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from the editor
For four decades, the Mill Valley Film
Festival has brought us films, videos,
music, and programs that inform,
illuminate, and inspire us. In celebration,
Kenneth Broad of the Festival’s board
of directors proposed a special issue of
REVIEW to focus on the Festival’s history
in collaboration with the Mill Valley
Historical Society and Mill Valley Public
Library. The Historical Society board was
enthusiastic. The estimable Maureen
Galliani came on as Festival liaison
and head librarian Anji Brenner and
Mill Valley History Room librarian Cate
Mayfield pledged the library’s resources.
Many writers worked on the historical
overviews. Kenn Rabin committed
countless hours to photo research. Our
designer, Lesley Gasparetti, wove text
and photos together beautifully. So, like
filmmaking itself, that most challenging
and intricate art form, this issue of
REVIEW has been an exciting creative
collaboration.
Abby Wasserman

Mill Valley Film Festival Posters.
At left: 2017, designed by Zio Ziegler.
Center, top to bottom: 1979, designed
by David Oshiro; 1998, designed by
Scheyer SF, Six Foot Two Productions;
1987, designed by John Casado.
At right, top to bottom: 2009, designed
by John Casado; 2007, designed by
Christopher Simmons.
All images courtesy Lucretia Little
History Room, Mill Valley Public Library.
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This year, both the Mill Valley Film Festival and the Mill Valley Historical
Society are celebrating their 40th year. At the time of their founding in
1978, Mill Valley was home to an eclectic mix of people—school teachers,
lawyers, locksmiths, hippies. Waitresses at the Mill Valley Coffee Shop who
exclaimed, “You bet!” to convey enthusiasm too great to contain in the
word yes. Artists, writers, and musicians for whom Mill Valley’s attraction
might have been fading as the town’s appeal broadened and home prices
soared. During that transitional period, the Festival’s founding board
imagined a future with Mill Valley as a cultural hub for the arts community,
while old-timers saw a local history worth preserving.
Fast-forward to 2017, and thanks to the hard work of its board and staff,
the Film Festival has become one of the industry’s premier gatherings.
And, Mill Valley continues to find ways to embrace its past while supporting
the arts and distinguishing itself as a haven for new ideas.
This special issue of REVIEW, our Historical Society magazine, includes
profiles of people who, each in their own way, have contributed new ideas
through film, and who share a connection to Mill Valley. We hope you find
these stories inspiring.
Enjoy the Festival! And if you are a visitor, I encourage you to take time
out to explore our beautiful and historic little town. Walk to Old Mill Park
and check out the circa-1830s lumber mill. See Cascade Falls. And between
films, visit our library and its History Room perched on the edge of a
redwood forest.
Congratulations to the Festival founder and staff on 40 years of a job
well done!

Nancy Kelly & Kenji Yamamoto: Teamwork
Susan Trott

Tiffany Shlain: Storyteller
		 Megan Vered
Kathleen Quinlan: Actor
Megan Vered

editor: Abby Wasserman
photo editor: Kenn Rabin
proofreader: Linda Moore
designer: Lesley Gasparetti
film festival liaison: Maureen Galliani
thanks to: Kenneth Broad; Mill Valley Historical Society board;
Mill Valley Film Festival staff; and Lucretia Little History Room
staff and volunteers.
cover: Opening Night at the Sequoia Theater, Mill Valley Film
Festival. Photo by Mush Emmons, n.d. Courtesy California Film
Institute.
note: We have done our best to credit photographers.
New information will be added into the magazine’s digital
version as we receive it.

Festival screening for children of The Wizard of Oz in Old Mill Park, 2015.
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In 1993 Mark Fishkin was honored by the City of Mill Valley with a Creative Achievement Award (aka The Milley) for his role as founder
and executive director of the Mill Valley Film Festival. This year, 2017, the Festival celebrates its 40th anniversary. Recent recollections
by founding board members Fishkin, Lois Cole Shore, and Rita Cahill during separate interviews form a picture of the dynamic beginning.

fine art at the University of Colorado but I didn’t like the approach
—it was too free-form, so I quit. Mark was a potter, and I expected
painting and drawing to be my life. We were in the mountains to
decide if we could make a living as artists. Telluride was almost a
ghost town then; I remember an abandoned Alice B. Toklas café
with its door flapping in the wind. We moved to Ouray in 1971.

MARK FISHKIN: Ouray is surrounded by seven mountain peaks.

We had a gallery in front of the house we rented, 50 feet off Main
Street. The gallery was in front and living quarters and studio were
in back. We painted the whole exterior and interior and got the
rent reduced to $60 a month. Our gallery was popular in summer.

LOIS: But it wasn’t a big enough town to support artists—not

enough tourism then. We moved back to Boulder and I spent
three more years at the university, graduating in 1975. I took film
and stage classes and had interest in theater and dance.

MARK: In 1974 I found myself at the first Telluride Film Festival,

and a light went on about how much film was part of my past.

Poet and avant-garde filmmaker
James Broughton of Mill Valley,
center, was honored with a Tribute
in the Festival’s first year. With him
in this 1985 photo are, from left,
MVFF founder and director Mark
Fishkin; board member Ann Brebner;
Broughton’s companion Joel Singer;
and Rita Cahill, founding board
member. Courtesy California Film
Institute.
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I had taken all the film courses at the University of Maryland and
thought of the influences of film when I was growing up in New
York. When I found a film I loved, like The Ox-Bow Incident or
something dealing with social relevance or impact, or a narrative
film or film noir—though not really understanding film noir at
that time—it was a great joy and influence on my life. At Telluride
I began to feel that I might want a different kind of palette to work
with. But I didn’t think it would be my life work.
LOIS: We moved to Marin County in 1976 because we had friends

here. It was beautiful, and it had a good market for cinema at the
time. Francis Ford Coppola, George Lucas, Phil Kaufman, and
Dave Myers were all in the Bay Area. I worked for a time at the
Depot Bookstore, then started at an ad agency.

MARK: In college I was an English major with an emphasis on cre-

ative writing. My intent in moving to Marin was to pursue a career
in screenwriting. I was also looking for a theater to buy. One option
was the Plaza Theater in Petaluma, but too much renovation was
needed. Mill Valley residents Ben Myron and Don Taylor ran the

JAY DANIEL

LOIS COLE SHORE: Mark and I met in Boulder in 1970. I was studying

JAY DANIEL

SAM SHORE

COURTESY RITA CAHILL

LEFT TO RIGHT:

Rita Cahill and Sid Ganis,
early 1980s. Ganis was
senior vice president at
Lucasfilm and a member
of the MVFF board.
Founding board member
Lois Cole Shore, 2013.
Zoë Elton, 1982. Courtesy
California Film Institute.

Saturday Night Movie, a series screened at Oddfellows Hall in Mill
Valley, where 142 Throckmorton Theatre is today. The hall was
administered by the Rebekahs, who were very community oriented,
but it was not a real movie theater. My intention in taking it over
was to show films I loved that would resonate with the community.
It was an exciting time for independent and foreign films then;
different countries were developing their own film culture.
RITA CAHILL: My husband John was a close friend of one of Mark’s

best friends, and we all became good friends. Mark and I would
talk about films, and so when he bought the Saturday Night
Movie, he asked if I wanted to help. He did the programming, and
other than that we filled the hall with chairs and a screen every
week and sold tickets at the door and popcorn. I was working as a
registered nurse and couldn’t give that up.
For most of my youth my parents owned a drive-in restaurant
in Cascade, Iowa. All of my friends were the carhops. When I
eventually saw American Graffiti, I thought, that was my life! My
mother was an avid moviegoer. I remember when I was five or six
she took me to a Doris Day movie, Calamity Jane. I thought, this is
fabulous, I have to come back and watch more movies. We went
together to the movies once a week after that. I was quite a bit
younger than my brothers and sisters, so my mother and I were
movie buddies. When I was a teenager, I went with all my friends
to the movies. The first film that had a terrific influence on me
was Antonioni’s Blow-Up when I was in nursing school.

MARK: Lois and I used to go around before the shows and get little

gifts from the merchants—glitter socks were very popular then—
and raffle them off. When Mike Bloomfield was in town he would
stop in and play the upright piano for the audience. The movies
were shown on Fridays at the College of Marin and Saturday
nights at Oddfellows Hall, eventually expanding to Sundays at
Oddfellows as well.

LOIS: I saw in the newspaper one day that the Mill Valley Art
Commission was giving out grants for art projects. I called Mark
and said, “You should apply so we can create a film festival.” So he
applied and got the grant. Then we said, “Okay, how do we run a
film festival?” We were young, we were idealistic, and we decided
to do it; it was the right time and the right place. Mark hired an
attorney to take us through the process, to form a board and
do a business plan. Sali Lieberman of Mill Valley Center for the
Performing Arts was instrumental and helpful. Evelyn and Gary

Topper were wonderful. A great group of people came together to
support the idea.
MARK: When we started the Festival, the Pacific Sun here in Mill

Valley was a force. Sheila Benson was the film critic—later she
went to the Los Angeles Times—and she was very supportive. A
lot of people look at the Festival now and say, “Your growth has
been amazing.” Other people say, “What took you so long to get to
this point?” It was incremental. There were constant issues with
learning how to fund an organization. Sustaining it was critical.
To get people to understand the vision of it was hard. Even though
there was a San Francisco Film Festival, there weren’t more than
a few others in the country. Films weren’t looked at as much of an
art form as opera, for example. Funding was always a challenge.

RITA: In 1977 my husband had been diagnosed with Hodgkin’s disease and given the Stanford protocol treatment. By early 1978 he
was doing fine, so we were having a celebration on his birthday,
that he had made it through to another year. That same day Mark
and Lois had driven to Sacramento to get our nonprofit 501(c)(3)
validation, and they came over to our house for the celebration, so
we were celebrating that milestone, too.
MARK: I was amazed that you throw out this idea and eventually

there are hundreds of volunteers. Fidelity Savings had a program
where they were giving back to the community. They paid for
printing and the Opening Night party, which was in their building
next to Oddfellows Hall. Not everybody believed in us; I had one
board member who said to me before the Festival started, “I don’t
want to be associated with this Festival, I don’t think it’s going to
be a success and don’t want my name on it.”

LOIS: We financed it any way we could. We started a nascent
membership program, sold tickets, and put in some personal
money. Our focus was to work with mostly Bay Area filmmakers
the first year. On Saturdays at Oddfellows Hall, Mark and I actually
pre-screened every movie we brought into the Festival. We had
arty films and Hollywood films. We sat in the dark all day before
we put them into the program. We paid no one. They came anyway.
It was generous. It was gracious. People wanted to see a film
festival in the place they lived.
The first year we had a group of volunteers from the Tamalpais
High School theater program who served as ushers. They were
phenomenal kids. So responsible and so supportive.
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When we went to a full week and began
getting grants, I quit my job and lived off unemployment and freelance advertising and graphic
design work. But I didn’t find it a sacrifice. It
was creating something out of nothing, something that was good for the community, good
for the filmmakers, and fun to do. It was a great
time in my life.
RITA: It wasn’t until the third year, when we got
more grant money, that I eventually quit my RN
job. We had a terrific board of directors: Ann
Brebner, Sid Ganis at Lucasfilm—he was later
president of Paramount and the Motion Picture
Academy. Our first president, Andrew Maguire,
was in the nonprofit world. He served as president for five years.
Zoë Elton was our first employee, and
through benefactors she was paid. Zoë has been
there through thick and thin. By the third year,
there was some money to pay us.
LOIS: Mark was the festival and programming

director, Rita was the festival coordinator, and
I was the managing director. I did everything
from operations to marketing to coordinating
volunteers. Zoë manned the office. I remember
us all hand sorting the thousands of fliers we mailed to people,
putting on postage by hand, putting rubber bands around each zip
code—and physically taking the fliers to mail at the post office.
I was so tired from Opening Night that the next day after
introducing a film, I went to my car to sleep for an hour and had
someone come out to wake me up to introduce another film.
Pre-cellphone era.
MARK: Even though I had an adequate knowledge of films, there

were challenges; acquiring the rights to screen films and convincing filmmakers to participate. It was exciting that first year
to have the opportunity to honor Dave Myers with a Tribute. I
remember going to George Lucas’ house to meet Carroll Ballard.
I never knew for sure if John Korty was going to show up for his
Tribute event on Closing Night. Minutes before, he walks in, and
we’ve had a friendship for the last 40 years.
Among the things that were unique that first year, we showed
Chac: The Rain God—in an indigenous Mayan language. It was
hard to get a visa for the lead actor, Pablo Canche Balam, but we
did. I had met him years before while vacationing in Mexico. He
was a very wise man and respected in his village of Tulum. Many
people in the audience thought he was a shaman (and perhaps he
was); he had that aura. We tried to create such special moments
around screenings at the Festival. He sat on the floor cross-legged
during the film and said nothing, but he laughed a lot.

LOIS: People in Mill Valley were wonderful. The second year they
housed some of the filmmakers we brought in. We didn’t have
money for hotels and didn’t have anywhere to put them.
RITA: Nonprofits are a challenge because your main duty is to ful-

fill your mission, and in order to do that you have to raise money.
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Cover of the 1978 MVFF program brochure.
Courtesy Mark Fishkin.

Usually ticket sales would cover costs, but they
don’t come in until the event happens. To fund
before that is a leap of faith—you’re taking a risk.
We were always trying to raise funds—I think
most anybody who runs a nonprofit understands
that and depends on grants, donations, and contributions—and the kindness of strangers.
LOIS: I was only involved in the Festival for
two-and-a-half years. I moved away in 1980,
returned for a couple of years, living in Fairfax
and San Rafael, then married my husband, Sam
Shore. In 2007 we moved to Hawaii. I found that
the parts I liked about putting together a film
festival led me into marketing and the travel
industry.
RITA: At first some residents wondered if this
would disrupt our little town. Then it became
an annual cultural event that people looked forward to. Various mayors and city managers in
Mill Valley were very supportive and accessible.
The Outdoor Art Club has always been a centerpiece of the Festival. For many years it was the café and meeting
place for filmgoers and filmmakers. We’ve also been fortunate in
having outstanding volunteers.
After the first number of years, we started doing films over at
the Corte Madera cinema—we had Opening Night there one or
more years. Eventually we did screenings in Larkspur at the Lark,
and some years at the Marin Theater in Sausalito.
MARK: In 1983 I took a leave of absence from the Festival for personal pursuits, and Rita took over the helm as executive director
for three years. Jan Klingenberg came in as managing director in
1983, and Kathee Shatter moved into that position in 1984–85.
RITA: I had worked in emergency rooms and coronary care units
where you get used to assessing the situation, anticipating what
might happen, reacting, and getting it done. All of those skills
were good for running a nonprofit. Also, because Mark and I
had worked so closely together, I learned from him. After Mark
returned, I left the staff to become a board member, and did that
for 10 years, though I was still very active in a lot of the day-to-day
work. It all worked out great. There would have been nobody but
Mark who had the passion, knowledge, and desire to do what was
needed.
Looking back, I remember how I held it together for the entire
planning of each Festival, but I would cry on Opening Night,
because it was such a relief that it was actually here and happening!
It was only after I moved to LA that I didn’t cry in relief every
Opening Night.
The Mill Valley Film Festival celebrates its 40th anniversary October 5–15, 2017,
with 120 features and 80 shorts in seven venues; 200 special guests from around
the world; six Tributes and Spotlights; and an anticipated attendance of 75,000.

CATHY SHINE

Ann Brebner, n.d. Courtesy Lucretia Little
History Room, Mill Valley Public Library.

ANN BREBNER
ELEGANCE
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nn Brebner, who died on January 13,
2017, once told an interviewer that if
she couldn’t do something she was
passionate about every day, then life for her
wouldn’t be worth living.
Born in Timaru, New Zealand, and raised by
her father after her mother died in childbirth,
Brebner was a complete original. An elegant
woman with a regal bearing, she defied all
concept of age, generation, and models of how
you should live your life. She lived every single
moment with glee and unmitigated, uncensored
boldness. Only a few months before her death
at 93, she was writing a new play, working with
other writers, going to the movies, driving, and
looking to the future.
Perhaps her most iconic and enduring
achievement was her tireless, undaunted
leadership in the multimillion-dollar campaign
that transformed a neglected old San Rafael
movie house into what is now the Christopher B.
Smith Rafael Film Center, a three-screen art
deco landmark that opened in 1999 as the home
of the California Film Institute. In the six years
it took to finish the theater, there were times
when seemingly insurmountable obstacles
arose that cast serious doubt over whether the
project would go forward, but she and Mark
Fishkin, working as a team, saw it through.
Brebner wasn’t just involved in fundraising,
although she did plenty of that. Once the actual

renovation began, she put on her hard hat and
worked alongside architect Mark Cavagnero,
overseeing every phase of the theater’s design
and construction. (Legend has it that her hard
hat was pink, but she insisted to Zoë Elton not
long before her death that it was actually white.)
Ann Brebner trained as a director at the Old
Vic Theatre School in London, where she met
her husband, British actor (and her professor)
John Brebner. They moved to Marin County in
1952 and raised their sons, Alexander and Jay.
John worked many years as a company member
of the San Francisco Players Guild, a traveling
children’s theater directed by Tiburon’s Martha
Bigelow Eliot, and he and Ann co-founded the
Marin Shakespeare Festival. After their marriage
ended in 1972 the festival ended too; but in
1989 Ann helped bring it back as the Marin
Shakespeare Company. She directed its debut
production, As You Like It, in the Forest Meadows
amphitheater at Dominican College.
In the 1960s John and Ann Brebner opened
the first professional casting agency in the
Bay Area—Brebner Agencies Inc./San Francisco
Casting. The business grew quickly as Hollywood discovered that San Francisco was a good
place to film. Ann found roles for local actors
in movies like The Conversation, Petulia, and
Bullitt, whose star, Steve McQueen, took her
shopping for a red Mustang that was the same
model as the one he drove in the film. She cast

George Lucas’ THX 1138 and American Graffiti,
as well as Harold and Maude (1971), Freebie and
the Bean (1974), Escape From Alcatraz (1979),
and The Right Stuff (1983).
In 1975, the first dramatic reading of Lucas’
script for Star Wars took place in her San
Francisco office. Brebner asked Lucas if she
could keep her copy of the script and he said
yes, if she wouldn’t show it to anyone. Late in
life, faced with mounting health care expenses,
the script, inscribed to her by Lucas, was sold
at auction for $25,000.
With her distinguished British accent and
air of refinement and dignity, Brebner could
be intimidating, but she was also earthy. Her
legendary F-bombs, she confided to Zoë Elton,
really began as a strategy in a male-dominated
world when she was a casting director in the
’70s. In the process of negotiating with almost
exclusively male clients, she discovered that a
well-placed “f--k!” got their attention and had
them eating out of her hand.
Brebner was a longtime board member of
the Mill Valley Film Festival and served two
terms as board president. She was inducted
into the Marin Women’s Hall of Fame and given
many other honors for her important work in
the performing arts. She was also an author and
playwright. Her book, Setting Free the Actor:
Overcoming Creative Blocks, was published in
1990; her 2013 play, Dead Girl, about two
multiracial families, was produced by Marin’s
AlterTheater Ensemble.
Interviewed in 2013 for the Pacific Sun by
Stephanie Powell, Brebner was asked which of
her “creative hats” she enjoyed wearing most—
acting, directing, casting, or writing? Brebner
said she thought she liked directing best. She
enjoyed the ability to create “a circumstance
and feeling” for each individual audience.
“Performances are repeated, but they are each
slightly different because of the audience,”
Brebner explained. “Pressure points are different and their hearts have been assaulted by
different things.”
On her 90th birthday, Ann Brebner was
honored at an afternoon party and tribute at
Lucas’ Skywalker Ranch in Nicasio, organized by
the California Film Institute. During an onstage
interview at the affair, Elton asked her what
advice she would give her nine-year-old self.
“Do what’s in your heart,” the doyenne of
the Mill Valley Film Festival replied, “not what
your head thinks you should do.”
Compiled from published sources by Abby Wasserman.
Thanks to Zoë Elton for her stories and insights.
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COURTESY JOHN KORTY

John Korty shooting in Pt. Reyes Station, 2012.

