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I’d like to dedicate this book to those aspiring filmmakers who forge ahead in spite of insurmountable obstacles.

You may be confronted with looming deadlines, lack of sleep, little money, waning light, and a cranky crew … yet you do it anyway. Your reward is the indescribable high that comes from seeing an appreciative audience moved to laughter, tears, and applause … by your movie. Without your struggle to make uncompromising films, there wouldn’t be any festivals. Thank you for your stories—the ones you share with us through film and those behind-the-scenes battles that inspire us.

To those filmmakers, enjoy the journey, but always remember … be realistic about your dreams, and never quit.




SPECIAL THANKS

Thanks to the various film festival staffs for their assistance—you made this book possible. I wish there were space here to name you all. I certainly owe you each a drink, even if it’s at the cash bar and I have to open my wallet.

A special thanks to all of the interview subjects for their candor and allowing their stories to serve as case studies for the filmmakers of the future. You’ve done a great service to the film community by being so honest and sharing information so freely. I hope this starts a trend.

Thanks to all the hardworking folks at Watson-Guptill and Random House: Victoria Craven, Bob Nirkind, Gary Sunshine, Amy Vinchesi, and so many others who have gone above and beyond to make this the best possible edition of the book.

The dedicated writers at FilmThreat.com have my endless gratitude for their passionate coverage of festivals and for championing movies that take risks. To the readers of Film Threat, thank you for your support and for understanding that a healthy moviegoers’ diet should consist of more than what’s being served at the multiplex … so please keep reading and feeding your minds.

And finally, I’d especially like to thank my friend Mark Bell, who deserves a standing ovation. He spent countless hours collecting festival database information as well as offering advice and support. I cannot thank Mark enough, not only for working so tirelessly but for being a once-in-a-lifetime friend.

Thanks to you all … you will always have my respect, my gratitude, and my love.
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“First things first: You have to really want this. No one who’s on the fence about being a filmmaker ever succeeds.”

—HEIDI VAN LIER,
writer/director of Monday



 

INDEPENDENT FILM
TRANSCENDS THE TRENDS

“Independent film is dead.” You might have heard this. It’s kind of the trendy thing to say now.

The imminent demise of indies has been declared by movie reviewers, argued by experts on film festival panels, and even been announced as cleverly written obituaries by bloggers. The folks who loudly make this bleak diagnosis always seem to forget one very important thing: People are still making movies, and they are making a lot of them. Whether new movies are uploaded to the Web, screened at festivals, or find distribution elsewhere, this death notice has yet to reach all the filmmakers too consumed in their projects to worry about what the so-called experts say. In fact, a record 8,700 films were submitted to the 2009 Sundance Film Festival. Clearly there are new voices out there waiting to be discovered, and nothing is standing in their way.
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Main Street in Park City, Utah, during Sundance
Hard economic times may affect films released through traditional distribution outlets, but when have indies ever had it easy? Woeful economic realities have always gone hand-in-hand with independent film. I can’t pinpoint a moment in film history when money was not a dilemma facing indie filmmakers who hoped to get their projects off the ground. Fortunately, technology has made it possible to deliver a slick, skillfully made movie for, well, really cheap. A smart filmmaker, when asked about the budget he requires, will often respond with, “How much do you have?”

There is no correlation between dollars spent and quality. I’ve seen indies made for $10 million or $10,000 and the only thing that mattered was how effectively the filmmaker engaged the audience with his vision. Money is irrelevant in the realm of creativity. Individuals committed to telling their stories by any means necessary will always find a way. Ultimately, independent filmmakers are immune to a struggling economy since they are always struggling anyway.

Those new to the business realize fast that the film industry has an insatiable appetite for speculation, especially the kind of information that pinpoints and predicts trends. I’ve written about many trends myself, and some of my recent favorites include: Teens prefer to watch movies on their computers, rather than go to the movies. It’s true, according to some. The audience that goes to the movies is shrinking. It’s a fact. Digital downloads will replace DVDs as the way people watch movies in their homes. That is likely to happen. Certainly downloaded movies are being viewed by a growing audience. At their height in the 1960s, there were 4,000 drive-in movie theaters across America; now there are just 200. Sure, habits change, but the death of the drive-in theater did not result in the death of the movies, just a shift in how people viewed them.
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The author with Sundance founder Robert Redford
Thanks to the tremendous growth of film festivals (about 400% over the last decade), a whole new audience of moviegoers exists. These film festival fans have discovered a taste for the kind of renegade cinema that can only be served up by independents. And they enjoy being challenged as much as they like to be entertained. A festival-goer quickly learns to love the surprise that comes with experiencing a movie that has not been tainted by oversaturated marketing or trailers that give away the entire story. A sold-out premiere followed by a lively festival question-and-answer session along with a wild post-screening party will bring that festival-goer back next year. Once festival virgins have seen a movie at a decent fest, they always come back. With their eyes opened to a whole new world of movies, those festival converts develop a passion that can be satisfied with indies on DVD, cable, or downloads while they plan their escape to the next fest.

