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BY KATHERINE DEDYNA
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A mainstream flick, a mega-bag of
popcorn, row seating and reminders to
keep it quiet. Sounds like a typical night
at the movies.

But 5,000 or so Victorians have been
doing it differently for the last four years.

In keeping with their conversational
bent and social conscience, they’ve turned
out for documentary films with drinks,
dinner and discussion.

Called Open Cinema, it has been hap-
pening — mostly at Hermann’s Jazz Club
— as a way to combine community-build-
ing, films you might not see anywhere
else and some serious enjoyment.

Patrons donate a suggested $10 at the
door (just doubled from $5) and order off
the menu. They discuss the show with the
friends or strangers at their table. Experts
are on hand to put the film in a local con-
text. Anyone can talk. They might even
take action as a result.

Open Cinema is the  brainchild of
Mandy Leith, a high-energy film fanatic
bedecked in silver jewelry and blue jeans.

She has yet to find anything quite like
Open Cinema in her travels.

A transplant from the U.K. who ended
up in Victoria in 1989, she’s a believer in
the potential of film to motivate people
to make the world a better place. So the
former editor at the BBC and the National
Film Board of Canada founded Open Cin-
ema to bring film and face-time together.

“I have lived, breathed and slept film,”
says Leith, who also teaches at the Vic-
toria Motion Picture School.

This is her baby. She isn’t paid much
— this year’s budget for the non-profit

organization is only $20,000. But she’s
fervent about hunting down and screen-
ing films that can make a difference. She
has just been nominated for a Leo Award
(celebrating excellence in  B.C. film and
TV) for Breaking Ranks, a film she edited
last year about U.S. military members
seeking refuge in Canada.

These aren’t films that have been retro-
fitted to what the mainstream money
wants them to project, says Leith, 44. It’s
an outlet for passionate ideas people call-
ing the shots.

And there’s an enthusiastic local mar-
ket. “We frequently sell out,” she says.

Sherry Lepage, one of the chairs of the
Victoria Independent Film Producers’
Association, knows a labour of love when
she sees one.

“I think Mandy is doing a really spec-
tacular job and it’s such an innovative and
visionary thing to do,” she says. She
appreciates the variety of films — from
war poetry to water security. (Her own
work, From Baghdad to Peace Country,
also made the grade.)

You can’t get further apart than A
Rustling of Leaves, about the Philippine
revolution, and Fix, tackling drug use on
Vancouver’s downtown East Side.

Open Cinema launched with The
Friendship Village, a film about a Viet-
nam vet who returned to support a com-
munity for children injured by Agent
Orange. Tonight it finishes for the sum-

mer with Homeland — a take on the
struggle by Native Americans against
environmental degradation.

Some of the biggest hits have been
Webcam Girls, about gals using the Inter-
net to express themselves, and Star
Dreams about crop circles.

Films about food, such as Slow Food
Revolution, pack the house. And it’s a
house that Hermann’s donates to the
cause.

Having food and drink is important in
bringing community together at Open
Cinema. “It nourishes us while we receive
challenging information — when we talk
about problems,” says Leith.

The evenings aren’t escapism, but
they’re not a grim force-feed of bad news,
either.

The atmosphere is “very convivial” —
sort of like a cinema salon, says Dr. Mary-
Wynne Ashford, past-president of Inter-
national Physicians for the Prevention of
Nuclear War, who has attended several
times as a speaker or to take in the com-
pelling film experiences. 

“I think it’s an amazing service she’s
providing.”

The conversations and debates are as
crucial as the films for Karen Hurley, a
University of Victoria doctoral student.
She has attended most of the screenings
and has seen community-building in
action.

Once she stood up and asked if any-

one wanted to help out with Haliburton
Community Organic Farm, and found a
new board member.

Alex Randell, 36, has been showing
up since 2005. At first he just dug really
good films. Then he saw The Fires That
Burn, which followed a nun who taught
meditation in prison. It moved him to seek
training at Shambhala Meditation Centre
with a view to doing the same thing
around here.

Open Cinema is “great and it’s not
heavy,” says Randell, a web developer
who now volunteers as the non-profit’s
webmaster.

The films do more than just identify a
problem. Leith manages to bring together
local people to try to address it — usu-
ally in conjunction with other community
themes at the time, such as Earth Week.

And it’s a way to meet people.
“Cute guys go there,” she says.
There’s also some cross-generational

pollination — bringing together 20-some-
things and 40-somethings.

But Open Cinema — just beginning
its summer hiatus — is at a crossroads.

Leith can’t continue donating much
more time than she’s getting paid for. 

Local government grants have ranged
from $5,000 to $30,000, depending on
the year.

Van City Credit Union has been “an
incredible supporter” — donating $16,000
over the years, she adds. 

“We need to find financial support in
one way or other — it’s a transitional
moment,” says Leith. “We really need to
develop our entrepreneurial edge in order
to turn this not only into something that
can be sustained in Victoria but can spawn
other initiatives elsewhere.’’

The appeal of Open Cinema encom-
passes what John Grierson, the founder
of the National Film Board of Canada,
had it mind, Lepage says.