JOHN KORTY
by Abby Wasserman

m

MENTOR

ill Valley claims John Korty as one of
its own, and that’s not surprising.
The 15 years he lived and worked in
Mill Valley were richly productive and widely
influential. From 1972 to 1987, Korty Films Inc.
(KFI) at 200 Miller Avenue turned out independent films, movies for television, animated
shorts for Sesame Street, and more. In that studio
Korty wrote, filmed, directed, animated, and
mentored many young people who would go
on to distinguished careers in film.
Backing up to earlier years in Stinson Beach,
it’s pretty sure that if it hadn’t been for Korty,
George Lucas and Francis Ford Coppola would
never have landed in Marin, and Industrial
Light & Magic might now be headquartered in
Pasadena. In 1965, curious about their fellow
artist’s ability to make films outside Los Angeles,
the two Young Turks visited Korty’s Stinson
Beach barn, and inspired by the idea that a
serious filmmaker could work outside Hollywood, moved north, forming American
Zoetrope along with Korty, Carroll Ballard,
Walter Murch, Bob Dalva, and others.
In 1972 Korty and his first wife, designer
Beulah Chang, moved to Homestead Valley, and
John rented a house at 200 Miller, establishing
the headquarters for KFI. Their young sons,
Jonathan and David, had the run of the place.
On one floor of the three-story building an allblack room served for blending live sequences
into illustrations. Huge animation tables with
early Apple computers and cameras clicked
away. Artists spray-painted sets in the driveway. On every floor there were tables with
markers, glue, and X-acto knives. “It was a hive
of activity,” Jonathan recalls. “David and I were
free to absorb the creativity that was oozing
out of that place.”
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The company grew quickly. Staff increased
from two to 10 to 65 as Korty took on countless
industry hopefuls. Gary Gutierrez, a student at
the San Francisco Art Institute, was hired as an
apprentice. He worked with Korty and Drew
Takahashi on animated shorts for children’s
programs such as Vegetable Soup. Korty soon
encouraged them to start their own production
company (they did: Colossal Pictures). It was
for Gutierrez “a master’s degree in filmmaking.
I had so much to learn, but thanks to John’s
patience and mentorship, my grasp of visual
storytelling, of film language, and what it takes
to be a director took a great leap forward.”
Director and freelance animator Carl Willet
was 14 when he began working at KFI. David
Fincher earned his first hands-on experience
there when he was 18 years old and went on to
work for Industrial Light & Magic. Hiro Narita
(James and the Giant Peach; Never Cry Wolf)
apprenticed for Korty in Stinson Beach in the
early 1960s, and in 1974 was his cinematographer for Farewell to Manzanar, based on
Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston’s memoir.
John Korty was born June 22, 1936, in
Lafayette, Ind., to an electrical engineer and a
nurse. The family moved from Indiana to
California to Missouri during his youth, and he
says he benefitted from the diverse environments. At Antioch College in Ohio he worked
his way through, making animated spots for
television. Following graduation in 1959, he
became audio-visual coordinator for the
American Friends Service Committee, which
sponsored The Language of Faces, Korty’s first
major film. This almost-silent work concentrates
on the faces of peace demonstrators in front of
the Pentagon. The film struck Narita as “extraordinarily like John himself: soft-spoken, gentle in
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manner, expressive without being assertive,
with an implicit strength.” Chosen for 11 film
festivals, The Language of Faces won the Grand
Prize in Bergamo and San Francisco.
Korty has said that the “curse and blessing”
of his life is that he “loves it all”—every kind
of film. And as different as they are, his films
have strong connective tissue. “He has always
tried to use the power of film to do good in the
world and to highlight issues and problems
that need attention,” his son Jonathan says.
In 2011, KQED Arts described Korty as
“attuned to endurance. We see rudiments of his
humane, resourceful style in The Crazy Quilt, a
beautifully unvarnished, poignantly funny 1966
love story about an exterminator and a flower
child…and from the following year’s Funnyman,
about an improv comedian who wants his work
to matter…. [From these] we infer Korty’s faith
in the elasticity both of spirit and of form.”
Faith in the elasticity of spirit is perhaps
one reason Korty films are enduring, and why
the Mill Valley Film Festival mounted a Tribute
to him its first year. Consider these films:
The Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman (1974)
celebrated the triumph of one woman’s
survival, won an Emmy and a Director’s Guild
of America award, and was seen by 50 million
people. Farewell to Manzanar received the
Humanitas Prize and was distributed to every
public school and library in California. Who Are
the DeBolts and Why Do They Have 19 Kids?
(1977), with its theme of generosity and love,
won an Oscar for Best Documentary. In more
recent years, Korty’s film of John Updike’s
story “The Music School” helped launch the
American Short Story on PBS. In 2011, a 15-film
retrospective at the Rafael Film Center paid
tribute to Korty’s extraordinary body of work,
premiering his documentary John Allair Digs, a
portrait of Marin’s original rock ’n’ roller. The
Mill Valley Public Library followed with a
monthlong series of screenings. In 2015, he was
given a Milley Award for Creative Achievement
by the City of Mill Valley.
Korty is at work on three new films, two of
them biographical: the Bolinas painter Arthur
Okamura and rock musician Pete Sears of
Fairfax. The third film is called Older, Wiser, Alive
and Kicking, about people over 60 who stay
active in their jobs, crafts, and hobbies. He lives
with his wife Jane and their son Gabriel in Point
Reyes Station, and works out of a one-room
studio downtown. In his energy, vision, and
generosity of spirit, John Korty continues to be
a model for the rest of us.

ZOË ELTON

TRAVELS OF A
PROGRAMMER
he first film festival I attended—and worked for—was the
inaugural Mill Valley Film Festival not long after I moved to
the United States from England. Three decades and many
MVFFs later, I finally applied for American citizenship. To
prepare for my interview, I had to document 30 years of travel, and
realized it was almost exclusively to film festivals. The interviewer
questioned why I’d traveled to Burkina Faso. I explained that as a
programmer for the MVFF, I regularly travel abroad in search of
new films, and I’d attended the festival there. Then he asked if that
was why I’d gone to Tehran, Havana, Guadalajara as well. Yes, it was.
My first Cannes Film Festival was in 1992, not long after my
father had died, and at the end of the festival, my sister, mother,
and niece joined me. My work was winding down, and my niece, a
teenager, encouraged us to watch celebrities on the red carpet. My
mother said, “Oh, we don't want to do that again, do we?” And my
niece urged, “But it’s Nicole Kidman and Tom Cruise!” Far and Away
was the film—and indeed, how far and away my early experiences
of the star-studded madness of the Lumière in Cannes was from
the Sequoia Theater in Mill Valley. I wrote faxes to Nicole Kidman’s
publicist that year, trying to get her to come to our Festival. No luck!
It took 25 years before she finally came, with Lion, in 2016.
At that first Cannes, I quickly learned that festival programmers
were pretty low on the food chain. Although only “film professionals” can get accreditation, securing actual tickets was another
matter. It meant lining up in a long dark corridor in the basement,
where a woman with imposing white-framed glasses sat at a small
table. Sometimes she granted you tickets, often not. But it was
galling when some cute young man would cut in, give her a rose—
and get tickets. Quite different from Mill Valley, where we had a
trailer parked outside the Outdoor Art Club for ticketing, and it
was first come, first served—no rose necessary.
TOP: Asghar Farhadi, director of The Salesman, in Mill Valley. Presented at
the 2016 Festival, The Salesman went on to win the Oscar for Best Foreign
Language Film. Courtesy California Film Institute.
BOTTOM: Zoë’s festival badges from around the world.

BY ZOË ELTON
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As I became a regular at Cannes and Berlin, I searched for
filmmakers who tell stories with creativity, with intelligence, with
insights into the pulse of the world—always keeping in mind
the Mill Valley audience. Our audience has grown up with the
Festival, and their core interests still resonate. When I started
choosing “Zoë’s Picks” for the Mill Valley Public Library’s DVD
collection, I noticed certain themes recurring throughout the
decades. And really, these reflect this community’s passions: from
social issues to political issues, from spirituality to a curiosity
about life, a love for story. Our programs reflect those passions,
but the passions also inform the way we search for films.
And, there’s the buzz. Sometimes a filmmaker is poised to make
a breakthrough, as Jane Campion was with The Piano. Seeing that
in Cannes was a big priority, and although I snagged a ticket, the
theater was so packed I had to sit in the aisle.
Then, there’s the world: it’s a constant source of amazement
to see films from places whose film culture may be just emerging,
and whose storytelling may be rooted in something other than
familiar tropes and a three-act structure. I remember seeing a
poster for a film called Vacas (Cows) in Berlin, a first feature by

for instance, is a film professor and lived in Paris for a while; her
eye is very attuned to French culture. Janis Plotkin used to head
up San Francisco’s Jewish Film Festival and brings the sensibility
she honed there to MVFF. Those experiences benefit the process:
we all bring degrees of expertise from each of our backgrounds to
decision making.
My entryway into MVFF programming was a video sidebar
that Richard Jett and I coordinated in 1979. In 1982 we named it
Videofest. We showed video art and music videos (before MTV!);
had presenters from NASA and Francis Ford Coppola’s Electronic
Cinema who explored the future of cinema. Videofest gained a
national reputation. It was a first for a “purist” film festival to
include that upstart, video, alongside celluloid. I continued to
pursue my parallel career as a theater director and writer; Richard
was a cinematographer. I found it fascinating to preview video
with him. He saw work as a director of photography and I would
see it as a writer and a director, yet our conclusions were often
similar, despite coming from different perspectives. That was a
defining point for me in noticing different perspectives. If something is really great, the truth will out.

LEFT: Zoë Elton, Nicole Kidman,
and writer/director Phil Kaufman,
2016. Courtesy California Film
Institute.

Julio Medem. Something intuitive drew me to the film: it was
impressive, and we invited it to MVFF. That same year, 1992, the
Senegalese filmmaker Djibril Diop Mambéty made a film called
Hyenas, based on Dürrenmatt’s play The Visit. That remains one of
my favorite films of all time.
I saw Mambéty a few years later, in Ouagadougou at the
FESPACO film festival. Just like Cannes, there are long lines—and
because it’s Burkina Faso, we wait in the heat and in the dust.
For Mambéty, just like for Jane Campion, people were packed
into the aisles. Only more so—no fire code in Ouagadougou. The
film began, then a man in the aisle shouted, "Voleur! Voleur!”
("Robber! Robber!"). Chaos ensued: a piece of real-life drama in
the middle of the screening.
Seeing films in places like Ouaga, Tehran, or Guadalajara can
be a cultural revelation. In my search, I mostly screen films before
they’re seen publicly, and usually before they’ve been reviewed.
We are the first eyes. I love that quiet space where I can see, unencumbered, whether a filmmaker’s work is working on their terms.
And then later, there’s discussion, made richer by the experience and sensibilities of our programming team. Karen Davis,
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ZOË ELTON

TOMMY LAU

RIGHT: Outdoor projection

equipment at Cine Oubri, a
venue for FESPACO, the
Panafrican Film and Television
Festival of Ouagadougou, in
Burkina Faso.

These days, the previewers for our call for entries are all film
professionals, so there’s a peer review. We seek out people from
different parts of the industry, as well as those of different ages,
gender, and race to review films. Again, if something is really
good it will rise to the surface.
I’ve been asked how long it takes before I know whether or not
a film is working. I will quip, “Seconds!” An exaggeration—but
you do get a snapshot, very quickly, about a film’s viability. As
a rookie film programmer, I remember Sheila Benson, the film
critic, who’d graduated from the Pacific Sun in Mill Valley to the
Los Angeles Times, telling me that if something doesn’t work in the
first 10 minutes, it likely will never work.
So I started observing those first few minutes: how the film
is composed, how it sounds, what choices are made. Over the
years I’ve developed questions that I ask myself about how a
film is working—or not. These touchstones don't really come
from the traditional film school or film criticism approach. More
from having been in theater, from having a meditation practice,
from drawing cartoons, from having been a jewelry designer.
Ultimately it’s all rooted in a fascination with creativity.

ZOË ELTON

Cine Burkina, another FESPACO
venue in Ouagadougou.

In my theater pieces, I rewrote stories and history from the
female point of view. Fast-forward, and that has fed into Mind the
Gap, MVFF’s women’s initiative. Theater that explored absurdism
and gender and outliers laid the groundwork for the perspective
and choices that I make as a curator, whether they have to do with
African or Iranian film or films by women. The light bulb moment
came when I realized that despite all we’d done to advance women’s
work, nothing had shifted in decades. Without creating a broader,
louder platform, nothing will ever change, hence, Mind the Gap
was launched.
Since this Festival began in the late ’70s in the innovative Bay
Area, the digital cinema revolution has happened, the internet
pervades the world—and film festivals are omnipresent. Oddly, I
might have guessed that foreign language films would have an
increasing audience. But the opposite is true. In the early days of
the MVFF, people from the Iranian, Russian, and Indian communities came to the Festival from all over the Bay Area. Not so much
now, seemingly in direct relation to the proliferation of media
across multiple platforms; yet foreign language films have a hard
time theatrically and have been increasingly ignored by Netflix
and the like.
Another marker in the evolution of festivals came in the early
’90s, when independent distributors, like Miramax, started working proactively with key festivals, Mill Valley being one, to launch
their films into the world and onto the red carpets. Mill Valley was
in the vanguard of that shift, and remains one of the California
portals for premiering films on the Academy track. That evolved
over time. Our Opening and Closing films, and our Tributes, are an

indicator of what are among the great films of the year. Showing
international films with the filmmaker here couldn’t be greater:
in 2016, Gianfranco Rosi came with his brilliant Fire at Sea and
Asghar Farhadi accompanied his film The Salesman, which was
nominated for the Oscar for Best Foreign Language Film. But by
the time the awards event came around in February 2017, the socalled Muslim ban had happened, and Farhadi, though “allowed,”
chose not to attend in solidarity and protest. And his film won.
For decades now, I’ve been measuring out my life not with
coffee spoons, but with travel to film festivals. They define the
calendar of my year, and they’ve opened the door to an exploration of cultures through travel, through storytelling, and through
dialogue with filmmakers. Whether we travel virtually or actually,
as long as there are festivals, the stories will out.
Zoë Elton is director of programming for
the Mill Valley Film Festival. In 2012 she
was honored with a Milley Award for
Creative Achievement in the Performing
Arts. This article was developed in conversation with Reyna Cowan, a psychoanalyst
and film critic who hosts Cover to Cover/
Frame to Frame on KPFA radio.

Zoë Elton on MVFF board member
Bruce Katz’s yacht Juliet, Cannes, 1998.
Courtesy California Film Institute.
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Delve into the Film Festival’s Past |

Librarians Jen Pickens (left) and
Cate Mayfield cataloging Film
Festival photos.
Poster from a special Mill Valley Film
Festival event in Moscow in 1992.
Courtesy Lucretia Little History
Room, Mill Valley Public Library.

F

rom a photograph of a young Angelina Jolie attending the
Mill Valley Film Festival with her actor-dad Jon Voight to
the Festival’s eye-catching posters, the Mill Valley Public
Library’s Lucretia Little History Room is now home to a unique
collection of MVFF-related archival materials. In the spring of 2017,
the library began a collaboration with the California Film Institute
(CFI) to curate a collection of distinctive posters, guidebooks,
paper ephemera, and more than 600 photographs. Together,
these materials help to chronicle the history of the annual event
that has become renowned as a “filmmakers’ festival,” bringing a
blend of Hollywood, Sundance, and je ne sais quoi to Mill Valley
each year.
These materials are accessible during visits to the History
Room, and photographs and a selection of archival materials are
also available online.
Prior to the collaboration, the History Room was home to a
small but well-perused collection of MVFF archival material. The
collaboration with CFI greatly increases the volume and variety
accessible to the public. Whether you simply wish to learn a little
more about the Festival, or are planning to do serious research,
the collection is open to all.
“We are very happy to be curating a collection of materials
representing four decades of the Mill Valley Film Festival,” says
Anji Brenner, Mill Valley’s city librarian. “The Festival is both a
significant piece of the city’s artistic character and an ongoing
model of ambition, hard work, and innovation that resonates
beyond this locale. For us, it’s rewarding to help preserve and make
available to a wider public this history and its unique essence
within our community.”
This past summer, librarians in the History Room, with the help
of CFI staff, were sifting through a selection of photographs from
CFI’s vast archives and began cataloging and digitizing the images.
The photographs provide a glimpse of Tribute and Spotlight
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honorees throughout the years, local filmmakers and international
celebrities, and staff and volunteers integral to the development of
the Festival over the years, including founding board Mark Fishkin,
Rita Cahill, and Lois Cole Shore. Also included are images from
filmmaker talks, children’s filmmaking workshops, musical
performances, Opening and Closing Night festivities, and shots of
the Sequoia Theater and Smith Rafael Film Center, where screenings have been held over the years.
The Mill Valley Film Festival is woven into the cultural life
and history of the town and plays a unique, vibrant role, past
and present. We invite you to visit the History Room, dive in, and
learn more about the world-renowned event that takes place in
our own backyard. To coincide with its 40th anniversary, and in
celebration of the addition of the MVFF collection to the History
Room, the library will feature an exhibition of Festival photos
in its lower-level gallery space during the month of October.
The library is also partnering with the MVFF and nonprofit
StoryCenter to capture a series of video and audio recordings
about the community’s memories of participating in or attending
the Festival. Participants will share their favorite moments and
impressions about the Festival. The recordings will become part
of the MVFF archives, the library’s History Room, and the Internet
Archive. Call 415-389-4292, ext. 4738 for more information.
“The library hopes this project will mark the beginning of our
working with other local organizations, whose contributions have
been, and will be, of vibrant importance to our cultural memory,”
Anji Brenner says.
Processing and digitization of the MVFF collection at the Mill
Valley Public Library was made possible by a grant from the Ken
and Jackie Broad Family Fund.
Librarian Cate Mayfield is in charge of the Lucretia Little History Room at the Mill
Valley Public Library.

