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For almost two hundred years, the Shakers 
have been America’s most successful 
utopian society. Striving for perfection in 
everyday life, they became innovators, 
crafting minimalistic furniture and 
architectural designs that influenced modern 
functionalism. The Shakers wrote songs 
and spiritual hymns of exquisite beauty and 
danced to the point of ecstasy during their 
religious meetings. Inspired by this music 
and dance, choreographer Tero Saarinen 
created Borrowed Light, a dance piece about 
communal life and individual sacrifice. Shot 
in Finland and the United States, featuring 
excerpts from Borrowed Light and exclusive 
interviews, A Chair Fit For An Angel looks 
at the cultural legacy of this religious group 
devoted to creating heaven on earth.

A Chair Fit 
for an Angel
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How did the film come about?

Michel Ouellette, the film’s producer, 
showed me works by Finnish choreographer 
Tero Saarinen and asked whether I 
saw a potential subject for a film. One 
choreography in Tero’s wide and varied 
repertoire struck me in particular: Borrowed 
Light. This stunning piece explores the life 
of a small, insular community, with all of its 
characters, dramas and internal conflicts. 
Obviously, it’s a contemporary dance piece, 
not a fictional work or documentary. But 
you still get a sense of the underlying story. 
I found out that Tero had largely drawn on 
Shaker culture to create the work. I started 
reading up on this American religious sect 
about which I knew very little. 

A conversation with 
Raymond St-Jean
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The idea for a film began to take form based on the 
dramatic potential of Borrowed Light and questions that 
came up during my research. I wanted to film Tero’s 
choreography and use it as a lens to examine the Shakers’ 
cultural legacy.

Can you tell us a bit about that legacy?

Before making the film, I knew that Shaker furniture fetched 
high prices on the antiques market. Through my reading, 
I discovered that, from the eighteenth century, the Shakers 
stood out from other American Protestant sects through 
their innovative spirit and bold ideas, including equality 
between the sexes and races, and pacifism. They were 
definitely ahead of their time! But what struck me most of 
all was the fact that their furniture, buildings and music 
are today admired for their simplicity and beauty—yet the 
Shakers weren’t remotely interested in beauty. It was an 
intriguing paradox. 

Does A Chair Fit for an Angel recount the story of 
the Shakers?

Not exactly, although the story is in the background. I first 
of all wanted to know why a contemporary Finnish chore-
ographer was inspired by the Shakers. More generally, I 
wondered why and how the Shakers, who had no interest 

in art, created such beautiful and durable objects. It’s im-
portant to note that the Shakers were unwittingly among 
the pioneers of functionalism, and that in the early 20th 
century, their furniture had a direct influence on Scandina-
vian design. That’s no small feat for a religious order of a 
few thousand men and women spread over a dozen villag-
es!

The Shaker villages you film seem deserted. Is that 
deliberate?

In a sense, the film looks at a lost civilization, of which only 
artifacts remain. Shaker skills have largely been lost. Sev-
eral years from now, all that will remain will be their furni-
ture, their museum villages and the work of artists like Tero 
Saarinen and the Boston Camerata ensemble, who perform 
Shaker songs in the film. At the time of filming, there were 
only four Shakers left. We often refer to them in the past 
tense, because their society has been in gradual decline 
since the late 19th century. But the Shakers’ concerns are 
very relevant to contemporary society. Their profound spir-
ituality imbued every aspect of their daily lives. Their goal 
was to unite the spiritual and material worlds. When you 
touch a piece of Shaker furniture or visit one of their dwell-
ing houses, you feel a strong spiritual energy. The Shakers 
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would find that amusing because, according to them, “a 
chair is just a chair!” It’s a fascinating paradox. 

The word “simplicity” is very present in your film.

Simplicity was key to the Shakers. I think that’s what makes 
their culture all the more relevant today. Many people are 
tired of consumerism and are drawn to the idea of volun-
tary simplicity. For the Shakers, simplicity was a necessary 
condition to create a utopia: a heaven on earth. By getting 
rid of all superfluities and simplifying their material lives, 
the Shakers created extremely efficient and prosperous 
communities. More practical than visionary, they showed 
how it takes individual and collective discipline to attain an 
ideal. As in any religion, this discipline is intimately tied to 
the notion of sacrifice. What are you willing to sacrifice for 
the common good? What individual liberties are you will-
ing to give up in order to take part in a collective project? 
All of these questions are raised in the film. 

