" OUNDED IN 1999, the Sidewalk
Moving Picture Festival enter-
tained 3,000 enthusiastic film
lovers its inaugural vear. Each
year thereafter, the event has
continued to grow and attract

2 filmmakers, fans and industry
insiders. Last year, 12,000 audience members
watched independent films, joined salon discussions
and networked in a variety of venues throughout the
city streets. In January of this year, after serving as
program manager since 2003, Catherine Pfitzer
became the Sidewalk Moving Picture Festival's
second executive director. Under her leadership,
the organization will remain true to the festival's
original vision of bringing new films to new audi-
ences. This year, the ninth 9th annual film festival
hopes to attract even more independent film
buffs, showcase new talent and provide a forum
tor artists and audiences to mingle.

PORTICO recently met with Pfitzer, also a
documentary filmmaker currently filming a piece
on women'’s professional football in Alabama, at
her office to talk about the upcoming festival.

PORTICO: The mission of the festival is to bring
films to Birmingham that people here would otherwise
not have a chance to see. What are some examples of
this? PFITZER: Before "Napoleon Dynamite” was
“Napoleon Dynamite,” it was a short film called
“Palooka” that we showed. We showed it as
"Napoleon Dynamite” before it got picked up by
MTYV for distribution. Thats sort of the way it
works for independent films. They're shown on
the film circuit. "Napoleon Dynamite”
at Sundance, and because of its popularity, it got
picked up. We showed the film “Supersize Me" because it would
not otherwise get here. This is a strange market. We're the biggest
city in the state, but still as far as distribution is concerned, a lot
of films don't come here because we don't have an art house cin-
ema. There's no venue. A few of the indie films come here, but it's
really only if there's a huge star in them—if they have some mass
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appeal. But we try to have special screenings throughout the year.

What have some challenges been along the way? As a non-profit
organization, funding is always an issue. But also getting the fans
mobilized in the same place at the same time in order to declare
their support by attending is a challenge because we really do
have something for everyone. There are seven venues all simul-
taneously screening different things, so folks who come down
are going to find something they like.
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With new leadership, is there a new vision for the festival? We're
not trying to reinvent the festival. It's successful as it is. The new
aspect is civil rights, which just makes sense for Birmingham to
be a hub of civil rights films. This year we are launching a civil
and human rights sidebar for the first time. We are partnering
with the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute and screening many
of those films there, so that's very exciting. Its an addition to
everything else, which has stayed consistent.

How would you describe the film community in Birmingham? lt
has become mobilized primarily because of the festival. While
bringing new films to new audiences is our mission, the festival
also encourages film and filmmaking in the state of Alabama. We
have a burgeoning film community that is growing all the time.
Sidewalk puts on a monthly networking meeting for filmmakers
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to get together, meet each other, collaborate, discuss potential
projects they're working on, and find other collaborators for those
projects. Clearly, there was a need that we filled.

What are the strengths and weaknesses within the film community?
The strengths are that the film community is incredibly mobilized.
They talk to one another and utilize each others resources. You
know, "Il work on your film if you work on my film kind of thing.”
So that's one. The cooperation is one of the huge strengths. Probably
the weakness is the lack of business savvy behind the films—finding
the funding, you know, all of those things that are less of the art of it.
The business side is really what the next step is, | think.

What have been some surprises along the way? | guess it was in
2002 when we took sort of a different route with our opening night
film and had a big name film, “Sweet Home Alabama,” as our open-
ing film which was sold out and the best attended opening night we'd
ever had. Yet the backlash of that is that it wasn't an independent film.
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