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Inspired area fi lmmakers focus on 
keeping their home base even as they 

expand their cinematic boundaries
text by christine darragh l images by robert nowell

aquestion. If Toronto has been appointed the fi tting nickname of 
Hollywood North for its fi lmmaking prowess, what catchy moniker 
should the Niagara region be dubbed? Hollywood North by South-

west? Or maybe Tinsel Falls aptly fi ts the bill? Apropos nametag aside, it’s 
probably best we come up with some memorable handle to distinguish its 
cinematic merits soon, for Niagara is quickly becoming a veritable hotbed of 
fi lmmaking, or at least the auspicious location of a very credible slow burn, 
perfectly poised to spark up and ignite further attention and importance.  
While many fondly remember the feature fi lm Niagara from the days of an 
earlier silver screen era, a sultry, mist-moistened Marilyn Monroe and her star 
power back-dropped by a Technicolor, picturesque Falls, making movie magic 
here has come a long way, thanks to the digital and social media possibilities 
of a brave new technological environment in some very capable hands.  
Th rough this local lens, a burgeoning incubator is being sustained by a dy-
namic, committed community of fi lmmakers who are busy portraying the 
distinctiveness of Niagara’s people and surroundings, and skilfully represent-
ing their craft  to receptive, universal audiences. Th e wired world is undoubt-
edly a smaller place these days, so viable connections can feasibly happen 
around the corner or around the globe. >>

28 NIAGARA MAGAZINE   Fall 2012

forward
fastfastfastfastfastfastfastfastfastfastfastfastfastfast



29   Fall 2012 • niagaramag.ca

In his recent feature 
film A Kind Of 
Wonderful Thing, 
Jason Lupish (Owner 
of Open Concept 
Films) teamed 
up with Erica 
Sherwood to co-
write the screenplay. 
Sherwood also 
stars as the film’s 
protagonist, Anna.

Jason Lupish & 
Erica Sherwood 
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“Given the portability of today’s digital film equip-
ment, there is no reason why aspiring or established 
filmmakers cannot reside anywhere they choose,” says 
Barry Keith Grant, professor at Brock University’s Com-
munication, Popular Culture and Film program. “And 
filmmakers should always make films about what they 
know and feel, what they are familiar with, for their films 
to have conviction and the ring of truth. Life here in the 
Niagara Peninsula is waiting to be told in film.”

Can a further explosion of filmmaking really hap-
pen here? Absolutely. It fits quite well into any vibrant 
cultural centre, flourishing in a fertile soil of lively, cre-
ative minds and broad artistic vision. Much like our 
central staple of tourism, we can grow as a destination 
region for niche markets and microcosms: superior 
winemaking, foodie delights, a spirited music scene, 
and an active, significant film production industry.  

As tangible proof, Grant points to extra validation. 
“It’s also important to note that there is a considerable 
community of cineastes in the region as well—the turn-
outs for foreign, independent and Canadian films shown 
weekly by the Brock University Film Series (BUFS) and 
at Shaw Festival in Niagara-on-the-Lake attest to the de-
voted interest in cinema as both an art and entertain-
ment form, and it’s these people, after all, upon whom 
filmmakers ultimately depend,” he explains.

In recognition, we catch up with several inspired 
and thriving resident filmmakers and turn our focus to 
their impressive efforts, revealing passion for the craft 
and perspectives on embracing a new film experience 
without borders, even while they continue to make 
their home bases right here in Niagara. 

RED CARPET PREMIERE Open Con-
cept Films’ newest full length feature, A Kind of Wonder-
ful Thing, an earnest account of a young, anti-social girl’s 

terminal diagnosis and her decision to not share such 
distressing news with her self-absorbed, dysfunctional 
family, has just enjoyed the swanky trappings of a bona 
fide red carpet premiere here in Niagara . . . and the quint-
essential open bar, fancy canapés and gift bags proved it.  
With the David S. Howes Theatre at Brock playing 
venue to a highly anticipated screening in August, the 
event was as much a celebration of the many people who 
banded together to make it a reality as it was an oppor-
tunity to reveal the finished movie to the masses; it was 
the protracted culmination of a four-year passage from 
pen to reel. 

“I am just so overwhelmed at the excitement and the 
reaction we got . . . people actually liked it,” says Jason 
Lupish, who leads OCF as creative director, with busi-
ness partner Adam Stephenson. “I knew for the most 
part people weren’t going to hate it, it’s not the kind of 
movie that is easy to hate. It’s not an art piece, it’s not ab-
stract, and it’s not experimental . . . it’s a very commercial 
film. It’s funny, it’s sad, the acting is incredible, and it’s 
not shot on a Handycam, but you never really know until 
the film is done how people are going to react.” 

