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Relevant Now More Than Ever

The Man Who Planted Trees (Original French L'homme
qui plantait des arbres) is one of those movies that are worth
watching every few years. Adapted from the short story of the
same name by Jean Giono, famous for his stories usually set in
Provence, the South of France, its environmentalist message
is relevant now more than ever. The animated short film was
made by Frédéric Back, a German-born artist who emigrated
to Canada and became a beloved figure of the national public
broadcaster Radio-Canada (CBC in English). It won the Acad-
emy Award for Best Animated Short Film in 1987. It is one
of those masterpieces that people of all ages find something
meaningful within. The story, narrated by the deep and sooth-
ing voice of Philippe Noiret (Christopher Plummer for the
English version) makes us feel concerned, involved. Imagine
being captivated by your grand-father telling a story, where
reality and fiction are indiscernible.

The Man Who Planted Trees does not have a complex
plot: it’s all in the title. But the slow pace of a shepherd who
dedicates his life to planting trees, one by one, is captivating.
The audience quickly understands that a single person, with
a simple action, can create significant changes in the world
around them. The first few trees to be planted require a lot of

Etienne Marceau

care and grow in a deserted, arid ground. Ruins nearby reveal
a village that existed years ago, but the well is dry now and
the ground is no longer fertile. Only years later can we start to
see the fruit of this hard labour gain momentum, and eventu-
ally some sense of autonomy; new trees appear naturally, the
ground retains humidity, etc. Only a tiny percentage of the
trees planted will reach maturity; but that is not a reason to
lose hope. As you have already understood, this short film is a
beautiful allegory that leaves us feeling hopeful and confident
in our ability to create a better world. The shepherd, Elzéard,
is generous and patient in his actions, devoid of selfishness
and without any rewards in mind other than seeing a new
forest flourish, not even for his own enjoyment, but for the
generations to come.

(ZF1xy =)

Growing Through Relationships

While teaching a film-studies course a few years ago, I
needed to select four movies that my class would watch scenes
from and discuss during the school year. I felt the selection of
the first movie was crucial. Although the class coordinator
recommended Finding Nemo, I wanted something with a little
more substance. Don’t get me wrong, I'm sure there are useful
themes and lessons in Finding Nemo, but I wanted a movie that
would have a bigger impact on my students. In the end, I chose
my favorite movie, Good Will Hunting.

The movie explores the issue of trust in relationships
through the character Will (Matt Damon). Will’s relationships
with his friends, therapist, and girlfriend help him grow as a
person and teach him that it is ok to want more out of his life.
Despite being a mathematical genius, Will begins the movie
working as a janitor, spending his free time with his friends
at batting cages and bars while getting into occasional fights.
Will's best friend, Chuckie (Ben Affleck), in a heart-to-heart,
tells Will that he is better than the life he’s living and that
Will owes it to himself to better his position in life even if that
means leaving Chuckie and his friends behind.

Later, Will befriends Sean (Robin Williams), a psycholo-
gist responsible for helping Will, with whom he shares a
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similar background of abuse and abandonment. Unlike the
relationships with his friends, Will is initially skeptical of eve-
ryone and it is not until Sean breaks through all Will's defense
mechanisms of mocking, belittling, and offending those who
are trying to help him, that Will starts to grow as a person.
It is only after this that Will decides he will try to reconnect
with Skylar (Minnie Driver) whom he pushed away because
he couldn’t look past his own insecurities and background to
trust her.

Because I could only show a limited number of scenes
in class, many students had asked how they could watch the
movie because they always wanted to see more. In the pre-
streaming days, it wasn’t easy finding older movies. When
Robin Williams passed away in 2014 and the world remem-
bered his comedic roles, I saw a post on Facebook from one of
my former film-studies students who loved him in Good Will
Hunting. She had bought the movie and it had become one of
her favorites, too.
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The freedom everyone needs

Given my nationality, I did consider introducing a French
movie, but I feel compelled to talk about an American movie
that I saw recently, which left me with a very special feeling:
a thirst for freedom. Without doubt, many of us are all too
aware of the curtailment of our freedoms in this unusual time
as we face the challenge of Covid-19. The movie relates the
story of two women, one a shy and submissive housewife and
the other an independent waitress with a strong personality.
Despite the great differences in their lifestyles and person-
alities, they are best friends and decide to spend a few days
together to break the monotony of their daily lives. Because of
a violent encounter at the beginning of the trip, their planned
short stay in the countryside turns into an epic road trip
across the United States in flight from the pursuing police.

