanted to the western USA sits on their ranch near the desert spouting New 
Age nostrums.  They are so self-indulgent, they are so well-dressed, they are so relentlessly clean, they are 
so unblievable as a real family.  Ross (Rufus Sewell) has lost his artistic drive, and he is trying to figure out 
a way to liberate the family’s capital, what little may be left, to invest in a manganese mine [I am not 
making this up]. The lack of artistic drive, and a four-year drought in performing do not prevent Ross from 
executing a rather good guitar solo when put upon by his relatives.  Fear and ennui do not, it seems, extend 
to the soundtrack. 
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. 
The principal asset, a wine cellar full of priceless vintages, is drained away in a particularly peevish way by 
his great-uncle Cullen (Hawthorne) in what might pass for a symbolic search for a message in a bottle.  
Cullen goes around making grand, meaningful statements when he should be locked up (or at least put 
somewhere the audience does not have to deal with).  At the point I walked out, he was perched on a 
column 20 cubits [yes, cubits] high which has set the family back something in six figures. 
 
Minnie Driver appears as Kendal, Ross’ girlfriend, although she contributes little more than eye candy to 
that part of the film I managed to sit through.  For all I know or care, Hawthorne is still sitting on that 
pillar.  Good thing it doesn’t rain much in the desert.  
 
 
Tango 
 Spain/Argentina / Carlos Saura 
 Rating: **** ½ 
 
Superb!  Maybe I’m being something of a Grinch, but I docked a half-star for the film’s going on just a 
little too long in the subplot.  Otherwise, this is right up there as one of my favourites of the festival. 
 
Carlos Saura is known for his series of Spanish dance films (notably Blood Wedding, Carmen and 
Flamenco), as well as dramatic films which never seem to make it beyond the festival in North America.  
The premise in Tango is that a choreographer is making a movie about Argentine history told through 
dance.  But nothing is  what it seems. 
 
We open with a credit roll over a dawn roofscape of Buenos Aires.  The camera pulls back through a 
window into a room where a choreographer, Mario (Miguel Angel Sola),  is reading a script, the script of 
the scene we are just watching.  From this point on, we may be in Mario’s mind, in rehearsals for his 
dances, or in the “real” world of Mario and his confused love life.  Saura plays with this ambiguity and 
literally quotes himself, from Carmen, with a stabbing which may or may not really occur very early in the 
story. 
 
Vittorio Storaro returns as the cinematographer, and expands on his use of open space, screens, and lighting 
first developed in Flamenco.  The combination of his camerawork and the brilliance of the dancing are 
breathtaking.  By the finale, the camera itself has become a character on the screen and the worlds of 
illusion and reality are united. 
 
Tango shares with Saura’s other films dancing which involves people of all ages.  Dance is not something 
practiced only by slyph-like  20-year-olds.  We see it in many settings, and one of the most memorable 
arrives with recent Argentine history, the era of the dictators.  This is a ferocious, violent dance with bodies 
piling up on the stage – I could not help thinking of the vapid General’s Tango from Evita where the 
military are mocked as stuffed-shirt fools, rather than the thugs they really are.  Finally, there is a pair of 
flaming hot tangos for two women and two men, the latter particularly fascinating because the men dance 
as men, except when the moves dictate that one take the female role.   
 
Behaviour Distribution of Toronto has picked up Tango, and we can look forward to it in theatres sometime 
this season.  See it on the biggest screen possible! 
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Wednesday, September 16 
 
L’école de la chair / The School of Flesh 
 France / Benoît Jacquot 
 Rating: ** ½ 
 
Dominique (Isabelle Huppert) is a middle-aged woman, somewhat remote in her style, who decides one 
day to take a younger man, Quentin (Vincent Martinez) as a lover.  She is separated from her husband, 
independent, a successful woman in her own right working in the fashion business.  He is from the lower 
class, and is evasive about his background.  While Dominique tries to mould Quentin to her preferences, he 
steadfastly resists and fights to retain his independence. 
 