It’s a way to reach beyond the malaise
of spiritual weariness and, as Grierson is
cited saying in this summer’s POV mag-
azine, “wake the heart and the will.”

BY ADRIAN CHAMBERLAIN
Times Colonist staff

Tonight, a singer-songwriter of
Doukhobor descent will be scouted by
Elton John’s management at a Victoria
high school.

Vancouver’s Shawn Hlookoff (pro-
nounced Ha-loo-koff) is a 22-year-old
slated to perform with his pop band at
Spectrum Community School tonight and
tomorrow. The pair of benefit concerts
support Stand for Peace, an international
aid group run by students and teachers at
Spectrum.

Hlookoff and his manager, John Gra-
ham — a former talent agent for the S.L
Feldman agency — say representatives
from an American company managing
Elton John and James Blunt will attend
the shows. 

“They’re gonna come to Spectrum to
check it out,” said Hlookoff, who in Feb-
ruary flew to New York to play for some

of the same industry bigwigs. “It does
feel like there’s something around the
corner.”

To date Hlookoff’s greatest claim to
fame is his song, Soldier, a tribute to sol-
diers fighting overseas. The ballad, tak-
ing a non-judgmental, humanitarian
approach to the situation of soldiers, was
distributed to every Canadian school last
Remembrance Day. The tune has been
downloaded for free more than 40,000
times and has been played in 3,000
schools — significant success for any
independent artist.

The lyrics to Soldier include such lines
as: “I got a family that loves me/They
respect what I do.” The song doesn’t
specifically support any war effort, and
Hlookoff says he’s anti-war. This isn’t
surprising, as the pianist/singer was raised
by Doukhobor parents in South Slocan.
The Doukhobors, a Christian sect that
immigrated to Canada from Russia, are
traditionally pacifists. 

Hlookoff admits the song originally
raised eyebrows, although his neighbour-
hood does support him.

“There were a few Doukhobors back
home who saw [the title] Soldier. They
didn’t hear it, they didn’t listen to it. Right
away they thought, ‘It’s a war song. One
of our own is using war as a way to get
out there,’ ” said Hlookoff.

“Someone left a comment saying,
‘You forgot about your Doukhobor her-

itage, you should be ashamed of your-
self.’ That really hurt the most.”

Hlookoff recently donated the video
for Soldier, filmed at Spectrum school,
to American audiences to use in conjunc-
tion with U.S. Memorial Day on May 28.
So far, 125,000 copies have been down-
loaded.

Aside from music, he possesses tal-
ent in another, more arcane area.
Hlookoff holds a Guinness world record
for balancing on a Swiss exercise ball. In
2003, he stood on a ball for three hours,
16 minutes and six seconds. A video sam-
ple of the achievement later aired on The
Ellen Degeneres Show.

In introducing the segment, Degeneres
clowned with the pronunciation of
Hlookoff’s name, deliberately mangling
it. He once considered changing it to
something more ordinary for show biz
reasons, such as Shawn Jones. But
Hlookoff decided that would be disre-
spectful to his family and his roots.

He recalls, with pride, visiting South
Slocan after news of Soldier rated men-
tion in a Vancouver newspaper and on a
national TV network. An 84-year-old
Doukhobor neighbour had phoned his
family to express admiration for the
young singer-songwriter.

“She called my grandma. She said, ‘I
want to meet Shawn for lunch. I’m so
proud of him.’ That made me feel a lot
better.”

Movies that get people talking

JUST THE FACTS
Average Open Cinema audience: 100

plus 
Number of films screened: 51
Number of patrons: About 5,000
Take at the door since 2003: $19,000
This year’s budget: $20,000, of which

$11,000 comes from grants
Last year’s budget: $30,000
Wish list: A venue where the projector

could stay put during the week; values-
based business sponsors, printers and ship-
pers.

For more information: call 385-3003,
visit www.opencinema.ca  or e-mail
opencinema@shaw.ca

PREVIEW
Who: Shawn Hlookoff

When: Tonight and Wednesday at 7 p.m.
Where: Spectrum Community School

(Spectrum Theatre) 
Tickets: $10 from Spectrum or Lyle’s

Place (or tel. 479-8271)

Shawn Hlookoff is attracting attention of people with influence in the music
industry. Darren Stone/Times Colonist

He’s the universal folkie
and he’s singing for peace
His song, Soldier, is attracting attention from pacifists and talent scouts

PREVIEW

What: Screening of Homeland: Four Portraits
of Native Action

When: Tonight at 7
(doors open at 5:30 p.m.)

Where: Hermann’s Jazz Club 
Admission: Donation of $10 requested

Expert panelists: Andrew George, a heredi-
tary chief from the Wet’suwet’en and his con-
cerns about coal-bed methane development
in Smithers; lawyer Will Horter of the Dog-

wood Initiative; and Dolores Borten, founder
of Reach for Unbleached.

Mandy Leith, founder of Open Cinema, a non-profit society that uses film as a tool for community engagement. Bruce Stotesbury/Times Colonist

Film screenings and
talks led by various
experts in their fields
inspire many Open
Cinema aficionados
to take action in their
own communities
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