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BY DANIELLE DIGIACOMO

n 1973, a young, cmn:m;l-lﬂ‘.'mg bohemian I.'f:l“]'ll( fled the ]ﬁgh

rents of Manhatean for the more affordable suburhs of

Huntington, NY. Once there, Vic Skolnick and Charlome Sky

found that they had also fled, inadvertendy, the vibramt inde-
pendent cinema scene in New York Ciry, which was then in its heyday,
with miore than a dozen arthouses 5prink.|.rd tJ‘lmugi:c-'ur the hnrnughs.
Withowut Nerflix, or even (gaspl} home video, Skalnick and 'ﬂn WErS
not content to suck it up at the local multiplex. Sa, in whar is now leg-
endary in the annals of independent film thearre history, they rented a
few 16mm reels and a projector from the library, tacked a whire bed-
sheet to a wall, passed out flyers, and invited fellow film lovers 1o a
screening of Robert Rossen's Liffeh, accompanied by the W.C. Fields'
shor, Fhe Fatal Glass of Beer. Artendees were asked 10 bring their own

Ll'LnLil"L
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The Skolnick-Sky dilemma 15 not uncommon—jaded consumers
become too full to enjoy the big any'’s culrural feast, and it's only when
they move from uber-urbanity to 2 smaller city o the suburbs that they
appreciate whar they once had. This is especially tue in film. Small
towns and cities have been shorrchanged cinemarically, as if only the
most cosmopolitan sophisticares can appreciate the non-big-budger
blockbuster. As the Skolnicks continue o demonstrare, this is simply
nor the case.

Thirry-three years after hanging thar bedsheer, this pioneering duo,
along with their gon Dylan, continue 1o run whart is now known as the
Cinema Arts Centre. With three screening rooms and two cafes, it is
nationally renowned, ateracting dozens of big-named flmmakers,
s. Their annual budger is 1.8

T.h:].' have aver B,000 members.

actors, and cn million dollars, and
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Group shot of The Film Streams Cinema Project, which is made up of (from left) Autumn Campbell, Pablo de Ocampao, and Jeremy Rossen

Huntingrons Cinema Arts Centre, which now seems like a wizened
old-timer in a wagically small family, has inspired a few small-town
visionaries 10 follow i lead. More film fanatic than economically od-
ented entreprencur, these intrepid young cnema-builders are rying to

fill a cultural gap in the wwns they love.

Film Streams

Rachel Jacobson, born and bred in Omaha, s 2 movie nerd—one of

those list-muaking, spreadsheet-keeping, ticker-stub-saving fanatics. Her
cransformation from casual moviegoer 1o bona-fide cinemaniac
occurred in 2000 while she was a senior at the University of Llinois,
Courses in documentary film and French cinema opened her eyes o
the potential of film as both a unigue art and a social toal. Jacobson
realized that, rather than make movies, she wanted to “promaote film as
an art form somehow.” While visiting her family during a break from
school, she realized that “a true arthouse was something that has always
really been missing from Omaha,” and she decided then and there o
open one. First step: move to the Big Apple.

In Mew York, she adapred so well 1o the ciry's frenzied pace that her
“outsider” ongins were always met with surprise. Living in the East
Village, the refreshingly open and stylish blonde with an infectious

laugh creared a social orbit with her many ceeative friends, connecting

a web of artists, filmmakers, and writers for social and collaborarive
purposes. Still, she didn't waiver in her plan o rerurn home bearing a
gift that would (hopefully) wield decades of perpetual returns. Wich
her eye on the prize, Jacobson wok a course in ans administration at
New York University and ook jobs in cinema and nonprofit ars—in
distribution at Miramax, in fundraising at Theatee for a New
Audience, and Anally, in individual giving and marketing at WNYC,
MNew York's public radio stanon,

Jacobson kept in wouch with an old Omaha friend, Robb Nansel,
the head of a not-so-licdle indie label called Saddle Creek Records,
which, together with its star musician, indie rock heartthrob Conor
Oiberst, helped pur the ciry on the hipster map, Jacobson and Nansel
used o brainstorm over beem about upcnitl.__u. 1 cultural centre in
Omaha, which would house both a concert venue and a nonprofit cin-
ema. Jacobson considered this merely drunken dreaming untl January
2005 when she got, as she put it, “the phone call thae changed my life.”
Unbeknownst o her, MNanszl had been in talks with the Ciry of
Omaha, which agreed 1o give him space in 2 developing area of the city
to build a concert hall and cinema as well as aparrments, offices, a
restaurant, and a retail store. All Jacobson had o do was move home
and run the cinema.

