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The International Documentary Film Festival, Amsterdam
(IDFA) remains Europe’s premier documentary festival for
several reasons. Firstly, for its imaginative choice of more than
200 films from 50 countries; secondly for the Docs for Sale
market, which offered prospective buyers 350 titles; and third-
ly for its brilliantly organized Forum, where 42 proposals were
pitched in the hope of obtaining financing. Among special
events were master classes, including one led by the legendary
American filmmaker Frederick Wiseman; a “mediamatic
wnrkshop,” concerned with the creation of non-linear stories;
and a press seminar where filmmakers confronted press and
television critics. L-‘very evening there were "}mppy hours,”
allowing guests the opportunity to chat informally or, alterna-
tively, attempt to buttonhole buyers and festival directors.

The films were divided into several categories, some of which
were competitive. On one of the juries was Montreal-based
Peter Wintonick (Cineéma Veérite: Defining the Moment), and
another Canadian, Barry Stevens from Toronto, won the
Audience Award, for Offspring, his very personal study of
artificial insemination. Introducing the festival, IDFA’s direc-
tor, Ally Derks, observed that this year’s entries, “noticeably
reflected present-day concerns and anxieties.” Films about
religion, the Middle East conflict, terrorism and wars predom-
inated. Films that tackled these problems head-on included
Aftermath: The Remnants of War, First Kill and War
Photographer.

Aftermath: The Remnants of War (an NFB production by
Canadian Daniel Sekulich), deals with the hazards remaining
when the fighting is over. In France, almost 60 years after the
finish of the Second World War, teams are still daily involved
in the dangerous business of digging up shells. In Bosnia, the
countryside is strewn with landmines; in Vietnam, children
are still being born mutilated as a result of Agent Orange,
which was used by the Americans to destroy trees and
ground cover. Aftermath is particularly moving in the way
Sekulich gets people to share their feelings: “the lousiest job
imaginable,” observes a Muslim refugee in Sarajevo, who can
only earn money by helping to clear a minefield. In a Q&A
after the screening Sekulich said, “The world did not change
much on September 11. It was dangerous before and it's dan-
gerous now.” Someone in the audience suggested that such a
straightforward report would be unattractive to broadcasters.
It says much for the NFB that the film was made in the first
place.

First Kill (by the Netherlands’ Coco Schrijber) and War
Photographer (by Christian Frei from Switzerland) both reveal




how the filmmakers were affected by their subjects. In First
Kill, Schrijber investigates the attraction of “legitimate”
killing. “Better than any drug,” says one former soldier.
Schrijber, herself, was a conscript in the Israeli army. “It was
1982, and the lsraelis invaded the refugee camps of Sabra and
Shatilla [in Lebanon]. I was totally shocked to see that my
side, the good side, committed atrocities. The naiveté of peo-
ple who still think in opposites was the most important rea-
son for my making First Kill.” In War Photographer, Frei filmed
from just behind war photographer James Natchtwey for two
years, in Kosovo, Indonesia and Palestine, sharing both his
dangerous life and his views on war. Questioned by Nic
Fraser of the BBC, who chaired the talk sessions, Frei said,
“For me the strength of photography lies in its ability to
evoke humanity. So the photographer places himself in the
middle of the war to communicate what is happening, which

o

is like trying to negotiate peace.

The engagement of the audience watching Barry Stevens’s
Offspring at the screening 1 attended was clear from the sym-

pathetic laughter. Made for the CBC's The Nature of Things, his WWZ as well as

film about his search for the man who fathered him through
artificial insemination, has a wonde rfully light touch; and his
elaborately drawn diagrams of family trees and DNA samples
have an almost cartoon-like quality. But at the core of the film
is his serious and often frustrating search for self-identity.
Along the way quite unexpected information emerges:
Stevens discovers that he has a 20-year—old daughter from a
long-ago affair, the mother having, up to then, believed the
father to be someone else. Stevens's persistence, driven by a
personal need, has resulted in an exemplary “search docu-
mentary.”

Meanwhile Docs for Sale ran in the nearby Marriott Hotel,
with buyers spending long days watching videos. Prospective
purchasers all said they seldom made on-the-spot decisions
about buying films, although they liked to have preliminary
discussions with sellers. However, for sellers to make direct
contact with buyers was difficult, since lhey only tended to
emerge from viewing rooms during the evening’s “happy
hours.” The other major event, The Forum, took place in a
former church, known, perhaps optimistically, as the
Paradiso. The atmosphere, which was friendly but serious,
was rather like a court of law mixed with theatre. The centre
of the action was a vast horseshoe table, with the applicants,
usually a producer and / or director, sitting at one end, while
30 to 40 commissioning editors sit around the remaining table
space. Canada was represented by Toronto-based documen-
tary producer/director Peter Raymont (The World Is
Watching), who was attempting to obtain additional funding
for his latest project, The World Stopped Watching.

If you are thinking of making an application to participate in
The Forum in Amsterdam, it is wise to attend the year before
as an observer to get the feel for this high-wire event. It will
not only give you the opportunity to see some of the best in
contemporary documentary filmmaking but also meet other
filmmakers in the IDFA’s friendly De Baali Café, where much
of the business is done.
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Sundance 2002 wasn't so much a film festival as it was a
made—for-television event in the snow—capped mountains of
Utah. With its preponderance of made-for—cable movies
dressed up as independent art and of Hollywood stars drop-
ping in for sitcom-style cameos (including the suddenly visi-
ble Sundance founder Robert Redford), the festival felt like an
extension of the mid-season preview for television critics,
which coincidentally was underway the same week in
Pasadena, California.

When Thad previously covered Sundance, during the
dqj;—mbmmof&ﬂy 200[} it looked as if the future of film
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Everyone was too busy commenting on how cable firms like
HBO, Showtime and InDigEnt Films (an offshoot of the
Independent Film Channel) had muscled into creative turf
once dominated by such serappy indie-film players. as
Miramax and October. The opening-night film, the
hate~crime investigation The Laramie Project, was made by
HBO for television. So was the empowerment Real .
Women Have Curves, with America Ferrera M%ﬂ
Ontiveros, which went on to win the Audience Awa.rd in the
dramatic competition and also acting prizes
Sundance grand jury. An HBO documentary on Af_xica,
Amanda! A Revolution in Four-Part Harmony, won the
Audience Award in ifs category and also the jury’s Freedbm
of Expression prize.

The Showtime beauty-pageant documentary Miss America,
one of the best-received documentaries at the festival, went
straight from the festival to a January 27 broadcast. One of the
most popular of the 15 Canadian films at Sundance, John
Zaritsky’s Ski Bums, a humorous Whistler-lifestyle documen-
tary was made for the NFB primarily as a small-screen affair.
InDigEnt hit the jackpot with Rebecca Miller’s relationship
drama Personal Velocity and the Lolita-style comedy Tadpole,
scoring kudos and cash for films made in television—friendly
digital video. Personal Velocity, the winner of the Grand Jury
Prize in the dramatic competition, was bought by United
Acrtists for $1 million (U.S.); Tadpole, the jury’s pick for the

John Zaritsky's Ski Bums; photo credit: Bruce Rowles
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