A man she didn love.
A marriage she couldn leave,
A murder she cant explain.
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Meeting in the middle

A Wilderness Station, a murder mys-
tery set in Manitoba circa 1850, is
currently filming in and around
Winnipeg, with May 11 scheduled as
the feature film’s wrap dare.

The project, from Montreal’s
CineGroupe, Winnipeg's Credo Enter-
tainment and Vancouver-based Gre-
gorian Films, was written by Charles K.
Pitts and Anne Wheeler and is being
produced by Bill Gray. Pitts, Credo’s
Derek Mazur and CineGroupe's Marie-
Claude Beauchamp and Jacques
Pettigrew arc exec producing,

. Directed by Wheeler (Better Than
Chocolare) from a story by Alice Munro,
the film stars Brendan Fehr (Roswell
The Forsaken), Caroline Dhavernas
(Out Cold) and Corey Sevier (Lirtle
Men). The action starts with 18-year-
old Annie stumbling into the Fort
Garry trading post half-mad after
wandering through the wilderness for
several days, claiming to have mur-

e

dered her husband, a 20-year-old pio-
neer. The murder mystery unfolds
through intercepted letters to her sis-
ter, wherein Annie describes the cir-
cumstances leading to the death.

Funding for the $4.5-million proj-
ect comes from Telefilm Canada, the
CF3, Manitoba Film and Sound, ‘the
Independent Production Fund and fed-
eral and provincial tax credits.
Distribution will be handled by
Christal Films and Lions Gate.
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Pioneer Hardships Haunt Wheeler

BY BETH McARTIIUR

aura Ingalls had it made

compared to Annie Heiron,

When Herion, the nalve,

orphaned protagonist
of Aune Wheeler's 19th-century
murder-mystery movie, Edge of
Muntdriess, s sold into marriage 1o an
abrrsive Scotlish hounesteader, there
is no Michael Landon riding 1o the
rescue. Only on that day when
Aunie is found wandering alune,
crazed, in a snowstonn, and conless-
ing to murder, does the town’s
paternalistic legal authority invesli-
gate Lhe girl's familial ciroumstances.
Distinguished by multiple flash-
backs depicting marital rape, adul-
tery, betrayal, and death, Madiess
could accurately be considercd A Lit-
the Shakespeare on the Prairie.

“This is a very Shakespearean
story. This is a Greek fable. It's a
parable,” Wheeler explained of her
and Charles K. Pitts's adaptation of
Alice Munro's short story A Wilder-
ness Station”. (See related story in
Movie Notes on page 83.) In a Van-
couver hotel to promote the film,
which opens on December 6,
wheeler told the (eorgia Straiglit

that she wrote Madness in a psevdo-
mystery structure and cast young
actors Caroline Dhavernas, New
Westiminster native Brendan Felir,
arwd Corey Sevier in the lead roles Lo
make the historical drama, set in
Manitoba circa 1850, appealing to
uthiful viewers.

*1 really wanted the younger
audience 1o be able Lo put them-
selves in these people’s shoes so
that they understood who we are,”
she explained. “I think when we
see mmost of what Hollywood's put
out, it"s been like Little House on
the Prairie and it's been a lot of
people around 25 1o 30 or 35 years
old playlng the new homesteader.
The reality was that most of these
people were teenagers.”

Exploring the lives of homestead-
ers 15 not new to the 56-year-old
director. Nearly 30 years ago, Wheel-
er macdle her documentary shodl [ilm
*Great Grandmother”, a project that
celebrated Canada’s ploneer wouien
and for whiich Wheeler amassed "a
rocinful® of research about life at
the turn of the century. But it was
the contents of a diary she re-
ceived—Iin which a woman recount-
ed her life on a homestead where,

for eight years, she diin’t see anwtli-
er soul except her children and her
abusive husband—that lingered
with the director.

“tle liad a place were he locked
her up when he went off the home-
stead,” Whecler recalled. ®1 always
thought of hier. | always thought it
was a story that really inoved me.

“| mean, you were a piece of
property. You couldn’t own prop-
erly; you certainly had no sight o
speak your mind, We've come a
lung way."

As for Wheeler's sudden incarn-
tion as a western Canadian tragedi-
an—she also recently directed a
movie of the week examining the
RCMP investigation into B.C. serial
killer Clifford Olsen—the director
asserts that she’s not planning to
abandon lighter-themed material
such as her international hit Retter
Than Chocolate in order 1o dwell
on the dark side.

