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 1 
Hellion 

     In Hellion, Jacob (Josh Wiggins) lives in Texas with his brother Wes (Deke Garner) and 

father Hollis (Aaron Paul). After his mother has passed away and his father has resorted to 

drinking his problems away, Jacob feels forced into a position that he does not want to be in: to 

act as a parent toward his brother. His acts of rebellion and his father’s absence at times result in 

Wes being moved to his aunt Pam’s (Juliette Lewis) house, and tension is constant between all 

four family members. Eventually, after running from the law for the last time, Jacob comes to a 

point of surrender and finally takes responsibility for his actions, giving himself up to the police. 

     The characters in Hellion are all well developed—Jacob has a motive for his actions, and his 

character arc, after realizing how far his anger can go when he shoots his friend, comes full circle 

and is rightfully satisfying. His need to take responsibility is established from the beginning, and 

the audience grows closer to him as he resists this from his father and struggles to become 

independent. To me, the characters and performances are the strongest parts of the film. In 

addition, to add to the internal struggle of the characters, the sound editing creates stark contrasts 

between sound and silence. The scenes with Jacob and his friends are often startlingly loud, but 

in the moments where the noise disappears, the viewer solely focuses on the characters, 

specifically Jacob, as he contemplates the consequences of his actions. 

     I found that the least engaging aspect of the film was its visual style. Although the 

camerawork is often very close to the characters and helps draw the viewer in to the intensity, it 

is almost always handheld, which makes for a distracting experience. There seem to be no 

contrasts in the color palette or visual style in general, and it detracts from the audience’s ability 

to fully identify with the characters. However, the characters are still strong on their own, and 

Hellion is effective in its theme of taking responsibility by showing harsh consequences for 

actions, a powerful motivation for Jacob to finally make his character change to be a better 

brother and son. 



 2 
Little Hope Was Arson 

     This Slamdance documentary tells the story of Daniel McAllister and Jason Bourque, two 

young men in East Texas convicted of burning down ten local churches. The story opens 

retelling the stories of the arsons happening, from the perspective of some of the churches’ 

pastors and members, and as the interviewees recount how Daniel and Jason were accused, the 

perspective shifts to the young men’s families, sharing their stories, eventually leading to their 

arrest and conviction to life in prison. 

     With the religious subject matter, it was no doubt very difficult to tell the complete story of 

the incidents without putting bias or judgment on either side. I did not believe that the film did 

that, and this is why it excels. Each person’s response feels honest and, while coming from their 

different points of view, manages to feel objective because each side is heard equally. Even the 

churchgoers interviewed have differing opinions that are told honestly and justly, as one couple 

interviewed is asked about forgiving Daniel and Jason: the husband says he could, and the wife 

is more reluctant. The film does not shy away from this, and it is more powerful because of it. 

     I did not feel that there were too many aspects of the film to call negative. The 

cinematography seems at times very straightforward and simply lets the interviewees share their 

stories, and while it is not exactly visually engaging, it helps the film to be a simply objective 

documentary, without subtly implying a stronger side. What slightly bothered me was the fact 

that as the film unfolded, it became less about the attacked churches and more about the 

arsonists, and while this is not a bad thing, it was to me somewhat misleading. However, the end 

result is still a very objective story that leaves the viewers room to think for themselves, right 

down to the ambiguous quote from Buenaventura Durutii: “The only church that illuminates is a 

burning church.” No matter if a viewer is a believer or not, he or she has the ability to make up 

their own mind about these ideas and the film in general, which benefits the documentary as a 

work that does not persuade about Christianity one way or the other but merely presents it. 



 3 
Alive Inside: A Story of Music and Memory 

     Over the course of a few years, filmmaker Michael Rossato-Bennett follows social worker 

Dan Cohen to nursing homes around the country to try an experiment: give iPods to patients with 

Alzheimer’s or dementia and play music that they remember from their past. The effects can be 

different between patients, but the result is the same: there is a positive reaction, as these men 

and women start singing along, getting up and dancing, and reflecting on their lives. The 

documentary not only creates personal moments as these patients respond to the music, but it 

also makes a case for how this method can be extremely effective. 

