
Our 12 favorite movies from
TIFF 2023

Big film festivals are always a somewhat surreal experience.
You spend a few days or even a week mostly stuffed inside of a
theater, trying to cram in as many films as possible. Then,
you have to sort through them and pick your favorites.

It’s  a  fun  challenge,  and  it’s  particularly  tough  at  the
Toronto  International  Film  Festival,  which  is  huge;  this
year’s edition featured movies from 70 different countries. We
managed to squeeze in quite a few features — between the two
of us, we saw a total of more than 30 movies during the
festival — but still couldn’t see everything. So this list of
our favorite films from TIFF comes with some caveats, namely
that there are definitely some gaps in what we managed to
watch, which is impossible to avoid. Also: this list does not
include  Hayao  Miyazaki’s  The  Boy  and  the  Heron  since  we
already reviewed it earlier this year to coincide with its
Japanese premiere.

Much like last year, the best films from TIFF 2023 are a
diverse bunch, not just in terms of geography but also genre
and style. There are darkly tragic Korean dramas, stylish
Saudi crime capers, and a French romance that doubles as an AI
dystopia. Here’s what we loved the most in Toronto this year.
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Not since Parasite has the twist in a
drama  hit  me  quite  so  hard.  It’s
especially jarring in A Normal Family
because it starts out almost like a
comedy.  It’s  the  story  of  two
brothers;  one  a  high-priced  lawyer
named  Jae-wan  (Sol  Kyung-gu),  the
other,  Jae-gyu  (Jang  Dong-gun),  a
doctor  who  never  turns  a  patient
away. Initially, the film is almost



comical  in  how  stereotypically  it
presents its characters. There’s the
do-gooder  brother,  the  sketchy
defense  lawyer,  the  young  trophy
wife, etc.

A  Normal  Family  kicks  off  with  a
brutal bout of road rage that brings
the  two  not-exactly-close  brothers
together;  Jae-wan  finds  himself
defending a rich kid who rammed into
a family’s truck, while the victim is
a patient at his brother’s hospital.
But that’s just a table setting, and
eventually, the family is confronted
with  a  second  tragedy,  this  one
involving their kids.

As  the  story  gets  moving,  all  of
those stereotypes get thrown out the
window — as does the lighter comedic
tone.  What  follows  is  a  dark  and



tragic look at what lengths people
will go to save those they love and
how  even  seemingly  firmly  cemented
morals  end  up  malleable.  I  won’t
spoil  anything  here,  but  A  Normal
Family has the kind of ending that I
just can’t get out of my head. —AW
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AI stories in science
fiction  are  nothing
new, but they’re bound



to  make  more  of  an
impression  given  the
current climate around
the  technology.  Part
of  what  makes  The
Beast  so  fascinating
is how different — and
much more subtle — it
is  compared  to  the
majority  of  AI
fiction.  It  takes
place in 2044, a time
when  AI  has  helped
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turn the world into a
much  less  volatile
place  but  does  this
through  a  procedure
that sands off some of
the rough edges from
humans.

Going  through  this
process  involves
revisiting past lives,
a little like Eternal
Sunshine  of  the



Spotless Mind, and The
Beast’s story ends up
following  two
occasional  lovers  —
played by Léa Seydoux
and  George  MacKay  —
through multiple time
periods,  including
(the film’s) present.
Essentially, the movie
uses  its  sci-fi
conceit  as  a  way  to
explore  different



kinds  of  love  using
the  same  two  people
but in three different
times, all with very
different
circumstances.  It
starts  out  quietly
sweet  and  romantic
before  eventually
twisting  itself  into
something  darker  and
more  disturbing,  all
while  presenting  the



future  as  a  kind  of
quiet dystopia. —AW
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Paul (Nicolas



Cage)  is  a
tragically
boring
professor,
the  kind  of
person  who
makes  little



to  no
impression
when he meets
someone  new
and  whose
work
constantly



goes
unrecognized.
Which is what
makes  it  so
strange  when
Paul  starts
appearing  in



people’s
dreams  —  not
just those he
knows,  like
his kids, but
eventually,
it  seems,



everyone.

It starts out
fun and as a
chance  for
Paul  to
maybe,  just
maybe,  get



his  foot  in
the door with
that  book
he’s  been
meaning  to
write.  After
all,  he



quickly
becomes
arguably  the
most
recognizable
person in the
world,  the



first  one  to
experience  a
new  kind  of
viral  fame.
But  the
dreams  start
to  turn  into



something
else,  and
with  them,
the  world’s
feelings
about  Paul.
Dream



Scenario
could  be
called  a
comedy  at
first,  the
kind  that
trades  on



awkward
existential
jokes  (and
even  a  rare
good  fart
gag),  but  by
the end, it’s



a  full-on
horror
nightmare.

