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If Edward Feighan had won the Cleveland
mayoral election instead of Dennis Kucinich in
1977, the Cleveland International Film Festival
might not be having its 25th anniversary next
week. That's not the only thing that would have
been different about Cleveland, of course. We
would have missed those heady days of the
city’s default and the recall election, for a cou-
ple of things. But if Feighan had won, and gone
on to be elected mayor, the film festival might
well have been a one-year event, a blip on the
cultural history of Cleveland.

That's because Jonathan Forman, who start-
ed the festival in 1977, went to work for
Feighan as a campaign press secretary after
the first festival was finished. The siren song
of politics was calling him, and he thinks he
probably would have responded.

“When Edward lost, it was a deeply disturb-
ing moment in my life,” Forman said. “I fanta-
sized about being the press secretary for the
city of Cleveland. How cool could that be?
After he lost the campaign, 1 said, ‘Let’'s do a
second film festival."”

Forman will be one of the 25 honorees
Thursday at the opening night gala of the
Cleveland International Film Festival, a cele-
bration of 25 years of being one of the only
arts organizations in Cleveland to reach that
ripe old age without ever going into the red.
(Feighan, who went on to win a seat in the U.S.
House of Representatives, is not one of the
honorees, though he probably should be, just
for having the grace to lose and allow Forman
to go on to many more years of running the
festival.)

In the years since Forman almost abandoned
it for City Hall, the festival has changed dra-
matically, and grown even more dramatically.

Jon Forman’s baby turns 25
Cleveland International Film Festival

was born with an election defeat as midwife
and moves into adulthood with new leaders

It's now part of the Cleveland Film Seciety, which was created in 1991 and
has an annual budget of just under $1 million and a full-time staff of six.
The film society does much more than the film festival; its education and
filmmaker-support programs keep the offices on W. 25th St. busy late into
the night year-round. But the festival is its largest event. It now runs 11
days, and last year drew an audience of 36,400.

That's a huge leap from what it was when Forman started the festival. He
was 22 years old, and not long out of Case Western Reserve University,
where he spent most of his time and energy running the CWRU Film
Society at Strosacker Auditorium. This was in the era before VCRs and the
Cedar Lee Theatre (which Forman now owns), and Strosacker was one of
the few places in Cleveland showing foreign, classic and art films. It was
huge, back then, with sell-out houses almost every weekend.

Forman loved running the CWRU Film Society. He loved it so much, in
fact, that when he graduated and his time at Strosacker was over, he kept his
keys to the place. “It was such a part of my life that I couldn’t give it up,” he
said.
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What happened in 1977,
when the CIFF began:
M President Jimmy Carter g;antéd pardons

almost all American draft e\raders of rhe
Vietnam War era. ;

Debra Winger, Leonard Maltin (1991).

Maestro, a little retrospective music, if you please

avid Wittkowsky, executive direc-
D tor of the Cleveland Film Society,
faced something of a Sophie's
choice this year when he had to pick the
films to represent the past 24 years of
* Cleveland International Film
stival. His task was to choose ‘2 films
from a list of 1,169 to show as a 25th
anniversary celebration this year
s that were particu-
t, or had been popular, or
some way,”
At the same time, |
ying to find a balance of films that
represented different countries, differ-
ent styles and different years.”

Once he had selected 12, he was
faced with a bit of detective work
Tracking down a good, usable print of a
15- or 20-year-old foreign film is not
exactly a trip to Blockbuster. Two of his
selections turned out to be unavailable

Wittkowsky said
was

“The Tin Drum,” the 1979 Volker
Schlondorff adaptation of the Gunter
Grass novel, no longer had a U.S. dis-
tributor.

If that one was disappointing, though,
coming up empty on John Sayles' first
film, “The Return of the Secaueus 7
shown at the festival in 1981, was heart-
breaking

“I really wanted to include it for
three reasons,” Wittkowsky said. “It's a
terrific film, which may or may not still
hold up; it's sort of a watershed film for
American independent filmmaking, and
John Sayles has been in our film festival
and to our film festival more than once,
with ‘Lianna’ and ‘Eight Men Out."

Still, Wittkowsky did track down the
other films he wanted. They are:

M “The Mystery of Kaspar Hauser,”
directed by Werner Herzog, from the
First CIFF in 1977

M “Diva," directed by Jean-Jacques
Annuad, from the Sixth CIFF in 1982
M “Stranger Than Paradise,” directed
by Jim Jarmusch, from the Ninth CIFF
in 1985

I “Lamb,” directed by Colin Gregg,
from the 11th CIFF in 1987

W “Longtime Companion,” directed by
Norman Rene, from the 14th CIFF in
1990

W “Baraka,” directed by Ron Fricke,
from the 17th CIFF in 1993

I “Bad Boy Bubby,” directed by Rolf de

Heer, from the 19th CIFF in 1995
B “Love Letter,” directed by Shunji
Iwai, from the 21st CIFF in 1997
B “Character,” directed by Mike van
Diem, from the 22nd CIFF in 1998
B Silver Anniversary Shorts, a selection
of short films from over the years.
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eight nights on ABC.
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Corbin Bernsen, left, unidentified man, center, and
Wesley Snipes (“Major League,” 1989).
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John Sayles (“Lianna,” 1983). Protest of “Hail Mary.” (1986),




