Eric Minshall

December 05 2005

Margaret: Your museum makes me sick. But I get it.

Set in the picturesque landscape of Cape Breton, Margaret’s Museum beautiful scenery belies the dark message that the film embodies. The film follows the life of Margaret MacNeil, who is driven to open a museum showing what the coal cost the miners who pulled it from the ground. Margaret’s father and older brother were killed in the mine early in life, and though she constantly tries to escape the dependence on the mine that holds her entire community in a death grip, it is inescapable, and eventually crushes and destroys everything she loves and holds dear. 

Throughout the film, Margaret’s strange and singular personality and the apparently insane actions it produces, are used to highlight how little the lives of the miners were worth to the mining industry. The unmarked grave of her father and brother that only she knows, the dissection of her husband, younger brother and grandfather, after their death, and the idea behind the museum for which the film is titled all reinforce how little regard industry had for the miners.


The first scene, which has Margaret floating on the ocean in a small rowboat, piloted by her husband to be, Neil Currie is subtle. One moment, the couple are joking and laughing; the next, Margaret grows serious and tells Neil to stop the boat. Gravely she informs him that they are stopped directly above the mine branch that collapsed and killed her father and brother. Despite the seeming impossibility of the situation, to know that you are floating directly above your dead father and brother, the image is potent. Two miners, toiling to sustain themselves and their families, supporting the coal companies with their sweat and their blood, are crushed. Their remains are never retrieved; their legacy is nothing more than sorrowful relatives who can barely sustain themselves. The company doesn’t even blink. Their graves are marked by an unreadable expanse of water. Once the miners die, they essentially become nothing.

When Neil and Margaret’s younger brother Ian, are killed in another collapse, Margaret has their bodies brought to her house, where follows one of the more striking scenes of the film, with Margaret dissecting her husband and relatives (the details are not shown) and (we find out later) removing what she feels are the most important parts of each. The scene, when compared to the rest of the movie provides a striking contrast. It is a departure from the serene coastal landscapes into a dark and lonely place. Margaret is transformed from the carefree laughing youth into a morbidly curious amateur autopsist. She in essence, becomes the coal company. Tearing apart miners to retrieve what she wants from them, with no respect for the miner’s dignity or humanity. In the end, covered with blood, Margaret returns to herself, and jumps in a police cruiser asking to be taken to the local mental ward.

Several years later, when Margaret is released from the institution, she returns home, retrieves the parts of her family that she collected, and with the help of one of her friends, founds a museum named, of course, Margaret’s Museum: The Price of Coal. The museum displays the various disembodied parts of her loved ones. At first, the whole idea of the museum seems painfully insane. It could easily be seen as the crazed actions of one driven to lunacy by a terrible loss. On closer inspection however, the museum makes a perverse sort of sense. It is a contrast. A contrast between what the people in her lives meant to Margaret, and what they ultimately meant to the Company. Neil, a singer and musician, Ian, Libidinous and young, both reduced to meat. Pickled organs suspended in jars, where they should have been singing and chasing girls. Her grandfather’s black lungs to show what the company considered “fit to work” beside Neil’s pink healthy singer’s lungs. Where Margaret saw life, love and music, the coal companies saw an organic tool, to be used as a beast of burden until it broke, then discarded.

These three of the many scenes of the movie, when Margaret veers from the norm do indeed send a message. The extrasensory knowledge of her father’s resting place, the dark dismemberment of her deceased loved ones and the peculiar museum that Margaret opens, definitely put a darker tint on the lives of the Cape Breton coal miners. Were it not for the exceptional and bizarre character, the film would definitely have been lacking something, something which makes the film worth watching.
