FTLM REVIEWS

A song is heard:

My child is my mother returning.
Her mother ny daughter sane.
She carries a soul in ber yearning
Of sorrow, of peace and of pain.

As salttears welled up in solidarity, nny
sympathetic heart started to beat side-
ways, 1 switched off the video. took a
shower and dressed quickly. I left the
screening room-hotel suite just in time
to greetasmiling friend floating out ofan
elevator. I started to share the film with
her. You would do the same.

Peter Wintonick e
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Patricia Rozema's
I’ve Heard
The
Mermaids
Singing

vpe thrives on incomplete informa-

tion; we were all more excited,

more hopeful about I've Heard the
Mermaids Singing when none of us
had seen it. Now that it's opened in parts
of Canada, away from the giddy atmos-
phere of any festival, away from the
sound of fans screaming praises loud
enough for the buyers to hear, the pro-
cess of clear-eved appraisal can begin.
And though the film is not likely to
garner scores of standing ovations here,
neither is it nearly so trivial as some have
begun to claim. Mermaids (the title is
from TS. Eliot's The Love Song of ]
Alfred Prufrock) is urban fantasy with a
light touch, more significant for its pre-
sence and its success that important in
itself. It’s a nice film.

Which is not to disparage Rozema's
accomplishment. “Nice" is what the film
wants to be, and gentle and whimsical
and quirky and the rest of it. As such,
Mermaids is a gem. It may sometimes
leave you wishing it had more bite, but
if you're not looking for bite you'll never
be disappointed.

Sheila McCarthy (looking a lot like
Shirley MacLaine before she discovered
the cosmos) plays Polly Vandersma.
Polly is a wideeved, scattered “person
friday” who receives a placement as an
assistant to the curator of a small gallery
and (prat) falls into the hard-edged,
downtown art scene. There she discov-
ers both the magic and duplicity of the
art industry; in the end she shakes things
up merely with the power of her inno-
cence. Polly’s sensitive nature is forced
to commute between her private dream
world and the mercenary cult of con-
temporary art. The two worlds eventu-
ally. inevitably collide.

Rozema blends satire and fantasy in
the film, sometimes sending up the or-
thodoxies of organized art, sometimes
leaping into Polly’s black and white day-
dreams — the only place where a hap-
less “temp” can conquer her environ-
ment (and defy a few laws of physics).
Never mind that the satire is rather tame
and the fantasy sometimes excessive.
Never mind that its art as religion sub-
text is neither original nor profound —
at least it's never ponderous. Mermaids
is a film that succeeds on its charm;
when it makes a false move you tend to
give it the benefit of the doubt. It's at
once clever and sincere, two things that
keep it from getting mired in the cute,
And of course there's always McCarthy's
performance to watch. She has it all
down — the tics, the ever-ready embar-
rassed look, the hair

Somewhere between J. Alfred Pruf-
rock and Pee Wee Herman lies Polly
Vandersma. “Vandersma,” incidentally,
is perhaps the first Dutch in-joke in a Ca-
nadian feature film: it yokes together a
common Dutch prefix and suffix with
nothing in between — something like
McSon. And so it seems Polly is intended
as an everywoman character. She is naiv-

e Sheila McCarthy doing "loveable” in Mermaids

ete embodied, a walking signifier of sin-
cere ignorance. And when sophistica-
tion wears the face of the urban art
world, naivete can be counted a virtue.
But although she shares Pee Wee's
childlike self-absorption (and a scaled-
down version of his bicycle ), Polly is not
nearly so anarchic, nor so annoying as
Pee Wee. She actually wants to fit in, to
be thought competent.

For most of its 81 minutes the film is
a delight to watch, though there are
some glaring problems. One scene, setin
a Japanese restaurant where Polly makes
the mistake of ordering octopus, is par-
ticularly uncomfortable to watch, not
just because it doesn't work dramati-
cally, but because it seems to ask us to
laugh at the fact that anyone could eat
such a thing. And Polly's crush on the
lesbian curator of the gallery (Paule Bail-
largeon ) seems somehow unresolved. "l
know love is a pretty strong word when
you're talking about another woman and
she's not your mother,” Polly admits.
Then she just gets over it. Butit's the en-
ding of Mermaids that is most disap-
pointing. The last few minutes com-
pletely upset the balance between fan-
tasy and real-world concerns that had
been so delicately negotiated through-
out the film.

Mermaids does look beautiful,
though, a credit to Rozema and cine-
matographer Douglas Koch. It comes as
no surprise that Koch has shot a number
of music videos — the fantasy sequences
show all the hallmarks — but there’s
very little empty flash in Mermaids. The
tinted black and white sequences in par-
ticular have a quality impressive for such
a low-budget film.

Rozema has managed to capture the
vertigo and the bliss of the outsider in
Mermaids. Polly Vandersma. no one in
particular (and hence everyone ), stands
outside the artworld, outside the very
idea of lesbianism, outside the city she
takes such joy in photographing. In her
rare moments of repose, when she hasn't
gone and messed something up again,
she exists in a state of wry wonder. The
constant comment, “Isn’t life the
strangest thing you've ever seen?” keeps
her sane, or as sane as she chooses to be.

Rozema has a real sensitivity to Polly’s
glorious solitude — at its best, Mer-
maids makes you believe in the secret
power of the unhip.

Now that the noise from Cannes has
subsided, Mermaids should be able to
shed the role of Telefilm'’s best billboard
and bask in some real-world success.
Somehow it's fitting that a film so willing
to believe in those unfashionable ideals
we all sneer at — beauty and truth, for
example — should have been blessed
with such a fairytale reception. Some-
times, even in the wicked, heartless film
industry, the virtuous are rewarded.
Strangest thing I've ever seen.

Cameron Bailey ©
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