'I-.IIE d':li.':liili.'lll. Wik a JJL"-I."FH.I.E]'E[. JHF..UIJ‘!U['. :‘I“fill'l.'-l-h-l“.'l_'- met with
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lawyers to establish nonprofit status and, since permanently moving
back, has worked manically 1o raise money and awareness, and 1o build
a board of direcrors, which now includes Kurt Andersen, host of NPR's
culture program “Swdio 360.7 and acclaimed filmmaker Alexander
PJ._::'H(‘ f.'i}'.-f.-;;.q;_:.-:, Election). She named the center Film Streams, a dual
ode to her beloved city (Omaha means "above all else on a stream”) and
her favonte director, John Cassaveres, who direcred Love Sereamy,

Film Streams has already collaborated with community groups o
program a film series ar the Joshyn Art Museum, Jacobson has curated a
decidedly diverse schedule of movies, including Kurosawa's fatbomon,
Bergman's The Muagic Fiute, and Jessica Yu's Henry Darger documenary,
It the Readrs of the Unreal. When the cinema is up and running {the pro-
jected opening date is Spring 2007) it will have a model similar 1o New
York's Film Borum; a 208-scar theatre will project fimse-run indies, docu-
mentaries, and foreign films nor playing elsewhere in the ciry, while a
smaller, 99-seat wom will be devoted o repertory scrics with guest

speakers and community partners’ involvernent.

The Cinema Project

Even further from the megaplex is The Cinema Project, the self-pro-
claimed “micro-cinema” of Portland, Oregon thar was tormed in 2003
by filmmakers Jeremy Rossen, Auumn Campbell, and Pablo de
Ocampo. In 2000, all three had moved from larger cities, where they
found inspiration in the experimental and avant-garde, 10 Portland
where they lound, Rossen explains, that “there was a gap in the film
community of SCICEnIngs with this type of work. We all believe that in
order to support the continued existence of film, it must be shown.”
The three formed a volunteer collective that was initially funded by
local grants and organizations.

Without the funds to buy their own space, the collective has been
mobile. The first few screenings were held at a black-box theater where
they built their own projection booth. {The theater, however, was also
used for punk shows, so when they set up a screening, they often found
hung-over teens and the smell of stale beer.) When the space got sold
and the collective evicred, they started screening ar the New American
Art Union, which had been recentdy opened by a friend. The space,
though admirtedly not buily specifically for projecting films, proved to
be suitable, and Cinema Project has been presenting programs there
since early 2005,

Ower the last three vears, the Project has programmed two seasons a
year, with an average of eight programs per season, Past programs have
included films by Stan Brakhage, Chantal Ackerman, Robert Frank,
Marguerite Duras, Yoko Ono, Trinh Minh-Ha, Lewis Klahr, Paul
Chan, and Nathanial Dorsky; the lareer four of these appeared in per-
son to discuss and present their work. A personal highlight for Rossen
was fall 2005’ cnmpftn: Peter Kubelka recrospective, for which the 77-
vear-old, g\'ﬂ::T-g.ardc Irgcnd traveled from Austria to present a food
lecture along with his films.

Like Jacobson, the collective offers films not showing anywhere else
in the ciry or in the entire Pacific Narthwest for that matter. The three
filmmakers share programming duties, which de Ocmpo says helps
the center have “a nice eross section of different styles and time peniods
represented.” The founders independently choose films and then “meet
up to strategize about a season together—is there enough histarical

work? Are we showing enough films by women or peaple of color? Do
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Raoul Walsh's flm played a1 Cinema Arts, acoompanicd by composer Geonge
Cork Maul and violinist A Gabriel Kaselle,

Film Streams’ Rachel Jacobson brings indie film 1o the heartland.

we have enough shows that are ‘easy’ an the audience? Is there a bal
arice berween formal work and content-based work?” On the whale,
however, de Ocampo, who is partial to work by minoricy and foreign
arnists, admies; “1 think we're all just looking for work thar we like.”
Because they don't have their own permanent theater, the trio has o
work much harder than Jacobson o get the Project mken senousiy.
Being unprofessional s "2 frge weakness with microcinemas, who
might be programming amazing work but have sloppy projection with
cheap projectors and slapped rogether theater space,” says de Ocampo.
He, Rossen, and Campbell make a concerted effort to buy good pro-
iectors thar don't scrarch the flm prints, wo know their equipment, and

to make the presentation as prﬂf:s:mml as possible,

Box Office and Budgets

Even with their nowbly disparate undertakings, Film Streams and
the Cinema Project share a mammoth, unending task—Ffunding their
cinemas. Cinema Project, with a voluneeer staff, no monthly rent and

only two scasons to program, had a 2005 budget of $16,000. Jacobson



projects the expense of operating a seven-day-a-week theatre, with 28
percent Bning [ COMPEnsaron and 25 percent gl:u'ng to rent, will be
£570,000. Despite different budgets, the two share the same fundrais-
ing model, which Jacobson, channeling her nonprofic days, calls "diver-
sified income streams based on a editional nonprofit fundraising
structure: corparate sponsorship, foundations, individual donors. spe-
cial events, and membership.”

Box office will also add a notable chunk of income 1o Film Streams,
which follows the Cinema Ants Centre model of, as Dylan Skolnick put
it, "using the popular films w support the not-so-popular films.” He
compares this method to thar of directors such as Stephen Soderbergh,
who alternate their bigger-budget Hollywood fare with shoestring
budget labaes of love. Ticker sales 4t the Cinema Project, which is ded-
icated w NOT sllawing pnpu].lr work, hardly make a dent. "Sl'u:lwing
the type of work thar we do,” :hc}' note, “Fﬁm:ﬁlr I6mm flms, is
inherendy expensive, Selling tickets at the door wsually doss not even
begin 1o cover costs.”

