AlHmportant
‘Line’ divides
life and death

E P.0.V.: THE VANISHING

" LINE
11 p.m. tonight and 1 a.m. Thurs-
day, &8 ; 10 p.m. Thursday,

BY JANET I. MARTINEAU

Newhouse News Service

' OR doctors, death means
failure.

So imagine the dilemma

of physician/filmmaker Maren R.
Monsen as she explores the “art
of dying” in “The Varushmg
Line,” on PBS’s “P.0.V.” series.

“The Vamshmg Line” is an in-
tensely personal film. Monsen, a
fellow at the Stanford: University
Biomedical Ethics Center and a
Woodside resident, struggles,
through her dial_ogue with the
camera both visually and verbal-
1y, to cope with something she

© was never taught in medical

school: how to help patients
CrOSS Over.

It also is a lyrical and some-
times surrealistic piece of film-
making,

Fates s_;tép%jn

For example, Monsen tells the
story of 'the three Greek- Fates
who determine life and. death is-
sues with a piece of string, a
line. One handles the life line
(long, stretched out as if limit-

less); the second determines -

how long
that life line
will stretch
(and puts a
knot in it
toward the

thlrd W1th

Monsen confronts
fate in “The
Vanishing Line.”  en dressed

spmmng wheel

end); the

-in ' Greek at- .
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The title of the iece reﬂects .

Monsen's

its modern’ % ¢ ine

no longer allows a clear and de-
gration of those three
fate functions.

It has become an issue of pre-
venting death rather than pro-
longing life — as the devastating
footage of a young man who
nearly drowned will attest.

Doctor’s pain

“I have spent years learning to
do things for peéople I would
never want done to myself,” she
says .in her narration: “And- I
have begun to realize how much
planning people have to do to
avoid procedures and people
like me.’

For a good portion of the ﬁlm _

Monsen links up with Jim Bng-

ham, a Bay Area hospice social -

worker, as he visits some of his
terminally ill patients — and re-
lives his own story of the medi-

cal battle waged when his late -

wife was diagnosed Wlth mulfi-
ple sclerosis.
Brigham is, in many ways the

soul of thlsﬁlm helping not only, .
* Monsen. come {o terms. with
death, but also viewers. “The act -

of dymg, -of completmg one’s
life, does not have to be a terri-
ble and horrible thmg " he says.

- Much is said about’ quality of
life, Monsen notes. But: -quality

.of death is just as unportant —_—

and she accents that mth visual

-and audio footage of a’slow IV

drip and a breathing machme
run amok.
Monsen, who produced,

‘wrote, directed, narrated and

starred in “The Vanishing Line,”
says at the end that she has
learned now to sit with patients
as death walksin. -

. “Death is no longer the ene-

my, she says. -

Compeiling story

There are more than a.few
faults’ in this film in terms of
techhical ability, storytelling
and imagery. But in its long his-
tory, “P.0.V.” has rarely shown
a film with a more interesting

‘viewpoint: that of a doctor com-

ing to terms with death. :

Monsen is a graduate of Stan-
ford University and the London
International Film School. She .
attended medical school: at the
University of Washington and
completed her training with a
residenc_y in emergency medi-
cine at Stanford University Med-
ical Center.

Her other films include “ngh
way Ends: Rural Health Care in

Crisis” and “Grave Words.”