1988 Opening Night Party,
“Spirit of Jimi Hendrix.”
Photos courtesy California
Film Institute.

Like many good things do, it began small with the
informal Saturday Night Movie gathering on Throckmorton
Avenue back in the early 1970s. The blues guitar legend Mike
Bloomfield, then living in Mill Valley, would come in unannounced
and play the piano to warm up the crowd before the films.
“He was a great piano player,” said John Goddard, former owner
of Village Music, the iconic record store on East Blithedale. Goddard
used to have dinner with Bloomfield from time to time back then.
Bloomfield, who died in 1981 at the age of 37, was inducted into
the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame with the Paul Butterfield Blues
Band in 2015. He was also known for his guitar playing on Bob
Dylan’s Highway 61 Revisited. There’s actually a video on YouTube
of him playing for fun in Mill Valley in 1971.
Mike Bloomfield, of course, wasn’t the only big name rockand-roller living in or close to the sleepy town at the base of Mt.
Tamalpais. Jerry Garcia and Bob Weir of the Grateful Dead lived
close by. The Jefferson Airplane’s Marty Balin was a longtime
resident. Jazz sax great Chet Baker lived in Sausalito. And the
dominant concert producer of the era, Bill Graham, lived on West
Blithedale, then moved onto the estate he called
“Masada” atop the Corte Madera grade.

The list goes on. Bonnie Raitt and Maria Muldaur live in Mill
Valley, as did the late Dan Hicks and Rob Wasserman. David
Grisman lived here through the ’70s and ’80s. Members of
Metallica and Carlos Santana live in the area.
So it was clear from the start there had to be a musical component to what morphed into a Marin institution, the Mill Valley Film
Festival. “It’s been a musical hangout for a long time,” Goddard
said. “It sort of happened gradually. From the very early years of
the Festival, they tried to do live events to correspond with it. They
did shows at Sweetwater. I remember seeing Rickie Lee Jones at
the Larkspur Dinner Theater. To me, the high point has always
been the musical events.”
Goddard’s contributions to the Festival are what he calls “music
clips,” or selections from his vast personal library of concert music.
He says he has over 5,000 hours of footage of everyone you can
imagine. “One year I did blues and country; another with [legendary R&B record company] Atlantic Stax Records; the West Coast
sound; an all-woman compilation, and others,” he said. “Different
topics for a couple hours of performances.”
In 2000, he recalls the Festival showed
Rhythm and Bayous, a documentary about music

By Graham Rayman
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BRUCE FORRESTER

A 1983 Festival performance
by Garth Hudson, keyboards;
Rob Wasserman, bass; and
Bob Weir, guitar.

KIRKE WRENCH

CLOCKWISE FROM UPPER LEFT:

Bill Graham, 1984.
Mark Fishkin in 2014 with Metallica
bass player Robert Trujillo,
co-producer of Jaco, the film
about jazz great Jaco Pastorius.
Dave Grisman on mandolin with
his band, 2001.
John Goddard, creator of the
Hi De Ho Show, n.d.

in Louisiana. One of the songs featured in the film was “Suzie Q”
by Dale Hawkins, famously covered by Creedence Clearwater
Revival. “I talked them into booking Hawkins, and he played a
concert in my store,” Goddard said.
Goddard’s compilation of clips, called the Hi De Ho Show, is an
annual feature at the Festival.

COVERING MARIN | Journalist Paul Liberatore left the San

Francisco Chronicle, where he was a general assignment reporter and
assistant city editor, and came to work for the Marin Independent
Journal in 1989, thinking he might miss the music scene in the
big city. At the time, he was fairly active as a part-time musician,
playing with saxophonist and band leader Martin Fierro and
Quicksilver Messenger Service guitarists John Cipollina and Gary
Duncan, among others. He was assigned to cover concerts accompanying the MVFF for the first time in 1990.
That year, Liberatore recalled, the Festival offered a Tribute to
Hal Willner, the legendary musical director of Saturday Night Live.
“Marianne Faithfull, Charlie Haden, Don Was, Michelle Shocked
all performed,” he said. “That struck me like wow! It was entertaining and very educational and it continues. I thought, forget
the big city. Marin is fine to cover.”
In 2016, the organizers presented filmmaker Bob Sarles’ BANG!
The Bert Berns Story, about the extraordinary but little-known
songwriter Bert Berns, who wrote “Twist and Shout," “Piece of My
Heart,” and “Hang on Sloopy,” among many other hits. “I didn’t
know at the time who Bert Berns was and yet he made this huge
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contribution,” Liberatore said. “What makes such a discovery so
much more deep and interesting is its connections to the larger
picture.”
He added, “The Festival could promote the musical performances more and have a lot of big names, and just sell the events
as concerts, but they keep it pretty hometown. These are genuine
tributes to honor someone you may not know about who has
played an important role.”
As for playing at Sweetwater, or one of the parties the Festival
throws, well, a lot of major names have gone through those doors.
“It’s kind of a feather in your cap if you played there,” Liberatore
said.

MUSICAL PAIRINGS | Two of the guiding lights of the pairings

of films and live music at the Festival are leading producers Clare
Wasserman and Stephanie Clarke. The duo, who own Steep
Productions Inc., have built an impressive resume too long to
be detailed here. They produced music for President Clinton’s
inaugurals in 1993 and 1997; worked with the Mark Morris Dance
Group; and have produced major concert tours. In 1984, they
co-produced a Tribute to Bill Graham at the Marin Center with
performances by Mike Bloomfield, Jerry Garcia, Carlos Santana,
and Tito Puente. Festival acting executive director Rita Cahill
produced an hour-long video paean to Graham, and there were
videotaped messages from friends and cronies, including Elton
John, Peter Townshend, Huey Lewis and the News, Mick Jagger,
and Keith Richards.

COURTESY RITA CAHILL

CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT:

TOMMY LAU

Harry Dean Stanton playing
his first public gig at the
Festival, 1984, when he
received a Tribute.
From left: Pam Hamilton,
Ann Brebner, Rita Cahill,
Stephanie Clarke, and
Clare Wasserman, n.d.
Director Bob Sarles, third
from left, with producers of
BANG! The Bert Berns Story.

Wasserman and Clarke have been co-producing for the Festival
over the past 37 years. Their relationship is so close that they
insisted on being interviewed together.
“When we started, there were half the number of film festivals
there are today,” Clarke said. “Mill Valley became known as a small
but important one. People love it because it’s so casual and has a
really solid reputation.”
“Bill Graham said to me once, ‘You could never do this in New
York and LA,’” Wasserman added. “People in the Bay Area have a
sense of collaboration and creativity in ways they never would. I
think he’s still right. We’re lucky here.”
One of their collaborations was a Tribute to Bloomfield in
2013, built around a documentary called Sweet Blues, directed by
Bob Sarles. The accompanying live show featured an all-star jam
led by guitarist Nick Gravenites.
A show produced around the Todd Haynes bio pic about Bob
Dylan, I’m Not There (2007), had performances from an eclectic
crew of John Doe from X, Father Guido Sarducci, Wilco guitarist
Nels Cline, and Ramblin’ Jack Elliot.
The showing of a film about music of the civil rights era—
Soundtrack for a Revolution (2009)—led to performances by the Blind
Boys of Alabama, Taj Mahal, and keyboardist Jimmy Pugh, who
had tinkled the keys for Robert Cray, B.B. King, and Eric Clapton.
In 2014, the Festival showed Jaco, a film about the jazz bass
genius Jaco Pastorius, co-produced by Metallica bass player
Robert Trujillo, followed by a concert of his music. Among the
performers were Trujillo, Metallica guitarist Kirk Hammett, and

members of the Pastorius family.
“To present music of this caliber, it would be easy to go into
the big rooms,” Wasserman said. “But our vision has always been
to reflect the intimacy of the Festival. We start with a film and ask,
‘What’s music’s role in the film?’ Then we take people directly into
live music, so they have a heightened experience that they aren’t
going to get anywhere else.”
Clarke and Wasserman say the musicians want to do these
performances. They recalled one night in 1984 when the Festival
showed Wim Wenders’ movie Paris, Texas, and one of the stars,
Harry Dean Stanton, performed with musicians who came in from
Los Angeles. “He had so much fun getting those people together
live,” Clarke said, “that he formed a band after his performance
with us.”
In 2008, Wasserman and Clarke also put together a show built
around The Wrecking Crew, a documentary by Danny Tedesco about
the group of Los Angeles studio musicians who created the signature sound for dozens of major hits in the 1960s and 1970s.
For the Festival’s 40th anniversary, the producers have chosen
three films for which they will design live performances. “We pick
films we love,” Wasserman said. “We take them and try to do
something fresh with them.”
Added Clarke, “You want to be innovative, and I think we've
done that.”
Graham Rayman is a reporter and editor at the New York Daily News. He lives in
Manhattan, and has close family ties to Mill Valley.

15

ROBIN MORTAROTTI

Will Parrinello (left) and John Antonelli,
circa 2011.

JOHN ANTONELLI &
WILL PARRINELLO
TRUST

by Michael Fox

l

ots of people pay lip service to the ’60s by
words we still associate with Marin County:
social consciousness, citizen engagement,
spiritual exploration, global awareness. Will
Parrinello and John Antonelli, who’ve made
films together and separately for three decades
under the Mill Valley Film Group banner, not
only embody those values but a couple of even
rarer ones: loyalty and longevity.
The East Coast expatriates met when
Parrinello was hired as a freelance editor on a
marketing video that Antonelli was producing
for the phone company. They enjoyed each
other’s company and vowed to stay in touch.
Six months later, Antonelli called to say he
was embarking on a documentary about Jack
Kerouac. “Would you be interested in joining
me?” he asked Parrinello. Not a routine query,
perhaps, but neither anticipated it would be
life changing.
Parrinello was born in Brooklyn and grew up
in a house on Long Island with his parents and
grandparents. “I think I got an understanding of
what it meant to be Sicilian and a storyteller,”
he says wryly. He discovered radio at college in
Colorado and, increasingly interested in film,
transferred to Cal State Chico, one of the first
state universities with state-of-the-art video
cameras and computer-controlled edit systems.
After graduation, Parrinello worked for a year
at a TV station in Redding, where he honed his
shooting, editing, and directing skills on dozens
of short projects.
“I came to California because I saw a land
of possibilities,” Parrinello recalls. “The openness, the culture we know through music, film,
and television, was appealing to me. When I
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decided to study film, I knew I wanted to come
West. I ended up in San Francisco because a
number of friends who graduated before me
convinced me I should move here. I fell in love
with Marin while working with John on the
Kerouac film.”
Antonelli first made waves as the editor of
the school paper at Fitchburg State College in
Massachusetts by running a Ramparts essay by
Eldridge Cleaver. When it was censored, he
took the school to federal court and won a freespeech decision that stands today. It was a short
hop—philosophically, if not geographically—to
the Berkeley Barb and the Pacific Sun. The energy
and activism of vérité filmmaking appealed to
Antonelli, so he took a summer workshop at
UCLA. A new outfit called Marin Community
Video rented space in the Pacific Sun offices, as
it happened, and when Antonelli learned they
were working on a documentary about San
Quentin (Life Without David Lent), he volunteered to create graphics and give feedback on
the edit.
Improbably, Dustin Hoffman—in town
prepping his role as a parolee in Straight Time
(1978)—attended a screening of Life Without
David Lent at Oddfellows Hall in Mill Valley. He
invited the filmmakers to Los Angeles to discuss a behind-the-scenes “making of” doc of
Straight Time, which led to a deal with Warner
Bros. and a half-hour film that lives today as an
extra on the Straight Time DVD. Antonelli had
caught the bug.
“There was a pretty formidable group of
filmmakers working in Marin that I idolized,”
Antonelli recalls. “John Korty was right down
the street and Michael Ritchie was a few doors
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from him and Francis Ford Coppola had a place.
We never expected we’d be Coppola or George
Lucas, but there was a community here.”
Parrinello had been freelancing for a while
when the Kerouac call came, and he brought a
strong hands-on skill set that included editing
and shooting along with producing. Antonelli
had the writing chops as well as editing and
producing experience, and the courage and
confidence to approach anyone from investors
to interview subjects.
The duo quickly discovered that they
meshed personally as well as they did professionally. “We were great friends,” Antonelli says.
“We liked to hang out. When we went back east
to shoot Kerouac, we stayed in my family’s
house in Massachusetts and his family’s house
in Long Island.” Their camaraderie evolved into
a unique and fruitful way of producing films.
“We both just filled in the cracks of what needed
to get done,” Antonelli says. “We never had a
big sense of who gets what credit and how is
this working. We trusted each other, and we just
did it and figured out the credits at the end.”
Kerouac, the Movie (now known as Jack Kerouac: King of the Beats) debuted fresh from the
lab to three sold-out screenings at the 1984
Mill Valley Film Festival. It went on to play Sundance and become a hit on the independent
theater circuit. “Our paths stayed together
after that,” Antonelli recalls. “We were a team,
we were a partnership, we were a company.”
Parrinello credits Antonelli with the vision
to craft a strategy for pursuing their own films
under the umbrella of MVFG while maintaining
corporate work for hire. Antonelli proposed, “If
we want to continue to work on meaningful
projects, maybe we throw everything into the
pot and when I’m working [on a film] you
support me and when you’re working I support
you.” Parrinello notes, “Of course, it’s based on
a close relationship of trust, that you know your
partner is going to pull his weight. We agreed if
a project allows the other to work on it in a
serious hands-on role, we will. Otherwise we’ll
be involved as an associate producer, for
example. So we started working more in parallel
as opposed to side by side on projects.”
Parrinello’s ensuing films include Little Italy
(1996), a personal documentary that featured
his family; Dreaming of Tibet (2003), Emile
Norman: By His Own Design (2007), Mustang:
Journey of Transformation (2009), and Troubled
Water (currently in production). Antonelli’s
body of work encompasses Angle of Inspiration
(Continued on page 26)
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or a filmmaker with so many skills—writer,
editor, producer, director—Wendy Slick
rejects her field’s signature honorific:
auteur. Make no mistake, Slick has strong
opinions and a distinct point of view. She isn’t
ego-challenged in the least. She’s just partial to
a particular aspect of making movies.
“I love collaborating,” Slick says.
The long hours spent by one’s self developing, producing, and finishing a film are the bane
of documentary filmmakers. Editing, which is
Slick’s favorite obsession, is a solitary endeavor,
as is writing. While part of her revels in working
independently, another part craves the social
element. And nothing ignites sparks like two
people pooling their creative energy.
Slick’s best-known work, Passion & Power:
The Technology of Orgasm (based on Rachel P.
Maines’ book, The Technology of Orgasm) was
crafted in tandem with Bay Area cinematographer, producer, and director Emiko Omori.
When they premiered the documentary at the
2007 Mill Valley Film Festival, capping five
challenging years of fundraising and production, local critic Dennis Harvey praised the film
in Variety as a “delightful, even inspirational
survey of the historical attitudes, treatments
and controversies attending female orgasm—
in particular, its stellar medical-technological
helper, the vibrator.”
All independent films are an ordeal to fund,
but Slick and Omori encountered a special
brand of tone-deafness from some potential
investors. “It was a topic that, at that time,
generated prurient interest, but we were making
a film about women’s rights,” Slick explains.
The payoff was well worth it, however. “It was
an important film. A lot of states got rid of
their vibrator laws. At Good Vibrations they
have a timeline on the wall, and we’re on it.”
Slick’s paths to filmmaking and Marin
County were both circuitous and, in retrospect,
buzzsaw-direct. She was born in Manhattan
and moved out to the suburbs with her family
when she was six, and eventually further out
to Connecticut. In high school, though, she
discovered Greenwich Village. “I would leave
whenever I could Friday and spend the weekend
in the Village,” Slick says. “I would disappear
from Friday morning to Monday afternoon. I
couldn’t control it, I had no choice.”
She enrolled at Antioch College in Ohio,
fulfilling a goal she’d made years earlier when
she heard some young filmmaker on PBS mention that was where he studied. Antioch had
an early video camera, so Slick got to play with
the nascent technology as well as celluloid. A
post-college stint in Berkeley inspired her to
return to Northern California after a one-year
sojourn to Syracuse for graduate school. “I was
full of fire,” she confides with a laugh.

Wendy Slick, 2017.