A fascinating aspect of L’école is the reversal of the common older man, younger woman plot.  Dominique 
knows what she wants, and takes it aggressively and with some insensitivity.  Quentin’s bisexuality is 
accepted by Dominique to the point that she compares notes on him with his former, male lover.  This is 
the sort of conversation one might expect to see between two men, but between a man and a woman it’s an 
unusual twist. 
 
The audience didn’t quite know what to make of the film, and things were not helped by the rather abrupt 
epilog with a credit roll over a needlessly loud vocal.  Nobody was there for a Q&A, and so I had to turn to 
an article in the Globe and Mail  for further information.  Huppert thinks that the film is about the death of 
passion, that Dominique is coming to grips with her life passing beyond the point where passion can occur.  
I have to disagree, and felt that Dominique is a women who probably never knew passion in her life.  She 
so wants to control Quentin that she never lets the relationship develop on its own terms, and is ultimately 
frustrated by it.   
 
For all my quibbles, L’école de la chair is a film that explores sexuality and the dynamics of a relationship 
from an unusual (for movies) point of view.  
 
 
 
A Soldier’s Daughter Never Cries 
 UK / James Ivory / North American Premiere  
 Rating: *** ½ 
 
This latest film in the Merchant/Ivory/Jhabvala catalog interested me because it is not a period piece, as we 
usually think of it, from this producer/director/writer team.  It’s set in recent times (the 60s) with an 
American family, albeit one which is living in Paris when we first meet them.  The pacing and style are 
European, even though the actors are largely American, and the story has time to unfold. 
 
Channe is the daughter of Bill Willis (Kris Kristofferson), and American writer living in Paris.  In the first 
segment, she is a young girl when the family adopts Benoît, a six-year old orphan;  in the second, she is in 
her teens, and meets her first love, Francis; in the third, the family has moved back to the USA in part 
because of her father’s ill health. 
 
Although it is not immediately obvious, this is Channe’s story, and each episode is titled for one of the men 
who were important in her life:  Billy (the anglicized name taken by Benoît, after his adoptive father), 
Francis, and Daddy.  These are people who, one way or another, have lost their roots:  Channe grew up in a 
french milieu, and is out of place in her new suburban US school setting.  Benoît/Billy is an orphan, and is 
even more out of place after the move.  Bill is an expatriate American who yearns for his home country as a 
place to end his life. 
 
A Soldier’s Daughter Never Cries is one of those stories where the characters and their development are at 
least as important as the actual plot, a common thread in many films this year.  It will open soon in 
Toronto, and is definitely worth seeing. 
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Apt Pupil 
 USA / Bryan Singer 
 Rating: *** ½ 
 
Todd Bowden (Brad Renfro) is a straight-A’s high school student, as ordinary as they come, whose 
research for a history project leads him into examining the Holocaust.  Riding home on the bus one, day, he 
recognizes an old man, Kurt Dussander (Sir Ian McKellan), from photographs of the death camps and from 
“wanted” lists on the Israeli government’s website.  [An interesting comment on our times is that the 
Internet has finally become an accepted piece of technology for plot purposes.] 
 
What follows is not the expected unmasking of a war criminal, but an exploration of the dark psychology of 
the power one human being can hold over another.  Todd confronts Dussander, and in return for his silence, 
demands that the old man tell him what it was like, what it felt like to be in, to run the death camps.  At this 
point in the screening, I was beginning to fear that it was exploitation of the Holocaust for cheap 
commercialism (after all, the original story is by Stephen King), but I stayed with it while several others 
walked out. 
 
The complexity of the relationship quickly changes when Dussander realizes that Todd is vulnerable to 
exposure as one who is harbouring a criminal, and the tables are turned.—the fine, upstanding American 
scholar’s future career may be ruined if his morbid fascination, his keeping of a pet Nazi for his own 
pleasure are revealed.  Todd is drawn further and further into the role of men with power, ultimate power, 
over another person.  By the story’s end, he himself has killed and tasted the thrill of the act.  In a nasty 
scene where he confronts his Jewish guidance teacher from school, it is clear that Todd is on the way to 
becoming just as much of a monster as Dussander.  
 
