Desecration’s imagery is the stuff of nightmares: faceless nuns and hellish clowns, freakish vines creeping up
bedroom walls and twining suggestively around a teenaged boy’s leg.
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* Country
Richard Pearce, USA, 1984; Kino Lorber

IN RESPONSE to the agriculture crisis under Reagan (due to soaring debt
and dwindling land values), a healthy crop of films about American
heartlanders facing very real fears about their economic livelihoods
emerged in the mid-"80s, from Places in the Heartand The River to Louis
Malle’s marvelous documentary God’s Country. The best fictional
entry in this mini-subgenre was Richard Pearce’s Country (which
opened the 1984 New York Film Festival). Jessica Lange is effortlessly
earthy as Jewell Ivy, just as nimble balancing a child on one hip and
flipping pancakes as she is operating farm equipment, while struggling
to keep her family together (including husband Sam Shepard) as she
takes on the draconian federal assistance agency that is cruelly forc-
ing them into bankruptcy and a humiliating property auction. It’s
the kind of political, adult-oriented studio production (the second from
Disney’s Touchstone Films) we’re unlikely to see again anytime soon.
—MICHAEL KORESKY

* Desecration
Dante Tomaselli, USA, 1999; Code Red

DANTE TOMASELLI'S EERIE, painterly first feature, a fever dream of
guilt and piety, revolves around 16-year-old Bobby, who acciden-
tally kills a nun with a radio-controlled airplane and somehow
opens a gate to hell. The film’s imagery is the stuff of nightmares:
faceless nuns and hellish clowns, freakish vines creeping up bed-
room walls and twining suggestively around a teenage boy’s leg.
That New Jersey—bred writer-director Tomaselli’s inspirations include
Maya Deren makes complete sense: Desecration is a low-budget mas-
terpiece of dream logic. It is also a horror film predicated on a deeply
Catholic fear of religious authority, exemplified by black-clad clergy,
the bodies beneath unimaginable and sanctified by their fealty to a
higher authority. Tomaselli scored a casting coup in theater actress
Irma St. Paule, who plays Bobby’s devout grandmother—the formi-
dable front line in the war against the ever-watchful Devil.
—MAITLAND MCDONAGH
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