But what is the connection between the Shakers’ 
simplicity and art?

Artists are generally seen to have a vision. That is what dis-
tinguishes them from artisans, who have a skill. According 
to this definition, the Shakers were above all artisans with 
remarkable technical abilities. But they shared an original, 

precise vision of reality that comes through in all of their 
actions, as if they were part of an artistic movement. In 
a certain way, Shaker artisans became artists in spite of 
themselves, simply by applying the strict rule of simplicity to 
everything they did. Their originality was expressed collec-
tively rather than individually. 

The documentary focuses a lot on dance and song.

While working on the documentary, I watched the film 
Heima online, which follows the group Sigur Rós during 
an Iceland tour. The film is at once a documentary on the 
group, a recording of the concert, a photo essay and a 
love letter to Iceland and its people. I was inspired by the 
film’s contemplative quality and the way it mixes up genres. 
In A Chair Fit for an Angel, I wanted to respect the rhythm 
of my subject and to leave ample room for ideas, dance 
sequences, songs and images of Shaker villages. There are 
many ways to express ideas, and eloquence is sometimes 
possible without words. Tero Saarinen, for example, might 
express more about the Shakers through dance than in an 
interview. The film invites viewers to immerse themselves 
in images and sounds. The interviews, images, songs and 
dance sequences form a whole, telling the universal story 
of men and women seeking harmony and beauty. 
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How would you compare A Chair Fit for an Angel 
with your other films?

More by chance than anything else, I started out making 
films about the work and life of different artists. I never set 
out to make “films on art.” But one project led to another, 
and I found the genre gave me a lot of freedom to explore 
the medium and satisfy my curiosity. I love fiction and, con-
sciously or not, I’m always looking to tell a story. I put a lot 
of emphasis on writing in my films, both before and during 
the shooting, and at the editing stage as well. I’m not a 
documentary filmmaker in the traditional sense, because I 
play around with the genre a lot. For example, I turned a 
biographical documentary film on the writer H.P. Lovecraft 
into a fictional piece. In the documentary Ghost Town, I 
invented characters and wrote interviews to describe what 
I saw as the truth—but almost nobody noticed, because I 

did it in a very realistic way. I also use dance to explore 
ideas from a different angle. As a kid, I was a big fan of 
films starring Gene Kelly. It’s well known that the camera 
loves dance. It’s a very pure form of expression made up 
of images, movements and emotions that tells stories with-
out dialogues. There’s a lot more I could say, but I’ll stop 
there! To answer the question, I’d say that A Chair Fit for 
an Angel is my most “Shaker” film to date. The team and 
participants shared a common goal: to make a simple, 
uncluttered film that stays focused on essentials.
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Tero Saarinen is a Finnish choreographer and a 
dancer. In 1996 he founded the Tero Saarinen 
Company. Saarinen describes the purpose of 
his choreography saying: “Dance is my attempt 
to understand human nature and its multiple 
manifestations”. Saarinen asserts the importance 
of dance and specifically the work of his company 
to promote human values through the physical 
manifestation of dance. The Tero Saarinen Company 
has toured extensively around the world. 

Tero Saarinen

“Throughout history, people have gathered 
to dance as part of a ritual. We all have a 
need to move and express things through 
movement. It’s a natural mode of expression 
and it keeps the community together. 
Throughout the ages,  people have used 
dance and music to come together and to 
serve.”
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French-born vocalist and scholar Anne Azéma 
directs The Boston Camerata. Her programs and 
recitals of French solo song of the Middle Ages 
have attracted widespread acclaim, and in recent 
seasons she has become progressively more 
involved with early American repertoires. Mrs 
Azéma is a Chevalier des Arts et des Lettres of the 
French Republic. 

Anne Azéma

 “I think that a pure single voice, 
accompanied only by other voices has an 
indescribable quality. For me, little else has 
that power. Like the lines of these walls, or 
the design of Shaker villages, or the perfect 
contour of an armrest. They are all sufficient; 
nothing else is needed.”
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Director Emeritus, he led the Boston Camerata 
from 1969 to 2008. His interest in oral traditions 
and folklore have informed many of his early 
music projects, recorded and live. Cohen’s 
work with Shaker music includes both extensive 
archival research, and active collaboration with 
the remaining Shaker community in Sabbathday 
Lake, Maine.