The message here is, simply, that everyone has the capacity for evil, all that is needed is to let the violence 
and cruelty lurking just beneath the surface get out.  When I discussed Apt Pupil with a friend who had read 
Stephen King’s original short story, it became clear that the film was much less violent than the book, 
something I verified by browsing the story in a bookstore.  Apt Pupil works as well as it does because the 
violence is almost entirely implied, with only one actual onscreen murder, an act which is necessary to give 
Todd his first taste of blood.   
 
Ian McKellan is superb as Dussander, a master of manipulation and control even a half century after his 
crimes, and it is McKellan’s acting which makes the film.  Utter evil lurks just beneath the surface in an 
ordinary grandfather, and his protegé is a ready student. 
 
Opening soon in Toronto.  Not for all tastes.  
 
 
 
Thursday, September 17 
 
Fiona  
 USA / Amos Kollek 
 Rating: * 
 
Fiona (Anna Thompson) is the one professional actor in this film – the rest are an assortment of amateurs 
drawn from working hookers and other street people around the area where Fiona was shot.  Fiona herself 
was abandoned as a young child, and grew up to be a prostitute working her home turf.  She has a romantic 
view of the world that, sad to say, also infects the maker of this film. 
 
There are enough plot inconsistencies here to drive a truck through – to cite the worst example, Fiona 
murders three cops in a restaurant with no retribution whatever even though there are many witnesses – and 
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the film has one of those storybook endings where life turns out allright for our poor downtrodden heroine.  
Sorry, but the real world does not work that way. 
 
The word which sums up my feeling for this film is “exploitation” – a look at the raw side of street life but 
in a Pollyanna world where actions have no consequences, and episodes in scripts don’t have to stick 
together as a believable whole. 
 
 
 
Lucia 
 UK / Don Boyd 
 Rating: * ½ 
 
The half star in my ration for Lucia comes from the opening sequence where we are lulled into thinking 
that this may be an experimental film worth watching.  It’s downhill from there on, and a tribute to the 
editor that something vaguely coherent emerges at all. 
 
Lucia is the cinematic equivalent of the vanity press:  Director Don Boyd has cast his daughter Amanda 
(whom he described in the film’s intro as one of the up-and-coming sopranos in Europe today) in a role 
where she gets to sing Donizetti’s great role, Lucia di Lammermoor.  The concept is that old chestnut, the 
play within a play, where a theatrical company rehearsing a Lucia production in a suitably dreary castle 
finds that life imitates art, and the lives of the company blur with those of the production.  It’s been done 
before, much better, and any director venturing into this territory had better have something worth 
watching. 
 
Boyd doesn’t.  Amanda is not one of the great sopranos, and she should not have attempted Lucia without 
considerably more study, probably with a new teacher who has the good sense to rein in her ambitions.  
The film itself cannot make up its mind about a style, and after the stylized opening, settles down into 
sequences whose look probably owes more to the low budget, shoot-it-once-and-hope school of film-
making than anything else.  There are even scenes on video which, I suspect, means that the only decent 
shot they got was from a rehearsal or from the video monitor on the film camera..  At one point, it even 
tries to be a (bad) rock opera. 
 
This was a world premiere – huzzah huzzah!! 
 
Even the Canadian Opera Company can do better than this. 
 
 
The Impostors 
 USA / Stanley Tucci 
 Rating: ** 
 
The Impostors is Stanley Tucci’s attempt at a farce, at a screwball comedy in the Hollywood tradition.  
Maurice (Tucci) and Arthur (Oliver Platt) are a pair of out-of-work actors who, while fleeing from en 
enraged fellow thespian, find themselves aboard a liner bound for France.  Also on board are a cast of odd 
characters whose primary function is to provide situations for the hapless Arthur and Maurice, now 
masquerading as stewards, to fall into. 
 