Now, I don’t see how it’s possible that independent film could be on the wane while festivals continue to expand and their audiences grow. And there clearly is no shortage of filmmakers struggling to make movies to present to that audience. These visionaries do not make sacrifices to fill a slot in a studio’s schedule or to make a blockbuster summer movie or a franchise sequel or even to make money–they sacrifice because they have to. Fueling their efforts is the need to communicate free of financial concerns something important about the human experience to an appreciative audience.

Independent film is not dead, but it will always evolve.

So damn the trends and make your film.

One final word: This is the first edition of the Ultimate Film Festival Survival Guide that does not include listings of film festivals. However, by purchasing this book, you have gained an all-access pass to listings available in the digital realm through this exclusive online database, www.UltimateFilmFest.com. With the book in an easy-to-carry, old-school paper format combined with the most current listing data delivered digitally, the result is the perfect combination of tools to map out a winning festival tour. In addition, www.UltimateFilmFest.com will expand upon what you read within these pages through extended filmmaker interviews, templates to create marketing materials, useful contact information and support from a vast online community, plus plenty of other filmmaking tools to help you along the way.

It’s been ten years since the first edition was published, and I’ve always looked for ways to improve each update. I like to think of this book project as the text version of a documentary series. I deliver what I feel to be the best advice, but you must remain aware that my suggested approach may be contradicted by one of the interview subjects in the “From the Front Lines of Filmmaking” section. Or a new filmmaker may burst onto the scene with something brilliant that no one could have dreamt up and rewrite the rules altogether. That seems to happen every few years, which is really exciting. I specifically include the broadest range of voices to impress upon you that there are many correct paths to success … and even more ways to fail. Your challenge is to choose what works for you. And those choices are as individual as the movies themselves. Think of your festival journey as one of those “choose your own adventure” books; the adventure you pick will help determine the path of your film career. So make your selection wisely.

I’ll see you and your movie at the next fest.

WELCOME TO MY FESTIVAL PARTY


“Hope.”

—Robert Redford, when asked to describe Sundance
in a word.



I check my Sundance party list and realize that it’s impossible to hit twenty events in three hours. I’ve conveniently color coded each invite as I examine my handy party pocket spreadsheet—green means I’ve RSVP’d and received confirmation that I’m definitely on the list. The other colors note the level of difficulty involved in getting through the front door to the hottest parties in Park City, Utah, during what is the biggest festival in January. It sounds like fun, but any film fest veteran will tell you that attending social gatherings is not only work but also a key element of working the festival circuit, where networking can lead to numerous business opportunities.

What is most striking walking down Main Street in this snow-filled resort town is not just the tremendous amount of people, but the ones dressed to truly party. While I remain smartly bundled up in layers with a ski jacket and scarf in the sub-freezing cold, club wear dominates the Sundance scene as I observe men wearing garishly colored fake fur coats and women sporting open-toed heels. Open-toed heels? These shoes actually dominate the female footwear on a Saturday night in the bitter cold. I follow my rule of not waiting more than ten minutes to get into any party but quickly discover that getting to the front of the line takes more time than that, and I move on. As I try to shake off the frustration, Sundance’s new mantra comes to mind: Focus on Film. After nearly two hours of walking up Main Street without squeezing into even one event, I realize that it’s just not that fun anymore … or perhaps that seeing films should really be the goal after all.


WHEN IN SUNDANCE, USE MASS TRANSIT

Parking is a bitch, and your car is just going to get stuck in the snow anyway, so take the bus. The convenience of having a car will quickly turn into a burden when you spend more than twenty minutes searching for parking and paying the inevitable tickets you’ll get. Using mass transit has the added bonus of making new festival friends. It’s good advice to use mass transit at whatever festival you attend.



Here’s how some other important voices view the ever-evolving role of film festivals for independents.

