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A few years ago, | attended a panel discussion on the state of Canadian cinema. At one
point, amid a discussion of the lamentable commercial viability and anemic mass appeal
of most English Canadian movies, someone asked panelist Steve Gravestock, director of
Canadian programming at the Toronto International Film Festival, if TIFF would ever
consider programming a film by Christian Duguay. The subtext loading the question was
clear: Canadian filmmakers do make commercially viable films, Christian Duguay being
case in point. So why have we never seen any of them at TIFF or other fesrivals alongside
their more numerous American—not to mention European and Asian—counterparts!

It’s a question thar Duguay himself has pondered. Though he's made movies with some
of the biggest stars in the business and eamed 23 Emmy, 13 Gemini and six Golden
Globe nominations for several television mini-series, he admirs that “I wish [ would've
come up with a signature film that | could have raken to festivals. That’s the only thing
I've missed that I wish I could’ve done. Because when you go to festivals at least you
know the people are there to respect the art, and it's not about how much it will do at
the box office. It's about how the audience will appreciate the work.”

The consummate professional, passionate and dedicated to his craft, Christian Duguay
has risen from the ranks of direct-to-video action-adventure movies to become a sought-
after director, gifted with a kinetic visual sensibility and a versatility fueled by a
willingness to throw himself into his subjects.

Duguay grew up in Montreal, the son of a prominent, wealthy lawyer and a mother
who worked for the Red Cross. Following his parents’ divorce, Duguay was sent to
boarding school from the age of 11 to 19, where he was always involved in the arts in
one form or another, be it theatre, music or film. “Even when [ was in boarding school |
was always mounting shows,” he says, speaking from the Paris set of his latest mini-series,
a biopic of Coco Chanel starring Shirley MacLaine. “I knew right away | wanted to be
in film. My father let me use his Super 8 camera and 1 loved doing that. Every time he'd
put up the screen and show us some slides or some Super 8 film that he'd done 1 was
always fascinated by thar.”

When he was 17, he attended Concordia University’s student film festival, which
proved to be a revelation for him. It was indeed possible to become a filmmaker. “Going
from watching a very tiny screen with your Super 8 projector to suddenly having
hundreds of people watching what you're doing...that’s [what | wanred]. I was intrigued
by both the artistic side and by the ability to communicare a vision to the masses.”

Shortly after that he applied to the only CEGEP at the time thar was offering audio-
visual and cinema and then attended Sir George Williams College at Concordia, where
he was a classmate of a director he would come to grearly admire, Jean-Claude Lauzon.

“It was a good year,” he says. Duguay threw himself
into the film school experience, learning as much as
he could abour every creative aspect of the craft and
winning prizes along the way for cinematography,
editing and direction. “I didn’t want to be just a
director,” he explains. “I wanted ro understand film,
to understand cinematography. You've just got to be
passionate and do it.”

Indeed, after his first year at Concordia, Duguay’s
passion led him ro hitchhike ro Los Angeles, where
he atrended a forum at the American Film Institute
with legendary cinematographer Sven Nykvist, “Ile
offered with no resistance secrets that he had: why
he does a combination, why he blends cooler
temperature lights with warmer temperature lights,
how he interpreted shadows—rthings that always
fascinated me,” Duguay explains. “l love
photography. I love lighting. [ love painting. 1 love
laying my eyes on those details. Thats one of the
great pleasures of life. So once you hear somebody
talking about it and you see how he operates, it
opens a whole world for you.”

Meanwhile, Duguay's practical education was also
taking shape. Being the son of a powerful man
combined with a passion for competitive horseback
riding instilled in Duguay a drive to succeed, but he
had to do so on his own terms. “Thar was the thing
about my father. Everything he gave us was not to be
taken for granted. We had to earn it.” During his
years at Concordia, Duguay worked in a building
owned by his father, starting out as a janitor and
gradually working his way up to administrator.
When the building was sold he worked as a car
jockey and cashier in a downtown parking lot.
Paying for school, studying during the day and
working on movies for free on the weekends, he
learned very quickly how to succeed in business.

“One of the other big educations [ had was with
the producer-director Jack Zolov,” he says. “A friend
of mine at university said, “Wow, you do everything.
You do camera, you do editing. You'd be the perfect
guy to go and do documentaries for Jack.” Duguay
enjoyed a fruitful collaboration with the veteran
filmmaker for nearly six years, travelling the world
and editing documentaries in Zolov’s Westmount
basement, while also working for free as a
cinematographer for emerging Montreal directors
such as Jeremiah Chechik.

“After my documentary years | really wanted to
move more into the bigeer world. | got noticed as a
cameraman and DOP. | got brought in to do camera
work for George Mihalka, then [ got some gigs as a
director of photography for a bunch of commercials.
[ did that for several years. And people would notice
me, even agencies. They'd say, "Well, why doesn't
he direct? He's got so many ideas when he’s on the
set.” So [ started to direct a few commercials, and
right away Barbara Shrier, who's a producer in
Quebec, was working on William Tell—this would be
in 1986—and she said, “Why don’t you come over
and direct and DOP second unit on William Tell?”

Duguay’s youthful enthusiasm and versatility
combined with a love of horseback riding—a
fearured element of the show—and his skills as a
steadicam operator allowed him to bring a degree of
innovation to the series. While working for a year as
second unit director and DOP, he did a workshop in
Boston with vereran steadicam operator Ted
Churchill, who reaffirmed Duguay’s gifted eye for
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