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Lois Siegel’s

A 20th Gentury
Chocolate Cake

pale of disinterested friendship. Greg gets
beaten up in a bar and in the face of it all
resigns himself to get a job. He goes to
work in a bank until the day he robs the
vault and drives off in a shiny TR-6,
seemingly to escape only to collide
head-on into the clutches of conformity
that await all the characters who one-
by-one turn into the walking wounded
that pass for regular, normal people.
Chocolate Cake is semi-narrative and

Walter Benjamin once called the im-
mediate reality of film “an orchid in the
land of technology.” But he wrote when
the possibility of technology’'s bloom
could still conjur up flowers instead of
pesticides. Increasingly the barrenness
of technology’s landscape only reveals
the inarticulate physicality of images of
sullen human remnants confronting a
world ever more alien. And if the film-
maker could once aspire to be a gardner,
he must today face having become mere-
ly a technician in the extermination of
weeds.

Lois Siegel's A 20th Century Chocolate
Cake, a first low-low budget feature film
by a Montreal experimental filmmaker,
provides the occasion for some gloomy
thinking about the price technology
exacts upon human pretensions to crea-
tivity.

Made up of loosely connected absur-
dist vignettes, Chocolate Cake purports
to offer some insight into the problem of
20th century existence, and succeeds
remarkably for reasons both external
and internal to the film itself. The plot-
line of Chocolate Cake concerns two
young men in their mid-20s, Gregory
(Gregory Van Riel who co-scripted and
co-produced) and Charles (played with
irritating lasciviousness by Charles
Fisch Jr.). At that point of contact in life
when the world imposes itself (i.e., the
need for regular money), Greg and
Charles’ friendship immediately crum-
bles as Charles, under the delusion that
he’s expressing himself, smoothly makes
the transition to sexual commodifica-
tion through dance (he becomes a strip-
per in a gay bar). Greg, more puzzled by
the world after encountering the you-
need-to-have-experience-in-order-to-get-
experience conundrum of looking for
work, opts instead for freelance human
interest research, in the hope that other
people’s stories will shed some light on
why the world is so unwelcome and
forbidding.

The bulk of the film thus follows Greg
in his quest for meaning, as he interviews
{randomly) children, a gossip columnist
iwho expatiates on the eschatological
significance of gossip), an executive
who would rather be an artist,and more
children. This whole is interspersed
with more vignettes within vignettes :
animistic creatures (a person wearing a

papier-maché rabbit head) run among
traffic jams; BBC-style cool voice of
doom radio announcements of a tidal
wave engulfing the continental west
coast ; segments in speed-up of people
wrapping authority figures in yellow

toilet paper ; interviews with educators
on the hopelessness of the educational
system ; a nurse on the terror of growing
old and incontinent in an institution...

Eventually Greg encounters a girl,
Christine (evocatively conveyed by
Jeannine Lasker), who sends telegrams
to herself wishing she were there. She
seems full of promise but nothing trans-
pires. Greg meets Charles once more,

now decidedly gay and so beyond the
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often selfindulgent, yet manages in
startling detail to suggest a profound
meditation on the nature of the contem-
porary technological entrapment, by
playing both overtly and covertly on the
many levels of man’s dubious relation to
machines. It is a film about the nostalgia
for an impossible creativity : Greg sear-
ches for self-legitimaey through print,
yet on film never writes a word. The
film shows a ‘writer’ armed with a tape-
recorder desperately seeking to find
some truth through (recorded) speech.
Instead of Truth/Art/Speech, there is
only the (false) artifice of the image of
the despairing body, for everything is
technologically mediated, imprisoned
in self-reproducing machinery (includ-
ing the body which is only another form
of machine that holds captive a self that
wishes it were there but knows it is not).

Thus in what is to my mind the film's
central metaphor, a girl (ex-secretary
Lucie Tétrault who was fired from her
job for Xeroxing her bottom as a party
invitation) “reproduces” herself by
exposing her “private” parts to the
machine-eye of a mammoth photoco-
pier. That which one might hesitate to
do before human eyes, she does readily
for the machine, and, double irony, the
camera that is recording her cloning
herself technologically.

In another scene, a giant (in other
words a freak) physically pulls a dead
car to which he is attached by a chain.

What seems to be merely the diversion
of a feat of strength becomes instead a
mythological representation of the
heaviness of the burden borne by tech-
nological man.

In a further vignette, a man (Stephen
Lack) drives his car into a garage and
complains of a mechanical problem.
The mechanic (that is, the expert)
promptly takes the motor apart and
refuses to put it together again, leaving
the hapless motorist stranded, both
unable to understand what has trans-
pired and helpless to do anything about
it. Hovering in the background are three
motorcyclists whose tinted visors have
effaced all traces of communicable
humanity (eyes, mouth) as they drive
around in grim semi-circles, like the
Fates (or vultures) of technology.

This then is the world that Greg— with
some reason — feels reluctant to join, for
it is fully that of the modern wasteland,
that superhighway of Sartrean No Exit.

Appropriately perhaps for a film
about technological enslavement, the
showing of Chocolate Cake, at its Mont-
real premiere, was not without its
mechanical problems. Due to human
error, the synch was off, the projection
was fuzzy, and the film was torn. But
due, on the other hand, to the personal
charisma of director Siegel some 900
people turned up to cheer the film
image of their friends on screen. The
social role of being a filmmaker (which
is another kind of emprisonment) thus
triumphs over all considerations of con-
tent, which as McLuhan said, are irrele-
vant anyway.

Chocolate Cake (which took over four
years to produce and had a crew of
thousands) is its own wrily devoted
form of tribute to filmmaking outside of
the official cinematographic machine. It
shows once again the tremendous
potential of low-budget filmmaking in

Chocolate Cake :

® The image offers small consolation for the technologically effaced in A 20th Century
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this country and once again unveils the
infinite imagistic range of Canadiap
locations : in Chocolate Cake Montrea)
is wondrously unrecognizable yet stij}
itself.

Followers of Siegel's earlier work wil|
find in Chocolate Cake an extended ver.
sion in color of her 1978 25-minyte
Recipe to Cook A Clown, in which Greg
Van Riel and Charles Fisch also appear,
Steadily Siegel is getting a surer grip on
what she wants to say through film.

Chocolate Cake shows a very power.
ful statement trying to emerge, like a
blade of grass through the concrete, No
orchid perhaps, but the gardners are
still hoping : Siegel and Van Riel haye
begun scripting a sequel, to be called A
21st Century Lobotomy. When Sartre
defined man as a useless passion, he
surely must have had filmmakers in

mind. Michael Dorland @
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