The thinking woman’s prime-tim

Producers push the envelope with a 'T'V
series exploring a range of sexual scenarios
with a frankness rarely seen in prime time

BY MATTHEW HAYS, MONTREAL

ausing momentarly in be-
thecn takes,  co-producers

Janis Landman and Adrienne
Mitchel] iy to appentconvincing as
they discuss the setting lor the in-
spiration for their erctic TV series
Bliss. "Airports,”  Lundman  says,
“really, we'd been doing u lot of
travelling.”

The cold, dreary and mundane
aura one uvsually associates with
aifports may not seem a likely
birthplace Tor s brainchild as sexual
as Bliss, but with some explanation,
it begins to make sense.

“About three years ago, Adrienne
and I ad been doing alot of travel-
Hog," Landman says. “We wanted
te find good things to read while
rroving around. We reajized there'd
been an explosion of women's liter-
ature of erotica.

“When we came home from one
of our trips, we started researching
and tossing ideas around, We real.
ized there was a iot of sex on TV,
but mast of it was from a male per-
spective, Would anyone be inter-

~ested In o women's erotica TV
series? We came up with a bunch of
different ideas over the next six
months.”

As it teined out, those ideas did
prove highly intriguing to other
producers and broadcasters, Amie
Gelbart, and his Mentreal-based
Gaiafilm {Lilies, The Hanging Gar-
den}, came on board, as did Show-
case, along with Mitchell's and

Lundman’s production company,
Back Alley. The result, B, will air
on the Movie Network next year,
aned on Showease in 2003,

The trick was to create a diverse
and realfstic range of stories, while
avaiding the elichés inherent in so
many sexual representations on
tefevision.

"A lot of the sex | see on TV is the
late-night, really hard-core pomn,”
Lundman says. “And that really
doesn’t interest me. Or these titil-
lating  background scenes  that
aren't really developed at all.

"We wanted to come up with
something that was more reality-
based, and explore the characters
arel what happens to them as they
go through this erotic moment
This is the focus of the story, the
characters and how these things
change them — most of the time
it's gloased over.”

The team behind Bliss bas man-
aged to collect an impressive aray
of talent, from thespians such as
Adam  Beach (Mystery, Alaska),
Torri Higginson (The City) and
Collum Keith Rennie {(Last Night,
Due Sewthy, Daniel Pilon {Dallas,
Suspicious 8Mindsy, Jennifer Levine
and Quebec pop sensation Mitsou,
who will all appear in various epi-
sodes, to writers such as Sharon
Wis, Carol Luzare and lLaurie Fin-
stad.

“Tor us, it was important to pudl
together ag many different, varied
fernale woices as we could,” says
Mitchell, who is alse directing one

.%-V_
E:

of the show’s eight 30-minute epi-
sodes. Drectors also inglude Lynne
Stopkewich {Kissed), Penelope Qui-
teszshauis and Holly Dale,

And i the talents yssembled

asermin
David Lovgren and Mikela Mikaela appear in an episode of Bliss. |

seam varied, consider the pldt nes

- a spectrum of sexval scénatios

that could probably only appear

thanks o the protiferation of cable

channels such as Showcase. It's
|

e erolica

hard to imagine ore of the main
networks, Canadian or American,
approving this project. Tales in-
volving gay, straight, bisexual,
transgendered and threesome set-
ups are all being shot, as well as
thees of cybersex and sadomaso-
chistn. Dialogue calls for actors
utter words that are far franker and
saycier than your average prime-
tHme lanpuage.

Fans of poet, joumalist and nov-
elist Susan Musgrave witl undoubt.
edly want to tune in for the episode
she penned, in which a woman
writer visits a man she’s enam-
oured with in prison on Valentine's
Day. The two end up making love
clandestinely undemeath a table,
until they are caught in the act and
purished by prison guards. After
this experience, the female protag-
ondst must decide about the futyre
of her relationship with the peis-
oner.

“1 think it might be based on a
true story,” Lundman speculates,
“But [don’t know "

Fittingly, the episode will be di-
fected by Dale, who co-directed
{with Janis Cole) the landmark 1981
documentary feature P4W; Prison
for Wornen, an: institutional profile
of what was then Canada's only
women's prison.

The creators of Hliss concede
that they'd like to make it as enve-
lope-pushing as possible, some-
thing that's not always feasible in a
medium as conservative as TV is —
even cable TV.

“Both Adrienne and [ would like
to push it a lot more,” Lurndman
says. "But the hroadeaster wants to
air this in prime time. And, abso-
tutely, we want this in prime time,
so people will see it But there are
restrictions in terms of the Broad-

cast Act and whiat people feet com-
fortable showing.

“Also, we have wonderfud sctors
here wndd £ den't want to ke them
tn places they're not comfortable.
s not ahouwt taking off your
clothies and exposing your body —
it's abott exposing your mind and
your vaberability and your omo-
tions.”

Lavrs Michalchyshyn, with pro.
gram development at Showcase,
says there were limits, but they
were reasonable and not intended
by cotsteain creativity.

Welve bad lots of  dislogue
ahout how far the directors can go,”
she says. “We said that they should
use thelr judgment aned think about
the same fitegrity thebr filn work
has showi,

"We do abkle by the Canadian
Broadeast Act. There are certain
lrdts we have to tecognize: o bes.
tiality, 5o use of minors, no penc-
tration. We showed them the ist,
butt it was meant as nothing more
than an FYL”

Which is an indicition of the fine
high-wire ot the wemen bebind
Bliss are walking. On the one hand,
this & intended 0 be 1 no-holds-
barred exploration of the erotic; on
the other, it shouldn’t come across
as B-grade sleaze.

“This iser't just about sex,” Mitch-
ell says. "This is a series which re-
ally explores  emotional  and
psychological fourneys.

“The thing we don't wamt 1o
touch are soft pom, stonies that
aren’'t  ghowt  three-ditnensional
characters. . . . Contentious sl
ject matter can be done just as jong
as there's insight into character and
depth of story.”
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