*My Indian name is Madeva
Mugdha,” explained the difecton,
who spent time in ashrams io the
*70s. “It means ‘madly in love
with the devil and the divine’.”
Wheeler smiled broadly. “I like to
see all the colours.” W
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Edge of Madness

Staring Careline Dhavernas, Paul
Johansson, and Brepdan Fehr,
Rating unavailable,

Opens Fridey, December B, ot the
Cinemark Tinseltawn

* Br JANET EMITH

Even before the first line of SCTipt
begins, it's obviows that director
Anne Wheeler has tumed an enig-
matic Alice Munro shost story into
gothic imelodrama. To the sounds
ol orchestral swells, a3 woman in a
hooded cloak stumbles through &
blizzard, Then, blazing across the
screen, comes the filin's cheesy
title: Edge of Madness. At this
point, you can be forgiven for
expecting something akin to Jaie
Evre spun lnto a Harlequin
Romamnce,

Thankfully, the film improves
after its over-the-top beginning,
but the misstart Inunediately sots
off the kind of nagging "what i
questions directors don't like crit-

ics to raise: like, what if someone
wilh a subtler hand had tackled
this sbory? Wasn't there the potens
tiai for & more haunting take on
this snapshot of feminist fronties
history? Something that could
achieve the dark poeiry of Jane
Campion’s The Maae?

We'll never know the answer,
but in the meantime, we at Jeast
Ert an atmospheric look at lust and
jealousy on a wintry prairie plain.
Wheeler, who gets a cowrlting
credit with Chatles K. Pitts, has
evocatively changed the 18505 set-
ting of Munro's “A Wilderness Sta-
Hon® {part of the Open Secrets
anthology) fram Ontario’s Huronia
region to Manitoba. More prrah.
lematic is her recasting of the tale
a3 a conventional detective story:
Annie (Caroline Dhavernas) stum.
bles into the wading post of Fort
Garry, confessing murder, and the
iocal legal authorsity, James Mulien
(Faul Johansson), must determine
If she's insane or should be
hanged. As Mullen uncovers clues,
Annie's experiences are told
theough flashbacks. The abusive
Simon (Brendan Fehr) brings her
out to his remate hoinestead in an
arranged marriage, Passions stan to
flare az Simon's young brother
George (Corey Sevier) brecomes

e N e VSR e 1 B e ST

Edge of Madness

increasingly outraged at his sib-
ling"s treatment of his sister-in-law,

Wheeler does 2 good job of build-
ing the sense of Isolation: with its
skeletal trees and wispy snow drifts,
the Red River Valley lacale looks
about as cut off from the world as
the moon, Fehr and Sevier create
well-defined opposites, one rough
ard stubborn, one gentle and artis-
te. Newcomer Dhavernas lias an
eihereal screen presence, but there's
not enough development of her
character’s motlvations: in Munro's
story, a few lines make it chear why
Aninbe would take off with a strange
man to a harsh land. {As an
orphan, her life options are dismal.)
Here, though, it writien off to
eager nadvete, The lsue of her sani-
¥ is not treated seriously enough to
thiow events into question. And
the scenes with our fur parka’d
Sherlock seem still and contrived.

In the end, Wheeler berselfl may
be too deterrndned (o play slewth, to
explzin things Lo overt detail in-
stead of laving that sease of cerie
ungerlainty that makes Munro’s
work so satishang. Mupro's tale is
the kind of fascinating Canadian
lrerstory that is epic enough to tell
on film, Yet with unknown actors
(farah Polley reportedly pulbed out
of the project) and a vision that 1oo
aften goes over the edge of melo-
drama, the movie will probably Le
relegated 1o a few domestic
screens—stationed in the relative
wilderoess of Movicland.
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Director takes
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Anne Wheeler is l::nmud of
her new work despite

getting snubbed by
film fests in Toronto

and Vancouver
By KATHERINE MONEK

Che's been referred to as a director-
ial version of Yoda — a serene, tran-
quil and zen-like presence on the et
Bur these dayvs, Anne Wheeler 15 fecl-
ing just a little frustrared.

Afrer slogping away in the Canadi-
an film industry for decades, and gen-
erating a solid reputation theough her
body of work that includes classics
su:L as Bye, Bye Blue: and maore
racently Suddenly Maked and Berter
than Chocolate, Wheeler is suddenly
feeling like an outsider in Canada’s
film clique.

Her last effort, The Edpe of Madness,
was not selected for the Toronto Inter-
national Film Festival, Wheeler could
deal with it, Afver all, her previous four
films were chosen by Hogtown's pro-
Erimrmers.

She had a karder time with her rejec-
tion by the Vancouver International
Film Festival — her hometown film
party.