Erica Sherwood concurs with the public support as she 
basks in her own local media exposure, now frequently 
recognized by customers at her video store daytime gig 
that helps to finance her various film-related forays. “The 
fact that people came out to see it, even though initially 
they may have had low expectations, is so encouraging,” 
she adds happily. Only in her early 20s, Sherwood is by 
any standard a young phenom in this industry, working 
as cinematographer for her own personal creations, co-
writing Wonderful Thing’s screenplay with Lupish, and 
also ably handling momentous duties as the film’s pen-
sive protagonist, Anna.   

For Lupish’s own introduction to filmmaking, it was a 
fortuitous change of direction almost 15 years ago that 

Adam Buller is a 
busy man. B lue 

Collar Boys, a 
movie he co-

produced, has 
recently acquired 

distribution. 
The film was 

Buller’s third 
as a producer 

and fourth as an 
actor, but he also 
donned the hats 

of storyboard 
artist and 

supervised the 
music to boot. 
And, his sci-fi 
film, Android 

Re-Enactment, 
is playing this 

month at the Las 
Vegas film fest. 

Adam Buller
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came as a surprise twist, when an injury sidelined his 
football scholarship to a prominent Iowa University and 
also his initial dream of athletics. With little else to do 
but go back to high school for a year of OAC courses, he 
decided to try his hand at another interest and make a 
film with the drama department. 

“I think it was the film I made at Collegiate that re-
ally propelled things forward,” he now says as we sit at a 
St. Catharines diner and analyze how his company has 
steadily emerged as one of the most prominent studios in 
the Niagara region today. He and Stephenson are build-
ing a portfolio, which currently bounces easily between 
producing branded marketing films (like a recent shoot 
at a Vegas wedding chapel for candy company Halls Bra-
sil), music videos for artists such as Serena Pryne and the 
Mandevilles, and story-driven feature films. After such 
an innocuous start years ago, it became one progressive 
step in front of another for Lupish. “I never had any for-
mal training; my school was staying up all night watch-
ing films and then taking whatever camera I could and 
trying to mimic shots, or scenes or lighting. I still do that 
. .. every day is a new lesson.”

And lessons abound in this business, like the one Lu-
pish describes when asked for a tough realization he’s 
learned from the benefit of hindsight. It was back in 2007, 
when an original screenplay he wrote with Stephenson 
called A Life Less Gone went decidedly “off script.” The 
finished product he directed, with an ample $300,000 
budget, ended up going unbearably awry—in his opin-
ion—due to creative differences with the producers. 

He recounts thoughtfully, “I would have sold that 
script when I had the chance. It was never properly fin-
ished and I never got final say in the film. I think if I 
would have sold it, it would have been a much differ-
ent film, but at the time I thought, if everyone wants a 
piece of this it must be good, so why would I give up the 

chance to direct it?” 
Although holding onto the project proved less than 

advantageous, he says the failure prompted a greater 
fire of self-determination inside him, coupled with the 
traits of perseverance and patience . . . the second one he 
openly admits to still be working on. 

“I needed to prove to myself that I could make a suc-
cessful film, even if it was the last one I ever made, and 
that’s what happened with A Kind of Wonderful Thing. I 
set out to make a movie that was completely in my con-
trol and I’m happy with the way it turned out.” 

Next up for the completed flick, OCF has submitted 
it for consideration at assorted, upcoming film fests—
Sundance, SXSW, and both the Santa Barbara and Wis-
consin Film Festivals—where it will hopefully garner the 
same enthusiastic reception as its Niagara debut, and 
that would be yet another ‘wonderful thing.’  opencon-
ceptfilms.com

TAKING ON MoMA It’s a safe bet Jay Cheel 
won’t be setting up his cameras at a Niagara-area Petro-
Canada anytime soon. The bland location just doesn’t 
seem to fit his idea of attention grabbing drama. “I like 
stories about people/characters who are obsessive and 
passionate about something,” he relates, sharing what 
ideas motivate him to continue writing and directing 
films. “I also enjoy watching people with a specific talent 
or ability—or somebody who has mastered a particular 
craft—doing what they do to the best of their abilities. 
There’s nothing more interesting than watching people 
at work . . . unless they work at a gas station.” 