This film has its funny moments, but it tries too hard too much of the time.  An early clue that things were 
going awry was the sudden appearance of “screwball comedy music” on the soundtrack which was trying 
to tell me that what I was watching was funny.  Well, maybe amusing, but not riotous, and I don’t like 
being pumped by the filmmaker for my reaction.  Since this is technically a farce, I could not help 
comparing it to Un grand cri d’amour (reviewed earlier here) which depends for its humour on the script 
and the actors. 
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The Imposters badly needs editing and a director other than the writer and co-star.  Tucci talked about the 
difficulty he had getting financing for the film.  Some scenes were tightly scripted, and others were redone 
as improvs as they went along when the script didn’t work.  Maybe if he had done a better writing job, the 
money would have come sooner, and he would have a distributor by now. 
 
Postscript:  I have just noticed that The Impostors will open soon in Toronto, and is distributed by Fox 
Searchlight. 
 
 
 
Night Train 
 UK / John Lynch 
 Rating: *** 
 
Night Train is a wonderful star turn for John Hurt as Poole, a man just released from prison, a man with a 
secret – a stash of loot embezzled from his criminal employers.  He would really prefer not to be found, and 
holes up in a flat rented by Alice (Brenda Blethyn).  Alice likes him, but her mother is sure that something 
untoward is going on.  Any man who sets up a large model train set in his apartment can’t be quite all there. 
 
It’s the train motif which bothered me and seemed rather laboured.  Poole has a fascination for the Orient 
Express, and one of his prize models is of that train.  In his layout it traverses Europe and winds up in 
Venice, just as he and Alice will do later in the film.  The train is a symbol of dreams which might or might 
not be fulfilled, but in Poole’s case there is a more pressing reason to travel – the money is in a Venice 
bank. 
 
After the usual sort of problems (Mom is sure that no good will come of Alice and Poole, and the mob are 
hot on his tail, our heroes set off on the Orient Express (it’s actually a set at Shepperton Studios).  Much 
fun getting there, although the mob is waiting for them, and in the end the story’s crisis is defused when 
Poole gives the money back.  I assume that they live happily ever after.   
 
Night Train is a slow love story whose main characters each have a past to deal with – Poole with his 
criminal life, and Alice with her own life lost to a domineering mother.  It is one of those films whose plot 
is saved by the acting and the inventiveness of the scenes along the way.   
 
This is John Lynch’s first cinema feature, although he has been working for many years in theatre and 
television production.  The total budget was US$4-million, and the film was shot in six weeks.  Lynch’s 
background in television work shows 
 
 
 
Friday, September 18 
 
Love is the Devil 
 UK / John Maybury / North American Premiere 
 Rating: **** ½ 
 
Love is the Devil is one of those films which stuns by marrying a difficult and controversial subject with a 
presentation style more common for experimental shorts than for a feature film with major actors.  It is the 
love story of modern British painter Francis Bacon (played brilliantly by Sir Derek Jacobi) and his long-
time companion George Dyer (Daniel Craig).  George literally “drops into” Francis’ life when, on a round 
of nighttime burglary, he falls through a skylight into the artist’s studio.  Thus begins a complex 
relationship between the lower class (and, one might assume heretofore closeted) George and the affluent, 
educated Francis.  Bacon may love to be dominated in bed, but he is an emotional tyrant otherwise, and the 
long-suffering George must endure Bacon’s self-centred view of life and his own art.   
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Right to the end, Bacon was unable to express his true feelings for George who must suffer through 
Bacon’s insensitivity and his own inability to penetrate the circle of art-world cronies.  The isolated Geroge 
turns to drink and drugs, and his life is dominated by Bacon’s imagery.  By the end, his suicide takes place 
almost inside of a Bacon painting, the only world George knows, and he has become just one more 
character in Francis’ work. 
 
Jacobi’s acting as the unlovable, uncaring Bacon obsessed with his art and his own brilliance is superb.  For 
a change, Sir Derek is acting the character, rather than trotting one of his chestnuts (like I, Claudius), and 
it’s a script he jumped at the moment it was offered.  Craig holds his own against Jacobi, as George does 
against Francis, conveying intense loyalty against great emotional odds.  
 