     As someone who has dealt with a family member’s diagnosis of Alzheimer’s disease, I admit 

that this documentary automatically became more personal for me, and I was certainly not alone 

in this as several others at the screening responded to it. The story focuses intimately on the 

people in it, not only Cohen but also individual patients as they interact openly and the camera 

takes it all in. There seems to be a vulnerability created between the patients and the filmmakers, 

and it makes the documentary all the more engaging. 

     On the other hand, however, the film still has times of slight weakness, mostly in the technical 

aspects. The camerawork is not always high quality, and there are times when I was taken out of 

the story because I remembered that this was a small documentary. In addition, the structure of 

the film as a whole seemed a little strange to me, as within the first few minutes we are suddenly 

thrust into the concept that Cohen brings iPods to these patients—perhaps a little more build-up 

to this idea would have made the first moment of a person listening to the music and coming 

alive even more powerful. However, the film is so intimate with these people that those negative 

aspects can be put to the wayside. The viewer gets to know these characters so well that the 

moments of music are inspiring and touching. The fact that many viewers may have personal 

experience with family members with Alzheimer’s may make the film even more relatable, and 

because the viewer can identify with those in the film, Alive Inside triumphs. 



 4 
The Better Angels 

     Abraham Lincoln’s childhood is recounted by his cousin in The Better Angels, a black-and-

white narrative film directed by A.J. Edwards, a frequent collaborator with Terrence Malick. 

Young Lincoln (Braydon Denney) goes through life in his family’s cabin with his father (Jason 

Clarke) and mother (Brit Marling), experiencing his mother’s death, the re-marriage of his father 

to another woman (Diane Kruger), and becoming one of the best students in school, influencing 

his teacher (Wes Bentley) to begin tutoring him. 

     My first reaction to this film is to label it “Terrence Malick Junior”. The visual style, jump-

cutting, and quiet soundtrack in The Better Angels are extremely reminiscent of Malick’s 

techniques used recently in The Tree of Life and To the Wonder. In a way, this may be the film’s 

biggest weakness: Edwards is not just referencing Malick; he is almost mimicking him note for 

note, rather than creating a form of storytelling separated from that. 

     Does that make The Better Angels a bad film? No, in my opinion. In fact, I think these 

techniques help the story. The jump-cutting may remind the viewer of Malick’s work a little too 

much, but it is effective in telling the story through the cousin’s perspective, as if it is told 

through “stream-of-consciousness”. The cinematography takes in the beauty of this childhood 

home and even the nostalgia it perhaps represents to a modern audience, and the fact that it is 

black-and-white not only helps the film feel like a period piece, but it also makes the viewer 

concentrate less on the visuals and more on the characters. And though these are strong, 

motivated characters, the name “Abe Lincoln”, or many other names for that matter, are never 

spoken clearly in the film. Abe could very well be any other boy in that time period. And yet, the 

film opens and closes with explicit references to President Lincoln. To me, this is a statement 

that Abe Lincoln was a child just like everyone else. This is a powerful statement, and it just may 

put The Better Angels in the same breath as Spielberg’s Lincoln, Ford’s Young Mr. Lincoln, and 

more great biopics of President Lincoln. 



 5 
Land Ho! 

     Shot partially in Kentucky and mostly in Iceland, two divorced, retired elderly ex-brothers-in-

law named Mitch (Earl Lynn Nelson) and Colin (Paul Eenhoorn) decide, on Mitch’s insistence, 

to travel to Iceland for a vacation. Trying to make themselves feel younger, they drink, smoke, 

converse with young people, hang out in a bar, drive through unknown territory, and walk 

around a field at night with only glow sticks to light their way, among other things. Eventually, 

Colin, who has been dealing with his second divorce, re-discovers love in a young woman 

named Nadine (Alice Olivia Clarke). 

