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"This is like Lourdes. People given up 
for dead come here expecting miracles 
and you give it to them," says an admirer 
to eminent heart surgeon Thomas Vrain 
at the outset of Threshold. Curiously 
enough, the lines could easily have been 
directed to those of us crammed into the 
Elgin theatre and to the hundreds who 
were turned away from the Festival of 
Festivals' premiere of this much-awaited 
picture. Many indeed came seeking a 
miracle, having endured a dismal year 
of Canadian cinema. Would this be the 
film to lift the industry out of its juvenile 
delinquency? 

Threshold opens flawlessly, stimulat­
ing our hearts to beat a little faster. Our 
prayers just may have been met. A 
fictional account of the world's first arti­
ficial heart transplant, its story breathes 
universal appeal. We are front-row wit­
nesses to modern-day magic. A team of 
doctors and nurses, appropriately pen-
tecostal in their robes, remove a man's 
dying heart and replace it wdth another. 
He had smoked a pack too many, driven 
bis body to its threshold. We shudder at 
our own indulgences. By all rights the 
man should be dead, and he most cer­
tainly would be, if it were not for the 
delicate and deft hands of Dr. Vrain 
(played delicately and deftly by Donald 
Sutherland, the undisputed Messiah of 
Canadian acting). We are in awe. 

Director Richard Pearce and writer 
James Salter treat their subject matter 
with such complete reverence that the 
effect is, in the early going, very seduc­
tive. Gone is the need to demythicize 
doctors and their profession as was the 
case with the quackery in Chayevskys 
Hospital and the shenanigans in Alt-
man's MA.S.H. 

We are asked to discard our skepti­
cism and distrust of modem medicine 

and do so wiUingly. Or is it unwittingly ' 
Vram and his disciples are so reassuring 
around the operating table that we find 
ourselves staring innocently wide-eyed 
at opened chest cavities. Our sudden in­
ternship in the operating room is made 
possible due mainly to Sutherland's eth­
erized performance. He quickly conse­
crates a frust with the viewer. Vrain is 
no barber or butcher. He's the guardian 
angel of intensive care. His stride is airy; 
his entrances and exits, winged. 

Unfortunately, Threshold's reveren­
tial tone gradually begins to wear thin. 
Pearce and Salter pass out the halos too 
liberally and force us to accept a view of 
hospitals which runs somewhat con­
trary to experience. No amount of sym­
phonic background can convince us 
that isolation wards aren't cold and im­
personal. Sutherland wisely senses this 
and tries to keep his character under 

, control. Vrain is not one to moUycoddle 
a patient. He lets his eyes telegraph reas­
surance. He'll be with the patient when 
the supreme moment arrives: when 
there's a single breath separating Ufe 
from death. However, after the ump­
teenth closeup of his weary and ponder­
ous face, Vrain's apotheosis shows symp­
toms of disease. The elements which 
seemed inspirational in the beginning 
of Threshold threaten to resemble the 
follies of a 'bom again' sermon. Endless 
exaltation turns into a bore. 

Salter tries to keep Vrain down to 
earth with hints of family trouble and an 
affectionate affair with a nurse. His ob­
vious intentions were to portray Vrain 
as a real pers(^, not as a Superdoctor 
constantly floating on Cloud Nine. How­
ever, these ideas are only outlined; 
there's never a chance to flesh them out. 
Similarly, the central theme of the film, 
the ethical and emotional issues sur­
rounding the use of an artificial heart, is 
given only a cursory run-through. Pearce 
seems content to wow us with tech­
nology, showcasing the plastic and stain­
less steel device as if it were the Hope 
diamond. 

Technically speaking. Threshold will 
receive praise for its sparkling produc­

tion values. But it is plagued by several 
structural problems common to a great 
number of Canadian filsm, not the least 
of which is the lack of a good story. 
Pearce devotes so much screen time to 
surgical wdndow dressing that by the 
time Vrain meets Aldo Gehring, the 
resolute young researcheer with whom 
he builds the artificial organ, the coffin 
has been nailed shut on our goUy-gee-
whiz enthusiasm. By this time, we've 
been asked to be in awe just once too 
often. 

There is so little development of rela­
tionships in Threshold, so little insight 
into the characters that the film ceases 
to work on a human level. The story be­
comes as inanimate as the artificial 
heart itself. Pearce fries to inject some 
life by strumming up some contrived 
moments of controversy about Vrain's 
research but he forgets that the good 
doctor has already been made infallible. 
At this point, the audience is way ahead 
of what little story line there is. 

Even the infroduction of Carol, the 
svireet-faced young patient who eventu­
ally becomes the first recipient of Vrain's 
artificial heart, can't revive Threshold. 
While Marc Willingham manages to 
make Carol empathetically vulnerable 
in a short period of time, her effect is 
painfully negated by Pearce's tendency 
to turn sentimental moments into sac­
charine. We never really find out how 
Carol feels about having the device fuel 
her life. Pearce, once again, resorts to 
trying to wow us with the saintly aura of 
Vrain's visage. It no longer works. 

Only Jeff Goldblum as Gehring brings 
much-needed ambiguity to the film. 
Before his fall from grace by succumb­
ing to the spoils of fame, we were begin­
ning to suspect that everyone in Thresh­
old floated on air, propelled by ankle 
viangs. But Goldblum's character is too 
minor to affect the crawling plot. By the 
supposed climax of the film, Carol's 
operation, we are experiencing anemia. 
Threshold's lifeblood has been spent 
some time back. 

We had crowded into the Elgin seek­
ing a miracle. And for a time it seemed 

entirely possible. But, alas, Toronto is 
not Lourdes. Miracles don't happen too 
frequently here. This is not to say that 
those associated with this film should 
feel discouraged in any way. Threshold 
deserves a lot of praise. After all, a neai^ 
miracle is a lot better than nothing. 
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