Bonnechere Caves are used in the swan song for movie for the Deaf

By Neil Etienne

Staff Writer

Eganville -- The Bonnechere Caves are no stranger to the bustle of film crews and the artful eye of movie producers, but last week they played host to a very unique and rare cinematic venture.

On Monday and Friday of last week the film crew from OuterCreations, based out of Ottawa, descended on the underground tourist attraction to capture the final crucial scenes of a full-feature, one-hour and 40-minute science fiction movie. What makes the venture so unique is that it is one of the very first feature films ever made for a Deaf audience, using little to no spoken dialogue. The entire film crew, from actors to those behind the scenes are all deaf and to maintain a Canadian flavour, it will be shot in four, albeit silent, languages. Company founder, script writer, producer and director Chantal Deguire, through sing-language interpreter and film crew member Billy May, explained that to make the film inclusive to all audiences, it will be filmed with English and French subtitles with the dialogue presented in American Sign Language (ASL) and Langue des Signes Quebecois (LSQ).

“But it’s not a film just for the Deaf, it’s for everyone and that was our goal; to make a film for everyone that opens up our Deaf culture and hopefully raises some awareness,” Deguire said. 

She explained that designing a film to a deaf audience presents challenges. In a typical film with audio dialogue, you can have actors speaking off camera, but in a film for the Deaf, “it’s very visual, you have to be able to see the hands, so it requires different camera angles and tricks, like shooting someone’s hands in a mirror or over a shoulder to make it interesting for the viewer.”

A graduate in film studies from Washington D.C.’s Guallaudet College, where all studies are taught in sign language, Ms. Deguire said she started working on a script about two years ago and the project took on a life of its own.

“I decided it was time to just do it,” she said. “There’s not many films that I know of specifically for the Deaf, but there are two Deaf film festivals (one in Toronto and one in Chicago) and we hope to show the film there once it’s done.”

Her assistant director Eric Morel, said he had done plenty of work in theatre and film previously and also felt certain medium should be geared toward the Deaf.

“I was frustrated and I always dreamed of an all-deaf film, so we shared the same goal,” he explained. “I wanted to find a way to show the hearing people what the Deaf culture is all about.”

Although not wanting to give away too much of the plot, the movie Interface is a science fiction story based in the not-too-distant future. The main character lives in a world where sign language is the main form of communication and where virtual reality is becoming a popular past time. Ms. Deguire explained that he puts on a virtual reality helmet and from that point on “he has to face his own demons. He is a character that must win at everything he does and the quest is, will his anger help him and lead him to winning, or will it lead him to failure.”

She said that for the final battle scene between good and evil, they were looking for a cave site to represent an “Anger World,” but could find few that had sufficient space and lighting. They heard of the Bonnechere Caves just down the Valley from Ottawa and found the perfect location. 

Chris Hinsperger, co-owner of the caves, said that having this film crew on hand was special for his organization.

“We have film crews here all the time, but this one is very special,” he said. “They’re doing something for their culture, and this last week I’ve been learning a lot about it myself. If I can open up the caves to good people who are doing good things, sure it helps them out, but it’s good for us here too. And this film is pretty special.”

Ms. Deguire said that films like the one she is making are meant to help bridge cultural gaps between the Deaf and main-stream society. While its main goal is simple entertainment, by presenting a film with signed dialogue, those with hearing can further understand the challenges of being deaf and dispel myths of being disabled.

“I feel very strongly about sign language as a true language for everyone, not just the Deaf,” she said. “We also want to teach people about ourselves. For example, the term ‘hearing impaired’ for us is offensive. Hearing impaired to us means we are disabled. We are not disabled, we can do everything anyone else can do, we just can’t hear, but that’s not a disability. Also, we see ‘Deaf’ as relating to our culture; it’s a cultural name so we capitalize it, but it’s not a definition of who we are.”

If anyone would like more information about the film company or to support their efforts for increasing awareness about the Deaf, check out their website at www.outercreations.com

