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The Films of Samuel Bremmer
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The BBC is pleased to present the third edition of our series covering the Fathers of World Cinema, called MAKING MOVIES.

In this edition we focus on the works of the Canadian director, Samuel Bremmer.

The filming of this edition was marred by the untimely death of Samuel Bremmer. To him, we dedicate this programme.

The Samuel Bremmer Company of Actors

MAURICE DUBOIS: So we are supposed to talk about ourselves for a moment. This will probably be the last original thing you will hear from my lips. An actor is a puppet. He is the shell, the suit of multitudinous spirits. Our bodies are promiscuous. An actor is the medium of invention, the house that is haunted, the radio receiver, the echo of another’s voice. As the child is the product of his parent’s lust, we are the offspring of someone’s need to speak and another’s need to listen... When I joined this company of actors I had only been in Toronto for a few weeks. They be​Iieved me when I told them I was in a Shakespearian company in England. Perhaps they thought it racist to call a black man a liar...

BARBARA HARRIS: I don’t know what to say really. This is embarr​assing. Let’s see. I graduated from the University of Windsor’s drama department. I worked in a couple of children’s programmes on a private television station in Toronto. People told me that I only got into this troop because I dispensed my favours. That isn’t true.  Mr Bremmer and I have a very business like relationship. These rumours are nourished by jealousy and envy. Because I am so young, people can’t allow themselves to believe that I am talented. Somehow it seems unjust to them that someone can be attractive, young, successful and also be talented. We live in very cynical times...

LESJA BROWN: I met Sam when we were in college. In fact we played the leading roles in a production of Romeo and Juliet. During the run of the play we became lovers. Later after a painful separation we became friends. Then I lost contact with Sam. He wasn’t one to write letters. I had a child, a little girl. I married my psychiatrist and retired from the theatre, brief as that career had been. The marriage didn’t work out. My husband ran off with another young actress. I guess he just loved the theatre. After the divorce I had to find work. I worked as a waitress, a cab driver, a legal secretary. I even had a stint as a stripper. Finally I settled into a job as a librarian for almost fifteen years. But my heart remained in the theatre. It was a complete shock, a wonderful surprise when Sam contacted me after so many years and told me he was getting a company of actors together to make a film...

ROBERT DRAYTON: You’ve heard the old cliché about being dis​covered by a talent scout in a drug store. That’s how it happened to me. Except of course I wasn’t a starlet. I wasn’t even an actor. I was just bumming around from job to job when this short fat man asked me if I wanted to be in movies. Made me laugh you know. I figured the guy was trying to put the make on me. I seemed to be marked for the advances of queers. But I took him up on it. I mean, what did I have to lose? I was tired of selling condoms to sixteen-year-old romeos and discussing hemorrhoids with eighty-year-old juliets. And I guess I heard about all the money you could make in movies and all the beautiful women you met...

ANTHONY WHALE: I suppose I forced myself into the company. I was thirty years old and still doing commercials on television for toothpaste and laundry detergent. If I was going to make it as a professional actor I knew I’d have to make my move soon. I didn’t want to be a big name actor, no star or anything like that. I just wanted to act. I love it. Before an audience, a camera, a mirror. My wife says I just haven’t grown up. Per​haps. I tried to kick it once. Took a civilian job. Insurance agent. Drove me its. Sure, financially we did all right. I was good at selling insurance. And I had two kids and a wife to feed and clothe. But I started to drink. I was miserable. And I think I was going a little crazy. I began to see things. Not see things but believe things. For example one day I’d believe that it as raining out so I’d leave the house with an umbrella and it would be a bright sunny day. Or else I’d get the feeling while reading the newspaper that a cat was rubbing its back up against my leg. We didn’t have any pets.  I’d rush to the office only to find that it was closed. It was Saturday. The wife and I had some long conversations about this and it was decided at I should return to acting. The wife’s only condition was that I get some permanent ongoing type of work and not do commercials. I heard about this company Sam was forming. I got an interview. I just layed it all it for him. He swallowed my story. I was always good at selling things...

SIR JOHN BIRD: At the time of course I hadn’t yet been knighted. In fact I had just returned from England after thirty-five years on the stage. My doctor suggested I retire. My strength, he said, was waning. He promised me five more years if I abstained from the theatre. Otherwise my heart would not survive another opening night. So I retired. None of this was in the press. I said that I had decided to return to my homeland - Canada. I was born in Orangeville, a village north of Toronto. When I returned to my birthplace everything had changed. I hardly recognized the place. Felt like a foreigner and wondered privately whether I had a home at all except upon the stage. It was under these circumstances that Sammy Bremmer approached me in the little cottage I had bought for myself. He was a very young man then, rather brash and aggressive I thought. Very American as many Canadians seem to have become. As I was later to learn it was just the way he expressed his nervousness. He asked me to join his company of actors. They were going to make movies. Films. The doctor had not men​tioned any prohibition of films. In England no one had ever offered me a part in a film except a few horror films, which I found beneath me. But here was this young man offering me an opportunity to act again. He told me, quite frankly, that he needed my name and reputation from the theatre to attract investors. I was dumbfounded. Sammy read my silence as reluc​tance and offered me a percentage of each film’s profits. I’d been miserable not acting. It was like asking a thoroughbred not to run. I thought of the warning my doctor had given me. I accepted Sammy’s offer. And look, I’m still here. The last thing I heard regarding my doctor was the announce​ment of his funeral...

SAMUEL BREMMER: I always wanted to make films. From the first time I stepped into a movie house. Even before the movie began. Maybe it was the architecture of the building. It was the old Carleton theatre. It’s been torn down, its ghost living inside a hotel. In those days they built very ornate and beautiful cathedrals to show films in. For most people going to a film was more than seeing a movie, it was an event. Like going to church, except cheaper. That theatre captured the imagination of that small boy. And when the lights dimmed, the curtains parted, and the voices of the au​dience hushed, I was entranced. At first I wanted to act. To be a star like Bogart, or Cagney. The trouble was I couldn’t act. And during college when I started to lose my hair I knew I’d never be pretty enough to become a movie star. So I turned to the mechanics of magic. I worked on quite a few CBC productions. Everything from the news, to ballet, to hockey, to kids’ programmes. But no one in Canada wanted to make feature films. Documentaries seemed their only passion. So, mostly through nerve and naivity I collected a group of actors and crew, borrowed or rented equip​ment and set out to make a movie. We didn’t have much of a budget. And we were all learning while we shot. Under the circumstances I think our first film, The Gunfight, was rather good although some of the dialogue now seems a bit stiff to me. After we finished the film I managed to corral the actors into making a second film. In the process of making these films we became a family. In a time when the traditional family is breaking down I believe it is being substituted by a new family. Like our company of actors. People joined together not by blood but by a common goal, by a common love...
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