Joel Cohen

“The Shakers believed in expressing their 
spiritual ecstasy through music and through 
dance. And since I’m a musician, I think 
“yeah, I can relate to that.” That’s my 
spirituality too, even if I’m not a Shaker.”



14

A
 C

ha
ir 

Fi
t f

or
 a

n 
A

ng
el

With over 40 years of experience, fine furniture 
artisan Chris Becksvoort designs and hand builds 
heirloom quality pieces in his New Gloucester 
Maine workshop. He is a world renown expert in 
shaker furniture restoration and history. He is also 
the author of The Shaker Legacy, a seminal book 
on the subject.

Chris Becksvoort

“Everything the Shakers did was for the 
community and for God. What they tried to 
do basically was to create Heaven on Earth. 
I mean they were so different from what was 
going on around them. They had equality 
of the sexes, equality of the races. This was 
unheard of in the 1700’s.”
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Brother Arnold Hadd is an elder and the 
spokesman of the Sabbathday Lake Shaker 
Community in Maine. He was born in Springfield, 
Massachusetts, and became a Shaker in 1979. 
Brother Arnold oversees the work and activities of 
the community. He is also a Shaker historian.

Brother Arnold Hadd

“As for the communities they more looked at 
the landscape to make that more beautiful 
then they ever try to make the interiors look 
more beautiful or their furniture look more 
beautiful. They were looking at really the 
whole thing and if it is really Heaven on 
Earth its’ got to have that reflection of that 
Heavenly atmosphere.”
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Raymond St-Jean started his career directing 
music videos and short films.

Over the years, he explored many genres. He 
directed dramas (Out of Mind: The Stories of 
H.P. Lovecraft, Léa), documentaries (L’oiseau 
de nuit, Ghost Town, Le Mozart noir, six 
films from The Chamber Music Collection) 
and performing arts movies (Les trous du 
ciel, Cabaret neiges noires, Peepshow). In 
2009, Peepshow won the ARTV Tremplin pour 
le monde award at the International Festival 
of Films on Arts of Montreal. Ghost Town won 
in 2006 three awards at the Yorkton Film 
Festival, including the Golden Sheaf Award 
Of Excellence. Le Mozart noir won a Rockie 
Award at the 2003 Banff Television Festival.

As a film director, Raymond St-Jean is often 
attracted to offbeat themes. He likes to 
explore storytelling in various ways, using 
old and new cinematic tools, always trying to 
make entertaining films, even when looking 
at the most unconventional subject. Filming 
Marie Brassard’s  Peepshow, he used front 
video projections and digital special effects 
to create a poetic dreamworld inspired by 
movies that left a mark on his imagination 

as a youth: Cocteau’s Beauty And The Beast, 
Whale’s Frankenstein, Bava’s Black Sunday, 
Franju’s Eyes Without A Face and some old 
episodes from The Outer Limits. Blending 
fiction, documentary and dance, Ghost Town is 
a tale about the harsh life of a young woman 
and her brother in a mining town in the early 
twentieth century. The film also features the 
work of choreographer Lük Fleury, pioneer of 
contemporary gig, a new form of expression 
in dance. Out of Mind: The Stories of H.P. 
Lovecraft is a biographical essay inspired by 
the life and writings of the master of horror 
fiction.  The dreamlike screenplay unfolds in 
the shape of a labyrinth in which the main 
character gets lost. As he wander through 
time and space “beyond the wall of sleep”, he 
encounters Lovecraft himself.

Raymond St-Jean
Director

Raymond St-Jean is also a multimedia designer. 
For Cirque du Soleil, he designed in 2008 
the video projections of Zaia in Macau. From 
2009 to 2011, again with Cirque du Soleil, 
he designed and produced the multimedia 
content of Zarkana, which toured in New York, 
Madrid, and Moscow before becoming the 
resident show at the Aria resort and Casino in 
Las Vegas. In 2012 and 2013, he worked on 
the creation of Cirque’s Michael Jackson One.

www.raymondstjean.com

http://raymondstjean.com/
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Ouellette produced multimedia shows and then, in 1982, 
launched his career in film and television. Since then, he 
has produced over 30 short and mid-length films over 40 
documentary films as well as films on culture for television, 
and 5 features for theatrical release including The Favourite 
Game, adapted from the Leonard Cohen novel.

