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action to turn the city of Pittsburgh 
into a giant pinball game.

Columbus notes that “audiences 
we reach out to in diverse commu-
nities benefit from the opportunity 
to discover work that they have 
seldom, if ever, [had the chance to] 
see via mainstream media.” 
www.blackmariafilmfestival.org

—Samantha Husik

San LuiS ObiSpO  
internatiOnaL  
FiLm FeStivaL
Great FiLmS are juSt the beGinninG 
in the happieSt pLace in america 
• For as long as I can remember, 
my screensaver has featured a 
picture of my beloved home state 
of Maine. But that changed after I 
attended the 17th annual San Luis 
Obispo International Film Festival 
(SLOIFF), which took place March 
9-13, 2011. To say I was impressed 
by the city, named the “Happiest 
Place in America” in a recent book 
by Dan Buettner, is an understate-
ment. Now my screensaver features 
the bucolic emerald fields and hills 
that lead down to the Pacific Ocean 
just a few miles away. 

For anyone who loves the great 
outdoors and great movies, head-
ing to the central California coast 
for SLOIFF will prove to be the pro-
verbial embarrassment of riches. 
The incredible Fremont Theater, a 
classic art deco movie palace where 
many of SLOIFF’s screenings take 
place, still retains every bit of its 
1940s neon charm.

Downtown SLO is designed for 
walking, and the fest takes full 
advantage of that fact. Several 
other theaters are within walking 

distance of the Fremont, and SLO’s 
Tourism Business Improvement 
District Board works closely with 
the festival to make sure that at-
tendees are captivated by the city’s 
vibrancy at every turn. 

The colorful evening farmer’s 
market, the fig- and eucalyptus-
lined streets, the many ample green 
spaces, outdoor musicians and free 
bike valets—everything about SLO 
seems like a visitor’s dream. As I 
got to know the town better, the 
whole “Happiest Place in America” 
thing seemed less and less like 
hyperbole. 

Like the town it calls home, 
the festival is both sophisticated 
and friendly. I’ve been to a lot of 
festivals, and I’ve rarely seen one 
so hospitable to its guests—a direct 
credit to festival director Wendy 
Eidson and her dedicated staff. At 
the festival’s daily parties, festival-
goers were treated to free wine 
and fabulous food, and additional 
parties at places like the SLO Brew-
ing Company made visitors feel 
welcome.

But the magnificent theaters, 
abundant culinary delights and 
considerable charms of the town 

itself aren’t the sole highlights of 
SLOIFF. Also deserving of praise is 
the festival’s unique and thoughtful 
programming, an example of which 
is its annual Surf Night. This year’s 
offering, director John Pomer’s 
gritty documentary The Westsid-
ers, captures the rise and fall of a 
troubled superstar “surf tribe” in 
Santa Cruz, California. And at what 
other festival could you see the first 
annual California Ultimate Laugh-

ing Championship? The competi-
tion was hosted by Montreal-based 
director (and “laughologist”) Albert 
Nerenberg, whose documentary 
Laughology screened at the festival. 

Also of note is SLOIFF’s sup-
port of young moviemakers. The 
fest’s third annual Movie in a Day 
Marathon saw teams of amateur 
moviemakers competing to make 
a short film, from conception to 
completion, in seven hours. As 
with the popular 48 Hour Film 
Project competitions, films are 
based on loglines given to the crew 
just before shooting commences. 
SLOIFF also awards young movi-
emakers through their Young Film-
makers of Tomorrow showcase, 
which featured two screenings of 
shorts by directors aged 10 to 18. 

Among the film highlights were 
Jonathan Sobol’s Best Narrative 
Feature winner A Beginner’s Guide 
to Endings, starring Harvey Keitel, 
and Tamar Simon Hoffs’ Pound of 
Flesh, starring SLO resident Timo-
thy Bottoms, who was on hand for 
a Q&A. 

The award for Best Narrative 
Short Film went to Michelle Steffes’ 
dark comedy The Interview, while 

Aideen O’Sullivan 
and Ross Whitaker’s 
Bye Bye Now, about 
the history of phone 
boxes in Ireland, won 
Best Documentary 
Short. Tor Myhren 
and Gabriela Cowp-
erthwaite’s City Lax: 
An Urban Lacrosse 
Story was named Best 
Documentary Feature 
as well as Best of the 
Fest. Oscar-nominated 
actor Greg Kinnear 

took home this year’s King Vidor 
Career Achievement Award.

Along with all the wonderful 
new films were daily screenings of 
such classic Hollywood standards 
as The Searchers, The Night of the 
Hunter and Hello, Dolly! This year’s 
SLOIFF was everything you’d want 
a festival to be: Exciting, surprising, 
thought-provoking and fun. 
www.slofilmfest.org

—Tim Rhys
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