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What do women want?

TORONTO

here's a fine line between

porn and erotica. And two

Toronte producers, who are

behind an edgy, provocative
TV series called Bliss, believe
they've crealed a scnsual prototype
that will arouse you, make you
squirm a little bit.

But mostly, it will make you
think, and rethink, low women
view sex, their sexuality and the
places and situations in which they
choose to live out their deepest fan-
tasies.

Bliss, an eight-pact anthology
that begins airing lonight on The
Movie Network and Movie Central,
lakes an intimate, hard look at how
women tleal with issues of submis-
sion, role-playing, even fletishes. It
is an amalgam of half-hour tales
that involve gay, straight, bisexual,
transgendered couples and a three-
some. i explores themes such as
partner swapping {for the over-50
age bracke(} and (imild) sadomaso-
chism.

Many of these slories aren’t eas-
ily digestible. (In one scene in
Voice, two women make love while
an infant sleeps in a nearby car
seal.) But they will gnaw away at
your conscience and subconscious.

Bliss has been called thinking
woinen's porn. But according to the
production team of Janis Lundman
and Adrienne Mitchell, who came
up with the idea and have slaved
over the series (or the past four
years, it's much more than that.

This program, which would
never stand a chance on main-
streamn TV, challenges you to think
outside of the uaditional, male-
made erotica box. These are shows,
say Lundman and Mitchell, in
which the drama comes before the
undressing. The emotion belove the
eroticism.

Lundman, who along  with
Mitchell at their Back Alley Film
Productions has produced such ac-
claimed television dramas such as
Talk 16, Drop the Beat and Straight
_Up, says Blissis erotica that is made
for women, by women, and re-
volves around women.

“When women make erotica, the
mind is the largest sexual organ,”
she explains. When men do it, she
says with a laugh, genitalia tends lo
be the star. (There is a reason one
of the most famous male porn stars
is called Long Dong Silver))

“Brotica celebrates sexual desire
and is sensual,” Mitchell adds.
“Pornography exploits sex. Wornen,
sexually, are usually portrayed as
good women or bad women.
There's the virgin, The whore, The
mother. The wile. No one person is
usually just one of those things.
This series explores this whole idea
of contradictions. Al the different
parts. In erotica, it’s easy to fall into
cultural traps. Bliss works against
that, which is hard.”

Lundman and Mitchell, who
worked alongside Montreal’s Gala-
film Produciions for the series, say
they were inspired 1o du it by some
“crazy [riends” who kept sending
them erotic anthologies writlen by
women. “The experience was like
finding buried treasures,” Lund-
man says. “Finally, there were sto-
ries out there that told women's
secrets, fears and fantasies about
their sexuality in a candid, bold and
thought-provoking way.”

The end resull is a program —
the first four hall-hours will run o-
night, followed by the last hall on
March 28 — that includes ac-
claimed Canadian directors such as
Lynne Stopkewich (Kissed), Holly
Dale (P4W: Prison for Women) and
Mitchell. The shows are based on
“erolic stories by writers such as

Producers behind TV’s Bliss think they have the answer,
at least when it comes to erotica, GAYLE MacDONALD writes

Mikela J. Mikacl, left, and David Lovgren in a Bliss segment called Voice: Stories to make you think, and
rethink, how women view sex.

Canada’s Susan Musgrave, Carol
Lazare, Sharon Riis and Laurie Fin-
stad Knizhnik.

“For me, erotica is the explora-
tion of sexual journeys through
complex characters,” says Mitchell,
who directed one episode called
Valentine's Day in fail, which was
based on a shorl story by Musgrave.

“It isn't about wall-to-wall sex, or
where the main purpose is to mas-
turbate until you reach orgasm, o
{he neglect of the story and the
ermotional dynamic of the charac-
ter. irotica is at its most captivating
when it involves characters who
have conllicts, goals, challenges;
and the sexual scenes become
more than an act of sex — they be-
come the vehicle through which we
can get an insight into who they are
and what they are fighting for.”