WENDY SLICK

COLLABORATIONS
College of Marin hired Slick as a professor
in the mid-’70s, and in short order gave her
carte blanche to devise and launch the video
program. But Slick was too restless for
academia. “I was offered tenure and I quit,” she
declares. “I needed to make my own films.”
One of the first things she did was a show
for PBS called California One. Somewhere in
there she moved to Marin, met her husband
Jerry, met Omori, and established herself as a
producer, writer, and director of high-level creative corporate films. Slick made some 15 films
for Apple about the new uses of technology in
schools, which led to Lucas Learning hiring her
to work on a massive interactive disc project
with videos for National Geographic.
“I was designing stories in interactive and it
was very primitive,” Slick says. “The technology
hadn’t caught up to what the concepts could be.
The [clients] just wanted a story with different
endings or different paths. It wasn’t sophisticated enough to be interesting.” So Slick turned
her attention to character-driven work, gravitating to long-form filmmaking. “I love telling
people’s stories, and I’m very sensitive and I
know what’s authentic,” she notes.
That skill is showcased in A Love Poem to My
Friend Ethel, a 25-minute portrait of the founder
of the Fairfax-San Anselmo Children’s Center,
Ethel Seiderman. Slick describes the piece,
which premiered at the 2016 Mill Valley Film
Festival shortly after Seiderman died, as “the
first in a series of shorts about my third act.”
(Emiko Omori, who has pared back her camerawork to only shooting her own films, made an
exception to serve as Slick’s cinematographer.)
In recent years, Slick has become a valued

by Michael Fox

consultant, collaborator, and mentor to older,
first-time filmmakers. Tiburon music teacher
and pianist Donna S. Kline had the research
and the idea but not the filmmaking chops to
make Virtuoso: The Olga Samaroff Story (2010).
Successful businesswoman Charlene Stern had
the persistence and wherewithal to extract her
father’s recollections of surviving the Holocaust,
but needed Slick to transform Near Normal Man
(2016) from an oral history primarily of interest
to the Stern family into a universal film capable
of touching and educating any audience.
“It was great sharing my sensibilities, and
also to encompass their sensibilities and what
they wanted in the film,” Slick says. “That was
the job to me: be creative and make a great film.
But these were their heart projects, so make a
beautiful film that they would like.” Slick pauses
for a moment. “I used to ask, ‘Where would
this project take me?’ Now it’s ‘Do I want to do
it?’” The evolution, over a period of years, from
surfing the wave of ambition as an approach to
managing one’s career to relying on instinct, is
totally natural.
Slick’s standing as a professional and an
artist who makes the films she wants with the
people she wants was hard-earned and hardwon. She succeeded in blurring, then erasing,
the line between work and life. Slick’s colleagues are her friends and her friends are her
colleagues, to the point where she describes
her circle as a “big family.” Her secret, of course,
is a willingness to collaborate.
Michael Fox is a longtime Bay Area film journalist,
critic, and teacher, and a member of the San Francisco
Film Critics Circle.
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The first year of the Mill Valley Film Festival set an
elevated tone for what was to come. It was a perfect
melding of high-profile and indie films, short films,
documentaries, a video section, music programs,
innovative panels, and children’s workshops—everything that would foster the next generation of filmmakers. “If we duplicated our 1978 program this year,”
Mark Fishkin said recently, “I would be proud of it.”
It was three days long, put together with only
$11,000. The honorees included poet and filmmaker
James Broughton and cinematographer David Myers.
Films by Francis Ford Coppola and George Lucas were
shown. The first MVFF closed with a Tribute to John
Korty. The Sequoia Theater screened two midnight
movies and became the Festival’s primary theater the
following year.
In the early days, video programming was introduced and embraced. It was groundbreaking territory
at the time, with visionary programs on electronic
cinema and presentations both from Zoetrope and
NASA, which were doing innovative work in this field.
This was before the days of MTV, and presaged the
roots of what we now call digital cinema.
Seminars presented luminaries Sam Shepard,
James L. Brooks, Stirling Silliphant, Anne Lamott,
Wayne Wang, Danny Glover, Edward James Olmos,
and many others.
In 1984, so as not to compete with Hollywood’s
summer blockbuster season, the Festival moved to
September; by its 10th anniversary in 1987, we were to
find our current spot in October.
Celebrities abounded. Bianca Jagger was seen at the
Outdoor Art Club with U.S. Senator Christopher Dodd,
whom she was dating at the time. Neil Young, whose
film Human Highway was screened at the Festival in
1982, was spotted, as well as Dean Stockwell and Russ
Tamblyn. That same year the French icon Jeanne
Moreau, a tributee, went shopping to Cost Plus—in a
limo. At a dinner in Moreau’s honor at the French embassy, founding board member Rita Cahill was seated
at a table with the voluble and fascinating Steve Jobs.
In 1985, Festival guest Jon Voight brought his kids
along—son James and young daughter Angelina.
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1. From left: Tony Bill, Barbara Myers, Dave Myers, 1980. | 2. Jeanne Moreau, 1982. | 3. Jon Voight with
daughter Angelina and son James, 1985. | 4. Peter Fonda, 1985. | 5. Richard Jett, Videofest co-coordinator,
1981. | 6. Seminar at the Outdoor Art Club, 1981. Actor/playwright Sam Shepard is third from left.
7. Laura Dern, Treat Williams, and Mary Kay Place, 1985. | 8. John Sayles, 1984. | 9. Festival staff photo, 1982.
10. Brenda Blethyn and Marianne Jean-Baptiste, 1996. Blethyn received an award from the MVFF for her
role in Secrets and Lies. | 11. Robert M. Young, James Edward Olmos, and Mark Fishkin, 1992. American Me,
directed by Olmos and produced by Young, was screened at the Festival. | 12. Robert Altman, 1990.
13. Musician Chris Isaak, performing at a Festival special event, 1988. | 14. Bernardo Bertolucci, The Last
Emperor, 1988. Photos courtesy California Film Institute.
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A very special moment came at a late-night
screening of director Jack Arnold’s 1954 3-D classic,
Creature from the Black Lagoon. The crowd included his
longtime fans as well as a new, appreciative audience.
After the film Arnold, in 3-D glasses, stood up, and
the crowd responded with such resounding applause
that Fishkin worried the Sequoia roof might cave in.
Arnold, overcome, was in tears.
Music has always played a big part in the Festival.
In 1984, Marin Video Archives and Steep Productions
partnered with BAM Magazine to produce a Tribute to
Bill Graham at the Marin Center.
Harry Dean Stanton, who was a tributee, played his
first public music show at the Festival. Eddie Money
was headliner for our 10th anniversary bash, “100
Years of Hollywood,” at the Village in Corte Madera.
And in 1987, the Sweetwater in downtown Mill Valley
firmly established itself as a Festival venue, hosting
three music events that October.
From the beginning, Fishkin developed a good
relationship with distributors and studios. Support
from the industry began as early as 1979 with The
Wanderers, a drama written and directed by Philip
Kaufman. In 1980, the sleeper hit My Bodyguard was
our Opening Night film. Walking on Water with Edward
James Olmos had its world premiere at the Festival.
And a very proud moment it was. When the film finished, Olmos received a standing ovation and a rush of

2

SPECIAL GUESTS
DIRECTORS

Robert Altman
Richard Fleischer
John Frankenheimer
Ang Lee
Tony Richardson
ACTORS

Joan Allen
Karen Black
Brenda Blethyn
Brenda Fricker
Marianne Jean-Baptiste
Paul Mercurio
Amanda Plummer
James Woods

1988–1997 · THE MOUNTAIN IS ALIVE!

PRODUCERS

Nick Clement
Pieter Kroonenburg
BRAZILIAN DANCERS

The Barrettos

10

11

13

distributors made a mad dash for the Sequoia Theater’s
one public phone. The film was picked up by Warner
Bros.—the highest price paid for an independent film
up to that point—and released as Stand and Deliver.
Olmos credits the Mill Valley Film Festival with jumpstarting his career. The Brother from Another Planet
turned into a box office hit for then little-known
director John Sayles after it premiered in Mill Valley.
Festival trailers deserve a special mention. Mark
Fishkin’s intent for trailers, shown to the audience’s
delight before nearly every screening, has always been
to represent the event and the place we live. The very
tongue-in-cheek 1985 trailer—brainchild of admen
Jeff Goodby, Rich Silverstein, and Festival board member Andy Berlin, directed by Jon Francis—won three
Clios and a Golden Lion at the Cannes Film Festival. It
can be found on YouTube.
“Music in the Movies,” produced by the Mill Valley
Film Festival, played to acclaim at the Warfield in San
Francisco in 1986.
The Festival was truly launched.

12

14

Continuing its tradition of fantastic music shows, the
Festival hosted a Tribute to music producer extraordinaire Hal Willner in 1990. The program featured Todd
Rundgren, Michelle Shocked, Marianne Faithfull,
and Michael McClure. In 1988 we hosted our second
annual Big Bash at the Northgate Mall in San Rafael,
celebrating the opening of the Festival with rock
musician Chris Isaak.
The great Agnès Varda was a guest in 1993 with
her son, actor-director Mathieu Demy. The Festival
had located an archival print of her husband Jacques
Demy’s The Young Girls of Rochefort (Demy had passed
away in 1990) for a special screening at the Sequoia.
We discovered the film didn’t have subtitles, and the
audience, which had gathered to see the candycolored masterpiece on the big screen, was asked if
they minded. They didn’t mind a bit. We then realized
that the projectionist had spliced the second reel
backwards and upside down. Albert Johnson, former
program director for the San Francisco International
Film Festival, got up and regaled the audience with
stories until the film was ready to resume.
Cinema Paradiso (Oscar Best Foreign Film, 1990)
and Baz Luhrmann’s Strictly Ballroom premiered at
the MVFF, and both went on to huge fame. Other
standouts were Like Water for Chocolate (1992), My Left
Foot (Oscar Best Actor, Oscar Best Actress, 1990), and
the seminal film Longtime Companion (1989).
The distinguished director Robert Wise was a
guest at the 1997 MVFF and our magical mountain,
Tamalpais, truly came alive in the amphitheater with a
special screening of his classic film, The Sound of Music.
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As we entered our third decade, independent filmmakers faced great challenges getting their films in
front of audiences. Often, the only outlet for these
films is at a film festival. In 1999 the Rafael Film Center
(now the Christopher B. Smith Rafael Film Center)
opened to the public. It features the best in independent cinema all year ’round. Mark Fishkin’s vision
took the best of the golden age of cinema and coupled
it with all he had learned from two decades of the
Mill Valley Film Festival to oversee the renovation
and restoration of this downtown San Rafael gem.
Fishkin has never lost sight of his original mission
for the Mill Valley Film Festival: to celebrate film as
art and education. Yet this decade had scarcely begun
when we faced challenges bigger than ever. The 2001
Festival press conference, scheduled for September 11,
was abruptly cancelled. In the face of tragedy, films to
educate and enlighten became even more relevant. And
the 2001 Festival turned out to be one of our strongest.
During our Tribute to Jonathan Winters that year,
we snuck his buddy Robin Williams into the theater.
Humor can be healing, and playwright and screenwriter Max Wilk, who was moderating the event, was
primed to call on Robin for a question. The surprise
was complete. Williams came on stage and for half
an hour he and Winters riffed off one another. The
audience was in stitches. Then Williams grabbed a
Ganesh statue near the back of the stage that had
been used earlier for the Tribute to Ismail Merchant
and incorporated that into the skit. Events like this
reinforce the special moments a festival can create:
there is no better place to be at that moment in time.
In 2002, our 25th year, MVFF celebrated its Silver
Anniversary—and our guest list shone. One thing
that has been so gratifying is the eagerness exhibited
by great people in the film world to take part in the
Festival—directors, actors, cinematographers, screenwriters, editors. Many have been on our panels and
symposia, enriching our audiences with their
experience and insight.
A new challenge arose in 2004 shortly before the
Festival was to begin: the ceiling of the Sequoia collapsed during an afternoon film, putting the theater
out of commission for a number of months. But we
found other venues and the Festival went on. To add
further disruption to our lives, we moved our offices
out of their Mill Valley home to downtown San Rafael.
Despite everything, the 2004 Festival was a great
success. When the brilliant documentary filmmaker
Albert Maysles attended it was as if a rock star had
entered the building. The Tribute to him and the
screening of his 1975 documentary, Grey Gardens, were
packed with adoring fans who hung on his every word.
Maysles was kind enough to sign his Tribute poster,
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but lo and behold, at the end of the reception we
discovered it was gone. Rock star, indeed!
Programming during this decade was exceptional.
In 2006 both Forest Whitaker, accompanying his film
The Last King of Scotland, and Helen Mirren, here with
The Queen, were present in Mill Valley. The following
February they won Best Actor and Best Actress at the
Academy Awards for those roles.
For our 25th year, Mill Valley artist and ceramicist
Alice Corning created a beautiful bronze statue for
our signature Mill Valley Film Festival Award, which
is presented to all recipients of our Tributes and
Spotlights. In 2007, at a pre-MVFF event at the Rafael,
we held a special screening of Into the Wild with the
film’s director, Sean Penn, who presented the award
to Emile Hirsch for his breakthrough performance.
During this decade, the Official Premieres, U.S.
Cinema, and World Cinema programs were officially
introduced to the MVFF. The idea was to give audiences with a particular interest in one category or
another a way to follow their favorite kind of film
throughout the Festival.
Peter Max, Niki de Saint Phalle, and John Casado
are just some of the talented designers who have created the look and feel of the Mill Valley Film Festival
poster over the years. In 2002, MVFF hosted a retrospective of Festival poster art at Art Works Downtown
in San Rafael, bringing to light the incredible talent
behind the artwork.
1. Jonathan Winters during his Tribute in 2001, riffing onstage with pal
Robin Williams. | 2. Donald Sutherland, 2005, here for Pride and
Prejudice. | 3. Performance during the children’s film festival, n.d.
4. Gena Rowlands, a tributee in 2004. | 5. Hal Willner and Marianne
Faithfull, 2001. | 6. Eddie Izzard signing autographs, 2001. | 7. Tributee

Mike Leigh and film historian David Thomson in conversation, 2004.
8. Jason Schwartzmann and Claire Danes (Shop Girl) take the stage at
the 2005 Festival. | 9. Director Ismail Merchant, here for a screening of
his film The Mystic Masseur, Opening Night film, 2001. | 10. Senator
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Barbara Boxer and Alan Bergman, composer, 2001. He and his wife
Marilyn were honored with a Tribute for their contributions to film music.
11. An onstage conversation with Mark Fishkin, director Sean Penn
(Into the Wild), and actor Emile Hirsch in 2007. Penn presented the Mill
Valley Film Festival Award to Hirsch for his performance. | 12. Zoë Elton
with Indian writer/director Ram Madhvani (Let’s Talk)
and a colleague, 2002. | 13. Celebrated documentary
filmmaker Albert Maysles at his Tribute in 2004.
14. Veteran directors Sydney Pollack (left) and Bob
Zagone, 2006. | 15. Sam Elliot, 2003, here with Off the
Map. | 16. Ram Dass, here for the documentary Ram
Dass, Fierce Grace, 2001. | 17. From left, Richard
Peterson, Smith Rafael director of programming, Philip
Schaefer, and Bette Wanderman (A Cuban Legend),
2001. Photos courtesy California Film Institute.
RIGHT: The MVFF Award statuette, created by Mill
Valley sculptor Alice Corning for the 25th Anniversary
in 2007. Courtesy Alice Corning.
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There are folks who plan their holidays around our
Festival dates, and small wonder. Where else can
you find such a beautiful mix of award-season films,
documentaries, shorts, music programs, children’s
films, and seminars?
Our fourth decade embodied growth, fresh ideas,
and new initiatives. New Movies Lab includes panel
discussions that make for lively debates among filmmakers, industry representatives, and artists. These
labs examine the continual evolution of contemporary filmmaking and provide an opportunity to be a
hands-on participant in the filmmaking experience.
Active Cinema, MVFF’s activist films initiative, was
introduced in 2008. Director of programming Zoë
Elton wanted to use film to connect the dots between
issue-rooted films, engaged audiences, and organizations working for special causes.
In 2008, when the Sequoia Theater was up for sale,
Fishkin, ever forward-thinking, rallied prominent
community members to assist with the purchase,
forming Friends of the CFI-Sequoia LLC, ensuring
that the Sequoia will remain the home of the Mill
Valley Film Festival.
MVFF is a noncompetitive festival. We believe that
every film is as important as every other, that there is
no jury to decide which film is “the best,” and that films
should stand on their own without influence. This
approach fosters a more relaxed, inviting, filmmakerfriendly atmosphere. Nevertheless, in 2005 Audience
Awards were instituted to give our audience a voice.
Our programming team has a sixth sense when it
comes to films. For example, when the team returned
from Cannes in 2011 they couldn’t stop talking about
Michel Hazanavicius’ The Artist. As momentum for
the film grew, our team had already pegged it for our
Closing Night film that year, and it went on to win
five Oscars in 2012.
MVFF’s women’s initiative, Mind the Gap, was introduced in 2015 at the 38th Festival. A Festival-wide
program, it addresses gender parity and reinforces our
commitment to female filmmakers and the portrayal
of strong leading female characters in film. In 2017
we’re taking Mind the Gap one step further by taking
advantage of our unique geographic location near the
heart of Silicon Valley to create connections with regional influencers in the film and tech industries.
In May 2017, we launched DocLands, our first
new festival in our 40-year history. This five-day
documentary festival at the Rafael was a resounding
success and is projected to be an annual event.
In 2016 alone there were 58 Oscar nominations
for 18 films that had screened at our Festival, culminating in 14 of the coveted statuettes. But awards are
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only one way to measure our success. High-profile
films aside, the Festival has evolved into a showcase
for social-issue-driven films, and we remain committed to presenting films by Bay Area filmmakers.
In 2016 our attendance numbers grew to 74,000. In
addition, we’ve made the foray into the field of film
distribution with The Fencer, a 2015 internationally
co-produced, dramatic film adapted from the life
story of Endel Nelis, an accomplished Estonian fencer
and coach. Directed by Klaus Härö, it was a Golden
Globe nominee.
Here are some vignettes from our fourth decade:
In 2008 on Closing Night, festivalgoers on the yacht
Hornblower got more than they bargained for. Angel
Island was on fire and guests had a bird’s-eye view from
the boat.
When Glenn Close attended the Festival with Albert
Nobbs, Robin Williams surprised her at the Opening
Night VIP party at the Outdoor Art Club. When he saw
her he hugged her and cried, “Mother!”
We presented James Franco with the MVFF Award
at a screening of 127 Hours. Franco was told that the
presenter was someone he had worked with. He was very
surprised when his mother, Betsy Franco, an actor and
prolific children’s author, came onstage with the award.
The Mill Valley Film Festival is small no longer.
But it’s still what it was when it began: a celebration
of the art of cinema in a small town with a big heart
and a thirst for culture.
Maureen Galliani is executive assistant to executive director Mark
Fishkin. She has been a member of the MVFF/CFI staff for 13 years.
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1. Ruth Negga, 2016, star of Loving. | 2. George Lucas presents the Mill
Valley Award to Paul Schrader at a screening of Adam Resurrected, 2008.
3. Maureen Galliani, executive assistant, with Bradley Cooper and CFI
director of development Liana Bender. | 4. Actor Peter Coyote receiving
a retro Tribute in 2012 | 5. From left: Actors Chiwetel Ejiofor and
Lupita Nyong’o with 12 Years a Slave director Steve McQueen, 2013.
6. Ezra Miller, star of We Need to Talk About Kevin, 2012. | 7. Volunteers
at the 38th Festival, 2015. | 8. John Krazinski and Emily Blunt (The Young
Victoria), 2016. | 9. Bruce Dern, Nebraska, 2013. | 10. Dustin Hoffman
in 2012, following the screening of Quartet, his directorial debut.
11. Director Ang Lee with Elizabeth Gabler, Life of Pi producer and
president of Fox 2000, and Jim Gianopulis, Chairman of Fox, in 2012.
12. Sir Ian McKellen (left) with Armistead Maupin, who presented him
with a Mill Valley Film Festival Award, 2015. | 13. Gabourey Sidibe, 2009,
Precious. | 14. From left: Pad McLaughlin, Zoe Keating, Thomas Dolby,
Narada Michael Walden, Dan Hicks. | 15. Mark Fishkin presenting the
MVFF Award to Alfre Woodard, 2008. | 16. From left: Mark Fishkin, Billy
Bob Thornton (Jayne Mansfield’s Car), Dana Carvey, and Mort Sahl, 2012.
17. Actors Helen Hunt and John Hawkes of The Sessions at a Q&A in 2012.
18. Ann Brebner, John Korty, and Sid Ganis at MVFF Awards Luncheon,
2016. Photos courtesy California Film Institute.
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COURTESY ROB NILSSON

Rob Nilsson at the Gran Hotel, Merida, Mexico,
circa 2002. In 2006, Nilsson was honored with
a Milley Award for Creative Achievement by the
City of Mill Valley.