And  it’s  all
anchored by a
strong
performance



from  Cage,
who  manages
to embody the
meek,
sniveling
Paul in a way
that’s  equal



parts
hilarious and
terrifying.
—AW
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Out  of
all  the
movies



playing
at  this
year’s
TIFF,



co-
writer
/
directo



r  Ali
Kaltham
i’s
debut



feature
Mandoob
felt
especia



lly
tapped
into
our



ongoing
moment
of
reckoni



ng  with
the  gig
economy
and



disrupt
ive
platfor
ms  like



Uber
that
have
left



workers
across
the
entire



globe
struggl
ing  to
make



ends
meet.

Like



all
call
center
workers



who
spend
their
days



stuck
at
desks
while



dealing
with
custome
rs  who



don’t
see
them  as
people,



there’s
so  much
more  to
Fahad



Nassir
(Mohamm
ed
Aldokhi



)  than
his
ability
to  read



scripts
over
the
phone.



He’s
got
hopes
for



romance
and
dreams
of



becomin
g  the
kind  of
person



that
his
ailing
father



and
entrepr
eneuria
l



sister
can
rely  on
when



they
need
help.  B
ut  when



Farhad’
s  fired
from
his



dead-
end
job,
the



only
way  he
can
think



to  make
money
is
becomin



g  one
of  the
many
countle



ss
underpa
id
deliver



y
people
driving
around



the
streets
of
Riyadh



for
Mandoob
,  a
fiction



al
deliver
y
service



popular
across
Saudi
Arabia.



 

Though
Mandoob



quickly
becomes
a
grippin



g  story
about
Farhad
stumbli



ng  into
the
world
of



liquor
bootleg
ging
for



Riyadh’
s  rule-
bending
elites,



Kaltham
i’s
desire
to  tell



a  story
about
Saudi
Arabia’



s  oft-
unseen
working
class



is
palpabl
e  from
the



jump.
That
focus
creates



an
immedia
te  kind
of



familia
rity  to
Farhad’
s  world



and
sets
the
stage



for
Aldokhi
to
deliver



a
stunnin
gly
nuanced



perform
ance  as
a  well-
intende



d
patholo
gical
liar



who
really
just
wants



to
support
his
loved



ones.

What
truly



stands
out
about
the



film,
however
,  is
the  way



cinemat
ographe
r  Ahmed
Tahoun’



s  eye
for
craftin
g  small



moments
of
human
intimac



y  makes
Kaltham
i’s
take  on



Saudi
Arabia
feel
that



much
more
grand,
imposin



g,  and
exactly
like
the



sort  of
place
that
can



swallow
a
person
up  no



matter
how
hard
they’re



fightin
g  to
survive
. —CPM
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Smug
gler



s  is
kind



of
like



what
woul



d
happ



en
if



you
took



an
Ocea



n’s
11-



styl
e



heis
t,



cros
sed



it
with



an
Oldb



oy-
styl



e
reve



nge
stor



y,
and



then
also



thre
w  in



a
shar



k
for



good
meas



ure.

Set



in
Kore



a  in
the



’70s
,



the
film



is
cent



ered
on  a



team
of



dive
rs



know
n  as



haen
yo,
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who
find



thei
r



live
liho



ods
dest



roye
d  by



poll
utio



n
from



a
new



fact
ory



that
’s



kill
ing



loca
l



sea
life



.  So
they



end
up



gett
ing



caug
ht



up
in



the
smug



glin
g



busi
ness



just
to



get
by:



carg
o



ship
s



drop
off



pack
ages



in
the



sea
to



avoi
d



cust
oms,



and
the



wome
n



dive
down



to
brin



g
them



back
to



shor
e.



It’s
a



good
rack



et
unti



l
they



’re
inev



itab
ly



caug
ht.



A
few



year
s



late
r



come
s



the
one



last
job



that
a



heis
t



movi
e



need
s.



And
whil



e
you



do
get



an
elab



orat
e



cape
r



that
amaz



ingl
y



take
s



plac
e



most
ly



unde
rwat



er,
Smug



gler
s



also
turn



s
into



a
viol



ent
reve



nge
stor



y,
as



the
wome



n
take



thei
r



chan
ce



to
get



back
at



thos
e



who
wron



ged
them



.
Ther



e  is
a



very
comp



lex
web



of
betr



ayal
here



that
will



keep
you



gues
sing



all
the



way
thro



ugh.
In



shor
t:



Smug
gler



s  is
an



abso
lute



blas
t.



—AW
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