
Paul Stekler’s guide to SXSW 2008 docs

It’s SXSW time and this year’s film festival looks fabulous.  You can read descriptions of all the films at http://2008.sxsw.com/film/festival/films/index.php#docfeatcomp.  But here’s some promotion for documentary films that I’ve seen, filmmakers that I know and like, and films I’ve heard of that sound interesting.  Remember that the documentaries at SXSW are almost always worthwhile - and that even without a badge, it’s not that hard to get into films (especially at the Convention Center and at the Paramount) - and especially once the first weekend, March 8-9, passes and the crowds head to the music venues.

There are web links to the times and locations for each film under the descriptions below - and I’m sure I’m forgetting a number of good films.
SXSW link: http://2008.sxsw.com/film/festival/films/index.php#docfeatcomp



Documentary Films by local Austin filmmakers worth checking out

Crawford (Director: David Modigliani) Just a short time before George W. Bush announced his intentions to run for the Presidency, the New Haven-born hopeful bought a ranch in tiny Crawford, Texas. This is what happened next. It's a World Premiere.

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F11507.html

http://www.crawfordmovie.com

The Order of Myths (Director: Margaret Brown) A probing and artful portrait of the divided Mardi Gras communities that still exist today in Mobile, Alabama.  It premiered at Sundance - and its Margaret’s follow up to her wonderful film about Townes Van Zandt.  Beautifully done film.

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F11891.html

Writ (Writer/Director: Susanne Mason) The story of jailhouse lawyer Fred Cruz and the legal battle he waged to secure what he believed to be the constitutional rights of Texas prisoners.  It’ll be on national TV this summer, on Independent Lens, but we get the World Premiere at SXSW!  Susanne has been making this one for years with a lot of fellow Austin film folks - and it’s been worth the wait. 

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F9079.html

Body of War (Directors: Ellen Spiro & Phil Donahue) “Support our troops” has long been a rallying cry for war proponents. But that phrase will never sound the same after you meet Tomas Young, an eloquent former soldier and current war protester.  RTF faculty member Ellen Spiro has a long track record of good films - and this one was short listed for an Academy Award.  I bet Phil Donahue might be here for it too!

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F11844.html

Recommendation for Narrative Short Film

Kid *It's a short narrative film by talented current RTF Dept. grad student Miguel Alvarez -- a coming-of-age ritual defines the relationship between a thirteen-year-old boy and his estranged father.  The film is part of Shorts Program 3.

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F12072.html

Recommended Music Docs

Here are two music docs that indie film producer rep legend (and RTF Dept colleague) John Pierson reminded me about - and that sound good:

Of All The Things (Director: Jody Lambert) A Filipino concert promoter has been begging Dennis Lambert (one of the most successful and gifted songwriter/producers of the '70s and '80s) to come tour for decades. Thirty-five years after the release of his solo album, he finally agreed. (World Premiere)

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F9717.html

Throw Down Your Heart (Director: Sascha Paladino) Bela Fleck is the supreme being of the banjo!  Cameras follow the American virtuoso on his journey to Africa to explore the little known African roots of the banjo, and record an album. (World Premiere)

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F10615.html

Further Documentary Recommendations

Here are documentaries by people whose previous work I really like (many of whom will be traveling to Austin and hoping for company at their screenings!) and/or of interest given the topic:

At the Death House Door (Director: Steve James & Peter Gilbert) An investigation of the wrongful death of Carlos DeLuna, who was executed in Texas on December 7, 1989, after prosecutors ignored evidence inculpating a man, who bragged to friends about committing the crimes of which DeLuna was convicted.   Steve James was the guy who made 'Hoop Dreams', 'Stevie', and edited 'The War Tapes' - enough said.  (World Premiere)

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F11449.html

Shot In Bombay (Director: Liz Mermin) Yes, Bollywood makes gangster films. This fast paced documentary, populated by a charismatic and often surreal cast of characters, goes beyond the tinselly glamour of “Bollywood” to explore some of the industry's darker sides. Liz's last film was the wonderful 'The Beauty Academy of Kabul' - and she’s coming all the way from London for this premier.

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F11047.html

Wild Blue Yonder (Director: Celia Maysles) Celia Maysles had no idea her father and his brother Albert were pioneers of verite documentary filmmaking. Determined to uncover the secrets surrounding her background, Celia sets out on a quest to rediscover her father by using his own artistic process.   Not sure about this one, as I really like Albert a lot -- and wonder if this is a “Uncle Dearest” deal -- but we'll see.

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F10107.html

Full Battle Rattle (Directors: Jesse Moss & Tony Gerber) A feature documentary about life inside the US Army’s Iraq Simulation in California’s Mojave Desert. The film follows one Army Battalion’s efforts to pacify the town of Medina Wasl, one of thirteen villages in the simulation, as it tips precariously on the brink of civil war.   Jesse has made a couple of wonderful films, 'Con Man' and another on a demolition car driver in New Jersey.

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F11856.html

The Matador (Directors: Stephen Higgins & Nina Gilden Seavey) The epic tale of David Fandila’s quest to become the world’s top-ranked bullfighter. Heart-wrenching setbacks and thrilling successes dramatize his three-year journey across Spain and Latin America and into the pages of bullfighting history.  Nina runs George Washington's doc program and is doc making vet with a good track record.  (World Premiere)

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F9377.html

Gonzo: The Life and Work of Dr. Hunter S. Thompson (Director: Alex Gibney) With access to never-before-seen archives, this is a fascinating documentary look at the legendary and undeniable Hunter S. Thompson.  Saw it earlier this year and its very good.  And Alex just won an Oscar.

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F12023.html

Secrecy (Director: Peter Galison & Robb Moss) The film is about the vast, invisible world of government secrecy. By filming people from the Central Intelligence Agency, the National Security Agency, reporters, information seekers, and individuals whose lives have been marked by their encounters with the classification bureaucracy, the film probes secrecy's relationship to fear, executive power and national security.  Robb made one of my favorite docs, "The Same River Twice."  Have heard that this one is also very good.

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F11584.html

The Black List - SXSW's favorite former NY Times film reviewer, Elvis Mitchell, is the writer of a film that works as series of living portraits, twenty prominent African Americans of various professions, disciplines and backgrounds offer their own stories and insights on the struggles, triumphs and joys of black life in this country and manage to re-define “blacklist” for a new century in the process.

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F12003.html

The King of Texas (Director: Rene Pinnell and Claire Huie)  Rene is a very talented young filmmaker who graduated from the RTF Dept. a couple of years ago.  This is his film about his wild deceased Uncle.  Although Eagle Pennell was quickly becoming a regional film legend, his acute alcoholism and legendary ego alienated many of his friends and collaborators. Eagle remained a forgotten and mostly unsung talent throughout his life, which ended in 2002. Friends, family, and fellow filmmakers recall Eagle’s life, the excitement of working alongside him, and the burden of his addictions.

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F11434.html

Tulia, Texas (Director: Cassandra Herrman & Kelly Whalen) At the end of one of the biggest drug stings in Texas history, dozens of residents of the small farming town of Tulia had been rounded up and thrown behind bars. Of 46 people indicted for cocaine dealing, 39 were African American. In the years to follow, troubling evidence about Coleman's investigation and his past began to surface. (World Premiere)

http://2008.sxsw.com/film/screenings/film/F11467.html

http://www.tuliatexasfilm.com/

