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The fur soon flies behind the Iron Curtain for TV newsperson Nicole Thompson (Geneviéve Bujold)
and fur importer, Zak (Burgess Meredith) in Final Assignment.

Paul Almond'’s
Final Assignment

In an early sequence of Final Assign-
ment, directed by Paul Almond, TV
newsperson Nicole Thompson, played by
Geneviéve Bujold, is seen interviewing an
elderly fur importer played by Burgess
Meredith, She asks him why he does
business with Eastern Block countries
and he replies that in times of trouble he
likes to be where it's quietest, at the centre
of the storm, floating like a butterfly. As it
turns out, this remark doesn’t happen to
have a great deal to do with the film even
though I think it's supposed to. But as a
metaphor, it may have some application
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to the tempest called Canadian Film.
There was an inevitable excitement
produced in this country when the film
industry moved into higher production
gear. For a while it seemed that movies
were being made everywhere, and we
looked on as producers’ budget figures
led us to think we'd entered the big time.
Clouds began to roll in when these films
started finding their ways to festivals; but
now that some of these early efforts are
turning up in local theatres, the predicted
storm should be full blown. The problem
is that in Final Assignment, our butterfly
looks suspiciously like a caterpillar.
Final Assignment is a melodramatic-
thriller. Its plot concerns the previously
mentioned TV newsperson, with the
perfect Canadian name of Nicole

Thompson, who accompanies the Prime
Minister of Canada on a state visit to
Russia where she has been promised an
exclusive interview with the Secretary
General of the Communist Party. Our
Nicole has all the superficialities of
Hollywood's version of the ‘new woman’
as defined by Jane Fonda in Julia and
The China Syndrome: she is strong,
aggressive, intelligent, articulate, impas-
sioned ; yet warm, sensitive, and believe it
or not, intuitive.

While waiting for her interview, she
manages to do all of the following: get
arrested for interviewing a Soviet dissi-
dent; fall in love with a Russian bureaucrat
played by Michael York, who is in charge
of the press corps and personally respon-
sible for landing Nicole's interview; save
his life after he has fallen into some
rapids; take him to bed; get involved with
a Soviet scientist, Colleen Dewhurst, who
can no longer tolerate the steroid exper-
iments the Russians are performing on
children; promise to make these experi-
ments public in the West by smuggling
out a video tape; and smuggle out the
scientist's granddaughter who is badly in
need of an operation that can only be
done in Los Angeles (where else?). And
she has to do all of this under the watchful
eyes of an apparently incompetent KGB.

The director of Final Assignment,
Paul Almond, was catapulted into this job
as a last-minute replacement. Little in his
background made him a logical choice
for this type of film — except perhaps
someone’s idea of a potentially interest-
ing reunion between him and his ex-wife
and leading lady, Genevieéve Bujold.
Whatever... sitting through Final As-
signment makes you feel that Almond
didn’t have either the time or the inclina-
tion to recover from the catapult. It is a
film that has no sense of itself. Uncertain
as to whether it wants to be a slick, stylish,
fast-paced thriller or a moody, spy-from-
the-cold, thoughtful drama, it ends up
being drab and aimlessly plotted. It works
forabout five minutes when it manages to
escape from dialogue that sounds con-
structed by committee. Within these five
minutes, the editing is speeded up for the
great getaway sequence and we are
thrown into the emotional high-point of
the film. But it would seem that the
director felt we'd need some comic relief



here because he has his cast do bits of
schtick. Relief? Hardly. The film just got
going! Coming when it does, we aren't
relieved, we're bewildered.

From bewilderment we are moved by
an ending so preposterous that the silli-
ness of the rest of the film pales in
comparison. However, it is within the final
sequence that the only shred of hope may
be found. We see a circus troop crossing
the border into Finland ahead of Nicole,
the sick girl, and the fur importer. When
they hear Michael York coming after
them in a helicopter, they decide to make
arun for it and end up in the troop’s truck
conspicuously marked “sirkus”. The
camera lingers on the word long enough
for us to think perhaps Almond is at-
tempting to formulate a commentary on
all of this. If you give him the benefit of the
doubt, it may cause you to smile but not
the kind that will risk stretching your face.

It would be nice if we could get some-
thing positive out of this — if we could
say, for example, that in spite of a
moronic script, the film is a crisp and
enticing thriller because of its technical
excellence. But you can’t Technically, it's
amess: if they were after a grainy effect, it
gets lost as you see people move in and
out of focus; the editing is sloppy and the
lighting differs sharply between interiors
and exteriors. It isn't messy enough to be
embarrassing, just enough to be consi-
dered amateurish.

This film might do better business if its
producers were to open up their book-
keeping to an impartial judge and allow
that person to oversee an audience parti-
cipation contest called: How did these
people spend seven million dollars? (The
game is already being played by people
who feel compelled to see Canadian
movies and, to my knowledge, nobody's
come up with the right answer.) My hunch
is that most of the money went to renting
every Lada within a 200-mile radius; but
that hunch is predicated on the assump-
tion that it costs more money torent these
cars than to buy them. If you have no
trouble understanding the logic of that,
then Final Assignment may just be the
movie for you — and your tax accountant.

Watching Final Assignment is not un-
like watching the 1969 Montreal Expos:
you recognize the game but everything
about the way it's being played is bush
league. It took the Expos 10 years to
begin to offer first-rate entertainment,
and perhaps film viewers will have to wait
as long. Unfortunately, baseball doesn’t
aspire to be anything but entertaining,
whereas movies could be so much more.

Kevin Tierney
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