THE STATE OF THE FEST

As a festival vet who made his career with the debut of his doc Super Size Me at the 2004 Sundance Film Festival, Morgan Spurlock has observed and experienced the growth of festivals firsthand. “I think there are a few reasons, from the explosion of independent film in the marketplace to the ability of anyone with a camera, computer, and good idea to make a movie, to the growth of cable and satellite television, to the realization of many cities that festivals bring big, big money to their towns.” Spurlock’s recent doc, Where in the World Is Osama Bin Laden?, premiered at Sundance in January 2008 and wasn’t the only one to reap the benefit of the exposure. “I heard the economic impact on the area exceeded $60 million [in 2009]. For a small town to get an influx of capital like that is huge.”

Money is clearly a factor in the formula for the widespread growth of festivals, but it all comes down to content. Matt Dentler, former festival producer for the biggest film event in Austin, Texas, SXSW, and currently with Cinetic Media, points to other reasons for the expansion. “I think technology is the biggest factor, both on the filmmaking side and the exhibition side,” Dentler explains. “It’s become increasingly accessible for artists to make their work, as well as easier for people to set up screenings in almost any kind of venue. So, more films are looking for exposure and now more communities can provide that exposure, no matter how big or small. But, like any revolution, there’s an upside and a downside. There are more great festivals than ever before but also more lackluster festivals than ever before.”

Producer Jeremy Coon’s Napoleon Dynamite hit numerous festivals during 2004, and he’s since traveled the festival circuit with two other features seeking love from audiences and the industry. “Honestly, I think people are just looking for another excuse to party with celebrities,” Coon relates. “There are just a lot more films being made due to the advent of less expensive, digital filmmaking options. All of those films need a place to exhibit, so as long as more films are being made than can be released by distributors, there will be plenty of films to fuel that festival growth. Economics and social status are also fueling this growth. Cities are realizing that a good film festival not only brings in additional revenue (hotels, restaurants, etc.) during its run, but it also raises the awareness and cachet of a city.”

There’s no shortage of passionate people determined to start a film festival, fueled by little money but a healthy amount of enthusiasm and volunteers. Christian Gaines, former director of festivals for AFI, currently at Without a Box, explains: “It’s no secret that there’s been an explosion in the number of film festivals over the last decade, which is good because now my mom’s friends know what I do for a living,” said Gaines. “But, while film festivals will always put out a press release when they’re launching, rarely will they do so if they’re closing up shop. You hear about the new festivals, but it takes tenacity, hard work, and a commitment to long-term institutionalization to first survive and then chart real year-to-year progress.”

Filmmaker Michael Blieden attended fifteen festivals in 2003 with his indie favorite, Melvin Goes to Dinner, and he relishes the experience. “It’s a training ground, an informal bit of market research, a chance to form some very collegial relationships with other filmmakers, and if you’re single you’re going to try to get laid,” he reveals. “Plenty of the filmmakers I met that year now have graduated to real professional showbiz jobs, and not even necessarily as a direct result of their festival films,” Blieden says. “I think making a festival movie is just much more of a stepping stone for anyone who wants to be a writer/director. In many ways the festival movie has replaced the thesis film for the savvy and inspired filmmaker who isn’t interested in too much theory.”

While promoting a city as a vacation destination is certainly the intent for some festivals, there are loftier goals for others. Christen McCardle, the former director of the Ann Arbor Film Festival who took on local censors, sees greater value for audiences. “The cultural value that film festivals play to their local community is becoming increasingly evident,” McCardle points out, “as is the larger role that festivals have in the film industry’s quest to find quality content. Film festivals are havens for unique and innovative films and are a breath of fresh air for communities.”

NEW FESTIVALS ON THE RISE

The growth in the sheer number of festivals has resulted in exciting new events as well as what some might characterize as unique experiments in presenting fresh films to moviegoers. These new festivals seem to crop up weekly, each addressing the needs of a specific audience segment that may have been previously ignored. CineKink, based in New York, is a festival dedicated to screening work of an erotic nature and calls itself the “really alternative film festival.” In fact, the films shown to enthusiastic and often leather-and vinyl-clad audiences, according to the festival, “explore and celebrate a wide diversity of sexuality.” The four-year-old event recently teamed up with the Los Angeles Erotica Film Fest to share submissions, proving the concept succeeds on both coasts.

The newly formed Phuket Film Festival in Thailand may be the perfect escape for those who wish to enjoy international films as well as the resort destination. The event is also focused on spotlighting Phuket as a potential locale for Hollywood production.

Film festivals have always been about discovery, and for those who work the festival circuit regularly, that involves finding new and exciting fests as well. “I attended the Midnight Sun Film Festival in Sodankyla, Finland,” notes Without a Box’s Gaines. “Films play twenty-four hours a day, and because it’s June and inside the Arctic Circle, it never gets dark. The programming was eclectic, thorough, and thoughtful, and festival guests got very well acquainted with Finnish culture.”

