FILM

MONTREAL: THE MOVIE

A million miles of film and video-
tape have registered images of Mon-
treal. Every inch of the city, from the old port to
the farthest suburban outlands, can be viewed in
numerous dramatic features and documentaries. The
docs cover Montreal’s parks, prisons, churches, deli-
catessens, nationalists, immigrants, hipsters, children,
poets. whores and bums. They portray the city’s
sex kinks, diseases, racism, festivals. They celebrate
its history, geography, climate, and last but not least,
those winding exterior staircases that are a semi-
official symbol of the city’s vaunted charm.

Many foreign pictures were shot in Montreal. For
a TV production, rue St. Paul appeared as Prague
with the camera pointing in one direction, as Lenin-
grad in another. Rue Ste. Catherine, near Atwater,
doubled as Times Square in Street Smart (1987); the
Jacques Cartier Bridge was the Brooklyn Bridge in
Sergio Leone’s Once Upon a Time in America (1984);
and Ben's Delicatessen recently passed as a deli
near Coney Island in Paul Mazursky's Enemies—A Love
Story (1989). Naturally, the city has made countless
appearances as the generic, anonymous “Anytown”
of countless embarrassing flicks.

As for Canadian-made features, Montreal has been—
among other incarnations—the whimsical mindscape
of a snow plow operator in Gilles Carle’'s La Vie
Heureuse de Léopold Z (1965); the bustling world of
post World War 1II Jewish immigrants in Ted Kotcheff's
The Apprenticeship of Duddy Kravitz (1974); the sex
and drug scene of bi-sexual hipsters in Frank Vitale’s
Montreal Main (1974); the hellishly sterile mallscape
of David Cronenberg’'s Scanners (1980); the poverty-
stricken slum of Claude Fournier's Bonhbeur d occasion
(1982); the sexy glow of Jacques Benoit's How To
Make Love to a Negro without Getting Tired (1989).

Unfortunately, during the late seventies and eighties,
Movie Montreal, like Movie Paris, London, and New
York, began to turn increasingly into a city con-
structed of clichés,

The long shot of the cross on the mountain. The
camera tracking past exterior staircases curving up
to the third floor of buildings that don’t seem to
belong on this McContinent. Cut to interiors with
gleaming hardwood floors, plants, artsy thatchkas—a
setting where attractively rumpled, casually chic ac-
tors play characters, who even if they're doing quite
nicely, are discontented and vaguely unhappy.

Fortunately, some moviemakers have side-
stepped the clichés and portrayed Montreal in
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vivid, startling ways. A few films even
accomplish one of the rarest tricks in
cinema: foregrounding a city so that it becomes a
dramatic presence, a character, rather than a vague
shadow of itself,

For instance, Marc-André Forcier's Au clair de la
lune (1982) evokes a working class neighbourhood
as violent and deprived, but possessed by a drunken,
bleary romanticism. One of the film's key shots
angles in on a bowling alley parking lot, where a
battered green Chevie, home to the film’s protago-
nists, lies half-buried in snowbanks under falling
snow and the pale beam of a streetlamp.

In Jean-Claude Lauzon's U'n zoo la nuit (1987),
Montreal hums ominously outside old. north end
factories or lofts on the waterfront. Francis
Mankiewicz's TV movie, And Then You Die (1987),
never goes near Outremont or the plateau, prefer-
ring instead the funky sleaze of motels and garages
on the west end of boulevard St. Jacques.

The film that captures the city's quintessence is
Denys Arcand's Jésus de Montréal (1989). The geo-
graphical co-ordinates of this lustrous picture are
the downtown world of slick corruption, contrasted
with the airy spaces of Mount Royal. For much of
the film, you are above the city, and as Arcand
hilariously ridicules the rapaciousness, mendacity,
and pretensions of Montreal’s privileged strata, he
simultaneously portrays the city as a beautiful place
holding mysteries.

Three recent projects also aim at avoiding, or
toying with, the clichés found in Montreal movies.

Shot during the winter, spring, and summer of
the past year, the just-released Montréal vu par, is that
rare breed of film, a compilation of urban short
stories. The movie has its precedents in Paris vu Par
(1965), in which New Wave directors like Claude
Chabrol told droll stories highlighting various guartiers
of the city, and the more recent New York Stories
(1989).

Denise Robert, the lively producer of Montréal vu
par, grew up in Ottawa, where as a high school
kid, she loved piling into a car with her buddies
and trucking east on the 417. “I really felt alive
each time I came to Montreal,” she smiles, “all ex-
cited, ready to club.”

Robert’s youthful attraction to Fun City might have
been an underlying motive, when a few vears ago,
she came up with the idea of a feature length
compilation of Montreal stories, each shot by a












