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barney’s version
pays tribute to 
montreal

FROM WATERING HOLES TO POSH HOTELS, 
MORDECAI RICHLER’S FAVOURITE SPOTS ARE 
IMMORTALIZED ON THE 
SILVER SCREEN 

By JaMie MccaLLuM

After Paul Giamatti won his 
fi rst Golden Globe award for 
his starring role as Barney 

Panofsky in Barney’s Version, he paid 
tribute to legendary Canadian author 
Mordecai Richler, the city of Montreal 
and the entire country of Canada in his 
acceptance speech. 

“I want to make sure to thank this 
incredible family of Mordecai Richler 
who let me stomp around in their private 
lives, which was very kind of them. 
And an incredible crew, every single one 
of them, up in an incredible beautiful 
city, Montreal, which I dream about. 
Incredible place in a great nation,” he 
said to a packed house of Hollywood’s 
fi nest after winning his fi rst major fi lm 
award for Best Actor in a Motion Picture 
Musical or Comedy. 

“And I salute the great nation of 
Canada,” Giamatti concluded, with a 

salute to the crowd. 
The fi lm is based on Richler’s 1997 

Giller Prize-winning novel of the same 
name and tells the story of Panofsky’s 
eventful up-and-down life. While it was 
shot in New York City and Rome, as 
well as Montreal, it’s the Canadian locale 
that takes centre stage. 

Born and raised in the Mile End 
neighbourhood of Montreal, Richler and 
his work have become synonymous with 
Quebec’s most populated city, evidenced 
by a petition that circulated last winter 
calling for a public space in Montreal to 
be named after the literary icon in time 
for July 10, 2011, the tenth anniversary 
of his death. It received close to 2,500 
signatures.

Adding to the Canadian content of 
the fi lm, Robert Lantos, a good friend 
and drinking buddy of the late Richler, 
served as the producer for Barney’s 

Version. In many ways, the fi lm can 
be viewed as one last homage paid by 
Richler to the great city of Montreal.

Barney’s Version turned out to be 
Richler’s last novel, as he passed away 
four years after its release. But it is 
indisputable that Montreal served as a 
constant inspiration for the author and, 
indeed, as the backdrop for many of his 
novels, including The Apprenticeship of 
Duddy Kravitz, probably his most well-
known piece of work. 

Add in a couple of love songs by world-
renowned Montreal poet and crooner 
Leonard Cohen on the soundtrack and 
numerous references to the Montreal 
Canadiens throughout the fi lm, and it 
becomes clear that the production oozes 
Montreal pride. 

So while not all of the following 
locales made it into the movie, they 
were all instrumental to Richler’s life 
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and � gured prominently in the pages of 
Barney’s Version. Whether frequented by 
Richler, Lantos, Giamatti, or the � ctional 
Panofsky, there is no doubt that these 
establishments helped shape the novel 
that inspired the award-winning � lm, 
Barney’s Version. 

SIR WINSTON CHURCHILL 
PUB, 1459 CRESCENT ST.
One of Richler’s favourite spots, the 
SWC boasts a large outdoor patio, DJ 
performances and an upscale feel. The 
establishment often played host to 
Richler and his wife, who always sat at 
the same table in the back of the bar, 
away from prying eyes. 

As bartender Margo MacGillivray 
recalls, Richler and his better half 
would often have an early drink at SWC 
before dining at Le Mas des Oliviers, a 
nearby French restaurant. MacGillivray 

remembers Richler’s keen ability to 
observe and digest his surroundings 
without anyone noticing. 

“He included us in Barney’s Version 
and he quoted a few of the regulars,” she 
told The Canadian Press. “He was a very 
sensitive man and he would be taking 
notes when you least expected. You 
didn’t think he was listening but he was 
always listening and observing.”

ZIGGY’S PUB, 
1470 CRESCENT ST.
Located across the street from the SWC, 
this unassuming establishment has been 
affectionately described as Richler’s 
second living room. He was known to 
meet his agent at this old-fashioned 
sports bar on a regular basis. 

Owner Ziggy Eichenbaum recalled 
how Richler would often show up 
with his wife, ordering his trademark 

scotch, while she would opt for a glass 
of champagne. As legend has it, Richler 
would have smoked meat sandwiches 
from the iconic Schwartz’s restaurant on 
St-Laurent Boulevard brought to Ziggy’s. 
While the restaurant didn’t of� cially 
deliver, Richler made it possible by 
having the fatty yet delicious sandwiches 
shipped over via cab.  

