
• 
Anne Wheeler's 

Loyalties 

A
lberta filmmaker Anne Wheeler's 
first dramatic feature, Loyalties, is, 
in many ways, a very laudable film. 

Telling the story of the friendship and 
loyalty between two very different 
women - one, a down-to-earth Metis, 
the other, a very proper and refined re­
cent transplant from England - the film 
succeeds in being both entertaining and 
moving, and its honest and uncondes­
cending portrayal of the Metis charac­
ters is one of its chief virtues. Unfortu­
nately, the film's legitimate strengths 
are seriously undermined in the end by 
a rather contrived (albeit powerful) 
climax. 

As the film opens, Lily and Dr. David 
Sutton (Susan Wooldridge and Kenneth 
Welsh) have just moved to the remote 
northern Alberta town of Lac La Biche 
from their native Engiand with their 
three small children (an older child is 
still in school in England). Their reason 
for moving here is alluded to, but is not 
made clear; what is clear is that the Sut­
tons have a very nasty skeleton in their 
family closet, and are hoping that here 
on "the tip of civilization" they'll be able 
to bury it for good. 

Helping Lily with the settling-in is 
Rosanne (Tantoo Cardinal), a Metis 
woman with three kids of her own who 
has just left her common-law husband 
Eddy (Tom Jackson), and moved back 
in with her mother. Initially unable to 
see past their class and cultural differ­
ences, Lily and Rosanne eventually do 

,find common ground and become 
friends. In the film's climax, however, 
they return home from a night out 
(celebrating Lily's birthday) to find that 
Dr. Sutton has attacked and raped 
Rosanne's 12-year-old daughter. (We 
learn here that the Suttons' 'skeleton' is 
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a previous rape in England.) Rosanne 
turns on both of the Suttons in a hor­
rified rage. Lily, however, is almost 
catatonic; with her life turned inside­
out (again), she finds her fortitude and 
her loyalties put to a cruel test. 

Even in this brief synopsis, the film 's 
two narrative threads are evident. The 
first , Lily and Rosanne's growing 
friendship, is portrayed in the film in 
subtle, well-acted scenes fulI"ofwarmth 
and gentle humour; we can almost see 
the rapport building. The second narra­
tive thread, the mystery surrounding 
the Suttons' abrupt departure from Eng­
land, is presented much more one- di­
mensionally. The emotional wall be­
tween Lily and David - there at the start 
of the film - never changes, and each 
scene betwe'en them merely echoes the 
previous one. Also, because these 
characters are saddled with the task of 
maintaining the 'intrigue' element of 
the film , their own characterizations are 
forced to take a back seat, and thus they 
engender much less audience sympathy 
than Rosanne and her family do. 

The problem, then,' is this: when 
these two narrative threads - each with 
distinctly different dramatic tones and 
levels of audience involvement - are 
brought into collision in the climax, the 
realism and subtlety of the 'relationship 
story' are completely quashed by the 
mechanics of the 'mystery' (and again 
later by the manipulative denouement), 
and as a result the film plummets into 
the unambiguous, monochrome world 
of melodrama. 

A good example of what direction the 
film might have followed , had it forgone 
'family intrigue' and focused more di­
rectly on Lily and Rosanne's friendship 

. and the contrast of their lives, is indi­
cated in the dinner sequence. Here the 

. film intercuts a scene of Lily and David 
having dinner, with a scene of Rosanne, 
Eddy and their kids also gathered 
around the meal table. The differences 
are very revealing. In the Sutton house, 
Lily and David are seen eating after their 
children are in bed; they are Sitting at 
opposite ends of the dining room table; 
they are well dressed, mannered ... and 

they have very little to say to one 
another. The way this scene is sho t -
emphasizing as it does the physical 
space between them - also reinforces 
the sense that they are emotio nally iso­
lated from one another. 

The scene with Rosanne's family, by 
contrast, is full of warmth and good 
feeling. Here, as Eddy talks about get­
ting the family back together, we see 
the kids and Rosanne smiling, and we 
note that they are all gathered close to­
gether around their kitchen table; com­
prised mostly of medium close-ups, the 
scene visually makes the characters 
seem close to each other. thereby reo 
flec ting the mood of the dialogue. 

By intercutting these two scenes the 
film clearly establishes, in a to tally 
cinematic way, what the real differ· 
ences are be tween Lily and Rosanne, 
differences that have nothing to do w ith 
culture or class, and everything to do 
with the emotional richness (or empti­
ness) of a person's life. With the great 
dramatic potential of these themes to 
explore, and with their unique setting 
and characters, why then did Wheeler 
and screenwriter Sharon Riis feel it 
necessary to make the Suttons' secret -
the source of their estrangement -
something so monstrous? By raising the 
stakes so high, Wheeler and Riis have 
undermined their story, for at the end 
of Loyalties, loyalty and friendship are 
no longer the main issues, but rather it 
is moral integrity (Lily's). Moreover, be­
cause of the nature of the crime/climax, 
the audience's sympathy in the last few 
scenes rests almost completely with 
Rosanne and her daughter, leaving very 
little for Lily and her own trauma. 

All the problems with the film 's end· 
ing, in fact , center around Lily. First of 
all, throughout the film she is presented 
as a sensitive and moral character (we 
see this particularly in her concern for 
her son, Robert). However, when her 
husband commits the rape and we learn 
he has raped before, we realize that Lily 
has already been through this situation. 
How did she react the first time? Did 
she threaten to leave David, to expose 
his actioo? Did she try to deny the 
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• 
whole thing? We don 't know what her 
reactio n was, but we do know that she 
stayed with him and has tried to bury 
the event. But while we can accept her 
hiding the crime once, twice is too 
much. Also, because the crime - and its 
depiction in the film - is so vicious and 
horrifying, the matter of Lily's 'personal 
loyalties ' really becomes a perverse 
issue. In this context, we would de­
mand that she do what is morally right 
whether Rosanne were her friend or 
no t. 

At this point one might argue':'" with 
considerable merit - that ultimately it is 
Lily's friendship with Rosanne that gives 
her the strength to make a moral deci· 
sion, and this is no doub t the conten­
tion of Wheeler and Riis. How ever, 
making a claim and proving it are two 
different things, and it is here that the 
film most conspicuously fails to deliver. 
For at the moment when Lily's integrity 
is put to its severest test, the filmmakers 
- unbelievably - abandon her, and shift 
the narrative to a scene at Rosanne's 
house the following morning. But what 
happens to Lily? How does she react 
when left alone with her husband? See­
ing what she goes through that long 
night and how she decides on what ac­
tion to take is imperative ifwe are to ap­
preciate the strength she draws from 
her friendship with Rosanne. By deny­
ing us the opportunity to see Lily prove 
to herself - and us - that she is indeed 
a 'woman of substance' after all (and is 
therefore worthy of Rosanne's friend­
ship), the filmmakers weaken the prem­
ise of their story immeasurably. (They 
also deny Lily her one true moment of 
glory by relaying her decision to 
Rosanne - and us - through a minor 
character. ) 

It may seem perfunctory at this point 
to discuss the acting in the film, but no 
review of Loyalties should go by with­
out a special mention of Tantoo Cardi­
nal's performance. Her Rosanne is 
bright, hot· tempered and totally in­
genuous, and she all but steals the film. 
If Susan Wooldridge had been handed a 
character as subtly well developed, her 
Lily might have been Rosanne's screen 
equal. And Loyalties might have been a 
more honestly affecting drama. 

Linda Gorman • 
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