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his childhood. Although his memoir-in-
spired novels appearing between 1978
and 1984 returned to the Plateau and to
his earlier pizzazz, I found that his 1981
play, Les anciennes odeurs, a melan-
choly portrait of a gay Cegep professor,
felt stiff and contrived. With Le Coeur
découvert, the professor has reap-
peared, reincarnated this time as Jean-
Marc, a 39-year-old Outremont French
teacher, and it is clear that Tremblay has
now found a much surer footing in the
new neighbourhood. The narrative is an
upbeat and sympathetic account of Jean
Marc’s encounter, courtship and nest-
lining with Mathieu, a 25-year-old
would-be actor. The only hitch in this
ideal May-August romance is that our
hero must now welcome Mathieu's five-
year-old son Sébastien into his life and
co-op for the same price.

Director Laforce and a likeable cast
have created life-and-blood characteri-
zations to add colour and warmth to
Tremblay's scintillating dialogue. The
players, composed both of old Tremblay
hands, Gilles Renaud and Amulette Gar-
neau, and of newcomers, Michel Poirier
and Louisette Dussault, recruited from
the world of children's television, are
uniformly first-rate. Renaud, the butch
leather biker Cuirette of Il Etait une
ft?is and later the gloomy hero of An-
ciennes odeurs, has now considerably
filled in the character of Jean-Marc,
showing every nuance of a too-settled
life being stirred up. It's not easy to steal
th:‘: show from such a veteran, but the di-
minutive and charismatic Poirier almost
BEIS away with it as the new lover
Mathieu. defensive, tender and charm-
ing,

Their primary relationship, the core of
the film, is skilfully textured as it evolves,
from the currently fashionable courtship
through all the ups and downs and insec-

urities to its final domestication. My only
reservation was that Laforce apparently
let the constraints of television (self?-)
censorship hold back the physical di-
mension of their interaction: the two go
to bed. not like passionate newlyweds,
but like the chaste Hollywood couples of
the '50s, complete with dry peck on the
cheek on parting. On other counts, how-
ever, Laforce doesn't falter: straight cri-
tics were terribly nervous about the
novel's fine exploration of adult-child
relationships and focused on a bathtub
scene berween Jean-Marc and the little
bov. Life imitates art: in Coeur, the child
has a macho uncle who harasses the new
couple with his homophobic terror of
touching. Laforce goes one better, giving
two adult-child bathtub scenes, not one,
and confronting the issue of gay parent-
ing with humour, subtlety and defiance.

The women characters, too often as-
signed to supportive and decorative
roles in the genre of the gay male melo-
drama, come across in Coeur as strong,
interesting individuals in their own
right: Jean-Marc’s hesitant new mother-
in-law, played by Garneau with
spellbinding technique: his worldly-
wise lesbian co-propriétaire played by
Dussault with just the right twinkle in
her eye; his new ex-wife-in-law, played
by Louise Rinfret. Not only do we get a
sensitive picture of the network of new
bonds created by alternative families
(Sébastien brags to his classmates about
how many fathers he has), but Tremblay
is pursuing what has always been his fa-
vorite theme, the natural alliance of ali
the others squeezed out by the patriar-
chy. This was what brought together
within the frame of Il Etait une fois the
waitress dying of her botched illegal
abortion and the drag queen suffering
her daily humiliation, the sisterhood of
oppression. Now, even if Tremblay’s co-

alition of the suffering of the balconies
and the streets has migrated upscale, the
complicity of his gay men with his
women is still operative. Even in the co-
ops of Outremont, they are still the salt
of the earth, and there is only a single
minor representative of the law of the
Father, Sébastien’s macho and uptight
new “Monday-to-Friday co-step-father”

Perhaps the reason this migration,
Tremblay’s gentrification, is artistically
50 successful, is that the old world of the
streets left behind is still present, hover-
ing around the edges of the frame. In one
of the film's funniest scenes, Jean-Marc's
solicitous lesbian neighbours ask with a
note of snobbish prurience whether his
St-Denis Street rendezvous with his
new flame will be above Sherbrooke
Street (chic) or below (sleaze ). The au-
dience [ saw the film with couldn’t con-
tain themselves as the scene cut to along
shot of the lovers slowly descending the
slope below Sherbrooke, pausing indeci-
sively to look back towards Chic, and
then continuing their downward direc-
tion.

The cast is well rounded out, it must
be mentioned, by child actor Olivier
Chasse, with whom Laforce has shaped a
strong understated performance, only
occasionally marred by the cuteness that
seems endemic in Quebec film these
days. The minor characters are also
superb miniatures without exception:
Tremblay’s works always seem to bring
out the best in ensemble performances

The only other criticism I have is of
the design which has a little too much of
that boutique-y Radio-Canada flavour
for my liking, the Outremont setting not-
withstanding. Although it may be a bit
excessive to go on and on as some of my
friends did about how no self-respecting
lesbian would go walking in Parc Out-
remont in a little yellow straw hat, the
general look of the cultural milieu in
question is slightly off. On the other
hand, the location shooting provides an
authentic, even romantic backdrop in
the milieu: my archivist friend is ecstatic
that the oldest gay bar in Montreal, the
Café Lincoln, dating from the '30s. has
now been documented on film, col-
oured glass globes and all.