     Written specifically for its two lead actors and using a combination of scripted dialogue and 

improvisation, Land Ho is a funny and witty piece, with well-rounded characters each with their 

own desires and pasts. Nelson in particular, who has had little experience acting, steals the show 

as a womanizing, joint-smoking drinker who keeps encouraging Colin to enjoy life despite his 

pain. And Eenhoorn’s performance, though much more reserved than Nelson’s, is a strong 

portrayal of a man facing regrets and trying to redeem himself before he dies. 

     The biggest problem I had with the film, however, has to do with Nelson’s character. 

Beginning the film, Mitch encourages Colin to smoke a joint, find a woman, and live a little. His 

dialogue got many laughs from the audience and from me, but (and I can’t speak for every 

viewer) I laughed sometimes at the absurdity of the advice that Mitch was giving Colin. He may 

be telling Colin to enjoy life to the fullest, but he says nothing of the possible consequences of 

sleeping around, smoking and drinking, and all of those actions. By the time the film ends, it 

seemed less to me that Colin became a better man and more that Mitch converted him to his 

potentially consequential side. But even though the movie didn’t end as satisfying as I would 

have liked, I still enjoyed watching these characters interact because they are extremely natural 

and extremely engaging, and the performances and their delivery of dialogue are, in my opinion, 

what makes Land Ho one of the funniest movies this year at Sundance. 



 6 
Calvary 

     One morning as he hears a man’s confession, Irish priest Father James (Brendan Gleeson) is 

told he will be killed in a week to avenge for the wrongdoings of the confessor’s abusive former 

priest. In the week that follows, he converses with his daughter (Kelly Reilly), a butcher (Chris 

O’Dowd) who is mistreating his cheating wife (Orla O’Rourke), an atheistic doctor (Aidan 

Gillen), and others in his church who have become cynical about faith. In the end, James has to 

choose whether to leave his home church altogether or stay there and confront what is about to 

happen, and the decision he makes will ultimately determine his fate. 

     In the style of European filmmakers like Robert Bresson or Ingmar Bergman, writer/director 

John Michael McDonagh has created a powerful tale of the modern role of religion, crises of 

faith, and, ultimately, the choice we must make in the end to extend grace and forgiveness to 

others. The screenplay, through each person James meets with and each line of dialogue spoken, 

fully expresses an appropriate cynicism that most of these characters have towards the church—

and, at one point, James’ own bitterness. At the film’s end, as some characters have experienced 

regret or redemption in some sense and others have not, the ambiguity allows the audience to 

walk away and make up their own mind about these hard issues. 

     The one aspect of the film that bothered me was the amount of humor which sometimes 

created too much of a distraction from the more intense content. If this film was marketed as a 

black comedy, I suppose I would not be as distracted because I would be expecting it, but 

without this knowledge before watching the film, it personally caught me off-guard. However, in 

the end, Calvary is still extremely moving. McDonagh has expressed his desire, with so many 

films and stories about “bad”, abusive priests, to finally make a film about a “good priest”. And 

even so, Father James himself experiences a crisis of faith just like all the other characters. 

Because of this, his character is not only authoritative, but he also becomes easier for the 

audience to identify with, as he struggles with his own sin. Calvary is a better film because of it. 



 7 
Ida 

     Ida is set in post-World War Two Poland, where a young woman (Agata Trezbuchowska) 

who was raised in a convent is about to take her vows as a nun. One day, however, she meets her 

last living relative, her aunt (Agata Kulesza), and, along with that, a deep secret within her 

family: her family is Jewish, and her parents were killed and buried somewhere during the war. 

As the two women attempt to uncover the mystery behind Ida’s parent’s disappearance, they 

both come to terms with religion and whether or not, with all the turmoil and debauchery in front 

of them, it is worth following through with. 

     Upon first viewing Ida, I was not sure what to make of it or even to call it a good movie. At 

first glance, it seems to be mimicking the style of filmmakers like Michael Haneke, setting the 

static camera in front of the characters and simply letting them exist. And while this turns out to 

be very beautiful, it still seemed to me to be used in Ida solely for the purpose of making the film 

more visually interesting, as if the film was about “style over substance”, focusing more on the 

cinematography and less on the characters. 