ROB NILSSON
RISK

by Abby Wasserman

i

n 1977, two golden records full of Earth
information and imagery were attached to
Voyager spacecrafts in the hope that, one of
these millennia, extraterrestrial beings would
find and play them. The images, selected by a
group led by Carl Sagan, contained nothing
negative about Earth: no crime, no war, poverty,
hunger, or injustice. They depicted life here as
we wish it always could be.
Filmmaker Rob Nilsson would not have
made those choices. He would have included
images of conflict, misunderstanding, loss,
loneliness, death. In all his films Nilsson portrays
the spectrum of being human. He titled his
1985 feature film with Bruce Dern On the Edge,
and the edge is where he balances his art.
He was born Robin Nelson in Rhinelander,
Wis., on October 29, 1939. His family moved to
Mill Valley in 1954, following his maternal grandfather, Frithjof Holmboe, a documentary filmmaker. Holmboe had purchased Strawbridge’s
Camera Shop on Lytton Square and was known
for his photographs of wild orchids. Rob entered
Tamalpais High School (class of 1957) and fell
in with a group of creative, athletic, and witty
buddies who would take a case of beer to
Strawberry Point and spend hours talking
philosophy, art, and women. He was senior class
president, played first chair trumpet in the
school band, and ran track and cross-country.
At Harvard University he began writing poetry:
his poem “From a Refugee of Tristan Da Cunha”
won a prize from the American Academy of
Poets and is the title of a book of his poems. In
1964 Nilsson joined the Peace Corps, serving as
24

an English teacher in western Nigeria. There he
befriended his most important mentor-peer, the
late musician and filmmaker David Schickele,
who edited Nilsson’s pool hall film, Chalk.
Virtually all of Nilsson’s films are dedicated to
Schickele.
After he began making films at age 40,
Nilsson changed his name from Nelson to
avoid confusion with Robert Nelson, another
Bay Area filmmaker.
Nilsson’s life revolves around films, friends,
and family. He has a daughter, Robindira
Unsworth, a jewelry designer; a son-in-law,
Robert; and a young granddaughter. His workspace in Berkeley encompasses a painting
studio, edit room, and small screening room
where he holds workshops, shows rough
cuts and finished films, and entertains. Living
quarters upstairs are full of music CDs and
records, his paintings, and mementos from
Nigeria. Multiple interests afford him flexibility
and self-reliance. His paintings appear in his
sets; his poetry as epigrams; and he acts. His
portrayal as photographer Mel Hurley in Heat
and Sunlight (Grand Prize at Sundance, 1988)
proved that he demands as much vulnerability
from himself as he does from his actors.
The consummate indie filmmaker, Nilsson
stays true to his vision. He’s more concerned
with shepherding the emotional growth of his
actors than pleasing an audience. If one film
is ignored or takes years to complete because
there isn’t enough to pay an editor, he starts
another without abandoning the first. When
hustling to pay his cinematographer, editor,
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or actors (if he’s broke, most work gratis), he
teaches workshops to raise cash. He has a
small cadre of patrons, but financing films is an
ongoing labor. Innovative and determined, he
has risen to the challenge. His 1984 film about
cab drivers, Signal 7, was the first small-format
video feature film to be transferred to 35 mm for
theatrical release, a technique soon embraced
by others. It was shot on a small budget over
four nights, with one camera operator and a
largely non-professional cast who improvised
their dialogue from Nilsson’s story line.
Nearly all of his films from his first feature,
Northern Lights (co-directed by John Hanson),
winner of the Camera d’Or at Cannes in 1979,
through Love Twice (2016), have shown at the
Mill Valley Film Festival. His newest, Fourth
Movement, will premiere at the 2017 Festival. A
screening at the Sequoia elicits fond memories
of the theater during his teen years, when there
was one big screen and he made out with his
girlfriend in the balcony.
Nilsson’s epic cinematic work is 9 @ Night,
a cycle of nine films that follows 40–50 characters from the rough edges of America. Because
most of the dialogue is improvised, he will keep
the camera rolling until a scene builds and plays
itself out. As a result, actors in his films tend to
delve more deeply into themselves than they
thought possible. If they’re used to relying on
a neatly tied-up script, a Nilsson film might
present a jarring ride, but there’s plenty of room
for epiphany in the process. He doesn’t want
comfort. He wants honesty, raw energy, emotion, and commitment. Seasoned professionals,
such as Ron Perlman (A Town Has Turned to
Dust, Stroke), Carl Lumbly (Love Twice), or Stacy
Keach (Imbued), have embraced the challenge.
“He gives me confidence,” Keach says. “You
feel when you’re working with him that you
can do anything.” Regulars like Michelle Anton
Allen, Marshall Spight, Carol Richards, Deniz
Demirer, and Brette McCabe are willing to
follow wherever he goes.
“Are there any conclusions, or are there only
questions?” Nilsson said recently. “Whatever
the film comes out looking like, this is the way
it appears to me to be, and what I have to do.
That’s why I’m not interested in the entertainment business; I’m interested in the way things
seem to be.”
REVIEW Editor Abby Wasserman, who first met Rob
Nilsson at Tamalpais High, experienced his filmmaking
process firsthand as an actor in the 2013 film Collapse.

CYNDY B. WATERS

David Myers, wearing his signature black cowboy hat, received a Milley Award for Creative
Achievement in Performing Arts from the City
of Mill Valley in 1998.

DAVID MYERS
by Abby Wasserman

b

alancing a 35 lb, 16 mm camera on
his shoulder as if it belonged there,
cinematographer David Myers moved
like a dancer, alive to the unrehearsed and
unexpected.
The New York native shot many feature
films, including George Lucas’ futuristic THX
1138, Alan Rudolph’s Welcome to L.A., and
Luis Valdez’s Zoot Suit. His camerawork was
legendary on landmark concert documentaries
such as Woodstock, Elvis on Tour, The Last Waltz,
and The Grateful Dead Movie. He also made his
own films, among them a meditation on Big
Sur poet Robinson Jeffers.
“Dave was ready for anything,” his nephew,
film editor Bruce Cannon, says. “He was a free
spirit and an adventurer. He loved a shot of
tequila with the crew; he was open to crazy
ideas. It was because of his open-minded, bohemian free spirit that he was able to fit in so well
with a lot of key figures of the ’60s and ’70s,
like Bob Dylan, Neil Young, Jerry Garcia, and
others. He was years older—he could have been
their parent—but he was on their wavelength.”
A Mill Valley resident from 1982 until his
death at age 90 in 2004, Myers was a master
of visual storytelling. He could zoom in on the
telling detail—such as the multiple bling rings
covering Sammy Davis Jr.’s fingers—or gently
draw confidences from a 50-year-old smoker
dying of emphysema. Myers was low-key,

ADVENTURER
humorous, a gimlet-eyed realist, and modest—
he never ran after awards or boasted about
success—and the anecdotes friends tell about
him are hugely entertaining.
Born in 1914 to a Quaker family in the northern Finger Lakes region of New York, he learned
to sail in his youth and never lost his love for the
pastime. As a conscientious objector during
World War II, he was assigned to a tannery,
positioned in the basement of an abattoir and
instructed to pile up the bloody skins from
freshly slaughtered animals as they came flying
down a chute. When the lunch whistle blew he
left and never went back; and he didn’t eat a
meat sandwich for a long time afterward. His
next assignment took him to a mental hospital
in Spokane, where he photographed incoming
patients. His experiences there, Cannon believes, gave his sense of humor its surreal edge.
Myers decided to become a photographer
in 1948 after seeing a Walker Evans exhibition.
He admired Evans’ “cool but compassionate”
photographs, he told the San Francisco Chronicle
years later. “Those two elements still turn me
on—the ability to look at ordinary surroundings
and people in ordinary surroundings, and distill
the meaning out of it," he said.
By then, Myers had moved to San Francisco
and affiliated with a group of photographers
including Imogen Cunningham, who became a
key figure in his life. One day at her apartment

he saw her photo of a beautiful young photographer, Barbara Cannon, and asked (in the
parlance of the Beatnik era), “Who’s that chick?”
Cunningham introduced them at an art film
screening at a museum. Dave, seated in another
part of the audience, had caught Barbara’s attention when he called out to the filmmaker who
was going on way too long, “That’s enough!”
“Sit down!”
Both had been married previously, Dave to
a psychiatrist who asked when he was going
to get “a real job” when he showed her his
photos, and Barbara to a “square” who wasn’t
on her wavelength. They were married in Los
Angeles in 1954 with Imogen Cunningham as
witness. She took photos but forgot to put film
in the camera.
Myers’ switch to cinematography was
Cunningham’s doing, too. When a filmmaker
approached her about making a documentary,
she agreed on the proviso that Myers be hired
to do the camera work. The producers agreed,
the film was made, and Myers never turned
back. He ever after had a special place in his
heart for documentary: unlike scripted features,
you never knew what might happen. Myers
relished journeys of discovery.
Whatever the film genre, he loved shooting. Barbara could hear him whistling in the
driveway while he waited to be picked up to
go on location. During his long absences, she
painted in oils, lush and nostalgic self-portraits
and still life reminiscent of Mexican folk art.
She painted only when her husband was gone;
upon his return she packed away the paints
and devoted herself to him.
In the mid-’60s, Myers, John Binder, and
Michael Wadleigh formed a freelance company
to make films for public television. One time
they were shooting a group of high school and
college kids—white, black, and Asian—as they
talked about race, “facilitated by a fat, Germanic
psychiatrist whose tactic was to get the youths
arguing and fighting,” Binder says. “He got
interesting results, but it was uncomfortable
for us. We were taking a breather and discussing
the experience, and Myers started questioning
this psychiatrist. He had a walkie-talkie with an
aerial that stuck out a foot. He started asking
the psychiatrist questions, lightheartedly at
first, and each time he asked a question he
poked the bully with the aerial, gently at first,
then harder, finally really hard, and the guy lost
his temper and screamed at David, who winked
at me. He had absolute impatience with bullies.”
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thing—there’s a hilarious character with a van,
he’s a great storyteller, and he’s in the world of
nude people,’” Binder recalls. “Some time goes
by, and I come out of my house and this guy with
the van is talking with Peter, this guy is totally
naked, I shake hands with him and don’t look
down. Then Myers walks around the corner of
the van with his camera, and he’s totally naked,
and he says to me, ‘What are you doing? Take
off your clothes!’ So I did.” It didn’t take much
for Myers to get into the spirit of things; there’s
a photo of him in a Woodstock book skinnydipping in a pond with a group of pretty girls.
A lifetime pacifist, Myers was adept at
avoiding violence, but occasionally he walked
open-eyed into risky situations. David Maysles,
the co-director of Gimme Shelter, had edited into
the film sequence shots of a Hell’s Angel killing
a man at Altamont. Maysles decided it was only
fair to take the footage to Oakland to show the
motorcycle gang. Myers had strong misgivings;
he thought it was naïve, but he went along.
Binder picks up the story: “They projected the
footage. There was silence; I don’t know what
was said. Maysles excused himself to go the
men’s room. He was gone for a while, and Myers
goes looking for him. These Hell’s Angels have
Maysles in the bathroom and are about to beat
him up unless he takes the footage out of the
film, and Maysles is loudly refusing, and Myers
is screaming for him to shut up. Somehow they
managed to get out alive.”
David Myers, more than anyone, was “the
guy who was the other presence in the room,”
Binder and Field agree. “That’s why listening and
looking are equally important to a cameraman,”
Binder says. “Everything flows from that. They
can anticipate who is going to speak or react
next and be ready to turn to them. Without intruding or calling attention to themselves, they
are really present as a part of the conversation.
There weren’t many as good as Dave at this.”
Following Myers’ death in
2004, Mark Fishkin, Bruce and
his wife Nancy, L.A. Johnson,
Neil Young, and Deborah Bassett
organized a memorial sendoff.
The Rafael was packed with colleagues, friends, and admirers.
A montage of clips from Myers’
camerawork over his 50-year
career was shown. Young gave
a eulogy. A grieving Barbara
Myers sat between Bruce and
Nancy. Tears flowed freely; stories and laughter were shared.
Surely, David Myers was
outside whistling as he awaited
Dave Myers, n.d., on location with Jeanne Field, cameraman
a ride to his next location.

COURTESY JEANNE FIELD

Bruce Cannon nods, hearing this story. “His
humor came out of the absurdity of people who
were full of themselves. That was the center
of his sense of humor. Not mocking. He got his
kicks out of people in high places getting their
comeuppance.”
Binder, Wadleigh, and Myers, in various
combinations, collaborated many times over
the next decades. Dave shot the Binder-written
and directed UFOria, and all three were part
of the team on Woodstock. “When Wadleigh
was hiring cameramen for Woodstock, Myers
was his first choice,” Binder says, “because
the big thing for a cameraman is attention and
engagement and listening. These cameramen
were self-directed. They were really journalists.”
Jeanne Field, who was Myers’ camera assistant on multiple projects, including Marjoe
(about child evangelist Marjoe Gortner) and
The Last Waltz, agrees. She cites “one of the
best sequences in Woodstock,” shot by Myers.
It comes toward the end of the film, when
Myers, charged with finding interesting stories
in the crowd, fixes his camera on a man cleaning
out waste from the Port-O-San portable toilets.
“The man says he has one kid in Vietnam and
one at the festival,” Field relates. “Dave turns
the camera to this stoned-out hippie coming
out of the next toilet, and the hippie asks what
they’re doing. Dave says they’re making a film.
The stoned-out guy asks what it’s called and
David says, ‘Port-O-San,’ and the hippie says,
‘Far out.’ It’s one of the reasons the movie
holds up after all these years. It shows David’s
empathy and ability to be in the moment.
Another cameraman wouldn’t find it such an
interesting thing to shoot.”
Myers was always up for a new experience.
In the ’70s a friend, Peter Scarlet, called urging
him to come to Bodega Bay, where he and John
Binder were living on an abandoned ranch.
“Peter told Dave, ‘We’ve got to film this nudist

George Stephenson, and Larry (L.A.) Johnson. Myers, Field,
and Johnson all worked on Woodstock. Johnson, a close friend
of Myers’, earned an Academy Award nomination for his
sound editing work on the film.
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John Antonelli & Will Parrinello
(Continued from page 16)

(2003), Sam Cooke: Crossing Over (2010),
The Killing Seasons (2011), Sea Change
(2013), Unfair Game: The Politics of Poaching
(2014), and The Roots of ’Ulu (2015).
A career high point, at least in terms
of the number of people to see their work,
was the short film Antonelli and Parrinello
were commissioned to make for the 2017
Academy Awards broadcast. Some 80
million people in 250 countries watched
Movies Around the World, an irresistible
compilation of vintage film clips and testimonials from ordinary people about the
basic and lasting appeal of movies.
But the ongoing project that perhaps
best defines the duo, jointly and individually,
is The New Environmentalists, a series of
short profiles of the annual winners of the
esteemed Goldman Environmental Prize
honoring grassroots activists around the
globe. There has always been a place in the
Mill Valley Film Festival for these beautifully
photographed, deeply touching vignettes
after they screen at the Goldman awards
ceremony and before their PBS broadcast.
“At the beginning,” Antonelli says, “we
used to review each other’s work and give a
lot of feedback until the style merged. Now
we easily and effortlessly complement
each other. I’ve never been on a New
Environmentalists shoot with Will, nor him
with me. Will’s continent is his continent
and my continent is my continent; I always
go to Africa and he always goes to South
America.”
To say that it’s a challenge to discern
which profiles are produced by Parrinello
and which were made by Antonelli is to
acknowledge how gracefully they achieve a
consistency that serves the subjects and the
Goldman Prize. And, not incidentally, how
smoothly they maintain their long-running
partnership. Along with respect and trust,
they adhere to the ideals that propelled
them to make movies in the first place.
“It’s important to have the stories of
heroes out there,” Parrinello asserts. “It’s
important to have hope, not in a Pollyannaish
sense, or otherwise how do you maintain
the drive for positive change without the
models of those who have succeeded? It’s
difficult to open the paper every day, so
having these stories of success are really
invaluable. That’s what keeps us going.”

TOMMY LAU

power to the docs!
BY LINDA MOORE

The DeBolts. Nanook. Daniel Ellsberg. Wangari Maathai.
Anna Halprin. Ali Akbar Khan.
How did this diverse cast get wrapped up in the Mill Valley Film
Festival? Most likely piqued by curiosity and driven by passion, a
filmmaker aimed to create a visual story that would engage our
minds and touch our emotions. A story that would captivate our
imaginations and perhaps inspire us to action.
During the late 1970s, when Mill Valley was recovering from its
reputation as a peacock-feathers-and-hot-tub town, it was also becoming a gathering place for independent filmmakers. Renowned
for its dedication to the arts and progressive politics, the Bay Area
has long fostered a thriving community of documentarians and
experimental cinema. These visual storytellers had the leeway to
present issues in ways that Hollywood could not or would not. So
it was only natural that Marin County would host a film festival—
with the spotlight on documentaries as much as on feature films.
From the very start, the founding board chose to address timely
themes such as gender and race inequality, prison reform, climate
change, and cultural biases—topics that resonated with the Bay
Area’s thoughtful, sophisticated audiences.

SETTING THE STAGE ▸ In 1978, Jimmy Carter was president,
the Garfield comic strip debuted, Sweden banned aerosol sprays,
the world population swelled to 4.3 billion, and Mill Valley hosted
a three-day film festival at Oddfellows Hall. Sitting in rows of
folding chairs, the audience watched Filmmaker: A Diary by George
Lucas, about the making of Francis Ford Coppola’s 1969 film The
Rain People. And while the rest of the world sang and danced along
with Grease and Saturday Night Fever, Mill Valley moviegoers were
introduced to a family with 19 adopted children of varying nationalities, abilities, and ages. Who Are the DeBolts? And Why Do They

Have 19 Kids? earned Marin County filmmaker John Korty a 1978
Academy Award for Best Feature Documentary. In 2007, this pioneering indie and TV-movie director returned to the Festival with
a digital remaster of his 1966 feature The Crazy Quilt, and again in
2009, to present Miracle in a Box: A Piano Reborn, a documentary
on the restoration of a vintage Steinway.
The Festival’s 1978 Tribute program celebrated the lifetime
achievements of Korty, Beat poet and filmmaker James Broughton
(who wrote a poem especially for the occasion), and cinematographer David Myers, best known for Woodstock.
The 1987 program honored the career and legacy of Les Blank,
a favorite throughout the years celebrated for his intimate portrayal of musicians. Audiences were treated to The Blues Accordin’
to Lightnin’ Hopkins and Gap-Toothed Women along with his first
student film, Running Around Like a Chicken with Its Head Cut Off.
By 2000, the Festival was widely recognized as a venue for
emerging filmmakers as well as those more established. Documentarians Emiko Omori, Connie Field, Deborah Koons Garcia,
Maureen Gosling, Stephen Olsson, and Karina Epperlein, among
others, had become mainstays. At the MVFF, filmmakers, directors, editors, and cinematographers are not just passive honorees,
they are the heart and soul of the festival. They occupy center
stage, taking part in workshops, events, and spirited discussions
with filmgoers at the screenings.
TOP LEFT: Filmmakers’ panel following a screening of The Most Dangerous

Man in America: Daniel Ellsberg and the Pentagon Papers, directed by Rick
Goldsmith and Judith Ehrlich. From left, Rick Goldsmith, Judith Ehrlich,
panel moderator, Daniel and Patricia Ellsberg.
RIGHT: Daniel Ellsberg in a scene from the film.
Photos courtesy California Film Institute.
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Fuocoammare (Fire at Sea), a 2016 Italian documentary directed by Gianfranco Rosi (right).