But [ digress. It isa fine pleasure 1o see
this warmhearted little gem. not only
because of positive representation of
gavs in this year when evervone's gush-
ing about Night Zoo, a violent mis-
ogynist derivative film that exults in
queer-baiting and queer-smashing, but
because one of our finest writers has
made another all-too-rare visit to the
screen.

Thomas Waugh ©
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Jean-Claude Labrecque’s
Le Frere
Andre

news of the last few years: the Cana-

dian cinema is alive and well, show-
ing more signs of maturity and vigour.
The fragile, iconoclastic. new-wave days
of the '60s are, in so many ways, a thing
of the past; the succeeding booms and
busts are also long gone, to be replaced
by a more professional industry that is
fully capable of producing, with modest
regularity, what are artistically solid
films of popular appeal.

There is something especially gratify-
ing in the fact that one who has experi-
enced it all, first a cameraman in the '60s,
and then as his own director, is still very
much part of the creative scene. Jean-
Claude Labrecque will very soon be 50
years old. For a film director, that is gen-
erally not old; and indeed, his very best
work may still lie ahead. Interesting pro-
jects are in the works. If the Quebec film
scene continues in its benign cycle, Lab-
recque may continue to be a major force
for years to come.

Le Frére André continues Labrec-
que’s chronicling of Quebec’s cultural
history. In all of his features (Les Smat-
tes - 1971; Les Vautours - 1975; L’Af-
faire Coffin - 1980; Les Années de
réve - 1984), Labrecque has chosen par-
ticular moments, particular stories,
purely fictional or based in actual fact, to
communicate his understanding of our
recent past. What emerges is sometimes
a critique, sometimes poetry, but always
seen through one man's experience of
the past, his feelings and his visions of his
own human condition.

With Le Frére André, Jean-Claude
Labrecque chose a subject fraught with
difficulty. How do you bring to the
screen the life of *a humble little man’, a
Holy Cross Brother who died in 1938 at
the age 0f 91 — and who was the occasion
for a multitude of alleged miraculous
cures, for an enormous outpouring of re-
ligious devotion reaching out well
beyond the regions of Quebec, and for
the building of St. Joseph's Oratory,
whose towering dome has become
Montreal’s dominant landmark?

Bringing Le Frere André to the
screen was indeed walking into areas
that angels might prefer to avoid: and the
very manner in which Labrecque treats
his subject matter might be seen as re-
velatory of Quebec’s culture today and
the film director's own evolution.
Brother André was a sign of contradic-
tion in his own dominant Roman Catho-
lic culture, and even in his own religious
order. The appeal of the man, difficult to
explain, and the thaumatergic powers
ascribed to him by so many people — but

L e Frére André continues the good
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which he resolutely credited to his be-
loved St. Joseph — made many of his fel-
low Holy Cross priests and brothers de-
cidedly uneasy.

He presents a Montreal version, really,
of a dialectic ever running through re-
ligious experience, pitting prudence/
rationalism vs faith/superstition (to set
up overly facile polarities). As for today,
post-Vatican Il and all, major areas, of the
North American Church, dedicated to
social action, seem far removed from
this kind of popular devotion; farther re-
moved than, say, Pope John Paul 11 him-
self, or certain Latino or Slavic cultures
more given not only to this sort of exub-
erant public display, but also to a
theological understanding that many
educated, western, middle-class Christ-
ians consider outmoded. There is always
a current of distrust of experiences that
invite charlatanry of the crudest kind.
Faith healers, TV evangelists and the like
may have millions of devotees; but they
receive scant attention from millions of
other types of Christians, alienated by
the style and content.

One need but imagine for a moment
what treatment this kind of subject
would have received in the '60s from a
Gilles Carle or a Jean Pierre Lefebvre!
But the times, they have changed; and far
from resorting to sardonic critique of
facile humour, Le Frére André emerges
as a very intelligent, sympathetic, touch-
ing, humorous, well-crafted movie, a tri-
bute to its eponymous hero.

At the same time, however, the film is
in no way a ringing affirmation of faith, a
polemic taking of positions. While Lab-
recque treats Brother André with affec-
tion and respect, he avoids the time-
honored clichés that religious movies of
the past have created to signify heroism
and holiness. What emerges is some-
thing more modern, more representa-
tive of the contemporary sensibility.

ok

Feature films, it seems, must tell
stories; and that means drama, which in
turn demands conflict and ‘action’. So Le
Frére André chooses a moment (1910,
the Eucharistic Congress in Montreal):
the crowds are flocking to the chapel on
the side of Mount Royal, Brother André
is at the height of his thaumatergic activ-
ity, there is talk of erecting a huge Orat-
ory in honour of st. Joseph — and many
of Brother André’s own religious con-
fréres are appalled at what they consider
a circus atmosphere that threatens to
make a shambles of their main apostolic
activity (teaching at Notre-Dame Col-
lege). There is even talk of exiling
Brother André to the New Brunswick
boondocks of Memramcook.