     After some reflection, however, I realized the film’s little details that add up to create a 

powerful result. The camerawork, aside from the final handheld shot, is always static, often 

putting the characters in the corners of the frame, expressing their isolation. And within the 

frame, both Ida and her aunt experience a lot of internal conflict between the sacred and the 

secular. The story, to me, is really about the crisis of faith that many experienced after World 

War Two, and the transition to a post-modern society. And neither woman, in the end, is satisfied 

with her life. Aunt Wanda, living a seemingly godless lifestyle, ends up jumping out her window 

to her death. Even Ida, after taking her vows, breaks them by going into town, sleeping with a 

man, and then walks out of town to an uncertain future. And all the viewer can do is watch. 

There is ultimately no resolution for anyone, and it makes Ida another of the great films at 

Sundance this year about the yearning for true religion and a satisfying life. 



 8 
Cesar’s Last Fast 

     In 1988, Cesar Chavez started a water-only fast in protest of the dangerous use of pesticides 

forced upon farm workers. The hunger strike lasted thirty-six days, and it got worldwide 

attention as an act of nonviolent protest. Cesar’s Last Fast intercuts the progression of the fast 

and Chavez’s increasing weakness with the history behind Chavez’s acts of protest that were 

prominent throughout his life. His friends, family, and co-workers are interviewed, telling more 

about his life and his legacy. 

     As someone who was not completely aware of Cesar Chavez and his work, I thought that 

Cesar’s Last Fast was incredibly informative about that time in history, and it effectively uses a 

large amount of archival footage to better portray that era, the farms where those workers were 

exposed to the dangerous pesticides, and Chavez’s effort to solve the problem. The documentary 

gives an accurate and sometimes brutal portrayal of that time in history and how important the 

work of Cesar Chavez was. 

     That being said, the documentary often felt a little impersonal. Chavez is often seen in 

interviews and archival footage giving speeches or addressing the workers, but it was hard for 

me to connect with him emotionally. The story seemed to chronicle his work more than him as a 

person, and although it makes for an informative story about history, it still seems unfocused in 

terms of its portrayal of Cesar Chavez himself. Maybe this is partially because I hoped for a deep 

character study when I began watching the film and did not feel satisfied, but even so, I feel that 

the film could have done more to go into Chavez’s personal life and perhaps even his personal 

reasons for going on strike. Regardless, this is still a very informative documentary that paints a 

detailed picture of that time in American history. I even feel that it would be a great resource to 

use in schools and other places for teaching because of its depiction of history. However, it still 

felt that there was too little of Cesar and too much of everything else, which keeps me from truly 

loving the documentary.  



 9 
Son of God 

     Adapted from the History Channel miniseries “The Bible”, Son of God focuses almost 

exclusively on the life of Jesus Christ. Told from the perspective of the Apostle John on the 

island Patmos, the film establishes not only the presence of Jesus, “the Word”, in creation and 

the Old Testament stories, but the ministry of Jesus as he calls out his disciples, heals the sick, 

raises Lazarus from the dead, and so much more before his arrest, crucifixion, and resurrection.  

     I have never seen “The Bible” and so I was not sure what to expect upon watching Son of 

God, but I can safely say that there were enough instances in the film that moved me so that I can 

call it a good movie—or, at least, a good film about Jesus. An interesting angle that the film 

takes is the further exploration of the Pharisees feeling threatened by Jesus’ ministry, and in a 

very powerful scene, the scene of Jesus praying in Gethsemane is cross-cut with the Pharisees 

praying to God for guidance before they arrest Jesus. I feel like few films would take this 

approach, and I think that it not only makes for a stronger conflict in the film, but it also portrays 

a more complex picture of the Pharisees and even Christ. 

     There were, however, a few moments in the film that were close to feeling “over-the-top”. 