Yer both theaters’ founders say the sraller cities bring cermin advan-
tages. Local pride creates 4 pool of willing coneriburors who, unlike
Mew Yorkers, have expendable income nor already depleted by or car-
marked for other cultural institutions. Jacobson says suppore from
entreprencurs has been so enchusiastic because, "People are starting o
get that in order to build an interesting city here, there needs 1o be a
diverse array of culwral opportunities, Omaha’s a city on the cusp of
urbanization, and businesses are looking for ways to arercr smare,
young people.” Film Streams, the city is realiving, is a way o not only
keep the “creative class” in the ciry, bur also o reel them in.

[f You Build It, They Will Come

The Film Streams’ official mistion statement stares its aim is “to
erthance the cultural environment of Omaha through the presentarion
and discussion of film as an are form,” while the Cinema Project asserts
its poal is 1o “work o foster an informed viewing public that will sup-
part the wider circulation and eritical appreciation of film and video
1y A

Both are clearly kindred spirits of cheie Huntingron, New York fore-
bears, whose son Dhylan poines out chat their cinema was initally called
the New Community Cinerna, stressing that the community connec-
tion is essential 1o the success of an independent cinema. Now thar
hame theatre systems can be more impressive than public theaeres, it is
even more of 4 struggle to attract an audience. *People have so many
“Cable, DVDs, Mecflix. You have to
make [che theater] inte an attractive experience, a night out thar peo-

more opons now,” Df];ln SAVE,

ple enjoy.”

All three cinemas stress the impartance of interactiviry: dizlogue,
events, and educacion. Like Cinema Ares Centre, Film Streams will
parmer with schoals o educate youth through and about film. Both
theatres parener with community groups to curate their programs; the
Cinema Ars Centre is the site of the Long Island Gay and Leshian
Film Festival, the Latino Film Festival, and an [nernational Women's
Day Celebration, co-sponsored by the feminist action organization,
Code Pink. And Jacobson, even during the budding stages of creating
her organization, has parcnered with the Omaha Public Library and the
Bemis Center for Contemporary Arts, among others, to create event
screenings. For Rossen of the Cinema Project, *Having the flmmaker

present o discuss their work in a small intimate formae is an amazing
experience that is often missing, and what sets us apart from somie of the
larger natiomal arganizations,”

Thar Film Streams, Cinema Project, and Cinema Arts Centre, all at
different stages of growth, are all working nonstop o find funding and
ateract mernbers shows juse how difficult it s to creare and maintain an
independent cinema. Dylan Skolnick laments, not entirely unhappily,
"in this busines, it's always a rough vear” Bur these courageous
cinephiles who all believe that building not only a theater, bur a com-
munity of people who socialize around the are of film, s worch the
struggle, alvo have faich that if you build i, they will come. As the
Cinema Project posse concur, “We have always felt scrongly thar this
type of wark, though ch:u:nging and difficult ar times, is often juse not
known; if}rnu can find a way o get an audience toa show, even a small

one, youur audience will Erow a5 you continue o show work.” %

FIVE MORE CINEMAS HELPING
SPREAD THE INDIE LOVE

Bl.h;:m Experimental Film and Video Series—Boston,
Massachusetts

Created in Zﬂﬂﬂhyﬁlmnu];m]:ﬁ'ﬁilhamlhllﬂﬁnm
the Balagan presents experimental film and video works at
‘Boston’s historic art deco Coolidge Corner Theatre.

www.coolidge.org/balagan/about.himl

Aurora Picture Show—Houston, Texas

‘This award-wi "nniﬁg theatre was startred in 1998 by
Housmn-hud media artists Andrea Grover and Patrick
Wu[sh Inmc]u‘mdnsuthqr mmﬁ'urmn:ladﬂnpldmd

1924 wooden church into a modern, 100-seat cinema.
www.aurorapictureshow.org.

_ Hinl-ﬁh&—Sdmwpom Louisiana

R:jmmﬂn”!ﬂl]l Mini-Cine “is 2 roving, pop-up suitcase,
ocery cart, thrift store, hands on, volunteer-run venue for
meneal and independent film and video located in
tevepor '..l.pu.mana.. Summing in gallmm, coffee shops,
or wcdnt buildings, Mini-cine strives to create an
amnf:udku:n ingeracrive environmene and welcomes
filmmakers and multimedia visual artists to present new
works.” www.swampland.org/minicine

‘Denver Film Society—Denver, Colorado

Fuundud in 1978, Denver Film Sﬁdﬂt_}"i structire is simi-
lar 1o tlm of Film Streams and the Cinema Ares Centre.
www.denverfilm.org

Anather nonprofit cinema, the Sarasota Film Society is
dedicated to partnering with community groups for educa-
unnz] outreach, www. flmsociety.org
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