Bacon’s estate refused to co-operate in the making of the film, and none of his paintings expressly appear, 
although elements from some of them do creep into the scene.  John Maybury, therefore, turns to the 
cinema image itself to convey both Bacon’s state of mind and his tortured view of the world. Many scenes 
are shot in deformed reflection or refraction, notably in a bar, the Colony Room, where Bacon and his set 
held court.  At the Q&A, Maybury stated that he wanted to make the viewer feel as if he were inside of 
Bacon’s paintings. 
 
I do not know the works well enough to say whether this is true, but technically the film maintains its look 
and its avant garde view of the world consistently and in a manner showing clear control and vision by the 
director (see my review of Lucia earlier for a counter-example).  It’s a joy to see a director who knows 
what he wants and shoots it, rather than throwing together experimental footage and hoping that the 
audience will sit through the show. 
 
Love is the Devil is distributed in Canada by Red Sky, and should open sometime in the next year.  The 
subject will not be to everyone’s taste, but it is a magnificent film. 
 
 
 
Waking Ned Devine 
 Ireland / Kirk Jones / North American Premiere / Second Place – People’s Choice Award 
 Rating: ***** 
 
Watching Waking Ned Devine was one of those magical film festival experiences – barely five minutes into 
the film, you just know that you are seeing something that deserves to be a big hit, and which is going to 
carry the audience laughing every step of the way to the final shot.  When the closing shot begins, and 
everyone in the house starts clapping wildly even before the credits have started, it’s a great joy.  (I was at 
the second screening, and apparently the first garnered a standing ovation.) 
 
Kirk Jones, in his first feature (!), tells a marvellous Irish yarn about a tiny village, Tullymore,  where 
someone has won the National Lottery.  But who?  Our heroes (?) Jackie O’Shea (Ian Bannen), his wife 
Annie (Fionnula Flanagan), and their buddy (someone for whom the term “old codger” was invented) 
Michael O’Sullivan (played superbly by David Kelly), set out to identify the winner.  They will become 
bosom buddy to the fortunate soul, and hope to share in the spoils. 
 
Many rounds of drinks in the pub and a free chicken dinner for regular lottery players later, the winner is 
still a mystery.  But one man, Ned Devine, did not show up at the dinner.  Jackie and Michael go off to 
investigate, and find Ned (something of a recluse whose house is remote from the village) sitting dead ion 
front of the television clutching the winning ticket.  He has no family, but the ticket is signed.  The task of 
collecting the 7-million pound winnings becomes a village effort, and beyond this I can say little without 
giving away too much of the plot. 
 
A joyous film full of wry Irish humour, great acting, and laughs that are well-earned.  Fox Searchlight is 
releasing Waking Ned Devine in Toronto, New York and Los Angeles in November, with a general release 
to follow around Christmas. 
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The Shoe 
 Latvia/Germany/France / Laila Pakalnina / North American Premiere 
 Rating: ** 
 
In the late 50s, the beaches of Latvia were a Soviet frontier to be guarded at all costs against infiltrators.  
Each night, the sand was combed smooth so that intruders would be obvious from their footprints.  Sure 
enough, one morning, a solitary shoe is discovered setting of the alarm.  A band of Russian border patrol, 
better suited to the Keystone Cops than serious military duty, sets out to find the mate for the shoe, clearly 
an infiltrator and possible saboteur.  Every woman in the town must be checked to see if her foot matches 
the shoe, a perverse variant on Cinderella, and all the funnier because the shoe is so large that only a 
handful (forgive the pun) of women could possibly wear it. 
 
A hapless trio of wanders the town with the shoe while everyone else goes about their business as if they 
were not there.  Indeed, in one long sequence, they are only shadows cast across the street and disembodied 
voices, voices that speak Russian, or “Latvian” which is barely comprehensible to the locals.  Ironically, 
the one soldier who does attempt to communicate in Latvian is also the one who never writes home – he is 
truly a man without a country. 
 