FILTERING FACTS ▸ Defining “documentary” is not so easy.

John Grierson, founder of the 1930s British documentary movement, coined the phrase “creative treatment of actuality.” But facts
alone do not define documentary films; it’s what the filmmaker
does with those elements—weaving images into a compelling
narrative—that perhaps deepens and questions our understanding
of the truth.
Nanook of the North, the 1922 film classic shown at the Festival
in 1979, is often considered the predecessor of the modern documentary. Robert Flaherty’s silent film shot in northern Quebec
depicts a year in the life of an Inuit and his family. A few of the
sequences were re-created to illustrate a way of life the Inuit no
longer practiced, and some might question whether Flaherty’s
outsider interpretation makes the film less authentic. But if some
documentaries blur the facts, many more teach us about our surroundings and shared history in realistic and straightforward ways.
The Festival often highlights films that focus on novel aspects of
our state. In 1988, then-Mill Valley documentarian Cris Chater
filmed local residents recounting the saga of the Mt. Tamalpais
and Muir Woods Scenic Railway in Steaming Up Tamalpais. She
returned in 1991 with Jewel Keepers, a chronicle of California’s state
park rangers, which included the first female ranger. In 1992, Ishi,
The Last Yahi stimulated a lively discussion between the audience
and filmmakers Jed Riffe and Pamela Roberts about the sole survivor of the Yahi tribe who had wandered down from the wilderness
near Oroville in 1911.

CREATING AWARENESS ▸ Docs have the power to expand
perceptions, create global awareness, and ignite change. With its
long history of social activism, the Bay Area filmmaking community
is especially robust in the fields of politics and the environment.
As confirmation of documentary programming’s dedication to
exploring not an imagined world but the natural one, El Capitan
(1980) documented a three-day trek up the face of Yosemite’s
fabled peak, one of the earliest ascents filmed from close range to
“an eagle’s view of space” by Mill Valley filmmaker Fred Padula.
And exploring hidden worlds through the use of special macroscopic photographic techniques, Microcosmos (1996) dazzled
viewers with the life cycle of a French meadow with music, sound
effects, and just a few words.
28
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The Goldman Environmental Prize, initiated in 1990, is awarded
to grassroots activists making a difference, and local filmmakers
John Antonelli and Will Parrinello (Mill Valley Film Group) travel
around the world profiling the winners. Global Focus VII: The New
Environmentalists showcased in 2010. In 2014, Nancy Kelly and
Kenji Yamamoto’s Rebels with a Cause, which had repeated sold-out
showings, told of a hard-fought campaign to preserve public land
in our own backyard; and Christopher Beaver’s Racing to Zero: In
Pursuit of Zero Waste championed our effort to reduce waste and
curb global warming.
Not only do documentaries reflect the realities of the present,
they offer us perspectives that mainstream media typically ignores.
Las Madres: The Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo was 1985’s contribution by Bay Area filmmakers Susana Muñoz and Lourdes Portillo,
bringing worldwide attention to the dire plight of the Buenos
Aires mothers protesting the 1976–1983 disappearance of their
children. Screened in 2009, The Most Dangerous Man in America:
Daniel Ellsberg and the Pentagon Papers, directed by Judith Ehrlich
and Rick Goldsmith, revealed the dark underbelly of Nixon’s
“imperial presidency.” And reporting on the expansion of corporate
power through the exploitation of the American middle class, in
2011 East Bay filmmakers Donald Goldmacher and Frances Causey
debuted Heist: Who Stole the American Dream?
BANG! The Bert Berns Story, 2016. Bert Berns (left) and Jerry Wexler (right)
wrote The Drifters’ “I Don’t Want to Go On Without You” in 1964.

PLAYING IN THE BAND ▸ Audiences love music documentaries;
with accompanying performances, they are always a highlight.
Many influential Bay Area musicians have been featured in
documentaries, and others have performed live at the Festival.
In 1985, Survivors: The Blues Today featured local performers Nick
Gravenites and John Cipollina. And in 1991, a Tribute to John’s
memory included Jesse Block’s screening of John Cipollina: Electric
Guitarslinger, made specifically for the event. The evening capped
off with a live performance of Quicksilver Messenger Service.
Touted as “king of the American music documentary” by LA
Weekly, Robert Mugge’s films Gather at the River, featuring Peter
Rowan, and Kingdom of Zydeco were screened in 1994.
Documentaries about performing artists spin through each
Festival. Play Like a Lion: The Legacy of Maestro Ali Akbar Khan,
directed by Joshua Mellars, premiered in 2011, exploring the
musical roots of the late founder of the North Indian classical
music school in San Rafael. Coni Beson and Bill Heick’s Circle the
Earth: A Community Dance by Anna Halprin, a documentary of
several 1984 dance performances, celebrated one of the country’s
pioneers (and a local light) of postmodern dance. Conjure Women
by Demetria Royals, a performance-based feature documentary,
world-premiered in 1995. And Pina, Wim Wenders’ 3-D film
shown in 2011, was a tribute to late choreographer Pina Bausch.
ENGAGING THE COMMUNITY ▸ The Festival’s Audience
Awards provide a forum for filmgoers to express their preferences.
In 2006 the award went to Amy Berg’s Deliver Us From Evil, a series
of chilling interviews with Father Oliver O’Grady and the children
he abused in Northern California dioceses over three decades; and
in 2012, the award was presented to Village Music: Last of the Great
Record Stores, featuring owner John Goddard, a Mill Valley native,
and directed by Gillian Grisman.
Motivated by a film’s ability to inspire, Active Cinema was
initiated in 2008 in response to viewers’ questions about what
they could do to make a difference. Active Cinema allows film to
“jump from static to active,” says Festival founder Mark Fishkin.
The inaugural program included a dozen film screenings, inspirational speakers, networking, and even tree planting: in honor of
the environmental subjects of the films Taking Root: The Vision of
Circus Kid, 2016. Directed by Lorenzo Pisoni.

Wangari Maathai and Children of the Amazon, trees were planted in
Mill Valley’s Boyle Park.
		
AN EVOLVING MEDIUM ▸ Documentaries allow movie audiences to more deeply explore issues that interest them. This is
especially important, Fishkin points out, in an age when things
are moving so quickly. In 2017, the California Film Institute, the
umbrella nonprofit that operates out of the Smith Rafael Film
Center, inaugurated DocLands, five days devoted exclusively to
documentaries. A testament to the expanding interest not only of
the critical issues of our time, but to our collective desire to learn
more about our world, it featured 40 films and included premieres
from 11 countries.
From heavy, handheld video cameras to iPhones to drones,
making movies has never been more accessible to so many. Even
the traditional rules of documentary making are being broken:
animation combines with live action, facts mingle with fiction,
and many times more questions are raised than answers provided.
MVFF documentary programmer Kelly Clement cites 2016’s
screening of Keith Maitland’s Tower as “exceptionally powerful
and unique.” With animation, archival footage, and interviews
detailing a 1966 sniper shooting at the University of Texas, it’s also
a prime example of how the art of the documentary has advanced.
So what makes a good documentary? Ask any of the Festival’s
discerning programmers, and if allowed only one word, they’d
all say “storytelling.” In the end it comes back to provocative
stories—those that woo us, enlighten us, even enrage us. As Kelly
Clement notes, “Docs keep getting better and better, even rivaling
feature films in their cinematography and editing.” Perhaps it is
the element of engaging storytelling that helps us to care about
subjects outside our own experience, and moves us to consider
our responsibility in relationship to events in the world at large.
Drawing on a wealth of creativity, social awareness, and technological advances, the Mill Valley Film Festival continues to be
uniquely placed in the vanguard of documentary film.
Linda Moore, a Mill Valley resident for more than 20 years, is a film enthusiast,
freelance copyeditor, and member of a weekly writing group at O’Hanlon Center
for the Arts. This is her first published article.

Still from Gardeners of Eden, 2016, co-directed by Austin Peck and
Anneliese Vandenberg.
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JOE DEFRANCESCO

Joan Saffa, 2015.

JOAN SAFFA

by Rita Abrams

j

PERSEVERANCE

oan Saffa’s Mill Valley home shows no
evidence of the Emmy, Peabody, ASCAP,
and other awards this prolific producer/
director/editor has won during her nearly fivedecadelong, illustrious filmmaking career. What
meets the eye are warmly hued fabrics, family
treasures, and objects from her travels. Her home
is as comfortable and unpretentious as the filmmaker herself. She is sweet-faced, unadorned,
and understated, until she starts talking about
her collaborators and subjects; then sparks
start to fly. It’s soon clear that gratitude, not
pride, is what illumines her view of what she
calls “one of the best jobs you can ever have.”
Generally, films first premiered on television
are not eligible to screen at the Mill Valley Film
Festival. However, the Saffa-produced John
Brown’s Body at San Quentin, a documentary
directed by Joseph De Francesco about a play
mounted at San Quentin Prison, was shown at
the Festival in 2013. Another PBS film produced
by Saffa, World Without Walls: Beryl Markham’s
African Memoir (1986), screened at the San
Francisco Film Festival and at Sundance.
Communication was her birthright. In her
youth, her father, Harold Roth, was an executive
at Simon & Schuster; Marjorie, her mother,
taught kindergarten and ran a location scouting
service for filmmakers. Although Joan majored
in psychology at Cornell University, a 1967
summer job at WNET—then called an “educational television” station—set the course for
her career.
After she graduated and married Bob Saffa,
whose pediatric practice led them to Rochester,
N.Y., Joan wrote, with a covertly liberal bias, a
kids’ series for WXXI. After they moved to the
Bay Area in 1970, she applied to KQED, only
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to be told repeatedly that there were no jobs.
Her perseverance eventually got her hired as
a freelancer, writing and producing shows for
schools and giving her “license to ask people
questions that would otherwise have been
impolite.” At just 22, she was a KQED associate producer, on the cutting edge of media
creativity and free-form experimentation. One
of her first assignments was a series called
Woman Time, conceived by a group of likeminded, liberal women, all under 30.
By her late 20s Joan had three children and
the freelance gig with a vibrant KQED. She produced nationally televised documentaries,
including the bicentennial PBS series on the
Constitution, We the People, featuring Peter
Jennings. Intersecting with her father’s publishing career, she later produced a series of
shows on writers, including Beryl Markham,
Dashiell Hammett, and Ken Kesey. Kesey in
particular fascinated her, and through him she
was thrilled to interview her whole wish list
that included Jerry Garcia, Wavy Gravy, Tom
Wolfe, and other psychedelically inclined
“Magic Bus” riders.
As director of Crossing Borders, the 1989
made-for-TV biography of celebrated Mexican
writer and diplomat Carlos Fuentes, Saffa
accompanied him to Nicaragua during the war
between the Contras and the Sandinistas. “My
dad said he spent all of World War II trying to
stay out of war zones, and now his daughter
was purposely going into them,” she says. The
stars of that film were Jane Fonda and Gregory
Peck. About the challenges of integrating such
heady meetups with her home life, she laughs,
“I’d come home and wash diapers in the toilet.
That kind of grounds you.”
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Saffa credits her husband for his support
of her work and nurturing of their children.
Occasionally, she took the kids on location.
“My son Aaron held the boom mike above the
Dalai Lama, and only wished I had made my
questions longer so he could rest his arm,” she
says. Her kids are grown now, and her daughter
Lauren is a filmmaker in her own right.
From 1990 to 2011, Saffa worked under
the aegis of InCA Productions with longtime
collaborator David Kennard. Keeping Score, a
groundbreaking PBS documentary music series
featuring Michael Tilson Thomas, began airing
in 2004 and continued for nine episodes.
Keeping Score was one of the last in-depth,
highly produced, and well-funded PBS series—
Ken Burns projects excepted—in this era of
what Saffa calls “one-man bands,” productions
that don’t require such elaborate systems.
Every film has given Saffa knowledge,
experience, and some kind of excitement, but
success has demanded toughness and grit. “In
a career this long there’s always a struggle. You
push yourself to the next level, but there’s the
fear of the challenge. Are they gonna find out
I’m just a Mill Valley housewife?”
Highly unlikely. The glowing accolades
from her colleagues are hard to edit down.
Kennard calls Joan “a five star act” as a
production partner and human being. Dr. David
Heiden, whom she accompanied to Burma on
a film project her daughter Lauren is directing,
calls her “a master at finding the best story
out of a mountain of seemingly disconnected
footage.” Distinguished TV journalist Elizabeth
Farnsworth says she’s “not only organized and
methodical, but funny and joyful,” which makes
her documentaries “full of surprises.”
These days, Joan Saffa picks and chooses
her projects carefully. It’s time, she says, to
pass the torch to the new generation of talent.
Still, it’s hard to imagine her ever fully retiring
from a career that has been personally so rewarding, one that has enabled her to touch the
lives of countless people around the world.
Rita Abrams is an Emmy Award-winning composer/
lyricist of stage musicals, including Pride and Prejudice,
for which she won the 2017 SF Bay Area Theatre Critics
Circle Award for Best Original Music. She lives in
Novato. Her last article for REVIEW was “Birth of a
Song” in the 2016 issue.
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Kenji Yamamoto and Nancy Kelly, 2011.

NANCY KELLY &
KENJI YAMAMOTO
by Susan Trott

n

ancy Kelly and Kenji Yamamoto arrive
on bicycles for an interview in Sausalito
and refresh themselves with iced tea and
cherries. Seated at a table together, they tell
their stories, respectful of each other as they
take turns recalling their filmmaking exploits,
laughing a lot. Nancy is small and pretty, her
blue-green eyes full of light, still a down-toearth New Englander from North Adams, Mass.
Although bonded in their work and marriage,
Nancy and Kenji maintain their distinct personalities. There’s a stillness about Nancy, while
Kenji, dark and dramatic, sweeps his arms as
he talks.
Decades ago Nancy, studying public health
at the University of Massachusetts, was asked
along with her friend, Gwendolyn Clancy, to
make a film about the perils of college drinking.
She had never made a film or had an alcoholic
drink, but when she worked on the set (a college
dorm room) containing the student actors,
lights, camera, and sound effects, she felt
excitement. When Gwen left college and went
West to work on a ranch in Modoc, Calif., she
urged Nancy to join her. Gwen had convinced
the rancher there should be a film on the workings of a cattle ranch and already had a grant
proposal out when Nancy arrived. Together,
they made A Cowhand’s Song (1982). Gwen
did the camera work and Nancy produced the
film. “I already knew I would never be as good
as the people I would find for my productions,”
she said.
Meanwhile, Kenji Yamamoto, born following
his family’s internment during the war, grew up
in Concord, Calif., on a small farm. His parents
wanted all their children to be doctors or
lawyers, but Kenji felt he was an artist. Accepted
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at the San Francisco Art Institute, he discovered
he was “not a good artist,” but the school had
started an experimental film department. He
had found his calling.
Nancy and Gwen, taking their film to San
Francisco for editing, heard about Kenji and sent
it to him. “It was the most amazing footage I’d
ever seen,” he said. “Here were filmmakers who
had embedded themselves on a cattle ranch
for three years with a unique filming technique,
point of view, and subject matter.” But he knew
it needed editing, audio, and producing. It
needed meeting Nancy Kelly, falling in love with
her, marrying her, and becoming filmmaking
partners for life, “fusing their visions together.”
After A Cowhand’s Song came Cowgirls
(1986), Downside Up (2002), Smitten (2005),
Trust: Second Acts in Young Lives (2010), and
Rebels with a Cause (2012). Four of these documentaries had their world premieres at the
Mill Valley Film Festival.
There are boundaries to their teamwork.
Nancy does not consult with Kenji before
launching a new idea. It is he who edits and
produces, and who strongly feels that a film
“must communicate to the heart, not the head,
that a film shouldn’t be full of information but
rather should create poetry with images and
emotion.” Currently they are working on Digital
Dreamers, about Silicon Valley start-ups.
In the 1980s while living in Mill Valley,
Nancy read a novel that inspired her, Thousand
Pieces of Gold by Ruthanne Lum McCunn. Kenji,
suspending other projects, wanted to join in and
support her in the adventure of a first feature
film. He found that raising money for a dramatic
feature was far more difficult than funding a
documentary (more risk involved), and they had

to find the right writer to adapt the novel to a
screenplay, someone who understood their
vision to present a powerful immigration story
as well as a story about a woman empowered
—new themes in the ’80s and ’90s. The film
tells the story of a tough, spirited Chinese girl
sold by her father and brought to America to
be a prostitute in a gold rush town, who refuses
to be so used and is subsequently won away to
freedom in a poker game. The writer they chose
turned out to be a friend, Anne Makepeace.
Nancy directed and Kenji protected both the
script and the director during the filming.
“People on a narrative film shoot, as opposed
to a documentary, are numerous, and they all
want to weigh in with their own ideas. I wanted
to defend our vision. We would listen to ideas
but not be swayed,” he said.
Nancy and Kenji are grateful to the Festival
for heralding and validating their work. After
Thousand Pieces of Gold premiered at the San
Francisco Film Festival in 1991, it showed in Mill
Valley, and to the filmmakers’ delight, sold out
two screenings, the first to do so in MVFF history. In 2012, their Rebels with a Cause, a story
of local environmental activists who, through
extraordinary efforts, engendered an astonishing system of 14 national seashores, had its
world premiere in Mill Valley and won the
Audience Favorite Award for Best Documentary.
In the early ’90s, Nancy and Kenji were
asked to serve on the Festival’s Screening
Committee, and have done so ever since. They
are given 20 films apiece to watch, write synopses on, give an opinion, and rate on a chart.
Nancy is excited when she finds a film “nicely
produced and acted, with thematic intention,”
but such films are not so easy to find. “I don’t
want to demean other artists and craftsmen,”
Kenji said, “but in these days of cheap cameras
and fast lenses, a filmmaker can come up with
impressive camera work but neglect story,
writing, directing, or keen observation of
human beings. Many of the films I preview are
boring, amateurish, unoriginal, and derivative.”
Kelly-Yamamoto films explore the transformative power of nature, love, and art. “Time
and again they produce a fascinating portrait of
people and events that form some significant
aspect of California’s story,” says Mill Valley
writer Eve Pell. “Their artistry entertains viewers,
brings the past and present to life, and deepens
our understanding of the world we live in.”
Susan Trott is the author of 15 novels, many of which
have been optioned by Hollywood. Her last article for
REVIEW was “Designing Clothes” in the 2013 issue.
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Mill Valley Movie Palace:
THE STORY OF THE

SEQUOIA
THEATER

O

BY LISSA MCKEE

n the evening of February 21, 1929, downtown Mill
Valley sparkled with the glamorous opening of its
new movie palace, the Sequoia Theater at 25 Throckmorton
Avenue. Automobile traffic had to be directed by special police
force. The “talkies”—and every subsequent cinema innovation—
were coming to town! Imagine the local residents’ excitement
over the prospect of a new theater in downtown Mill Valley that
would show the latest films by directors such as Cecil B. DeMille
and Alfred Hitchcock and feature the stars of the era, including
William Powell, John Barrymore, and Greta Garbo. The Sequoia
Theater was not the first motion picture theater in Mill Valley. A
smaller venue, the Hub, built in 1915 at 142 Throckmorton, was
the first major structure in Mill Valley dedicated to motion pictures, but it was specifically for silent films.
The Sequoia’s owner, Max Blumenfeld, had built four other
theaters since 1915 in San Francisco and Marin County. Born in
Kurylowka, a small town in Poland, Blumenfeld started in the
entertainment business by using his waiter’s salary from the Palace
Hotel in San Francisco to rent auditoriums showcasing opera.
Following this, he opened his first Nickelodeon. The Blumenfeld
theater chain soon included the Orpheus Theater in San Rafael
(1920), the Tamalpais Theater in San Anselmo (1925), and the El
Camino Theater in San Rafael (1928). This was the era of the great
movie palaces.
Blumenfeld worked with brothers Merritt and James Reid,
two of San Francisco’s most prominent architects, to design the
Sequoia. The Reid brothers had come west in 1886 from Indiana
to design the Hotel del Coronado in San Diego. Besides many

LEFT: Max Blumenfeld, owner of a chain of movie houses including the
Sequoia Theater, which opened in 1929. An immigrant from Poland, he built
a prosperous business in the Bay Area. Courtesy Carol Blumenfeld Sachal.
TOP: Before the Sequoia, The Hub at 142 Throckmorton Avenue showed

silent films. It was Mill Valley’s first movie theater. It became Oddfellows
Hall, where early Film Festival screenings took place. After extensive
renovation, the building again opened as 142 Throckmorton Theatre.
Courtesy Lucretia Little History Room, Mill Valley Public Library.
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original chandeliers from the
Sequoia Theater, circa 1929.