GRUMPY’S BAR, 1242 BISHOP ST.
Located minutes away from both the 
McGill and Concordia campuses, 
Grumpy’s is an intimate watering hole 
that largely caters to the student crowd 
looking to escape the libraries for some 
libations. The cozy basement bar, far 
from fancy, often plays host to local 
bluegrass, jazz and acoustic rock out� ts, 
as well as the weekly Drop the Gloves 
Tuesdays, an open-mic night with 
poetry, music and standup comedy.

Known for its inexpensive beer and 
its bohemian style, Richler and Lantos 
famously drank celebratory scotches 
at Grumpy’s after receiving honorary 
doctorates from McGill University in 
2000. The spot serves as Panofsky’s 
hockey-watching retreat numerous times 
in the � lm. 

RITZ-CARLTON MONTREAL, 
1228 SHERBROOKE ST. W
Located across the road from the posh Le 
Chateau apartments, where both Richler 
and Panofsky resided, several scenes from 
the � lm were shot in the ballroom and 
garden of the Ritz-Carlton hotel. 

The � lm crew was forced to improvise 
when they discovered that both areas 
of the hotel were under renovation. 
Not wanting to compromise the 
authenticity of the � lm, they called 
in wedding planners from the 1970s, 
who had thrown parties at the hotel, 
to help restore it to its former glory for 
a few days of shooting. Old furniture, 
silverware and glassware from a bygone 
era were brought out of storage, dusted 
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Paul Giamatti seeks some fatherly 
advice from Dustin Hoffman at 
Grumpy’s Bar in downtown Montreal
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off and used in the shoot, producing 
an authentic recreation of 1970s 
Montreal. In the � lm, a memorable 
wedding scene was shot in the ballroom, 
while numerous lunches were � lmed in 
the outdoor garden. 

With his home conveniently located 
across the street, Richler was a � xture 
for lunch at the Ritz, most often with his 
wife in tow. And while the renovation 
crew got a little break from their work 
while the � lm crew did its thing, the 
renovations resumed as soon as the 
� lming was complete. 

PANOFSKY’S COUNTRY HOUSE, 
LAKE MEMPHREMAGOG IN 
QUEBEC’S EASTERN TOWNSHIPS
Every great writer needs a little peace 
and quiet to allow their creative juices to 
� ow. For Richler, his getaway from the 
hustle and bustle of Montreal was his 
country house, located two hours east 

of the city in the Eastern Townships. 
The house, which looked out onto the 
serene Lake Memphremagog, was one 
of Richler’s favourite places to sit back, 
relax and get some work done, with his 
cigars and scotch in tow. 

Panofsky had his own pastoral getaway 
in Barney’s Version, located only minutes 
away from Richler’s in the same part 
of Eastern Quebec. The locale played 
host to some of the � lm’s most dramatic 
scenes as well as some calmer moments, 
such as Panofsky puf� ng away on a cigar 
on the lakefront while quietly re� ecting 
on his whirlwind life.

And the country escape, far from the 
metropolises of Rome, New York City 
and Montreal, served as the setting 
for some of the happiest moments in 
Panofsky’s life. Fishing with his son, 
marrying the woman he loves or having 
a barbecue with his family in the calm 
and serene surroundings of nature were 

de� nitely moments of joy for Giamatti’s 
character. 

In an interview with The Canadian Press, 
Lantos recalled how nobody wanted 
to take any shortcuts when it came to 
shooting the movie. For the crew, it just 
wouldn’t have felt right to tell a Richler 
story without showcasing the city that 
was so central to his work and his life, so 
instrumental to his success. 

 “We used streets like Sherbrooke 
Street and Mountain Street and 
Grumpy’s, which was Mordecai’s 
favourite bar,” he said. 

“We used the real Grumpy’s, we 
used the real streets,” he continued. 
“The landmarks, I thought, were really 
important to give the � lm authenticity 
and a sense of reality.” 

One gets the sense Richler wouldn’t 
have had it any other way.  LM
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Giamatti and Hoffman enjoy a private moment in the ballroom of the Ritz-Carlton Montreal