One marvelous wry comment on their plight is their dog (which was a good, locally -cast Latvian actor by 
the way) who is clearly more intelligent than all three of them put together. 
 
By the end of the tale (no reference to the dog – can you tell I am getting near the end of these reviews?), 
the mate to the shoe remains unfound, but a new threat emerges.  A set of tracks down to the beach and 
back left as a prank by a group of students the night before – we know what they are, but the Border Patrol 
sees only someone who arrived and then left.  A final cry of “What do you Swedes want anyway?” is 
hollered across the water to the unseen enemy. 
 
The Shoe was deliberately shot on slow black-and-white film and has the look of Russian films of the era.  
Pakalnina deliberately shot in a the same style as the films which she saw as a child because that was the 
Latvia put on the screen by the resident Russians.  The Shoe neatly skewers the futility and stupidity of the 
Russian occupation in the Baltics.  
 
 
 
Saturday, September 19 
 
Lautrec 
 France / Roger Planchon 
 Rating: ** ½ 
 
Lautrec is one of those films that sounds good on paper, but doesn’t really sing when it gets on screen.  A 
biography of Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec should be a natural given the setting – a mixture of the nobility 
and the street life of the late 19th century Paris, just about every artist in the Impressionist School, lots of 
costumes from that overblown era just before the great crash of WWI (nice to see French period after so 
many English films), and acres of flesh in the cafés and bordellos.  But Lautrec just sits there at times like a 
bad photograph of a great painting. 
 
Henri (Régis Royer) is loved my many in his various circles partly because he is an oddball, partly for his 
money which is generously shared, partly for his art, but he is loved just a little too well for credibility.  His 
father, the last Count de Toulouse as it will turn out, is a rake, and it’s easy to see Henri following in a 
family tradition.  His mother suffers a lot, but loves and dotes on Henri. 
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One of the more interesting characters in the whole film is Suzanne Valadon (Elsa Zylberstein), a model, 
lover, painter who orbits through the lives of many in the artistic community, not least Renoir.  Henri 
doesn’t grab her when he has the chance (one senses he really cannot face taking her home to mother, or is 
just unable to have a serious conversation about love, it’s hard to tell).  Unfortunately, Suzanne is not the 
principal character, and we learn less about her than I would have liked. 
 
Henri tragically dies young (of syphillis).  However, at our screening, the inevitable was delayed for one of 
those “oversteaming problems” mentioned earlier in the review.  You can see that by this point, I was not 
holding my breath to see how things would turn out. 
 
Lautrec’s art was revolutionary in its day – not only did he break with the stylistic models of classic art, he 
painted scenes from a life that many preferred not to see.  There are hints of the problems this brings 
including the requisite showdown between the old fart of an art teacher and his class full of bright young 
Impressionists, but it is hard to convey in the 1990s the idea that a painting could so enrage the established 
order.  Now, avant garde art is simply ignored and underfunded. 
 
Lautrec winds up being a rather long costume drama of a story we’ve seen before.  The sets are quite 
wonderful including a recreation of the Moulin Rouge and its so well-known inhabitants. Aristide Bruant 
and La Goulue seem to have stepped off of the posters and into the film.  However, it’s Henri whose 
character we should feel for even as he self-destructs, but somehow he is just pitiful. In the end, the Count 
de Toulouse mourns the end of his line with Henri’s death, but greater disaster for the nobility lies just 
around the corner with the Great War. 
 
The subtitling in Lautrec was by far the worst I saw in the festival.  Many of the nuances, particularly in the 
insults and swearing, and tidied up so that the disrespect in which the nobility and bourgeoisie are held by 
the painters is muted and fails to echo the break with tradition in their art. 
 