This was his theory behind chronicling the highly daft 
and zany, yet intensely engaging, Ralph Zavadil, a.k.a. 
Cap’n Video, for the intriguing, full-length documentary 
Beauty Day; it’s the can’t-look-away epic story of the St. 
Catharines daredevil showman who predated the “Look 

Adrian Thiessen
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Adrian Thiessen 
and his company 

Fourgrounds 
Media have 

been busy co-
producing a few 

feature films with 
filmmakers from 
Toronto and Los 

Angeles. He’s 
also in the midst 

of writing and 
producing his 

first full-length 
feature film.
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Ma, I’m doing stupid things!” reality TV movement of 
shows like Jackass by a hefty ten years. In doing so, Cheel 
himself made a gratifying mark on the map and trans-
ported Niagara-themed content across borders. 

“I’m happy to have simply made a feature film that re-
ceived an official theatrical release in Canada,” he says 
modestly about the film’s success. “I was also thrilled 
that our film premiered at the Museum of Modern Art in 
NYC (as part of their Canadian Front programming se-
ries). Seeing clips of The Cap’n Video Show in that space 
was surreal!” Beauty Day  also saw prominence as an offi-
cial selection at the Hot Docs International Film Festival 
and was nominated in the Best Documentary category 
of the 2012 Genie Awards.

Keeping things local has been a solid foundation for 
this St. Catharines native, where he first gained experi-
ence working for video game developer Silicon Knights 
and directed the short film The Goblin Man of Norway, a 
viral marketing film for the Xbox 360 game Too Human. 
Prior to that, he attended Niagara College’s broadcasting 
program, focusing on film. “It’s a great program and gave 
me the opportunity to shoot some shorts on actual film, 
which was amazing. Actually, my next documentary, 
How to Build a Time Machine, is an extension of a thirty-
minute short I made while in school,” he explains.

The non-fiction time travel film, set in the year 2036, 
tells the story of John Titor, an American soldier assigned 
to travel back to 1975 and retrieve an IBM computer and 
during the mission he shares information about the fu-
ture. While many believe Titor’s tale was a hoax, there is 
still a legion of strong believers who say they spoke with 
a man from the future. The film was selected by HotDocs 
2012 as the first feature in its DOCIgnite Programme.  

While Cheel definitely recognizes the immense value 
of networking for support (something he vows to be 
“more aggressive” in), gathering praise for his work has 
certainly helped finance ventures. He is associated with a 
production company based out of Toronto called Primi-
tive Entertainment; they were responsible for raising 
Beauty Day’s capital and are now lining up resources for 

his current undertaking. 
“Acclaim is important to the people who might poten-

tially fund your next film, so I suppose it’s important to 
me as well.” He goes on to clarify, “But my goal is sim-
ply to continue to grow, which hopefully means making 
bigger films, with bigger budgets, seen by bigger audi-
ences.”

However, thinking big doesn’t make him especially 
immune to various slings and arrows, including his own. 
“I think it’s important to be open to criticism and to re-
main humble. I’m a confident person in regards to my 
work, but that doesn’t mean I don’t recognize my own 
limitations or the poor creative choices that I’ve made,” 
Cheel muses. 

And therein lies the rub for any filmmaker. “If 
you’re overly confident or unwilling to listen to other 
people’s input, you might run the risk of regretting 
a decision that’s now permanently burned into your 
film forever.” Which leads to another obvious in-
sight: Maybe that’s why Cheel’s cinematic followup, 
How to Build a Time Machine, is his newest obsession.   
fastandscientific.com

ROLL THE CREDITS You are about to en-
ter another dimension. A dimension not only of sight and 
sound, but of mind. A journey into a wondrous land of 
imagination. Next stop, a Chippawa soccer field! 

“When I was in Grade 2 or 3, I had an extremely vivid 
daydream during school recess where the kids I played 
soccer with and myself were actually the actors in a movie, 
and I would see the end credits rolling in real time with 
tear-jerking music that alluded to the fact that there might 
have been a bigger, higher stakes story than just ‘kids play-
ing soccer during recess,’” a now fully grown Adam Buller 
intensely recalls of his Twilight Zone-like incident. Spook-
ier still, the young boy emerged out of an “isolated child-
hood,” seized the inspiration, and became a filmmaker.  

When we get in touch, Buller’s got exciting news to 
share that the movie he co-produced, Blue Collar Boys, 
has recently acquired distribution. Presumably, an ad-

32 NIAGARA MAGAZINE   Fall 2012

Jay 
Cheel
Jay Cheel’s new 
true life sci-fi 
mystery How 
To Build a Time 
Machine  is set 
in the year 2036 
and tells the 
tale of American 
soldier John 
Titor. While 
many believe 
Titor’s story was 
a hoax, there 
is still a legion 
of believers 
convinced they 
spoke with a man 
from the future.

Pictured: a film still of documentary subject  
Rob Niosi working on his replica time machine 

from Jay Cheel's new time travel film.
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vantageous screening at the 2011 Toronto In-
ternational Film Festival for the favoured flick 
paved the way to this bounty of opportunity. 