“T don't really understand it," she
says. [ think it's one of my stronger
films, and more in keeping with some-
thing like Bwe, Byve Blues, which I still
get letters about . I've made a lot of
films and | think I'm doing a pretty
good job. So it was z bit of a surprise
not getring in o Vancouver, but what
do you dof They're probably trying to
focus more on young directors — so
they can [lay claim to discovering
them.”

Whetler's frustration with The Edge
::;i'l.'h-fadness is certainly understand-
Flal |

A T T T

The fitm, based on an Alice Munro
short story titled A Wilderness Station,
15 & rustic period picce about 3 voung
woman who marries a homesteader
{plaved by former Mission residen:
Brendan Fehr), and later becomes tan-
gled up in his murder.

Part tragedy, part murder mystery,
part feminist history lesson, The Edpe
of Madness was eriginally supposed to
star Canadian celebrity Sarah Folley,
But when Polley pulled out at the
eleventh hour, the team was forced 1o
recast ina '.';-Iﬁ huarry.

Taking Polley's place was Caroline
Dhavernas, a relative unknown. She
does a great job, but without Polley in
the mix, the distributors lost interest
in pushing for a wide release. The
result of all the casting snags is that
The Edge of Madness will be released
in Vancouver = and just Vancouver —
this Friday.

If the "?r“l takes off, the release will
go wider, But the strugele for anvy

Canadian film to find an avdience is
usually of epic proportion. and some-
times that g2t the best of Wheelern

“T's 3 by iike having 3 lost child ™ she
$a¥s, "You abways give it your best and
you just want people to see them.
That's whv 1 do TV, because at least
that way, vou can be sure that a few
million people will see what you've
done"

Wheeler is no stranger to the amail
screen, and whenaver posible, she lets
both worlds collide. In The Edge of
Meodness, she capitalized on her friend-
ship with DaVined's Inguest cinematog-
ra%l::er {and director) Davidz Frazee,

1 Do met winile she wag directing
one of the DaVinel pilots, and when
the script for The Edge of Madness
{then known as A4 Wilderness Station)
came in her direction after it was
adapted by local producer and writer
Charles Pitts, she let her DaVinci's
experience craft more than the cine-
matographic element. She grafted an

positive view

L]
entire murder mystery line on to the
stark, layered, Rashomon-like storv
about an early chaprer in Canadian his-
tary.

Wheeler was also forced to change
the sciting from Ontario to Manitoba's
Red River Valley because the Manito-
ba film commission was offering some
much-needed financial incentives.

She doesn't ses the shift in locales,
nar the DaVinci-like take on the story,
as anvihing more than dramatic licence
and good business sense. The story, she
5av5, 15 universal

"To me, this wzs 2 piece of reality that
was never exposed before. We all have
the Little Houwse on the Prairie fantasy of
what it was like back then. | thought it
WAt 3 great OppOrtunity' to pay tribute
to those women who helped sectle this
COuRs"

Sur Mowle Crirz
kmgakiEpac vl foulhamsg

The Fdgr off Madnexs opene a8 Tinsellows
on Friday, Dve. 6.
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Madness on the Canadian frontier

Period murder mystery has feel for
bitter hardship of 19th-century West

EDMGE OF MADNESS
stxrring Caroline Dhavernas
il Rl Tobarsesir

By MARKE ANDREWS

Edge of Madness, Anne
Wheeler's ad: ||" ition of an Alice
Munro short story, comes with
an 184 |.|I|||.'_| kely due to the
Film®s 2ex scencs, which are
more rape than rapture, Wateh-
ing the yvoung bride and her
brusque groom share the mari-
tal bed iz |'r|||:_.;,:|'| o swear vou
ofl sex for a month.

Mind vou, thev're about 120
Viirs too carly for .'l'n'f-.-'.'.-.:r,'-n..-.l,

The young bride is Annie (Car-
oline Divivernas), who siaggers
into Fort Garry in the middle of
an 18305 Manitoba winter claim-
ing she has murdered her hus-
band. She resides at the local jail
while Hudzon's Bay 1:u|'||]-_1|11_,
lawman James Mullen {Paul
[ohansson, a former University of
B.C. basketball star) inves ieates
her story.

Annie SAY'S litele, but write
|III'||_' letters o a girlhood cham,
the contents ol which ire
revedled in flashbacks, where we
learn of her marr HEUL 1o thee codd
hearted and abusive Simon
(Brendan Fehr) and her attrac-
tion jo r Brother, the
kindly Georpe {Corey Sevier), As
the three build a cabin by the ey
o, liv I ancl ;

fils young:

deeping in close

QUEAFTErS, passions rise 1o the sur
face.