Morgan Spurlock has a few recommendations of his own. “My two favorite festivals are the San Sebastian Film Festival in Spain and the West Virginia Film Festival—one is all about the Spanish coast, good food, and delicious wine, and the other is all about the green mountains, good people, and cold beer. But at the end of the day, both are about great movies, and that’s what I really love.”

McCardle points to a lesser-known and far less commercial event that she admires. “I like FreeWaves in Los Angeles. It’s a festival of installations, located all around Hollywood. The installations are interactive and experiential films that are projected on landscapes of our own community.”

Both Michael Blieden and Jeremy Coon cite the Waterfront Film Festival as a favorite among filmmakers and a must-stop on their respective festival tours. “Waterfront takes place in the small, beautiful lake town of Saugatuck, Michigan,” says Coon. “The people who run it are great, the atmosphere is totally laid-back and fun, the parties are crazy, and the films are consistently good.”

“I didn’t win any awards,” says Blieden, “but my screenings at Waterfront were totally packed, and there were no technical snafus, which says an awful lot. Also, I’m pretty sure I was propositioned by a married couple to join them in the motel Jacuzzi for a three-way. I’ll never know for sure, though.”

If there is one trend that could be observed from the recent wave of new festivals, it’s the popularity of the horror or genre film festival. While sci-fi and horror films are a solid staple of Sundance’s midnight program, they make up the entirety of the programming at many new festivals, including Shriekfest, Screamfest Horror Film Festival, and the New York City Independent Horror Film Festival, as well as horror festivals in Sacramento, Chicago, Portland, Rhode Island, and too many more to list. Denise Gossett is the founder and co-director of Shriekfest Horror and sees this trend as serving a growing demand. “I think audiences are hungry for new stuff,” she says. “We all know we can go see the big-budget films at the theaters, but it starts to feel like cookie-cutter copies, so that is why we long to see the independent films. Genre fans are everywhere, and they are very supportive of independent filmmakers and are willing to attend genre fests to show their support.”

THE EVOLVING FESTIVAL CIRCUIT

While there seems to be a never-ending list of new and sometimes strange film festivals, survival is a reality each new organization must face. “So many film festivals in the last decade have transitioned from being a simple celebration of film culture,” says Without a Box’s Gaines, “to having to provide essential outcomes for the many constituents who converge on the scene: filmmakers, audiences, the film industry, the media, and corporate sponsors, among others. These different groups often desire very different outcomes from the festival experience. So festival programs and infrastructure have become more sophisticated, more complex, and tailored specifically to satisfy the needs of these groups. The communal warmth and simple pleasure of getting together to watch a film and celebrate the filmmakers has transitioned into something that’s more loaded and more fraught with expectation than it was a decade ago.”

The festival world as a whole has seen a lot of change in the last decade as the audience hungering for films outside of its standard studio movie diet grows to super proportions.

“There are even more movies being made now than ever, but are there better films being made?” Morgan Spurlock asks. “I don’t think so. But what you see is someone who never would have been able to make a film ten years ago getting the chance to follow his or her voice and dreams and making a film that breaks out from nowhere. That’s inspiring.”
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Marquee on the theater at Ebertfest
Spurlock reflects on his recent critical support for his new doc, Where in the World Is Osama Bin Laden? “I was amazed in Park City this year. When I was there in 2004 with Super Size Me, they said 35,000 attended the fest. This year that number topped 50,000. Fifteen thousand more people in four years! Why? The biggest reason is the paparazzi factor—it’s become as much about the scene at many of these big festivals (Toronto, Cannes, Sundance) as it is about the movies.”The real secret to the success of film festivals rests in that focus on film.

“Audiences can now see honest-to-goodness fresh talent that’s just happy to be there,” Blieden explains. “In my opinion, film festivals are like music festivals. The ‘festival’ part of the whole thing has really come to the fore.”

Festivals are clearly big business, but Spurlock points out the benefits that lesser-known festivals provide. “There are still the smaller fests that can show movies and be intimate and cater to filmmakers,” he says. “But at the end of the day, the festivals that most producers and directors want to attend are the ones where they have the best chance of getting distribution. So, I think the power of the industry has really helped push and shape the directions of festivals in both positive and negative directions.”

10 DIRTY SECRETS OF INDEPENDENT FILM

If one is going to enter the sometimes brutal world of independent film, it helps to be armed with the knowledge of all the harsh realities. So to save you from having to experience them all firsthand, let me just spell this all out for you now—even if it is painful, you need to know.


	Corporate independents rule. Deal with it.

