Would-You-Dare Movies

Wendy Knight

Against a backdrop of cerulean sky, the skier pitches off a snow-crusted precipice and sinks in a mound of snow 30 feet below. He emerges from the swirl of powder and gracefully schusses down the 45-degree slope to audible gasps and cheers from the sellout crowd. Later, in a pub, the adrenaline-infused audience gathers to spin personal tales of adventure or to dream up the next one. 

And so goes a typical evening on the world tour of the Banff Mountain Film Festival, one of a growing number of adventure film festivals. In these cinema events, hard-core and armchair athletes watch scenes of jaw-dropping athletic feats and daring natural exploration, all in celebration of life on the edge.

The Banff festival, in Banff, Alberta, is the granddaddy of the adventure film festivals. The festival itself is in the fall, but the winning films are screened around the world for the next six months. What began as an outreach program in 1986 with screenings in three Canadian cities has evolved into the most widely known and well-attended adventure film festival in the world, touring this season to 250 different locations in 25 countries.

A highlight of this year’s World Tour is Gilles Chappaz’s “Sur le Fil des 4000” which took the Grand Prize at the film festival in November 2005. It follows the audacious attempt of French alpinists Patrick Behhault and Phillippe Magnin to climb each of the Alps’ 4,000-meter peaks (12,000-feet) in 82 days in 2004. Another featured movie is Peter Mortimer’s “Return2Sender: Parallellojams,” produced by Timmy O’Neill, a renowned climber. It was awarded the title of Best Climbing Film by the Alpine Club of Canada.

Adventure of another kind stars at the annual Documentary Film Festival of the Explorers Club, a private New-York-based club of explorers, scientists and adventurers. Typical offerings at this festival are documentaries like “Crocodile River,” which chronicles a 10-week canoe journey down the Limpopo River in Africa, and “Ghosts of the Abyss” the Oscar-winning director James Cameron’s film about exploring the Titanic wreck. This year’s winning films, to be shown Jan. 21, include “The Turtle Hunter,” a black-and-white film produced and directed by Jim Hubbard using footage shot in 1961. “It’s a beautiful, lyrical film that is more artistic than our typical films,” said Jeff Stolzer, a spokesman for the Explorers Club.

Other festivals pay tribute to local talent. The Boulder Adventure Film Festival, begun in 2005 by Jonathan Copp, a climber and photographer, is meant to honor the “spirit of adventure” in Boulder, Colo., home to some celebrated adventure athletes. A three-day juried event in April, it starts with Dirt Days, a combination Earth Day fair and mini adventure challenge, and proceeds to full nights of screenings of films on climbing, conservation, ocean sports and other subjects.

Another upstart is three-day Barry Corbet Film Festival in Jackson, Wyo., at Teton Village, the brainchild of Christian Beckwith, editor of The Alpinist, a climbing magazine based in Jackson. This year’s event, starting Jan. 19, will feature the cinematography and athleticism of surfers, climbers and skiers. The idea for the festival (named for the local climber and filmmaker Barry Corbet) germinated in a bar after a day of skiing.

 “Anyone can pull together a montage of images with a pounding soundtrack and call it a film,” Mr. Beckwith said. “We’re trying to showcase films that find an appreciation for aesthetics and a story line ​ films that show both the reverence and irreverence of what we call lifestyle sports.”

The selections include “All Aboard the Crazy Train” directed by Don King and Sonny Miller and produced by Jane Kachner, which follows big-wave pioneers Laird Hamilton and others as they surf Peahi, the monster wave off the coast of Maui. Each night’s screenings will be presented by an adventure-sports luminary ​ Doug Coombs, a ski mountaineer; Gerry Lopez, a big-wave surfer; and Yvon Chouniard, the mountain climber who founded Patagonia, the outdoor clothing maker.

In Teton Village, cocktails and conversation begin flowing before the screenings, and the after-hour parties, Mr. Beckwith insisted, are not to be missed.

These festivals are a celebration the adventure lifestyle, said Mr. Chouinard, whose own 1968 film, “Mountain of Storms,” was the inspiration for many later adventure films. “The common thread of climbing, surfing and skiing is that they are nonmotorized, involve personal risk and a deep connection with nature,” he said. “You can see these films on video at home, but it’s not the same thing.”

Details:

JACKSON, WYO. Barry Corbet Film Festival, 307-690-1651, www.alpinist.com/bcff.

When: Jan. 19 to 21

NEW YORK Explorers Club Documentary Film Festival, 212- 628-8383, www.explorers.org.

When: Saturday, Jan. 21

BOULDER, Colo.: Boulder Adventure Film Fest, 303-818-6402, www.boulderadventurefilm.com.

When: April 15-17

FILM TOUR: Banff Mountain Film Festival World Tour, www.banffcentre.ca
When: Through May in dozens of North American cities including cold-weather capitals like Ottawa (Jan. 25), Lake Placid (Feb. 5) and Anchorage (Feb. 

10-11), and warm-weather spots like Las Vegas (March 16) and San Diego (March 24-26).