Wheeler, who co-wrote the
sereenplay with Chares K. Pits
attempts that most difficult of
film projects: telling a story from
the perspective of a passive cha
acter. Annie's charstter arc cov-
ers & lof ol ETOL d. but =0 much
IFI- hier ijl\."'.L'IIIi"'ITll it comics [Fodmn
within., Her -\.!I.I.||1|E|J|_' 1% MOre
inmer than outer, and so the audi
CNoe myuast ohen Connect e $ols.

Much of this is due to the peri-
od setting, (o which Wheeler
remaing true. In the 1850s,

women weren't given a lotg of

freedom o express themselves,
e male charac lers BHYS im a
Il"-r‘ “It"s a I‘I'I1‘n.|!!.|, 1o e .\,||_|‘| !_'|r|-\.
to read.™) Staying true to the era,
Wheeler constructs a kind of
frontier feminist fable, with more
than a touch of Harleguin
romance. This latter qualicy
shows through in scenes involy-
ing Annie and the peach-Tuzz
faced George, who tells her, 14
yiou '-wr-. my wile [ would wor-
"'\-I'I"F'h '|.l_|,t

The film cert: sinly doesn't lack
for -||||||""‘l|"||l'“ The scenes
-I|I:'II:|-L the banks of the Bed Riv Or.
as Annie and the two brothers
build their log cabin, commumni-
cate such hardship that you
almaost feel the north wind Ei 1] g
through vou, At night, wolves
serenade the restless sleepers,

What Edge of Madmess needs
most i% an actor who Can carry

the load. Dhavernas has pris
cnce, though her character’s pas
sivity limits her. Tantoo Cardinal,
who was a loree in Wheeler's

TR

P10t L i T Friins

.|_||;!||1l|_';'|.1|"."|'|'|.|||:

Tantoo (:ardinm (left) and carullm Dhavemas in Anne Wheeler's drama Edge of Ma:ln-as.s.

Loyvalties, has i minor role here,
Mone of the men rl.'.|]]'g. Sl
L although Fehr makes a pood

As a period film, Fdpe of Mad-
ness 0 up to Wheeler's Bve Bye
Blaees, buil for Amyomne interesied
in a £tory from the heartland, i

definitely deserves a look.
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DONOVAN BAILEY, the
retired “world’s fastest man,” took
a leisurely run at a New York-cut
steak in the Opus hotel’s Elixir
dining room Friday. The Jamaica-
born Canadian Olympic sprinter

: and three
tablemates
also uncorked
| two Australian
3 Shirazes — an

i Eileen Hardy
{ 08 and a like-
l year Rose-
| mont Balmoral
— that list for
$200 each on
the Davie-at-
Hamilton

Fiege, Bailey

joint’s list.

Bailey was revving up to help
friend and former national-team
massage therapist Janiece Fiege
raise $50,000 for the Saint James
Community Service Society’s
Powell Place emergency shelter
at a private function Saturday.

The 12-year-old facility accom-
modated 800 women and their
children over the last year. But
1,800 more had to be turned away,
said development director
Heather Dunsford, who'd love
to take your benevolent call to
604-606-0388.

CHARLES K. PITTS was also
at the Opus Friday, tossing an
after-party for The Edge of Mad-
ness, a feature movie he co-wrote,
produced and had director Anne
Wheeler shoot in Manitoba. Set

on Canada’s 1850s frontier, the
murder-mystery had just pre-
miered and begun a two-week
run at the Pender-at-Abbott Tin-
seltown complex.

Kelowna-raised Paul Johans-
son, who plays a lawman in the
movie, looked suitably bruised —
but from a real-life drama. He was
parking his truck at LA Interna-
tional Airport, Johansson said,
when a pair of thieves asked for
the keys — or else. What they got
was a flurry of punches from the
burly former UBC basketball star
and team captain. Others hurried
to the fracas, he said, and the bad
guys beat it.

A self-confessed former school
bully and rowdy teenager,
Johansson said he’s directed and
just finished editing his own first
feature film — the $6-million The
Incredible Mrs. Ritchie — that
portrays events in his life then.
The movie, “about uncondition-
al forgiveness,” has Kevin
Zegers as a Johansson-like char-
acter working for a woman —
played by two-time Oscar nomi-
nee Gena Rowlands — who
believes her late husband i1s
embodied in the plants in her
garden.

Charles K. Pitts showed his
The Edge of Madness, star
Paul Johansson showed scars.
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