The Hans Zimmer score especially, though beautiful, seems sometimes to sensationalize and 

overdramatize some of the events in Jesus’ life—His walking on water, for instance, which is an 

incredible scene but is on the verge of making the event a spectacle. In addition, there are a few 

moments where the film’s low budget begins to show, with some overexposed shots and 

computer-generated wide shots of Jerusalem and the temple. But even though these technical 

aspects are noticeable, I do not feel that overall they detract from the story. The kindness of 

Jesus, along with his struggle to avoid being recognized as a king on earth, is still intimately 

portrayed, and it makes Son of God a refreshing film about Jesus Christ. I hope that upon the 

film’s worldwide release, non-Christian and Christian viewers alike will be impacted by the film 

as I believe they will be. 



 10 
The Overnighters 

     North Dakota has recently been booming with people coming in to work in the oil fields, but 

many men are lacking a place to stay. Pastor Jay Reiche attempts to find a solution in The 

Overnighters, where he houses some of these men in his Lutheran church. Tensions within the 

congregation have already arisen out of this, but this documentary chronicles the further conflict 

when sex offenders are discovered among the men, and Reiche has to make a decision to 

continue his work, kick out the men staying in the church, or resign from his position. 

     To me, there seems to be a growing pattern with the films I have seen at the Sundance Film 

Festival about religious leaders having crises of faith. The Overnighters is no exception: the film 

never shies away from Reiche’s fears and struggles, and it even seems to portray the uncertainty 

within his own family. There are fewer interviews in this documentary and more long takes 

following Reiche’s conversations with the overnighters, the churchgoers, and his family—

particularly his wife, which makes for an extremely powerful ending. 

     In respect for Reiche’s privacy and the privacy of the overnighters, director Jesse Moss hides 

some of the more explicit details about the men’s pasts and often only leaves clues as to what 

they have done. On one hand, this makes the film a little less coherent—at least, it does for those 

who want to know everything. But on the other hand, it not only makes the film more intimate as 

it lets the men have their personal space during their trials, but it also adds to the ambiguity of 

the film overall. Like many of the other films at Sundance this year dealing with religion, it 

never gives clear answers on how religious leaders should conduct themselves; rather, it leaves 

those decisions to the viewers, and I am certain that they will certainly make those decisions 

because I heard all of them doing so after the screening. The film poses questions about what 

happens when those in authority lead on their own without consulting others. Reiche seems to 

find himself in that position, and it not only makes The Overnighters a powerful film, but it 

makes a more vulnerable person for the audience to connect to. 



 11 
Web Junkie 

     China is one of the few countries in the world to label Internet addiction as an issue, and 

throughout the country, it is known as a condition that needs to be treated. The documentary 

Web Junkie chronicles several high school students in Beijing who spend days upon days on the 

Internet playing games who have been tricked by their parents into going to a rehab facility for 

their problem, where they experience withdrawal, anger, loneliness, and sometimes 

reconciliation in the end. 

     The subject matter in Web Junkie is extremely interesting and unique, and it is no doubt that 

the documentary was made in the first place. But what makes the story most interesting is the 

fact that it seemed to me to be a universal story of addiction. The topic of Internet addiction is 

often discussed in the film but rarely shown (and rightfully so, considering that the film takes 

place in rehab for that very condition), and so when we see the students talking with each other, 

being counseled by the nurses, and even arguing with their parents, we don’t see young men 

damaged by Internet addiction specifically. We see them torn by addiction that each of us can 

identify with, and I believe that helps make the documentary much more meaningful. 

     While the film becomes universal because of that, however, the story at times can seem a 

little vague and lacking in parts. We follow several of these students around, but their stories are 

not explored much in depth, leaving much to be desired. The film ended, and I left the theater 

wanting more—not so much because I was drawn into the story but because I felt like there was 

little resolution, and there did not need to be. It seemed to conclude very abruptly, and it made 

me wanting to know what the next steps would be for the young men and for the facility. Maybe 

the filmmakers intended this ambiguity so that the viewers could make up their own minds on 

the issue, but it still felt empty to me. Web Junkie is definitely not the most engaging film I saw 

at Sundance this year, but the subject is still very interesting and worth a look at, if only to make 

us realize the addictions that we may struggle with daily. 