From this description, I expect many of you to guess the
movie I am going to describe— Thelma & Louise, written by
Callie Khouri and directed by Ridley Scott.

The story of this road movie, the seemingly simple script of
which actually masks greater complexity, made me reflect on
the precarious balance between empathy, freedom, and justice.

The plot and protagonists are thoroughly convincing, par-
ticularly the evolution of the characters of Thelma, played by
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Geena Davis, and Louise, played by Suzanne Sarandon, which
creates a powerful narrative. The emancipated woman charac-
ter of Louise drives the friends” story in the first part of the
movie. As the film continues, however, Thelma begins to dis-
cover her freedom, making her own decisions and questioning
her husband, conventions, and social pressure. She thus comes
to play an increasingly important role, and we see how Louise
grows stronger, more determined, and more fulfilled through
every encounter and adventure.

Furthermore, the choice of two actresses in place of two
male actors as the main characters in a road movie is quite
original. It was a courageous choice by the writer and director
at the time the film was released. With beautiful cinematog-
raphy, the movie deals with various themes such as friendship,
sisterhood, perceptions of justice, and feminism. This movie
ends in an unexpected way that left me with an unforgettable
feeling. To me, by breaking all the usual patterns of American
movie production and despite being released in 1991, Thelma
& Louise still feels modern, perhaps more so than some recent
movies. [t undoubtedly stands out from other films that I have
seen.

[CAVAVER=ENN

A Movie for Teaching Language and Cultural Understanding;:

“Fried Green Tomatoes”

Many years ago, I taught a required class for freshman stu-
dents in the Department of British and American Studies that
we dubbed, “The Movie Class”. Entire movies were not shown
in class for various reasons, but we did show selected scenes
from movies. Over the course of the semester, the students
ended up watching scenes from about three to four different
movies. In a typical class, a couple of scenes, broken down into
three-minute segments would be watched, and then students
would do a variety of task-based learning activities based on
the language, culture, and other aspects that could be derived
from each scene. It was up to each teacher to choose their
own movies, and both the teachers who taught the classes,
and the students who took them really enjoyed and benefitted
from them. If students were interested in watching any of the
movies in their entirety, they could view the DVDs in the now
defunct “Media Learning Center”.

One movie that I used as teaching material was “Fried
Green Tomatoes” released in 1991 and based on the 1987
best-selling Fannie Flagg novel “Fried Green Tomatoes at the
Whistle Stop Cafe”. The reason for choosing this particular
movie was simply based on my memory of the various emo-
tions I felt when I had first watched it, which shifted between
shock at the scenes of racial discrimination and prejudice, to

Paul Allen Crane

sadness when the characters experienced illness, injury, and
death, and to happiness in the joy and the humor that was
sprinkled throughout the story. When I watched it from the
perspective of language teaching, I realized that not only is it
a great story with interesting dialogs, but it is also brimming
with cultural and sociological themes that make it interesting
for teaching about American culture.

The setting of the movie alternates between present-day
Alabama and 1920’s rural Alabama as two stories. The first
story, set in the present, is about Evelyn, a middle-aged house-
wife in the midst of menopause and an unsatisfying marriage
who visits a nursing home and meets one of the residents, Nin-
ny Threadgoode. Ninny tells Evelyn stories about the Whistle
Stop Cafe run by the two main characters, Idgie Threadgoode
and Ruth Jamison, who are close friends, and the townsfolk
who live in Whistle Stop back in the old days.

It might be hard to find one movie that covers so many
sociological themes, such as racial discrimination, domestic
violence, bullying, poverty, justice and gender roles through
a story centered on relationships with such appealing char-
acters.

(R=)v 7L Z7LAY)
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Stagecoach

1939 has been called one of the greatest years in American
film, with Gone with the Wind sweeping the Oscars, and The
Wizard of Oz’s amazing Technicolor show. However, one black
& white film from that year stands apart for its revitalization
of the American Western genre: the movie Stagecoach, which
catapulted 32-year old John Wayne to stardom, and made di-
rector John Ford an important influence over both his con-
temporaries and the generations of filmmakers who followed.

Ford had directed dozens of shorts and features beginning
in 1917, during the heyday of the silent era, and had gained
notoriety especially for his Western/Action movies. When
sound came to the movie theaters in 1927, Ford took a break
from creating Westerns, and shifted to light comedies and
dramas. Ford earned an Oscar for Best Director in 1935 with
his drama The Informer. By 1938, Ford had earned the respect
of Hollywood’s top actors, directors and producers, and was
poised to reinvent the Western.