Every major studio has an independent film division, or what might be called a “low-budget studio division.” Basically, these churn out dramas in which the actors are paid scale. Corporate indies have co-opted the independent spirit and turned it into a section in the video store. You can look on this as a good or a bad thing, but that’s the way it is. So learn to live with it.


	It’s a business of relationships.

Yes, it really is who you know. There are those who say that the film world is all “politics.” So, get good at politics. Get to know the acquisitions executives at the major distributors who still buy movies and get these people to your screening—no matter what it takes.


	Casting counts.

Unfortunately. The first question any acquisitions executive—or moviegoer, for that matter—is going to ask is, “Who’s in it?” So, put together a cast that will get your film noticed. Actors are always on the lookout for good material, so get it to them any way you can. Director Rod Lurie played poker weekly with actor Kevin Pollack and ended up directing his independentfeature debut Deterrence by casting his card-playing pal. Cultivating relationships with recognizable talent is valuable; pursue these assets by building a friendship first and not by shoving a script in an actor’s face.


WORTH MORE THAN MONEY

A thank-you is worth more than money. Acknowledgment in film credits and public acknowledgment go a long way toward building strong relationships. Be sure not only to be humble but also to thank those who helped you along the way. In independent film, money is always scarce, but thanks should never be.





	Be original. But don’t be too original.

As much as film executives say they want something original, they really don’t. What they mean by “original” is simply “old wine in a new bottle.” They want a familiar genre, story, or tried-and-true formula told in a completely original way. For example, a rock-and-roll musical (familiar) about a man with a botched sex-change operation (very original) called Hedwig and the Angry Inch. That works.
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Adam Goldberg and Giovanni Ribisi at the Toronto International Film Festival


	Want to get into a film festival? Get to know the “phantom programmers.”

Sure, everyone knows that Geoffrey Gilmore is best known as the longtime gatekeeper at the Sundance Film Festival, and that he recently made the move to the East Coast, becoming the creative director of the Tribeca Film Festival. And there is no chance he is going to return the call of an unknown emerging indie filmmaker. That’s why it is critical to get to know the “phantom programmers.” These are the trusted friends of festival programmers—people they rely on to offer advice about how to fill a programming slot. To get into the festival of your choice, it’s key to look for the people the main programmer respects and enlist their support.


	Get a good review from Roger Ebert.

There are seven “Roger Eberts” that can be found in the phone book in the Los Angeles area alone, and one of them is bound to love your movie. (You do know I’m kidding, right?) Seriously, there are more outlets covering film today than there are films released in a year. No joke. If you can’t get a decent review in a recognizable media outlet, there are plenty of lesser-known media outlets on the Web just salivating over the prospect of being quoted on your movie poster. Just ask the major movie studios—they use this technique all the time.


	Awards are meaningless.

Unless, of course, you are the one receiving the award. Be sure to tout any kind of award you receive no matter how cheesy or meaningless it seems to you. The graphic of those two laurels with the words “Award Winner” in the center will make a perfect piece of marketing to use on the poster or video sleeve.


	Don’t be an orphan.

There are thousands of “cine-orphans” out there—movies without distribution. It’s important not to end up as one. After all of the large and small distributors have passed on your film, don’t concern yourself with making back your money. At this point, it’s all about your career, so it’s critical to get the film into the commercial marketplace, even if you have to self-distribute it on DVD. And DVDs make great giveaways at meetings about your next project.


	Get a look.

Yes, as irrelevant as it seems, fashion sense is important, and a distinct look does count for something. If fame matters in moving up the indie film career ladder, then it’s important to be recognizable in a crowd, or at least in photos that appear in the trades. Picture the writer and director of such films as Spanking the Monkey, Three Kings, and Nailed. You can’t. That’s because writer/director David O. Russell is about as nondescript as they come. He’s an average guy, and there’s no crime in that. Now picture the writer and director of such films as Welcome to the Dollhouse, Happiness, and Storytelling. Yes, Todd Solondz is that dork with the goofy hair and big glasses. His unique “look” gets him recognized at festivals, events, and parties—and that will get his geeky mug in the trendy sections of magazines. Fame does help.


	The truth.

The reality is that the indie film world is a freelance business in which most rarely get paid and fewer get paid well. Success is garnering good press, or winning an award at a festival, or receiving rave reviews, or the simple pleasure of getting distribution and seeing your film open on the big screen. All of this perceived “success” still won’t pay the bills, so it’s important to take that tried-and-true parental advice and have a fallback plan to actually make money. Otherwise, you’ll be racking up credit card debt and filing for bankruptcy before your first feature even hits the festival circuit. Sad, but true.