Enter, this particular evening, Marie
Esther, Brother André's 17-year-old
niece from Rhode Island. They talk,
there are flashbacks —and that is the film.
Except for a double epilogue, as it were,
that shows us, first, multitudes of pil-
grims winding their way up the moun-
tain to the chapel, symbolizing Brother
André’s triumph and the eventual build-

® Marc Legault — he's not heavy, he's my brother

ing of St. Joseph's Oratory; and, second,
a closing panoramic aerial shot of the
Oratory today, in its contemporary set-
ting of urban Montreal. |

As a spectator — reassured, no doubt,
by historical hindsight — I found myself
caring nary a whit as to whether or not
the Oratory would be built or whether
or not Memramcook would become our
hero’s fate. What I really cared about was
the interplay between the two charac-
ters of Brother André and Marie Esther,
beautifully rendered by actors Marc
Legault and Sylvie Ferlatte (and by direc-
tor Jean-Claude Labrecque). Here are
two glowing, simple, frue human beings,
of the people, Marie Esther more a vi-
brant essence, really, of youthful health
and vitality. Legault’s down-to-earth
Quebec lower-class speech patterns are
pitted against the refined Radio-Canada-
of-old diction of his more educated con-
fréres in a series of debates setting up the
issues, giving us the necessary historical
background, and manufacturing the
necessary dramatic conflict. There is no
question in the viewers' minds (nor in
Labrecque’s, obviously) where all the
sympathies lie: spontaneity, freshness,
simplicity versus the more rigid, or-
ganized, established power culture. And
that is where the drama lies, really. By
the same token, we are squarely situated
in Labrecque’s usual world, where cen-
tral characters are always the lowly, the
victims, the outsiders of a society
beyond their control. And of other
forces, I think.

For, far removed from the fate of
Brother André and of a St. Joseph'’s Orat-
ory-to-be-built, is another kind of reality
that situates us in Labrecque’s territory.
Le Frere André is really a series of
abstracted scenes and dialogues, a col-
lage of moments strung together accord-
ing to the dictates of a plot, but in them-
selves far more powerful, evocative,
than that plot.

One might say that Labrecque has
made a virtue out of having to shoot
cheap. Rather than attempt any elabo-
rate historical reconstruction, he con-
centrates on somewhat abstract — one
might saysymbolic — mini-sets. We have
a sense of floating nowhere/anywhere, in
a world of essences, where the essentials
are given in careful, precise dialogue,
and where another kind of reality, im-
possible to designate — perphaps “surre-
ality” comes closest — is communicated.
The lighting tends to be obviously ‘artifi-
cial’, often in sharply defined areas, such
as a stained glass window, The colors are
dark and strong, blacks, purples, deep
garish primaries. Labrecque’'s well-
known penchant for wide-angle lenses is
in evidence, though in relatively miti-
gated form; enough, however, slightly to
distort space, to give us a slightly off-kil-
ter framing of image.

The rather abstract composition of
the scenes has elicited some compari-
sons with another recent, religious film,
Thérese. Last year's French ‘César’
(Oscar) winner, however, has none of

the off-kilter, off-centre quality that is
more or less a constant in Labrecque's
fiction films, and that imbues his crea-,
tions with a strong sense of uneasiness,
of not quite being able to come to grips
with, or, say, intellectually appropriate,
whatever reality is there before us.

And so, Le Frére André is filled with
vitality, warmth, life, a simple truth shin-
ing through Brother André and his niece.
But the film universe they inhabit, with
its abstract, theatrical sets, peopled with
artificially ‘dictioned’ characters, and
breathing an overall mitigated off-kilter
‘innocent surrealism’, is far from reassur-
ing. Labrecque’s poetry of the little man
adrift in a universe he doesn't really cope
with is well-served once again.

It is difficult to call the film religious,
strictly speaking, in spite of its overtly
religious subject matter. Labrecque,
rather, has given us a strongly distanced
experience: he is distanced from total
adherence to whatever Brother André
represents; and we, the audience, are
distanced from his film’s subject matter.
Certainly. there is no explanation of any
religious dimension. And one under-
stands why the socio-religious explora-
tion is simply taken for granted, being
merely stated. The plot itself doesn't re-
ally matter that much.

The experience is similar, in a way, to
that of looking at a book of Labrecque
ciné-paintings, a bit abstract, a bit sur-
realistic, a bit realistic. We are distanced,
we wonder..even as we are deeply
touched by this ‘little man’ who is total,
who is living his truth. Take it or leave it,
accept the miraculous cures or explain
them away — Brother André is there. And
in his humble way, he is remarkable,
even significant.

This, it would seem, is the truth of Lab-
recque’s vision —and in that sense his ap-
proach is indeed modern, if by that term
we mean open, self-conscious proclaim-
ing that it is ‘only’ one man’s art by being
obvious in its use of its ‘artistic’ means.
Quebec’s cinematic chronicler poet has
indeed been true to himself, to his cul-
ture, and to his history.

That is no small achievement, the
mark, surely, of a mature artist and of a
film industry that is quite capable of pro-
ducing works of cultural validity.

Marc Gervais ¢
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