Audiences had had enough with low-budget cowboy mov-
ies shot on Hollywood backlots and sound stages, so Ford
brought his vision to life by choosing Monument Valley, Utah
for his on-location shooting. Ford played no small part in
popularizing its towering, vivid-red buttes, a site now familiar
to audiences from movies such as Forrest Gump, Easy Rider,
and Back to the Future Part III, to mention a few. Ford seam-
lessly intertwines wide panoramas of vast landscape with close
shots of the 9 travelers aboard the stagecoach, reminding us

Tom Kenny

of how their individual
problems and interre-
lationships seem insig-
nificant by comparison.

Ford had an easier
time casting Monu-
ment Valley for his picture than he did John Wayne in the
heroic role of The Ringo Kid. The big studios told Ford only
a star like Gary Cooper in the lead would make it a box-office
smash, but Ford was adamant that Wayne was perfect for
the part. And he was. Wayne’s performance is an effortless
balance of revengeful, naive youth and restrained manliness.
“Well, there are some things a man_just can’t run away from,” Ringo
intones. Ford deliberately gave him less dialogue than other
characters, and it's what Ringo communicates in his pro-
tracted silences that adds gravitas to his character, from the
moment the camera zooms in on the Kid, Winchester rifle in
hand, until he throws himself into the dirt in the film’s final
shoot-out.

Wayne and Ford would collaborate 13 more times over
the next 24 years. Together, they sculpted an image of rugged
individualism that would come to define American masculin-
ity. Stagecoach might not have been a major award-winner in
1939, but it has more to say about what America is today than
its contemporary rivals.

(F=<2A r=—)

Hunger ou I'art de déranger

Lorsque I'on me demande quel est mon film préféré, je me
sens un peu embarrassé et penaud de ne pouvoir répondre faci-
lement a cette question qui semble pourtant si anodine, mais
qui m’est insurmontable. En effet, ce n’est pas un, mais une
dizaine de films qui me viennent a I'esprit, et encore plus si je
prends le temps de réfléchir. Par conséquent, je ne parlerai pas
de mon film préféré, mais plutét d’'un film qui m'a profondé-
ment marqué, Hunger. C'est un film qui a été réalisé en 2008
par Steve McQueen, non pas I'acteur de La grande évasion ou
de L’Affaire Thomas Crown, mais l'artiste et réalisateur britan-
nique a qui 'on doit Shame ou encore Twelve years a salve. Ce
film retrace la gréve de 'hygiéne, puis de la faim entreprise par
Bobby Sands et d’autres détenus de la prison de Maze en 1981.
Membres de I'IRA, 'armée républicaine irlandaise provisoire,
ils militaient pour I'indépendance compleéte de I'Irlande du Nord
et la reconnaissance d’un statut de prisonnier politique que le
gouvernement de Margaret Thatcher leur refusait, préférant
les considérer comme des détenus de droit commun. Ce film m’'a
donc profondément marqué, voire bouleversé et cela a plus d’'un
titre. Premiérement le théme. Quand j'ai vu ce film, je venais
de lire deux romans de Sorj Chalandon, Mon traitre et Retour
d Killybegs qui traitent également de la cause irlandaise et qui

Laurent Annequin

m’avaient déja profondément ému. Deuxieémement, Michael
Fassbender. Cet acteur germano-irlandais a da perdre plus de
14 kg pour le rdle et sa prestation lui valut de remporter le
British Independent Award du meilleur acteur. Son charisme
et sa transformation physique au cours du film sont vraiment
impressionnants. Enfin, la mise en scéne remarquable de Steve
McQueen. Les différentes techniques qu'il utilise le long du
film pour montrer et faire ressentir aux spectateurs le calvaire
enduré par les prisonniers atteignent parfaitement leur objec-
tif. Je me souviens plus particulierement d'un fabuleux plan en
caméra fixe de plus de 15 minutes pendant lequel un prétre, joué
par Liam Cunningham, tente de dissuader Bobby Sands d’entre-
prendre une greve de la faim dont les conséquences tragiques
sont prévisibles. Ce dialogue, mais aussi la violence carcérale et
le filmage de la lente agonie de Sands, qui au bout de 66 jours
de privation va finir par mourir, nous prend littéralement aux
tripes. Cela fait déja 10 ans que j'ai vu ce film, mais je n’ai tou-
jours pas oublié le malaise que j'ai ressenti a la projection de ce
long métrage. C'est un film coup de poing, dérangeant, parcouru
de multiples métaphores visuelles qui ne peut laisser indifférent
le spectateur et qui fait toute la force du cinéma.
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