A tale of the working class, the drama fol-
lows a young construction worker who joins 
his friends to fight back against the politicians 
and contractors taking advantage of his fa-
ther’s business. The movie was Buller’s third 
as a producer and fourth as an actor, but he 
also donned the hats of storyboard artist and 
supervised the music to boot. And although it 
was shot in New York and New Jersey several 
years ago with New Jersey-based friend and 
director Mark Nistico, all of the post-produc-
tion work was actually wrapped up here in 
Niagara, facilitated in part by Buller’s wide-
spread network within the art scene.

It’s all possible because Buller manages 
to keep creativity flowing in the region over 
multiple media, such as being a sought-after 
professional graphic artist with his buoy-
ant brainchild, Brainkite Co. Murals large 
and small, sculpture, window paintings . . . 
you name it, Buller and his inventive team 
of artistic aficionados find a way to make it 
happen, doing numerous projects across On-
tario over the last four years offering art to 
the multitudes. 

So not surprisingly, this self-described “vi-
sual artist and idea man” finds himself paint-
ing the art of filmmaking in the same expan-
sive, and marketable, strokes, like when he’s 
asked what makes a film truly memorable. 
“Iconic film moments; grand compositions 
that could be painted by the great painters; 
lines that can be recited and mimicked by 
children. Simple yet intellectual ideas that hit 
you down deep, which reflect the depth and 
irony of humanity, yet can be sold as a pose-
able action figure!”

Perhaps that’s why another of Buller’s proj-
ects is near to his graphic heart. His sci-fi film, 
Android Re-Enactment, is playing this Septem-
ber at the Las Vegas film fest to be followed 
by an affiliated short movie and video game, 
Android Panic. That combination will be re-
leased to the public in the coming months, 
and potentially—fingers crossed—also to a 
toy store near you. brainkite.ca

IN THE FOREGROUND Mean-
while, as added evidence the cinematic globe 
is shrinking, Adrian Thiessen responds to in-
terview requests on his iPhone while working 
recently in Iceland; demand for his studio is 
radiating far and wide.  

Since Thiessen started up Fourgrounds 
Media in St. Catharines as a core company 
providing all things “in motion” and utiliz-
ing superior video production with a skilled 
team of filmmakers, the concept has been 
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simple: to “create smart, sophisticated con-
tent for our clients with the best technology 
in the industry.” 

And the approach got noticed; he’s a 2012 
recipient of the “40 Under Forty” awards and 
was nominated for a 2011 Niagara Entrepre-
neur of the Year award. 

“The world is borderless these days and I 
don’t think in geographical terms when it 
comes to where I work,” he says when asked 
about moving beyond this region for new 
projects. “To further this point, I’m currently 
in northwestern Iceland for a month and will 
be back working in Niagara shortly.” 

“I recently returned from an L.A. produc-
tion in the Hollywood Hills, which is about 
as close to the centre of it all that you can get. 
It was great and there are a ton of opportuni-
ties in any city or area for creativity to flour-
ish. I have also spent a great deal of time in 
Montreal, Toronto, and I grew up on the East 
Coast in New Brunswick. All of these places 
are unique and offer different lifestyles and in-
spiration, however, it just reinforces that you 
can travel and work anywhere and still live in 
a place like Niagara.” 

But how does Niagara stack up to other 
locations in terms of support and funding 
projects? “As of right now, a mix of grants and 
private funding are always an option, but they 
take time and patience. With obvious devel-
opments downtown, like nGen and the future 
Performing Arts Centre, the culture is only 
getting stronger. We have been co-producing 
a few feature films with some amazing film-
makers from Toronto and Los Angeles, which 
also helps us with connections, resources and 
fundraising.” 

And while there may be unforeseen chal-
lenges encountered along the way, one key 
to Fourgrounds’ success is remaining consis-
tently innovative within this business. “There 
are pros and cons to shooting anywhere,” he 
acknowledges, “but it’s typically overcoming 
hurdles and problem solving that leads to the 
best creativity anyhow. If it were too easy, no 
one would be forced to come up with new 
ideas or ways of doing things.”

Currently in the midst of writing and pro-
ducing his first full-length feature film, Thies-
sen is optimistic about the trajectory of this 
region and hopes to reveal something that 
will formalize the filmmaking community a 
bit more in the near future. “I cannot stress 
the importance of collaboration enough in 
this industry, especially for funding anything 
in Niagara,” he emphasizes once more.

“The industry here is growing quickly. It’s 
an exciting time to be an artist of any kind 
in Niagara. In short: it’s looking up!” 
fourgrounds.com  NM