His documentaries include Mary Shelley, a film on the 
woman who wrote Frankenstein, honored at Tours, France, 
and Entre les Mains de Michel Tremblay (In the hands of 
Michel Tremblay), which won a Gemini for best direction.

One of his recent documentaries was co-produced in 
association with the broadcasters: 3SAT, Mezzo, ARTV and 
Société Radio-Canada and features Maestro Kent Nagano 
and l’Orchestre Symphonique de Montréal. His most recent 
production Ayiti Toma, The Land of the Living was selected 
for the Montreal International Documentary Festival.

Iiris Autio received her Master’s degree in Political Science 
from the University of Helsinki in 1992. Since then, she has 
worked in marketing, production and PR for contemporary 
dance. While continuing her work in the field, she also 
completed a Master’s degree in Arts Management at 
London City University. 

Autio has been the Tero Saarinen Company’s Managing 
Director since 2001. As Executive Producer she has 
produced the following creations for the Company: HUNT 
(2002), Borrowed Light (2004), Next of Kin (2008), Vox 
Balaenae and Absent Presence (2011).

Autio is ranked among Finland’s leading experts on 
cultural exports and lectures regularly on the subject. She 
has also served as an expert for numerous boards and 
working groups. She was a specialist and   member of the 
board for cultural export projects run by Finland’s Ministry 
of Education and Culture, Ministry for Foreign Affairs and 
Ministry of Employment and the Economy from 2005–
2011. 

Michel Ouellette
Producer

Iiris Autio
Co-producer 
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the Boston 
Camerata
The Boston Camerata was founded in 1954. Under the 
leadership of Joel Cohen from 1968 to 2008 and of 
Anne Azéma since 2008, the company’s activities grew 
significantly to include extensive performing and touring 
on several continents. After nearly sixty years of constant 
and critically acclaimed activity, The Boston Camerata 
ranks among the world’s oldest and preeminent early music 
ensembles. 

www.bostoncamerata.org

Tero Saarinen 
Company
Since 1996, Tero Saarinen Company has captivated 
audience and critics alike at leading venues in nearly 
40 countries. Its activities also include running an 
international teaching programme and Saarinen’s creations 
for other prominent dance groups. Company founder, 
choreographer Tero Saarinen’s rich choreographic style 
is known for his distinctive movement language and 
multifaceted artistry – expressive dancers, live music, and 
striking visuals.

www.terosaarinen.com

www.bostoncamerata.org
www.terosaarinen.com
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Shooting format: HD
Screening format: DCP
Available lengths: 75 minutes and 52 minutes
Genre: Documentary
Original version: French, English and Finnish
Subtitles: English
Ratio: 16/9
Sound format: Dolby SRD 
Country of production: Canada
Country of co-production: Finland
Year: 2013

Written and directed by: RAYMOND ST-JEAN
Choreographer: TERO SAARINEN
Producer: MICHEL OUELLETTE
Co-producer: IIRIS AUTIO
Dancers: TERO SAARINEN COMPANY
Music: THE BOSTON CAMERATA
Director of photography: JEAN-FRANÇOIS LORD
Editor: PHILIPPE RALET
Sound designer: BENOIT DAME
Narrator: ISABELLE BLAIS
Narration: VANESSA NICOLAI

A Chair Fit for an Angel

Participants : TERO SAARINEN / ANNE AZÉMA / JOEL COHEN / CHRIS BECKSVOORT / BROTHER ARNOLD HADD 

Production - Canada

CINÉ QUA NON MÉDIA INC.
55, Mont-Royal Ouest, bur.801
Montréal (QC) H2T 2S6
T +1 514 271-4000
info@cqnmedia.com

Co-production - Finland

POETRY IN MOTION
Bulevardi 23-27
00180 Helsinki
T + 358 9 6813 1881
iiris.autio@terosaarinen.com
www.terosaarinen.com

International Distribution

MO DEMAY
5456, avenue Notre-Dame-de-Grâce
Montréal (QC)  H4A 1L4
T +1 514 386-1600
mod@modemay.com
www.modemay.com

 English trailer

A Canadian/Finland Co-production 

Supported by: 

JANE and AATOS

ERKko foundation

Crédit d’impôt pour production 
cinématographique ou 
magnétoscopique canadienne

http://www.modemay.com
http://vimeo.com/81023860
https://vimeo.com/81034833