Musgrave, who was in town re-
cently tn see the finished version of
Valentine's Day, which was based
on her real-life relationship with
her author/bank-robber husband
Stephen Reid, savs she was pleased
with how her words came across.

In this particular show, a woman
(Torri Higginson} visits her partner
(Adam Beach) in jail. The two end

up grunting under a table, in a
prison gym, while a movie is play-
ing. They get caught. He pets pun-
ished. She is ashamed, and then
not. It is raw, painful and brutally
honest.

“T must say [ wondered how on
earth they could make a drama out
ol sex under a table,” Musgrave
says. “But | like to see the transfor-
mation of something you write. It
shows your work has ils own life
separate from the creator. Angel’s
character [played by Beach] was
smouldering, sexual. Perlect. He
Irad a lovely thigh and a lovely
smile. The actor who played me re-
minded me of me, when 1 was
younger, of course.”

Musgrave declines to  say
whether the segment was based on
an actual, covert event. “l watch it
now and think, “‘Why would anyone
put themselves in a position like
this?' ” she says coyly. “But at the
time, | was so much younger. I'd do
anything. Women need to embrace
who (hey are. Revel in it.” This se-
ries, she adds, is important because
it celebrates real women as they
are, not as society wants or expects
them (o be.

Jenny Levine, who stars in an-
ather episode called Guys and
Dolls, says the nudity and sexual
role-playing wasn’t easy. But the
calibre of directors, producers and
crew helped put her at ease.

In her story, Levine plays a strait-
laced banker who gets mistaken for
a hooker by a tall, good-looking
businessman (Welsh-born Peter

Wingfieid). Levine's character opts
(o go along with mistaken identity
and act like one. What resuits is
gluttonous sex, the unabashed, in-
dulgent sex of people in the begin-
ning of a relationship.

The upshot of this particular epi-
sode is that Levine's character goes
from pinstripes to fuschia. Asked if
it's a realistic female fantasy, Levine
says she found it Lo be a “very raw
portrayal of this experience. it's
kind of brutal in the telling,” the
30-year-old actor says. "I's kind of
sad. And there’s a loneliness in
both these characters that is unde-
niable. For me, the sexual nature
was just a part of (his whole charac-
ter, who was so complex. I've never
had to convey so much with so littie
dialogue.”

For Levine, the most interesting
aspect about this role is the way it
typifies how people are judged in
society by what they do, what they
wear, where they live, who they're
married to, or how much money
they make. “None of these things
really define you,” Levine says.
“What defines you is your heart,
your passions. No one ever asked
this woman what her fantasies are,
what she dreams about. This epi-
sode tries to get behind this.”

Wingfield agrees the sexual na-
ture of the show comes second (o
the mere ethereal, empowering and
emotional issues all the stores are
trying to get at. “When you're doing
something like this,” he says, “you
pray for somecne opposite you who
can act, because if either of you ap-
pears uncomfortable in any way,
you are lost. And for someone over-
seeing you who can direcl. It's a
huge risk for everyone concerned,
because the slightest miscalcula-
tion and you are into Porno Land
wilh Bergitta and Sven, the burly
plumber.”

lan Whitehead, a 31-year-old
producer with Galafilin and the
self-described token male on the
set, says the P word was verboten
on the set. “The ' word was okay,”
he explains, “Because you can’t al-
ways make love, right?

“But we didn't want the word
‘porn” associated anywhere near us,
Bliss is all about looking at erotica
from a uniquely female perspective.
It’s something that has been chis-
efled out mostly by men for a long,
long time,” Whitehead adds. “And
we're saying, '‘Okay, women, now
chisel your own statue.’

“It's not a drop-your-pants kind
of series. There is a great deal of in-
vestment, emotionally, ... If Bliss
gets people lalking, gets people
thinking, we'll be happy.”

Bliss premieres with four episodes
tonight at 9 p.m. EST on The Movie
Network and at 9 p.m. MT on Movie
Ceniral. The second instalment
(four half-hours in a row) will be
broadcast March 28 at 9 p.m. in the
respective time zores.
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