Of course, once you reach that “perceived success status,” your job will now be to lie to everyone about how great life is in the business and continue to perpetuate the myths about the entertainment industry. No one likes reality.
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“Like the lottery, you can’t win if you don’t play. Sundance is the mother of all film festivals—you must apply.”

—JOAL RYAN,
filmmaker, Former Child Star






10 STUPID THINGS INDIE FILMMAKERS
DO TO MESS UP THEIR MOVIES

There are countless books that explain how to make movies. And while that is not the subject of this book, I do feel the need to chime in with some kernels of advice every once in a while.

One fact many people have a tough time swallowing is that, percentage-wise, there are more bad independent films than there are bad Hollywood movies. Here are the common mistakes to avoid if you wish to make a successful independent film that rises above the pack and solidifies your career as a filmmaker. Meaning, you get paid to make films instead of paying to make them.


	Weak script

Here is where more indie films fail than in any other area. If the running time is around seventy minutes, the feature script was probably thin to begin with. But one only has to look at Kevin Smith’s Clerks to learn why the script is the most important element. Clerks is perhaps the most technically inept film ever to get a theatrical release. Almost any decent student film looks better than Clerks. But today’s audiences are not as concerned with the technical quality of a film. Content is king for indies, and this is where Clerks succeeds brilliantly. We don’t care about the gritty look (actually, that look contributes overall to the mood)—the characters engage us, the story is well paced, and we laugh our asses off at the snappy dialogue. Kevin’s amazing script rose above the limitations under which he made the movie, resulting in what is now an indie film classic. They say that paper is cheaper than film, so buy some paper. And keep buying it until you write a great screenplay (then, other people will buy it for you).


	Casting non-film actors

Most first-time filmmakers think that to hire actors, they must go to the theater. I can spot a theater actor in an indie film on a 13-inch black-and-white TV running a VHS screener from across the room. Theater actors are used to “projecting” their performance to the back of the playhouse, which often leads to over-the-top performances on camera. Bring it down a notch. Or maybe ten notches. Actors’ performances are magnified onscreen, so if you use non-actors or actors with little film experience, you’ll often spend time asking them to tone it down. Other than policing non-and less-than-experienced actors, casting is perhaps the most important decision you’ll face as a filmmaker. In fact, some say half of directing is casting, so choose actors who will elevate your material, not butcher it. Talent from the Screen Actors Guild is of a higher caliber and worth the extra money. SAG has several contracts geared toward helping independents get their films made. Some even allow you to defer an actor’s pay entirely, but there are strings attached, so examine all the paperwork carefully. You can get info at www.SAGindie.com.


	Sacrificing quality to meet a deadline

Okay, you’re going to hear this one more than once in this book, but you cannot sacrifice the quality of your film to make the deadline for a festival. You are not only cheating yourself, but you are betraying everyone on the crew (who worked so hard to do their jobs) as well as your investors (who trusted you with their money). So many filmmakers rush to meet a deadline for a major festival like Sundance and they end up with a film that is less than it could have been. And then they are surprised when the film is rejected. Take the time. It’s one of the only luxuries that comes with making an independent film. Take the time to edit, to get feedback through a focus group, and to be sure you have made the best film possible. Only then will you be ready to submit to a festival.


	Wearing too many hats

So, you’re the writer/director/producer/editor and you star in your movie. Great. We all understand that making an indie film requires you to do, well, everything. But taking credit for everything makes you look naïve. Inexperienced. The opposite of humble. Consider delegating a few of those hats, along with the responsibilities that come with them, to talented people in their respective fields.


	Clearances

The number one stumbling block to getting a distribution deal has to be legal clearances. Have your legal house in order so that when you go to sell your movie, all your paperwork is clean. This goes for everything from actor contracts, to clearing locations, to clearing any names or items and music. Get an attorney to look at the script for any legal stumbling blocks before you shoot. Do not, I repeat, do not simply get “festival clearance” for the music in your film, hoping to get full clearance later. Yeah, I know, you love that Chemical Brothers song and it’s perfect and no other song will do—but that doesn’t help you, because you will have to get the song fully cleared before you can sell the movie. Craig Brewer, who made the digital indie The Poor & Hungry, approached Icehouse Records in his hometown of Memphis, Tennessee. They provided a box full of CDs by local bands and from those recordings Craig put together a soundtrack for his film, with fully cleared music. Do whatever it takes to clear everything, otherwise you’ll be stuck having to fix it later, which can be very costly. In fact, it can cost you a deal.