LISSA MCKEE

LEFT: Two

RIGHT: Brothers James (top) and Merritt

Reid, San Francisco architects, designed the
Sequoia Theater. The Architect and Engineer
of California Pacific Coast States. Volume 23,
No. 1, November 1910.

prominent commercial and religious structures, the brothers
designed over two dozen theaters in the San Francisco Bay Area,
including the New Sequoia in Redwood City, New Mission Theater
in San Francisco, Grand Lake in Oakland, and Oaks Theater in
Berkeley (also owned by Blumenfeld).
The Sequoia’s design was a classic fusion of the exotic elements
typical of the art deco style. The building’s vertical appearance,
with its tall decorative façade, distinguished it from the other
downtown commercial buildings, and provided a dramatic focus,
even among structures uphill. Utilizing the adaptable medium of
concrete, which was inspiring architects at the time, the Reids
enhanced the façade with a series of arched recesses and incised
pilasters, and then completed it with a decorative tower surrounded
by an ornamental balustrade in the Moorish revival architectural
style. The metal and glass paneled marquee projecting over the
sidewalk was crowned by a curved metal element decorated with
finials. The Sequoia Theater, adjacent to a grocery store, a laundry,
and a tire shop, was the most glamorous building on upper
Throckmorton Avenue.

To increase residents’ interest in the
new movie house under construction,
Blumenfeld, who was a skilled publicist,
sponsored a naming contest for the new
theater, which was won by a local schoolboy, Ralph Kliewe.
The Sequoia cost over $100,000 to
construct, in addition to $25,000 for its
plush furnishings that included large, hanging petal-like chandeliers of metal grillwork in a repeating lotus motif. The auditorium
seated 1,200 patrons. Mill Valley was home to only 4,000 residents
at the time, so Blumenfeld was clearly anticipating drawing customers from beyond the city limits. This coincided with the vibrant
economy (just prior to the crash of 1929) and the burgeoning
automobile era.
Movie houses of this era were opulent electric spectacles in
the style of art deco, Asian, or Middle Eastern architecture. The
performance halls—the scale of grand opera houses—were lit by
glass or crystal chandeliers; the seats were plush and upholstered;
the stairs were carpeted; and the stages were framed with velvet
curtains. In this way, ordinary citizens of small towns could be
entertained just like the wealthy.
The theater under construction, 1929, as seen
from the intersection of Throckmorton and
Corte Madera avenues. Courtesy Lucretia Little
History Room, Mill Valley Public Library.
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The Sequoia’s opening coincided with the dramatic popularity
of talkies, enabled by recent advances in the technology of synchronized sound. Blumenfeld theaters possessed the wiring, projection,
and acoustical equipment for the new medium. The first screenings
at the Sequoia were silent films, but once the sound system was
in, the talkies arrived. In May 1929, Sequoia audiences thrilled to
Warner Bros.’ second all-talkie picture, the “shivery, shrieky
mystery” The Terror. The Hub couldn’t compete and closed before
the end of the year.

A Center for the Community The stage was the scene of a
variety of performances. A Wurlitzer organ provided music before
the shows and during the silent movies. Male and female ushers,
dressed in smart maroon uniforms, used flashlights to guide
patrons to their seats. The shows included a short reel or cartoons
before the feature film. Ten cents purchased a ticket for children,
30 cents for adults. Forty cents was the cost of loge seating. The
Saturday matinee was even less expensive: five cents for 12 years
of age and under, 10 cents for others.
Despite the Great Depression, nearly 200 feature films were
produced in the United States in 1931, and movie houses were
central to community life. Programs at the Sequoia changed as
often as three times a week, typically including a double feature,
cartoon, and newsreel.
Local children often attended matinees without their parents.
Musicians, comedians, and other stage attractions performed
between movies. Children celebrating a birthday would be called
up on stage; prizes were awarded and “Happy Birthday” was sung,
accompanied by a pianist on stage. Every Saturday at 1:00 p.m.
the theater ran a “Cartoon Carnival” of “5 Big Cartoons” plus the

Superman serial and the regular show. One resident remembered
that all the kids sat in main floor seats, while the loge was reserved
for adults and smokers. There were cartoons and science fiction
films, horror stories like The Tingler, and comedies featuring the
Three Stooges. On Saturdays, the Sequoia was the place to be. And
Sundays were special, too: advertisements in the 1930s promoted
“The Parade of Talent, 8 Big Acts of Variety Entertainment” every
Sunday at 7:40 p.m.
Sometime in the 1930s, the theater’s marquee was remodeled
in the Streamline Moderne style and similar changes were implemented throughout the Blumenfeld theater chain. Still, most of
the exterior of the Sequoia remained unaltered.
As the only film theater in a small town before the era of
television, the Sequoia provided an entertainment center for the
community. Ask almost any citizen who spent their childhood in
Mill Valley; they remember the cartoons, newsreels, travelogues,
carny psychics, beauty contests, amateur nights with cash prizes,
bingo nights, the Marin Light Opera Company on stage, and
serials such as Flash Gordon. Radio stars were featured at an
annual show in 1934, sponsored by the Sausalito–Mill Valley Post
of the American Legion. Through the years of WWII and into the
1950s, Hollywood actors publicized their films with in-person
appearances. Shows were promoted by handing out free dinner
plates and other attractions. The Sequoia was the annual venue
for Tamalpais High School’s rally for the Big Game: “more spirit,
more fun, more noise.”
Even before the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the
Sequoia management ran the government’s preparedness programs. To a considerable degree the war in Europe was personal.
Max had returned there in 1935 to try to convince family to leave.

Children’s matinee at the Sequoia Theater, 1953.
Courtesy Anne T. Kent California Room, Marin
County Free Library. Vic Reyna Collection.
Newspaper ad for the first talkie shown at the
Sequoia. Mill Valley Record, May 17, 1929. The movie
was the first all-talkie sound-on-film feature, as
opposed to the Vitaphone sound-on-disc system.
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Only one brother heeded his warning. The others perished. The
Blumenfeld company reduced admission rates for servicemen
and sponsored Red Cross drives. Seventeen theaters, including
the Sequoia, became issuing agents for war bond drives, totaling
sales of nearly seven million dollars. Newspapers from the period
publicized near-weekly fundraising events at the Sequoia, and
this accelerated during the war.

Changes in the Industry The Blumenfeld Company, run by
Max’s sons Joseph, Abe, Nathan, and Jack after their father’s death,
continued to have leverage in obtaining first-run films in Marin
County well into the 1950s. In that era, business relationships
with the distributors were personal. Most maintained offices in
San Francisco, where they could meet with the theater owners,
assuring them of first-run Columbia and Universal films.
The Blumenfelds eventually owned some 60 theaters. When
the 1948 antitrust Paramount Case by the U.S. Supreme Court
compelled studios to sell their theaters, the Blumenfelds rejected
the opportunity to purchase the United Artists theater circuit and
expand their local chain nationally. The family story is that Joseph
Blumenfeld’s wife discouraged her husband from expanding the
theater chain, telling him that “we hardly see you enough as it is!”
After the war, falling attendance and advances in television
technology prompted the development of theaters with more than
one screen. As a result, many existing theaters were remodeled as
duplexes. Another strategy to address declining revenue was the
focus on fewer but larger-budget projects, the blockbuster feature
film. Increased pressure was placed on the theater chains as film
production, distribution, and exhibition costs rose.
As a result, the Sequoia was remodeled as a 650-seat duplex in

The Sequoia Theater on
Opening Night of the 2001
Mill Valley Film Festival.
Courtesy California Film
Institute.

1975 to house two projection screens, allowing two feature films
to be shown at the same time. The projection technology was
upgraded to the “platter system,” in which individual 20-minute
reels of film were spliced together as one large reel, which eliminated the older two-projector carbon arc equipment.
The economics of movie exhibition meant that most of the
profit for theater chains came from refreshment sales. A small
concession stand was extended out into the center of the lobby.

A Modern Makeover In 1999, the Sequoia Theater underwent a

$750,000 remodel. The ticket booth was relocated from the central
area and integrated into the north wall of the entrance. The marquee was remodeled as a 22-foot-long illuminated sign framed by
bronze-colored cast metal, decorated with a central cartouche,
flanked on the ends with neoclassical column details, and capped
with gilded finials in a style sympathetic to its original design.
The auditorium had already been severely altered when the
theater was twinned, losing the chandeliers, wall sconces, and
other early furnishings, but now it offered an upgraded sound
system and high-backed loge-style retractable seats with cupholders. New draperies were hung and a new Dolby and DTS sound
system was installed. Finally, the concession stand was relocated
to the left side of the lobby and a wheelchair lift was installed to
enable access to the auditorium. More recent improvements
weren’t cosmetic but necessary: the metal lathe and plaster ceiling
that partially collapsed in 2004 had to be repaired.
These investments were undoubtedly done in consideration
of the theater’s relationship with the Mill Valley Film Festival. The
Sequoia first became involved in 1978 as the site of two Festival
midnight showings. It was subsequently used for films suited to
the platter projection system.
As the Blumenfeld circuit lost the first-run advantage because
of developments in distribution arrangements and the business
passed from the older generation, it leased many of its showhouses
to Pacific Theaters. This led to an opportunity for the purchase of
the theater by the Friends of CFI-Sequoia Theater LLC in 2008 and
plans to make it the Festival’s central performance hall.
The Sequoia is one of the cornerstones of Mill Valley, and under
the ownership and management of CFI, the theater will remain
part of the Mill Valley cultural fabric for generations to come.
In many ways, the town’s character and the Sequoia are
inextricably linked. Mill Valleyans love to attend events in their
hometown. Forty thousand people attended Festival screenings
in 2009 at the Sequoia, which once again hosts appearances by
movie stars, as it did in earlier days.
The noncompetitive atmosphere of the Mill Valley Film Festival
is a good fit for the relaxed, small-town quality that local residents
consider quintessential Mill Valley. The Sequoia is a rare survivor
of the golden age of movie palaces, holding a place of honor since
it first opened in 1929. As the focus of the Mill Valley Film Festival,
the theater continues to illuminate the innovation and creativity
of cinema.

Historian Lissa McKee is a fifth generation Californian. She first became familiar
with the Sequoia Theater when her late father-in-law Jerry Montizambert was the
manager there. A showman in his own right, Jerry shared with her tales of movie
stars and classic cinema. Lissa is grateful to Carol Blumenfeld Sachal and other
members of the Blumenfeld family for stories and photographs.
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Tiffany Shlain on the set of her original
series The Future Starts Here, 2014.

TIFFANY SHLAIN
by Megan Vered

a

STORYTELLER

vitally curious blonde woman in a straw
hat—lips and nails painted claret red—
huddles with her crew, brainstorming
about an upcoming film project. Meet Tiffany
Shlain, a one-of-a-kind story builder.
Born in 1970, this Mill Valley native dreamed
about doing something big and bold in the
world. After attending Tam Valley Elementary
School, Mill Valley Middle School, and Redwood
High, she earned a BA in interdisciplinary
studies at UC Berkeley, moving on to study
business and film production. In addition to
founding the Webby Awards, she has made
documentaries, which often come with a
discussion kit, and has delivered a series of
engaging TED talks. Her stories are personal,
urgently positive, and weighted with love,
taking the documentary genre to a new level.
A one-woman call to action, Shlain uses her
medium to build interconnection.
In her inspiring 2017 short about gender
equality, 50/50, she pieces together the history
of women in power. By tracing the rise of
successful women, referred to as “unicorns,”
she “takes a story of scarcity and turns it into
abundance.” Using photomontage, video clips,
quotes, and personal anecdotes, she questions
patriarchy, feminism, and human rights, exploring what it will take to achieve true gender
equality. Described by others as having a “yes
bubble” around her, the theme of abundance
pervades her films, whether about gender
equality, being Jewish, the science of character,
or the history of the Barbie doll. In an email
exchange, Tiffany wrote, “I think anything is
possible…you can will something into existence.
Once you say yes, along with a lot of hard
work, a great team of people, and engaging
your community, magic will follow.”
36

She enjoys the roles of director, co-writer,
co-editor, and co-producer, and often appears
in and narrates her films. She loves the collaborative nature of the medium and has worked
with the same team for many years. Among
her 80-plus awards and distinctions, she was
honored in 2001 by Newsweek as one of the
“Women Shaping the 21st Century,” and she
appears on NPR’s list of “Best Commencement
Speeches, Ever.” The U.S. State Department
selected her films Connected, Brain Power, The
Science of Character, and The Adaptable Mind
as part of the American Film Showcase, to
promote international dialogue and understanding. She was sent to embassies around
the world to represent America as an artist,
filmmaker, and thought leader.
Tiffany, who describes herself as a cultural
Jew, feels a deep connection to her roots. She
and her husband, Ken Goldberg (a robotics
professor at UC Berkeley, artist, and frequent
collaborator), both have family members who
died in the Holocaust. She has explored Jewish
identity, ideas, and cultural connections in her
films The Tribe (2005), which she co-wrote
with Ken, The Making of a Mensch (2015), and
Connected (2011).
She finds traveling for work inspiring, yet
always returns to Mill Valley. “I love it here. It’s
my home, my foundation, an incredible place to
grow up, raise children, and live a meaningful
life.” She credits the Mill Valley of her childhood
for being her muse: “In the ’70s it was fertile
soil for creativity and alternative thinking, from
Old Brown’s Store on Miller Avenue with the
smell of the candle shop below, creaky floors,
and funky shops, to walks on Mt. Tam, Stinson
Beach, and reading at the Mill Valley Public
Library.”

october 201 7 mvh s r evi ew s p ec i a l i s s ue

As a child she went to the Sequoia Theater
every Sunday with her father, who loved the
movies. Over Chinese food at Jennie Low’s and
ice cream at Baskin-Robbins, a discussion of
the movie led to a broader discourse about the
meaning of life. After her parents’ divorce—
“we were one of the first families they tried
joint custody on…let’s just say it was a trying
experience”—this weekly event became a
sacred ritual. “Our discussions of values, morals,
relationships, and consequences inspired me
to make films that ignite global conversations
like Character Day and 50/50 Day.”
When talking about her late father, Leonard
Shlain, a surgeon and visionary author who
taught her that brains are designed to see
connections, she says, “He taught me to think
differently, think big, and that the most important thing is family. Even with all of his accomplishments, he would say, ‘if you peel back the
layers I am, at the core, a father.’ I feel that, too,
as a mother.” Her mother, Carol Lewis Jaffe, who
wrote her Ph.D. thesis about the importance of
mentors and mothers on successful women,
taught her that life is “all about process.” “I
think about that often,” Shlain said, “even when
you are working towards a goal, enjoy the
process all the way through.”
Today, Tiffany Shlain rediscovers old
haunts and conjures up new ones with Ken and
daughters Odessa and Blooma. She is pleased
that “they are being shaped by the same
excellent public schools that shaped me.” She
and her family have created their own weekly
ritual since the death of her father in 2009:
“Technology Shabbat.” Every Saturday for 24
hours they unplug all devices, allowing themselves space to unwind and reboot. “We are
on our eighth year of doing it and it has been
life changing. It gives me balance and perspective to take on what I do the other days.” Her
Emmy-nominated AOL Original film series, The
Future Starts Here, explores this weekly ritual,
as well as modern motherhood, tech etiquette,
the creative process, robots, and new thinking
on thinking. This original series was given a
special preview screening at the Mill Valley
Film Festival in 2014.
When asked to compress her message into
one sentence, Shlain advises, “Be present, be
grateful, work on making yourself and your
world around you better and do things that
have never been done before.”