 
Bin Ich Schön? / Am I Beautiful? 
 Germany / Doris Dörrie 
 Rating: **** 
 
We come now to the last and best of my festival films with interlinked stories and characters.  A family 
drives home from a holiday in Spain to attend a wedding in Munich.  A girl, deaf and dumb, hitchhiking on 
the same road is picked up by a German salesman travelling south for a religious festival.  He has a little 
more  on his mind than the Good Lord.  Two lovers, one in Spain, one in Germany, talk on the phone 
endlessly (ah the magic of cel technology).  She, in Munich, is selling a red cashmere sweater to a woman 
who, with her husband, will cater the wedding reception.  The father of the bride is dealing with a four-year 
love affair gone horribly wrong.  An old Spanish man is bringing his wife’s ashes back to her German 
homeland for burial in the forest she loved.  
 
Many threads, some apparently unrelated to others, are drawn together in a web which fascinated me at 
least as much for the technique as for the complexity of the story.  Dörrie has the good sense to avoid 
giving all of her characters full backgrounds, and some merely pass through the scene as minor characters.  
We are left wondering “whatever happened to so-and-so”, but not in the sense of a badly finished 
screenplay – life is just like that. My only quibble is with the overlong scenes of the religious procession in 
Spain which could easily have been cut. 
 
I am not going to attempt to distill the many plotlines here, but highly recommend Am I Beautiful if it 
appears in town.   
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Delivery of a Nation 
 Montenegro / Momir Matovic 
 Rating: ** 
 
This 13-minute short is a wry commentary on the political fortunes of Montenegro and eastern Europe in 
general.  A great star (the classic Communist symbol) on the hillside overlooking a town is taken down 
from its frame and carted off, appropriately, to a scrapyard beside a cemetery.  Next, it takes up residence 
outside a café where the locals  alternately decorate it with carnations or graffiti.  Finally, the star makes its 
way back up the hillside with an armed guard of WWII veterans to be reinstalled.  The Communists may 
have been terrible, but they fought the Fascists. 
 
 
 
What Farocki Taught 
 USA / Jill Godmilow 

Rating: ** ½ 
 
Harun Farocki’s Inextinguishable Fire was made in Germany during the Viet Nam war as a political 
documentary and commentary on the invention of napalm.  It’s thesis is that guilt spreads very wide in the 
military and scientific community when weapons research is concerned, even to people who think that they 
are doing only benign work. 
 
Jill Godmilow remade Farocki’s 30-minute film shot-for-shot duplicating in English a documentary which 
is unusual for its lack of harangue, for its leaving the horror in the minds of the viewer rather than 
bludgeoning them on the screen.  One simple example: the matter-of-fact way in which the development of 
a flammable jelly which could not be wiped off the skin, but would instead burn and consume it.  Were this 
Holocaust footage, the people onscreen would be treated as war criminals, but here they are well-meaning 
scientists at Dow Chemical, and of course they are working for “our” side. 
 
 
 
The Book of Life 
 USA/France / Hal Hartley 
 Rating: ** ½ 
 
And you think that you’ve got problems with the year 2000.  It’s late 1999, and the Son of God has just 
landed at Kennedy with his assistant Mary Magdelene.  His mission: the end of the world, the apocalypse 
from which only the chosen few will be lead into heaven. 
 
There’s a problem.  Jesus (Martin Donovan) is really not into all this retribution stuff.  Forgiveness is his 
creed, while His Father (represented on Earth by a law firm, naturally) wants no interference – nothing less 
than blood and thunder will do for Him.  Meanwhile the Devil (Thomas Jay Ryan, now appearing in 
Toronto in Harltley’s Henry Fool), is urging Jesus to let the world continue, to defy His Father.  After all, if 
there are no more new souls, what will Satan do with his time? Just minding Hell for the rest of eternity is 
not a bright prospect. 
 
The Book of Life  was shot on a very low budget on video, then transferred to film.  Anyone familiar with 
Hartley’s assured use of the camera will be surprised to see a work fitting more the genre of film school 
experimentation.  A good idea, but it goes on rather too long for the material at hand. 
 
Best joke:  The book of life is a laptop containing the seven seals of the apocalypse and the names of the 
chosen 144,000.  When Jesus boots it up, we watch the screen come to life.  God uses a Mac.  
 


