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Local filmmakers stretch out at Sundance Film

Festival
By Michelle Meyers, STAFF WRITER

PARK CITY, UTAH

ABALLET TROUPE, an exiled politician, a cult musician, a suicide icon, mariachi singers
— such were the inspirations for local filmmakers shining bright at this year's annual
Sundance Film Festival.

The Bay Area has a strong presence at the 10-day event, which runs through Sunday.
Local filmmakers created eight of the 202 films screening.

Look for these diverse offerings from local filmmakers in theaters — a few are bound to
be bought by distributors.

"The Fall of Fujimori" could lead to the rise of San Francisco filmmaker Ellen Perry.

Perry's documentary on the former Peruvian president is an objective portrayal of Alberto
Fujimori as both a popular politician who won a civil war on terrorism and a fugitive of
justice.

Perry, a Georgia native who moved to the Bay Area more than a decade ago, was
producing her first film when she stumbled upon CNN footage of Fujimori. It was 1997,
and his commandos had just stormed the Japanese Embassy in Peru, freeing all but one
hostage and ending a four-month crisis. Perry says she was immediately compelled by
the Spanish-speaking Japanese man in tears as he delivered a powerful victory speech.

"l thought, who is this charismatic man, what just happened and what is the story?"
Perry says.

When Fujimori ended up fleeing to Japan in disgrace — wanted by Interpol for crimes of
murder and kidnapping, — it only furthered Perry's vision of Fujimori's story as an "epic
Shakespearean drama," she says.

After years of working to earn the respect and trust of sources, Perry eventually
convinced Fujimori to participate in her project, which illustrates "the fine line between
terrorism and state-sponsored terrorism," she says.

San Francisco filmmaker Jenni Olson takes viewers on a contemplative tour of her home
town through her first feature, "The Joy of Life." The eclectic but engaging film starts off
a first-person narrative in the voice of a butch-lesbian searching for intimacy.

In the second half, she uses her friend's suicide jump off the Golden Gate Bridge to
document the role of public entities in making the bridge one of the world's suicide icons.

Inspiration for the film, in part, was the suicide of Olson's own friend, who jumped off
the bridge 10 years ago. She says she sees the film as a way to advocate for some
physical alterations to the bridge to prevent continued suicides.

Officials are listening. On her way to Park City, Olson got a phone call from San
Francisco Supervisor Tom Ammiano, who had just met with Mayor Gavin Newsom. He
said "they were proud of me for making the movie," Olson recaps, and plan to do
something about the bridge.

Dan Geller and Dayna Goldfine's new documentary is about dance, first and foremost.
But the San Francisco husband-wife team's "Ballet Russes" is also a colorful story of
passion, personality and history.

Never heard of the Ballet Russes? Don't worry — neither had the filmmakers until
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someone pitched the idea to them.

The Ballet Russes evolved from a small group of Russian refuges into two rival ballet
troupes that fought in the "ballet battles" that consumed London society before World
War Il. They toured the world with elaborate costumes and sets and enlightened the
United States with a new kind of dance.

Geller and Goldfine learned of the Ballet Russes just before a reunion of the dancers
about five years ago. Their film incorporates images from the reunion with historical
footage and modern-day interviews with the still-beautiful dancers.

"The Devil and Daniel Johnston" is an artful documentary by San Francisco-based
producer Henry Rosenthal about the life of a cult figure-artist-songwriter and his failed
attempts at mainstream stardom due to manic depression.

Johnston, the youngest in his fundamentalist Christian family, showed early signs of
creative genius as a teenager who made Super-8 films and comic-book style drawings.
But his parents wished he would get a job, help out around their West Virginia house or
find a productive way to contribute to society.

Eventually, Johnston left home and managed to make his mark on the Austin, Texas,
music scene, even finding his way onto an MTV show. But that's also when he started
battling with his inner demons.

The film is about genius and madness going hand in hand. While it focuses on Johnston,
and might leave you aching for his music, it also gets you thinking about other mentally
disturbed artists who came close to slipping away.

"Romantico," by Mark Becker, is a documentary shot largely in San Francisco's Mission
District about two undocumented Mexican musicians who support their families in Mexico
by going from restaurant to restaurant playing "romantica” music for tips. Not reviewed
for this story because of a scheduling conflict, it created buzz on the Park City streets.

Stanford film school student Katherine Leggett's seven-minute short film, "Small Town
Secrets," gives viewers insight into her life growing up in a small Wisconsin town with two
gay parents who married as high-school sweethearts.

The film is uniquely shot through conversations via Web camera. Leggett got the idea for
her technique from her husband, who uses a Web camera to keep in touch with his
parents in Romania, she says. The film was shot in 11 weeks.

On a lighter note, San Francisco filmmaker Bryan Boyce's four-minute short, "America's
Biggest Dick," cinematically alters the vice president's Republican National Convention
speech by inserting the mouth and words of Al Pacino acting in the move "Scarface."
Boyce assured the audience that despite the film's name, it's not pornography. He adds,
"But | feel Dick Cheney is kind of pornographic, in a way."

The lone Oakland filmmaker, Eric Escobar, screened his insightful 11-minute short, "One
Weekend a Month," about a single mother whose routine is broken when she learns that
she's being deployed to Baghdad as a member of the National Guard. Most of the
conversation takes place over the telephone, and reveals her dilemma in finding someone
she trusts to take care of her kids.

Escobar, whose parents are Vietham veterans, says his intention in making the film was

illustrating the cost of war. He says he purposely focused on a single mom to show what
he considers "a poverty draft."
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