	Bad sound

If it’s a choice between sound and picture, put the cash into the sound. Nothing ruins a film experience more than being unable to follow a story because the dialogue is inaudible or so badly mixed that it’s become incoherent. While film is a visual medium, filmmakers often forget that sound is 50 percent of the experience.


	No money for marketing

There should be a line item in your budget for money to be spent on promotion and festival travel. Getting the film made is only half the battle—now it must be sold. Without money for posters, publicity, travel, etc., the odds of selling your movie will be stacked against you.


	No festival strategy

If you plan to attend a festival as a filmmaker, be sure to visit that festival as a film-goer first to learn the ins and outs. Get to know the staff and anyone who might help you get the film programmed. Have a Plan B. Just because you didn’t get into Sundance, Seattle, Telluride, or Toronto is no reason to give up and no reflection on the film itself. There are plenty of stops on the festival circuit that can result in awards, good reviews, useful contacts, attention, and a distribution deal, so include those fests in your plan.


	Serious documentary = PBS. Funny documentary = sale

Documentaries that explore a serious topic tempered by humor are more commercially viable than those that don’t. And if you’ve made a doc about the world of porn, swingers—hell, anything involving nudity—that will almost guarantee a sale. It’s a sad truth, but isn’t that what docs are supposed to explore? Naked reality?


	There’s no I in team

Don’t try to do it all yourself. If you try to do it all, you will fail. Learn to delegate. Build a strong team to support you at the festival—otherwise, you’ll be the one hanging up posters. Thank all those who helped you along the way. In the independent film world, genuine thanks and appreciation go even further than money.





D.I.C.—DO IT CHEAP

In all things related to your film—whether it be casting, production, postproduction, marketing, promotion, anything—you will face one seemingly impossible barrier to getting what you want: money. Money is an obstacle filmmakers face at every level, whether producing a $100 million Hollywood extravaganza or a $900 digital indie feature. Those filmmakers who are able to master the art of Taming the Triangle will get what they want without compromising their vision.

The “Triangle” represents the way a filmmaker wants everything done all the time: fast/good/cheap. In any task related to a film, you almost always have the luxury of choosing only two of these elements to achieve your goal. As an example, let’s say you need an explosion for your film. The big budget Hollywood movie producer may choose to do a giant special-effects-laden explosion. Hollywood can do it fast and good, but it will definitely not be cheap. The no-budget digital movie producer may choose to do an explosion but will select the path of fast and cheap; the resulting shot will not be good. The no-budget producer may choose good and cheap, but it will not be fast. That producer will encounter time as an enemy.

THE TRIANGLE

In the making of your film, you will come up against the Triangle and the fast/good/cheap decision many times. For most indies, the logical choice will be good and cheap as time is usually the one thing you have available. But as you’ve already read once and will read again throughout this book, if you rush to meet a festival deadline and wind up compromising the quality of your film, you will only hurt your chances for success.

Take a look at the choices on the Triangle and choose the path that best supports your final vision. You don’t think filmmakers at all levels face the same dilemma? Even George Lucas, one of the most successful independent filmmakers of all time, let over fifteen years pass before he revisited the Star Wars universe—he was waiting for the quality of digital filmmaking effects and technology to improve while becoming cost-effective. Live by the Triangle, and as a filmmaker, evaluate every decision toward making the best finished film possible.
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IN FILM, POLITICS IS NOT A DIRTY WORD

In the film industry, politics means meeting the right people, rallying them to your cause (your film), and enlisting them in your mission to get your movie made and seen by as many people as possible.

Unfortunately, the question is not always, “Who is the best filmmaker?” More often, it comes down to the question, “Who excels at the political game that is the film industry?” You must learn to become astute in politics if you intend to be a successful (i.e., working and solvent) filmmaker. Let me clue you in on a little secret—you already know how to do this. You may not be aware of it, and you might not have done it on purpose, but you have used politics to your advantage every moment you have been working on your film.
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Robert DeNiro at the Tribeca Film Festival

	You raised the money you needed for your film from somewhere.


	You secured the perfect location—for free!


	You begged the lab to go the extra mile—and they did.


	You fought to have that scene kept and shot your way.


	You convinced the rental house to give you a break on your equipment.


	You kept spirits up when disaster struck and rain ruined a day of shooting.


	You inspired the cinematographer to come up with a solution for that troublesome setup—and it turned out beautifully.


	You talked the entire crew into working through the night.


	Your sense of humor saved the first AD’s life when the entire crew wanted to kill him.


	You even persuaded your actor to do that embarrassing nude scene. (Full frontal. You rock!)


