‘Ballroom’ is
graceful, and
oh so sweet

Mad Hot Ballroom is a delightful documentary that
got audiences talking — and a bidding war goi
among distributors — at the Slamdance Film Festival
this year in Park City, Utah.

The film is described as Spellbound meets Strictly
Ballroom. Though Hollywood loves to define movies
in terms of other movies, this label doesn’t do the new
film justice,

Documentarians Marilyn Agrelo (who directed)
and Amy Sewell (who wrote and produced) introduce
viewers to three classrooms of irrepressible New York
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One of the highlights is the candid, often funny
comments of the young hoofers as they weigh in on
dancing, their partners and their goals. But the best

part is watching the kids’

innate grace and exuber-

ance as they learn these Mad Hot
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lessons offer a diverse

collection of youths —

many of them the children of immigrants — a much-
needed opportunity to gain self-confidence and a
sense of mastery and purpose. In one segment, a cou-
ple of eager Muslim boys whose religion forbids them
to dance uncomplainingly take on the roles of deejays
and cheer on their high-stepping classmates,

The filmmakers could have done one thing to
heighten the exinerience for audiences: follow a few of
the kids more ciosely, giving us a peek into their fam-
ilies, cultures and lives off the dance floor. That was
artfully done in Spellbound, a documentary about kids
who compete in a national spelling bee.

Mad Hot Ballroom is charming and inspiring, none-
theless. The kids are at an interesting age: They're
trading in some of their innocence for knowledge of
how the world works. It's fascinating to watch those
who initially slouched and dragged their feet grow
into nimble and determined competitive dancers.
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Documentary: New York City fifth-graders Wilson
and Jatnna are in fine form in Mad Hot Ballreom,



