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Jesus of Montreal: A rare

blend of intelligence, wit

Jesus of Montreal
Cineplex Odeon

review by Paul Murphy

Canadian writer/director Denys Arcand
asks an untimely question in his latest film,
Jesus of Montreal. In contemporary western
culture, dominated by technology and raging
consumerism, can anything like the mysteries
of faith be possible? Arcand asks this question
in a richly entertaining film which expertly
combines incisive social satire and moving
tragedy. Jesus of Montreal is a multilayered,
provocative film, surely one of the finest of
the year.

Daniel Coulombe (played perfectly by
Lothaire Bluteau) is an actor approached by a
Catholic priest to perform a Passion play,
acting out the arrest, crucifixion, and resur-
rection of Jesus Christ. Daniel has been
asked to modernize the play, to make it
more accessible to a contemporary audience.
As he becomes more involved in the casting,
writing and staging of the play, Daniel’s life
increasingly follows the pattern of Christ’s
life.

Arcand sees the very idea of a Passion play
as antithetical to the spirit of modern times,
represented by the saturation of the world
by the media and by the advertising industry.
In a phenomenon which the post-modernist
philosopher Jean Baudrillard calls simulation,
everything becomes trivialized and made
banal, such that everything can be com-
municated, marketed, consumed. Arcand
gives many examples in the film. Actresses
talk about the importance of good diction
for performing Shakespeare, before dubbing
the dialogue for a porno movie. The title of
novelist Milan Kundera’s profound medi-
tation on sexuality, politics and metaphysics,
The Unbearable Lightness of Being, is used
to sell perfume. The funniest example is
Arcand’s parody of a beer commercial, in
which actors sing the lyrics, “The young
crowd’s here, we worship beer... Nothing’s
sacred to you but a good glass of brew.”

Against this background of banality, the
Passion is performed. Occupying the centre
of the film, lighted by the orange/red colours
of torchlight, it is an arresting sequence.
Arcand’s embellishments to the story is what
makes the sequence most interesting. In
Pilate’s conversation with Jesus, Pilate gives a
lengthy speech about death, full of references
to mythology and literature. Later, when
Christ has been crucified, and the disciples
grieve over his death, the character Rene
recites Shakespeare’s famous soliloquy from
Hamlet. Arcand’s gambit here works well: a
seemingly incongruous text, old and familiar,
is made compelling by its unfamiliar context.
Arcand thus succeeds in bringing to life
Shakespeare’s thought on the mysteries of

death and the afterlife. His point is that the
central mysteries of existence must be
recovered for humanity to escape form the
debilitating nihilism of contemporary cul-
ture.

All this sounds very deep and heavy, like
just about every other film with subtitles.
What sets Jesus of Montreal apart from so
many other angst-fests is its ribald sense of
humour, which it shares in common with
Arcand’s previous film, The Decline of the
American Empire. Much of this film is
extremely funny, particularly the porno-
dubbing sequence, in which 3 actors (playing
4 roles) read out the dialogue of sexual
ecstasy with absolute deadpan faces.

The flaws are minor. One of the characters
is a priest who has lost his faith, yet he still
clings to his office. This character has been
seen before, particularly in Ingmar Bergman’s
Winter Light, and Arcand fails to give the

‘character any psychological depth beyond

whining and self-pity. Arcand strains valiantly
with this character, giving him the longest
monologue in the film, but the writing is
muddled and unfocused.

Jesus of Montreal nearly won the Grand
Prix at the Cannes film festival this year, and
it’s easy to see why. Wit, intelligence, and
restraint are rare qualities to co-exist in any
film, and Denys Arcand has succeded admir-
ably in combining them.

Lothaire Bluteau in a modern passion play.
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ARE THINGS
GETTING YOU DOWN?
DO YOU NEED
SOMEONE TO TALK TO?

Since 1969 Student Help has been a volunteer
organization offering a quiet place for:

® PEER COUNSELLING

® CRISIS INTERVENTION

© INFORMATION and REFERRALS
® TUTORS and TYPISTS

Please phone or drop in.
Confidentiality Respected.

FREE COFFEE
No Line-Ups

WE CARE!

A U. OF A. SERVICE SPONSORED BY THE STUDENTS’ UNION

ROOM
Olhe TOP

7th Floor S.U.B.
Best View Around

Excellent Selection of
Imported Beers
and
Premium Brand Liquors

Liquor
Service
3-12
Monday-
Saturday
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