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There's a moment in Toronto filmmaker Simonee Chichester's documentary Chichester's
Choice in which two long-separated family members, a father and daughter, practically
stumble upon each other in a Brazilian café.

In Jennifer Venditti's Billy the Kid, there's a long sequence in which an emotionally scarred
15-year-old boy finally works up the nerve to approach the girl he's been admiring from a
painful distance. So deftly has the film aligned our emotional attachment to Billy, the
ensuing exchange has all the raw, almost unbearable suspense of anything to be found in a
contemporary Hollywood thriller. We pray that she will like Billy as much as we have come
to.

Manufacturing Dissent, Debbie Melnyk and Rick Caine's movie about the influence and
controversial celebrity of Michael Moore, contains a surreal moment when the filmmakers
are expelled from an event where Moore is speaking – on freedom of speech.

These are just three of many such moments to be witnessed in this years Hot Docs
International Documentary Festival, which opens Thursday and runs until April 29, and they
each provide dramatic evidence of what separates non-fiction movies from their scripted
counterparts: instances of raw, on-the-fly actuality.

The largest event of its kind in North America, the Hot Docs festival has become one of the
fastest-growing cultural events in the city.

For Sean Farnel, the festival's director of programming, this spurt in popularity – both
among the public and the hundreds of international professionals who attend – corresponds
with both a general resurgent interest in the form and the documentary's own growing
vitality as an alternative to the carefully managed fictions dominating the mainstream.

"We're the largest documentary event in North America in terms of number of films and
public audience," says Farnel, "and generally considered to be second in the world to IDFA,''
the annual documentary festival in Amsterdam.

"Obviously in Toronto we're seen as a large public film festival," he adds, "but what is less
well known here is that internationally we're also regarded as an essential event for
financing documentaries. That, and our Doc Shop, featuring over 1,500 titles, is an
important market for buying and selling documentary. It's this combination of art and
industry that makes us unique, especially in North America, in the doc festival context."

Forever: The legendary Peré-Lachaise cemetery in Paris is full of prowling pilgrims, and
filmmaker Heddy Honigmann is following closely with her camera. Mostly concerned with
those who come to pay their respects to the many artists buried there – Proust, Chopin,
Modigliani, Yves Montand, Jim Morrison – the film is ultimately about art as the ultimate
confirmation of immortality. If the spirit lives on, it's in the senses it stirs. (April 27, 9:30
p.m., Isabel Bader; April 28, 5:15 p.m., ROM.)

In the Shadow of the Moon: What begins as a slam-dunk boomer nostalgia trip ends up as a
fascinating metaphysical inquiry into the relationship between the body, the spirit and the
universe. A movie about those two dozen select human beings who have actually looked at
the earth from the surface of the moon, David Sington's film combines some electrifying
archival footage with vivid first-person testimonies and, ultimately, some genuinely
revelatory thoughts on what it all meant. Apparently, Stanley Kubrick was even closer than
we thought. (April 19, 9:30 p.m., Isabel Bader; April 20, 4 p.m., Isabel Bader.)

Last Call at the Gladstone Hotel: A terrifically astute, conscientious and engaged work, Derreck

Roemer and Neil Graham's movie about the five-year struggle to gentrify the formerly
dilapidated Parkdale landmark (the city's oldest operating hotel) catches Toronto in the thick
of its transitional awkwardness. Trapped between commerce and community, the hotel's
various developers and owners find themselves constantly confronted by the establishment's
status as a last-chance home for the otherwise homeless. As social history it's fascinating,
and as a comment on hipster T-dot – especially when the art crowd collides with the
regulars – it's painfully incisive. (April 22, 6:30 p.m., Bloor; April 28, 4:15 p.m., Bloor.)

Lovable: For anyone who's seen either of Alan Zweig's previous feature documentaries –

either the one about obsessive record hoarding (Vinyl) or chronic crankiness (I,
Curmudgeon) – it will come as no surprise to learn that the mercilessly self-excavating
filmmaker has had trouble of the female variety. All the more remarkable then is Lovable,
in which the rumpled, gravel-voiced filmmaker takes his camera inside both the domestic
and emotional interiors of a number of funny, articulate, lovely and (initially inexplicable as
it may seem) single women. For someone who claims to have spent too much of his life
living apart from women, he establishes a truly intimate and touching rapport with his
subjects. One complaint women have about guys is that they don't listen. Maybe they
should talk to more men who don't spend enough time their company. (April 23, 6:30 p.m.,
Bloor; April 28, 2:15 p.m., Isabel Bader.)

Manufacturing Dissent: The makers of this film spent years fruitlessly trying to get an

interview with superstar lefty activist/filmmaker/author Michael Moore – whom we see
blowing them off repeatedly – and it was probably this very vacuum that facilitated the
development of something likely quite different from what was originally intended: a film