DENISE MALONE

A SELECTED KATHLEEN QUINLAN FILMOGRAPHY
American Graffiti (1973)
Lifeguard (1976)
I Never Promised You a Rose Garden (1977)
The Promise (1979)
The Runner Stumbles (1979)
Independence Day (1983)
Twilight Zone: The Movie (1983)
Children of the Night (1985)
Man Outside (1986)
Wild Thing (1987)
The Doors (1991)
Apollo 13 (1995)
Perfect Alibi (1995)
In the Lake of the Woods (1996)
Breakdown (1997)
A Civil Action (1998)
Breach (2007)

KATHLEEN QUINLAN

by Megan Vered

i

t was 1972, her very first cattle call. Kathy
Quinlan, age 17, and her Tamalpais High
School theater buddies were auditioning for
the dance scene in a new film, American Graffiti.
Spotting her seated on the floor at the end of
the hallway, nose in a book, casting director
Fred Roos brought her into a room with fellow
associate Geno Havens, producer Francis Ford
Coppola, and director George Lucas, and asked
her to read some casting pages. Soon after,
they called her new agent, Ann Brebner, and
summoned her back from a babysitting job on
Catalina Island to play the part of Peg opposite
young Ronny Howard’s Steve. “It was like the
circus came to town,” Quinlan recalls, “all these
movie stars!” Being on the set was sheer excitement, but she wasn’t overwhelmed. She had
assembled a solid tool box as a young actor at
Tam under Dan Caldwell: self-discipline, getting
regular sleep, warming up her vocal chords,
and learning to pay close attention to people’s
psychology and the inflections in their voices.
After Tam, where she played “interesting
cameos,” never lead roles, came College of
Marin, where she starred opposite Robin
Williams in Fiddler on the Roof. While she loved
being in productions, it never occurred to her
that she could make a living as an actor. At
the time she was pursuing an associate of arts
degree in recreation.
When asked about her connection to Mill
Valley, Kathleen uses the words nurturing,
enveloping, and living. She has fond memories of
special trees and walking in the rain in Old Mill
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Park. In 1993, she and her husband, designer
Bruce Abbott, were married in Muir Woods,
their young sons in attendance.
Kathleen came to Mill Valley with her
parents, Robert and Josephine Quinlan, when
she was 12. “Ironically, my father moved to get
me out of Hollywood.” Her mother worked at
the Presidio as a computer programmer for the
weaponries division; her father was the program
manager at KTLA. A self-described gawky teen,
she had trouble in school due to an undiagnosed
learning disability, and her home life was not a
happy one. She took refuge at the Mill Valley
Public Library and in the theater classroom.
“Dan Caldwell was the first person who gave
me permission to experience and express my
feelings,” she says.
In 1973 American Graffiti opened in theaters,
running at the Sequoia for three months. That
summer Geno Havens invited Quinlan to meet
producer Joyce Selznick, who asked if she was
interested in working in Hollywood. “Let me go
home and think about it,” Quinlan answered.
With no job prospects and a need to escape
the turmoil at home, she left for Hollywood,
deciding she would move back if she didn’t find
work within a year. “I was excited for the adventure and don’t remember worrying about
being able to work as an actor. Youthful naïveté
has a definite function,” she says. She asked
her mother for $500 to join the Screen Actors
Guild, sure she would refuse. To her surprise,
her mother gave her the money.
Within three months, Quinlan was guest

starring in television shows. The day before
her year was up, she was offered the role of
Wendy in Lifeguard, followed by perhaps the
most challenging role of her career: Deborah,
a young woman with schizophrenia, in I Never
Promised You a Rose Garden (1977). Her performance won high praise, but, Quinlan reflected
recently, “The ability I have to manipulate my
inner being to live in someone else’s reality
takes a toll, especially when it’s painful.”
She became aware of the importance of
not being defined by acting. An avid surfer, her
love of the ocean remained a constant touchstone. She remembers being in the water off
Catalina Island and thinking, “This is who I am,
acting is what I do.” She went on to perform over
a hundred TV roles, including three years as
the lead in Family Law, two professional theater
engagements, and 43 films. She received the
New York Theatre World Award/Newcomer of
the Year Award, a Golden Globe nomination, a
SAG Ensemble Award, and most recently, an
Academy Award nomination for her role as
Marilyn Lovell in Apollo 13 (1995), directed by
her old friend Ron Howard. She was honored
with a 2007 Milley Award for Creative
Achievement, a moving tribute presented by
the City of Mill Valley.
Quinlan gives credit to her mother, an outspoken Texan, for teaching her not to take guff
from anyone; she once walked out of the office
of a producer who was using racially offensive
language. Her father instilled in her the quest
for adventure, teaching her to fish, scuba dive,
and shoot by the time she was 10. She admired
Nadia Comaneci as an athlete and Katharine
Hepburn for her work ethic and vitality. She
wrote the actress a fan letter, hoping she would
go see Rose Garden. Hepburn replied, “I shall
try.” Kathleen still has the letter.
Today, she continues to act, mostly in independent films. “Older women are not considered a bankable commodity in Hollywood,” she
says. “Women my age have more opportunity
for meaningful roles in independent films and
theater.” Artistic expression and intellectual
understanding have been far more important
to her than fame, premieres, and red carpets.
“I love that you can create a living sculpture
and tell a story. I never liked the self-promotion
part. I’m basically a private person by nature.”
Kathleen Quinlan has harnessed the majesty
of the redwoods, the power of the Pacific Ocean,
and an uncanny ability to live inside someone
else’s skin, and woven them into a celebrated
career about which she says simply, “I have
been able to do what I love and live a full life.”
Megan Vered, MFA, is a writer living in San Rafael who
specializes in personal essay. She spent last summer
living aboard a sailboat in Haines, Alaska, working on
her memoir at the Haines Public Library.
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MANY WORKING AS

ONE:

A RECENT HISTORY OF TAM DRAMA
Only a small community that celebrates and cultivates the artistic impulse could host both an internationally revered film festival and a legendary high school theater program whose grads consistently go
on to work at the highest levels in television, film, theater, and new media. Each October we marvel at
the cinematic genius that is highlighted at the Mill Valley Film Festival. But if you head further down
Miller Avenue you’ll find a hidden gem at Tamalpais High School.
For generations, the school’s theater program has fostered the building blocks and collaborative
skills young artists need in order to go out into the greater artistic arena. Berkeley Repertory Theatre
co-founder Michael Leibert; Berkeley Shakespeare Festival co-founder Mikel Clifford;
BY B E N C L E AV EL A N D
radio and TV actress Eve Arden; Ensemble Theatre Company founder Dan Caldwell;
performer Tupac Shakur; and Beth Behrs from CBS’s 2 Broke Girls are just a few of the
diverse artists who began their careers as students at Tam High. As MVFF director of programming
Zoë Elton said recently, “Talents created this place, and this is a place where talents are nurtured and
taken out into the world.”

What sets Tamalpais High School drama apart is the visionary
educational philosophy that teachers Dan Caldwell and Michelle
Swanson shared. Rejecting the way theater traditionally had been
taught, with drama programs built around a few “star” students,
they devised a program wherein students, teachers, and professional guest artists collaborate on every aspect of theater-making
and storytelling. In 1977, the same year MVFF was planning for its
1978 inaugural program, Caldwell and Swanson created Ensemble
Theatre Company (ETC), which in turn became today’s Conservatory Theatre Ensemble.
DAN CALDWELL’S VISION What started in 1962 as the vision of
a single passionate teacher with one drama class and 15 students
has evolved into a vibrant, nationally recognized theater company.
Today, 300 students, three teachers, and a dozen professional
visiting artists collaborate on all facets of theater training and
production. Housed in the Daniel Caldwell Performing Arts
Center, dedicated in 2006 to honor Dan’s 37 years of teaching,
Tam Drama may be the busiest high school drama program in the
United States, presenting eight main stage plays performed over
55 evenings per year. Dan died in 2015, but was able to direct and
lead acting workshops for five years after his retirement in the
beautiful new theater that bears his name.
Dan Caldwell’s first Tam High drama class in 1962 was founded
on a basic principle: the students would form an ensemble that
would work together to create a play. There would be no auditions.
Everyone would have a chance to perform, sometimes in a principal role and sometimes in a supporting role. “I asked them to
raise their hand if they thought they were talented actors,” Dan
recalled in a letter shared at his retirement celebration. “Nobody
did. I said...that was okay because I didn’t really believe in talent
anyway. I believed in hard work.”
Together, the students learned how to build the set, hang the
lights, design sound, publish publicity, manage the concessions,
and run the box office. They spent the first quarter of the school
year playing theater games, practicing voice and physical warmups, improvising, researching the play, learning acting history and
theory, and, as Dan said, “discovering the actor’s art and craft.” By
the end of the quarter, they had formed an ensemble and were
ready to go into rehearsal.
Britt Block, a student of Dan’s from the mid-’70s who co-directs
Ensemble Production Company (EPiC) at Redwood High, remembers
that for her the appeal of the program was the environment Dan
created. “I immediately felt treated as a full person, not a kid, not
less than an adult. There was no patronizing, and you had as much
responsibility as you wanted. I realized I can do all this and people
will judge me on what I do. Dan’s vision was that students could
and should do everything—that students should run the school.”
Dan believed transformational learning and discovery occurred
when students were encouraged “to make as many mistakes as
you can as fast as you can.” Block says this allowed them “to have
OPPOSITE: Tam Drama students in Beowulf, 2016, adapted and directed by
Julianna Rees. Surrounding Megan Bartschat, are (clockwise from far left)
Carmela Davis, Katie Halstead, Benjamin Spendov, Lily Ignon, Alex Bires,
Christina Graham, Emerson Bualat. Photo by CTE student Sam Novick.
Photos courtesy Conservatory Theatre Ensemble, Tamalpais High School.

a true experience, and be absolutely present, relaxed, and open
about who they were.”
Seth Barrish, a working actor (Veep, Don’t Think Twice), director,
acting coach, and co-founder of the Barrow Group, an ensembleoriented theater in New York City, has helped launch the careers of
numerous actors, including Anne Hathaway. In his book An Actor’s
Companion, he acknowledges Caldwell’s influence. He recalled
recently, “I ran into a fellow Tam Drama classmate at a reunion
event at Juilliard who pointed out that we both came through
the ‘crucible of ensemble.’ It’s an apt description. Dan’s approach
created an environment where everyone had each other’s back. In
the middle of adolescence, that charged time of life when people
naturally turn their attention [inward] as they come into the world,
Dan taught us to turn our attention outward. We eagerly learned
to check in with our peers—observing them, working in support
of them, taking them in. Paying attention to the group pulled me
away from so many of my teenage narcissistic tendencies and
paved the way for greater compassion and awareness. He also provided us with the best of teachers, including occasional workshops
and lectures with well-known, successful performing artists.”

Dan Caldwell, circa 1978.

Michelle Swanson with students, circa 1978.
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students to collaborate with established theater artists like Robert
Woodruff, Romulus Linney, and Chris Hardman. Under the new
nonprofit program, guest artist playwrights drawn from the
festival developed daring topical plays with students that focused
on the AIDS crisis, race relations, the environment, nuclear waste,
corporate greed, and disability rights. When the Mill Valley Film
Festival began in 1978, a number of Tam High students, largely
from the drama program, were its earliest volunteers.
Michelle Swanson worked from 1976 to 1985 as a professional
guest artist at Tam, after which she became the founding teacher
of Redwood High’s ETC program (later, EPiC). She later founded
the Drake High Communications Academy.

A WORTHY COLLABORATOR In 1975, a dynamic force arrived in
the person of Michelle Swanson, a theater director with a love of
new plays and playwrights. Her first glimpse of the Tam students’
work was a production of Our Town. Magic happened between the
text, the room, and the actors, she recalled.
“I was literally disoriented when I left the production. To see
the actors with no ego, such pure impulses and clarity, was transformative, and it transformed me. By the time I got home, I was
convinced I wanted to be a part of this, and I asked Dan if I could
play.” Dan invited Swanson to pitch a project to guest direct; she
proposed Paul Foster’s Tom Paine, and the two struck a deal.
Rather than see herself as an instructor of acting, Swanson considered herself a collaborator; two people working together with
different skill sets were stronger than one. Caldwell had everything
in place to support the actors. “His technical command of teaching
the actor’s craft was astonishing, especially the relationship of voice
and the body,” Swanson says. “His understanding of script analysis
was extraordinary. How lucky to have someone at the heart of the
company who believed in training the students’ instruments.”
Swanson, for her part, could contribute her skills as a director and
with a special strength in organization, she could formalize procedures to create a structured working company. Their collaboration
gave rise to a student-run and -operated repertory theater.

EXPANSION As he neared retirement, Dan Caldwell felt it was
critical that whoever took over the program must have an ensemble
philosophy and an understanding of conservatory training. Susan
Brashear, a professional actor who received her BFA from DePaul
University and studied at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art,
joined him in 1995. After his retirement in 1999, I teamed up with
Susan. We set forth expanding the scope of the program, while
making it even more student-run. Inspired by the ensemble

THE CREATION OF ETC With the passage of California’s Proposition 13 in 1978, the department faced budget cuts that threatened
to imperil the guest artist program. Around this time, the San
Francisco Foundation was looking for model educational programs
to support and was impressed with Tam Drama. Encouraged,
Caldwell and Swanson incorporated the program as Ensemble
Theatre Company of Marin, a nonprofit that would provide the
funding and organization for a student theater company. They
became co-artistic and executive directors.
That shared arrangement provided a real-life model for students in the art of collaboration. Swanson established the logistics
of a management system, support staff, and detailed production
systems. She brought in established playwrights and designers to
create fully realized new plays with students. It was not unusual
to have someone like the late actor and playwright Sam Shepard
(then residing in Homestead Valley) in class, sharing artistic advice
with students while finishing off a salami sandwich.
ETC played host to the nationally recognized Bay Area Playwrights Festival over many summers, creating opportunities for

CTE production of Much Ado About Nothing. Emily Anderson is tended to
by (from left) Malia Lam, Dani Bruckman, Story Vreeland, and Avery Stray.
Center, above: Margo Cardamone.
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SAM NOVICK

SAM NOVICK

Caldwell was a busy working actor in Los Angeles and San
Francisco before and during his teaching career. His widow, actor
Karlene Crockett (Tam Class of 1976), believes that the program’s
depth and variety of influences came from her husband’s willingness to welcome so many talented, working theater and film
artists to collaborate with the student community.
His faith in his students extended to allowing them to borrow
the school theater keys (stamped “Do Not Duplicate”). One year, a
particularly gifted tech student successfully copied the master key
in metal shop class for his personal access, much to Dan’s delight.
This precious key, a symbol of student ownership, was passed on
from student to student over generations.

Michael Brinkman, Gus Stout, and Wyn Evans in Jean Cocteau’s one-act
surrealist play, Eiffel Tower Wedding Party.

philosophy, ETC transitioned to the Conservatory Theatre Ensemble
(CTE), which combines an ambitious conservatory-style training
program with a producing theater.
When the Daniel Caldwell Performing Arts Center was completed in 2006, Heather Basarab, an award winning–professional
lighting designer and production manager, came on board, first as
a guest artist, and then as a teacher and co-director of the program.
She believed that with comprehensive instruction, CTE’s design,
production, and technical programs could be run like those of a
professional theater.
Key grant support from the nonprofit Tam High Foundation
makes this program a reality. Every play now features sets, lights,
costumes, props, and sound, fully designed and executed by students. This is a totally unique feature in a high school program,
and carries forth Dan’s ensemble philosophy of “many working as
one.” Another cornerstone of the current program is the honors
theater directing course, where older students direct and write
plays for younger students in two one-act festivals presented over
25 evenings in the winter and spring.
REACHING MORE STUDENTS Tam Drama is a non-audition
company, and there is a role for every student who signs up.
Rather than believing in a star system, CTE invests in hard work,
clarity of intention, preparation, a positive attitude, investment,
and ownership—the elements that make up talent.
Alumna and current CTE guest director Amy Stock (Class of
1988) remembers experiencing Dan’s philosophy in action: “You
were given a role based on what you needed to work on, maybe
risk-taking or humility. You might be cast as a rock, but you would
need to know what the rock was thinking. What was the role of
the rock in the process? Dan was on you like white on rice if you
did not answer those character and creative questions. It was a
revolutionary idea in theater that everyone has a role to play.”

Historically, Tam Drama attracted artistically minded creative
risk-takers, but currently, every kind of student is drawn to it,
because the goal was never to create just actors. CTE takes as much
pride in the five recent alumni working as doctors at University of
California, San Francisco, as it does in alumni currently producing
films or acting in London or on Broadway. The belief remains that
the secret to student success is an inclusive ensemble environment
where strengths are celebrated and challenges are embraced and
supported.
David Smith, the lead teacher at Drake High Drama, was a
student of Dan Caldwell’s and a longtime guest artist and assistant
teacher at Tam. A central tenet of ensemble theater making, Smith
notes, is willingness to take risks onstage, to accept offers from
other actors, to “say yes to everything theatrically.” He sees creative risk-taking as the pressing need of the current generation,
who are encouraged to reduce things to likes and dislikes.
It is CTE’s credo that creating theater is the most natural of
human impulses and activities. All students may flourish if supported with training, opportunity, and a safe learning community
in which to explore the craft of theater making. The work develops resilience, follow-through, collaboration, leadership, and a
disciplined mind. By focusing on process over product, students
gain the ability to make informed artistic choices and truly own
their creativity. Dan’s recipe for success still holds true:
Take what is difficult and make it easy.
Take what is easy and make it habit.
Take what is habit and make it beautiful.
Take what is beautiful and make it art.
Ben Cleaveland is co-director of CTE and a fourth generation Mill Valley resident.
His professional acting work includes lead roles at American Conservatory Theater
and Shakespeare Festival Los Angeles. Awards include The Milley Award and the
Marin County Golden Bell Award for Innovative Curriculum.

Daniel Caldwell Performing
Arts Center, Tamalpais High
School, 2006.
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To our contributors, we can’t
do it without you. Your forward
thinking, vision, and incredible
generosity make it possible to
fulfill our mission and move
forward.
To our volunteers, you are the
first face of the Festival and are
always so welcoming.

(L to R) Amy Adams, Christopher Smith, Jeannie Smith, Emma Stone.

Saul Zaentz.

TOMMY LAU

As we celebrate the 40th Mill
Valley Film Festival, I’m cognizant
that there are thousands of
helping hands that have been
integral to our success. When
I say “our,” I mean all of you:

TOMMY LAU

An Appreciation

Agneta Ulfsäter-Troell and Barbro Osher.

Jennifer MacCready and Glenn Close.

Dr. John and Andree Jansheski.

Jon and Linda Gruber.
TOMMY LAU

(L to R) Jonathan Parker, Joel Sklar, Ken Broad.
TOMMY LAU

To four decades of our Festival
staff who have worked tirelessly
to support our mission, mindful
that the MVFF serves the
filmmakers and our community
above all else.

TOMMY LAU

To our boards of directors and
influencers who have given
guidance through the years, your
advice and wisdom have provided
insights that we might never have
had otherwise.

To the artists, innovators,
filmmakers, and industry
professionals who are so
incredibly generous with their
time and talents.
To the literally millions of patrons,
members, and friends who have
attended the Mill Valley Film
Festival.

Tom McCarthy.

Dyana Reck and Greg Morgan.

Henry Timnick.

Bruce Katz.

Thank you for
40 incredible years!

Mark Fishkin,
California Film Institute Founder/
Executive Director and
Festival Director

Photos courtesy California Film
Institute and John Casado.
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Drusie and Jim Davis.

Peter and Catherine Flaxman.

(L to R) Magda Wesslund, Michael Schwartz, Susan Schwartz, Eric Schwartz. John Casado.
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Susan and Richard Idell.

Peggy Haas with Sir Ian McKellen.

CELEBRATE FILM
24 FRAMES PER SECOND | 365 DAYS A YEAR

THE CALIFORNIA FILM INSTITUTE CELEBRATES FILM YEAR-ROUND AT THE NONPROFIT
CHRISTOPHER B. SMITH RAFAEL FILM CENTER, THROUGH CFI EDUCATION PROGRAMS,
THE DOCLANDS DOCUMENTARY FILM FESTIVAL, AND THE MILL VALLEY FILM FESTIVAL.
WE THANK YOU FOR YOUR SUPPORT THROUGHOUT THE YEARS.

CAL IF OR NI A FI LM I NS T I T U T E
SMITH RAFAEL FILM CENTER | CFI EDUCATION | DOCLANDS | MILL VALLEY FILM FESTIVAL
The California Film Institute is a 501(c)3 nonprofit organization.

Please join us in preserving and celebrating
our local Mill Valley history!
FIND OUT MORE AT WWW.MVHISTORY.ORG

Original photo of Locust Bakery in 1960 by Philip J. Planert. Courtesy Lucretia Little History Room, Mill Valley Public Library.

