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At 25, the Florida Film Festival cues up the highlight reel—and 
prepares to keep the narrative going with no “The End” in sight.

By G.K. Sharman

On a spring night in 1992, the lights 
went down in the Enzian Theater and 
A Brief History of Time, a recently 
released (at the time) biopic about the 

life and work of cosmologist Stephen Hawking 
filled the screen.

Fast-forward to 2016, pausing for a montage of 
memories along the way: Cloris Leachman glee-
fully whipping up B52 shots at Eden Bar. Jon 
Voight renting a car, on his own, to drive to the 
Enzian because he heard there was a showing of 
Midnight Cowboy. Steve Buscemi bringing his fam-
ily to the Festival—then taking a young Elizabeth 
Tiedke, daughter of the Enzian’s founders, with 
his kids to hang out at the theme parks. Also along 
the way: more movies on more screens, more com-
petition, more events and more food.

In the flurry of festivals available to movie- 

lovers these days, how has the Florida Film 
Festival managed to thrive and expand? By keep-
ing its eye on the goal.

“The ones that have substance stay true to their 
mission,” says Henry Maldonado, president of the 
Enzian.

Marking its 25th year, the Florida Film Festival 
is one of the oldest film fests in the Sunshine State 
and a standout in the world of indie movies. 
Known nationally and internationally, it also is 
quietly proud of its reputation for being casual, 
friendly and accessible for visiting filmmakers and 
film-lovers alike.

This year’s Festival rolls into action with an 
opening-night party and screening on April 8. An 
estimated 170 films will be on this year’s schedule. 
(No details of this year’s film line-up or special 
guests were available at press time. The selection 
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A Few Film Selection FAQs
Who picks the films that are shown at the 
Florida Film Festival? 
The Festival has 17 Selection Committee mem-
bers who watch the submissions—some 1,500 of 
them—and determine which ones will be shown.

How many committees are there? 
There are six different committees, each respon-
sible for a segment of programming, such as 
competition shorts, narrative features, documen-
taries and other categories.

What was the deadline for film submissions? 
Dec. 18, 2015, for this year’s.

When are the final decisions made? 
From mid-January to mid-February.

Are there other ways films can be included in 
the Festival? 
Yes. They can be “discovered” at other film 

festivals. Program Director Matthew Curtis 
attends two major festivals each year—Sundance 
in January and Toronto in September—to see 
if there are any contenders to bring back for 
Central Florida audiences. 

What are the categories?
• Spotlight Films (higher-profile titles with 

distribution)
• International Features
• International Shorts (Narrative and Animation 

in separate blocks)
• American Independent Competition: 

Documentary Features, Documentary Shorts, 
Narrative Features, Narrative Shorts and 
Animated Shorts

• Midnight Features
• Midnight Shorts
• Special Screenings: Family Films, Food Films, 

Music Films, Florida Features, Florida Shorts, 
Retro Movies

committees were still evaluating films in mid-
February, which was after the magazine’s dead-
line.)

The Festival has gone from around 300 submis-
sions from filmmakers back in 1992 to between 
1,500 and 1,600 in recent years, according to fig-
ures supplied by the Enzian. Festival managers 
also scout films at other festivals. Six selection 
committees go through the entries looking for 
“original and compelling films that exhibit a 
unique vision and subject matter,” Programming 
Director Matthew Curtis said.

The competition program began in 1995 and, in 
the intervening years, the Festival has become 
accredited by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts 
and Sciences in all three shorts categories (live 
action, animation and documentary short subject), 
which means that Grand Jury winners are auto-
matically eligible for consideration in the follow-
ing year’s Academy Awards.

The shorts, judging by attendance figures, seem 
to be the most popular category of film, Curtis 
said. The Audience Award for the domestic short 
film program encompasses all of the shows in the 
Shorts and Animation blocks—some 65 films—
and is probably the hardest single award to win.

The most competitive category overall may be 
Documentary Features, Curtis said, “since the 
films selected in this program often evoke such 
strong passions amongst the audiences and the 
competition jury.”

Not all of the action is on-screen.
During screenings, Maldonado said, “I tend to 

look at the audience as much as the films. It’s a joy 
to see them enjoying the movies.”

Time has inevitably brought changes to the 
Festival, said Enzian Executive Vice President 
Elizabeth Tiedtke Mukherjee, whose childhood 
memories include “handing out the little golf pen-
cils so people could mark the ballots.”
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If you go:

While Maldonado still enjoys how the glitterati 
mingle with regular film-goers, Mukherjee sees a 
difference from the old days. 

“It was a different kind of thing when celebrities 
came to visit,” she says. “Now they’re more likely 
to do a question-and-answer session and leave.”

The staff has changed too, she said—it’s larger 
in size and younger in years.

“Staff continuity is important for serving the 
mission,” she says. “It’s not just a business. You 
have to stand up for the right things.”

With a larger staff, expanded programming and 
a theater expansion in the works, the Enzian has 
long-term goals that, Maldonado and Mukherjee 
hope, will set the Festival up for another 25 suc-
cessful years.

No matter what else changes, Mukherjee said, 
“the love stays the same.”

G.K. Sharman is a freelance writer based in Sanford.
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Plans for an updated, expanded Enzian 
are moving closer to the construction phase.

The theater has raised $4 million of the $6 
million necessary for the expansion and 
expects to break ground in August, said 
Elizabeth Tiedtke Mukherjee, project manager 
and Enzian executive vice president.

The project is expected to be completed 
within a year of the groundbreaking.

The expansion will add two theaters, one 
with 50 seats, the other with 80, on the east 
side of the existing building. The plans also 
include a new lobby with an indoor box office, 

Coming Attraction: A Bigger Theater
a concession stand and additional restroom 
facilities—as well as large windows with a view 
of the moss-draped oaks outside.

“We’re not turning into a gigantic multiplex,” 
Mukherjee is quick to assure movie-lovers. The 
expansion also doesn’t mean that there won’t 
still be Florida Film Festival films shown at 
nearby Regal Cinema either.

It does mean that “we will be able to have 
more of a festival atmosphere here on the 
property,” she said, “with more space to host 
programs and for people to meet the 
filmmakers.”

The Florida Film Festival runs April 8-17. The full 
event includes not just movies, but parties, special 
guests, cooking events and discussion sessions as 
well. Full details and ticket sales available at 
floridafilmfestival.com.
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