	You assembled a group of people to create a film and see you vision through to completion, and you smiled through it all (even though you know you could have made a better film under more ideal circumstances).
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So you see, you are a political animal; you just never thought of it that way before. Now, you must take these Svengali-like abilities and translate them into selling your movie. (Pay attention and commit the next sentence to memory. It’s a run-on and completely grammatically incorrect. I already know that, and I’ve beaten my editor over the head to keep it just the way it is; basically, it is the crux of the entire book.) All you have to do is use these very same skills to apply to festivals, lobby the festival staff, convince them your film must be seen, get into the festival; hire a publicist, a lawyer, a producer’s rep, and an agent; travel to the festival—don’t forget to make a killer poster, an EPK, a trailer, and a website; get some press, create great buzz for your movie, pack the screening with a real audience along with press, friends, celebrities, and acquisitions executives; be humble, engaging, and funny at the post-screening Q&A session, get some good reviews, create more good buzz, get “the call,” make the distribution deal, negotiate tough to get the best deal, read the trades to look for your name and the announcement, travel the world showing your film at other festivals, support the release of the film by doing interview after interview—and during this whole process get into as many parties and have as much fun as possible while exhibiting your ability to remain witty after far too many drinks. That’s it. That’s all you have to do.

The rest of this book explains how all of that can be achieved. It’s important to point out that no two filmmakers realize success by following the same path. Each one “makes it” differently, and your experience will be completely different and totally your own.


WHAT MAKES A GREAT FESTIVAL


FOR TRAVELERS: LEARN TO LOVE WAITING IN LINE

You’re going to wait in line. A lot. So learn to love it. Here are some things you can do:


	Read a book (or read a script, if you want to get people’s attention).


	Play movie trivia games. A great way to test your knowledge and make new friends.


	Make cell phone calls back home and tell your pals that you are at the Sundance Film Festival and they are not. That’s the most fun!


	Text or Twitter your opinions on movies you’ve seen.






I have been attending film festivals since I was a kid, so I’ve had my share of good and bad experiences. I rate a film festival as “great” based on a very specific set of criteria. I try not to judge a festival by a few technical mistakes, because those can plague even the largest and most respected festivals. As a festival-goer, there are three key elements that make a festival enjoyable for me: great films, solid organization, and fun parties.


10 STUPID THINGS PROGRAMMERS DO TO MESS UP THEIR FESTIVALS

When I was given the opportunity to program Cinema Epicuria: The Sonoma Valley Film Festival, I was determined not to make the same mistakes I had seen at other festivals. I figured, hell, if I wrote a book about film festivals, I better damn well know how to put one on. Having traveled to more than one hundred festivals worldwide, I’ve seen the best and the worst, but I always see the same problems over and over again. While the following ten gaffes are geared toward festival staffs, this list should help filmmakers get an inside perspective on how a festival works. As the program director for two years, I learned a lot from my experiences, so I now present you with the top ten things to avoid when programming a festival:


	Screening bad movies

The main reason that an avid film-goer travels to a festival is to see good movies. But somehow plenty of awful films get play—films so bad that you wouldn’t watch them if they were airing for free on network television. So, why do really terrible movies constantly turn up on the festival circuit? A lot of reasons. Sometimes the director is “friends” with the programmer, or a programmer is pushing some kind of personal agenda, or another movie pulls out at the last minute and a suitable replacement must be found quickly. Whatever the reason, the programmer must be responsive to the needs of the local community. Personal tastes will always vary, but don’t screen a documentary about punk rock in the 1970s at a festival whose local demographic consists chiefly of senior citizens. Asking other programmers for help is key or, heck, ask me—I see decent indies all the time and I am happy to hand out a recommendation. You must be discriminating. For Sonoma, I personally screened two hundred films sent to us through our call for entries and saw another six hundred films at other festivals and through tapes sent to me by filmmakers—all this to get down the fifty films that ended up in our program.


	Poor organization

When the program guide contains incorrect information, when screenings are running thirty minutes late, when the screening begins with five minutes of apology from the program director about the delays, when the audience sits in the dark while a damaged print is repaired, when the post-screening Q&A begins with nervous silence—then you’ve got serious organizational problems. Addressing these effectively with experienced theater managers and well-trained volunteer team leaders can help solve these simple problems quickly. There will always be some amount of chaos behind the scenes—that’s normal—but as long as it remains invisible to the festival-going public, those problems never happened. Good organization is often worth paying for, because a smoothly run festival is generally a profitable one.


	Giving sponsors control

Bending over backward for sponsors can be very fruitful for both parties. The festival circuit would not exist without the
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