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Film Fests
A1l in the Family

By Lorr S. ROBINSON

ow much good could it possibly_do
for an unknown Afdcan-American
fibminaker to show his first movie at
1 Mexican beach resont? A Jot-—espe-
cially if the roworists are mote than
your ordinary film buffs. Just ask
Christopher Scote Cherot,

Last July, the writer-director screcned his romantic
comedy Fluav Plenty on opening night of the fisst
Acapulco Black [ilm Festival by inviration of irs cura-
tor, Warrington Hudlin. Afterward, Kenneth Lombard,
president of Magic Johnson Theaters, pledged 1o show
the film ac the chains Los Angoles, Houston and
Atlania locations.

Sull i Acapulco four days later, Cheror, 30, met
Kenneth “Habyface” and Tracey Hdmonds, exeguive
producers of the box-office hit Soid 'ood, in front of an
Orange Juling restaveant. The Edmonds soon became
by executive producess, Wich thewr backing, the Bronx
native screened his film at the Planet Africa section of
the Toroaro Iatermationnl Fikn Festival two months
later. There, Mirmmax. Films  Chatrman
Weinstein saw it and wichin a month, signed on as its

Harvey

distributor

“What s powertul to me 1§ that Black people puc
together a Black filtn festival, discovered a young filo-
maker, then two other Black people came and picked
him up,” says Hudhin, who cofounded the Black
Filnmnakers Foundation in 1978, “He went from com-
plete obscurity to success, and every hand along the
way, every hand that Jified him up, was a Black hand.”

African-American by festivals--such as the six-
year-obd Coneenporary Afiican Diaspora Film Festival
in New York, produced by hushand and wife Reinaldo
ad Diarall Spech—have beew steadily popping up
thioughour the United States-for e past 10 years.

And they are not just in big cides. [n Seprember,
Minneapoks. Se. Paul and PDuluth will host the fowrch
aunnal Twan Ciges Black Tnwernational Fibn Pestival in
Minnesota. Produced for abour 335,000, the festival is

staffed largely by volunteers and is financed by ticker
sales, business underwriting and foundation grants. The
Sarasora Africana Fihn Testival, held last month in
Sarasota, Bradenton and Venice, Fla, cost  about
$75,000 ta produce. le also boasts corporate and foun-
daven funding, state subsidics and lots of volunteers.

These independent Black festrvals not oinly give
audiences appostunities 1o see more domestic and {or-
eign Black films than Hollyweod ever has, they also
provide Black industey hopefals and  insiders with
career-cnhancing resources. Waorkshops, competitions
and panel discussions have become fxrmures. " They real-
Iy help in terms of being able o conneat to an indus-
try insider,” say Aqelal Davis, an aspiring scriptweiter,
“Irs helptol to know the obstacles that other people
have come up aginse.”

Black festivals also pravide "a nerwork so that divec-
" says Ayuko Babu,
execunve director of the Pan African TFidlm Pesuval
Los Angeles. After acoress Angels Basserr and dhrector
Fuzhan Padoy anet ac Dis festivad, they decided o collab-
orate on a fibm abour Bessie Coleman, the Rrse Black
wonun piior, Baby says. Fesavals abso give industry

tors and actors can meet each other,
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“ema are’ indepen-
dent Black distribu-
tors, exhibitors and
cproducers,” he says.
CHaving grossed $3
million and. played
for ;ﬂc‘kcd crowds
in wmori than 38
wsthout a distributor,
(Gerima's 1993 Sankofa 15 a
story of rare success. MHe
credits  commnunivy-bised
vord of mouth and the
Black media - for “launch~
ing” the fihm.

Sull, organizers say DBlick
festivals hwc gcnt,rat(.d a- supporiive circuit. And,
thoubb,_it; remains to be-seen i Cherot’s case is the
beginning of u self~empowerment trend, they are opti-
niistic. “My. plan for this film was to put it on video-
3t as a résumé to get myself 2 deal in the

tape and bise
futare. 1 nigver really intended all this.”™ At least for
Cheros, whiose Hav Pleaty is scheduled to debut in ghe-
aters in April, the future is now. o

OBINSON, o Maryland-based freelance writer, fre-
quently writes on issues affecting the Afvican diasposa.
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measuring Blick audi-
ence reactions to films and for scouting talent, he adds.
The need for Black film festivals is clear. Hudlin,
who has been mracking Black releases sinee 1986, says of
about 400 Hollywood studio releases cach year, only
cight to 13 are Black films, Tronically, he adds, African-
Americans inance about 25 percent of box-office sales.
“We fiese started 10 do filin festivals to just get peo~
ple te see our films, and o get the filmmakers to get
together and  exchange thelr views,” says Manthia
Prawara, director of Africana Studies at New York Aug;j_;_,;:
University and a world-renowned ﬁijm TxXpert, Harye

execurives and agents @ venue for,

Ultimately, a filin’s success hinges on distributors, at the Sx,h_uol"of Art Institute of Chicago. (312} 443-3734
companies vesponsible for getting movies into theaters, Aug. 5

“And l%llﬂ)!‘[unﬂtt‘ty. lfC-‘itiV’ﬁS]' hiwt‘ not been able to Marlhdd Havor Fest on Mdrlhas Vineyard, Mass. {212) 726-2178

Aug. 20-24
help Black films pick up diseributors,” Dhiawara says. Urioan World Film Festival in Nes York. (212) 501-9658
“That's the mam struggle.” : . fsepigar :
Haile Gerima, president of Mypheduh Filins i o Jwin: Gities i slemational Black Fili Festival in Minneapalis and
Washington, 12.C.., agrees. "Pestivals] come and go. For. | St Faul; M, (612) 825- -1488

years I've observed therms. What we need in Black: cin-
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