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When you’re watching the Oscars on 
TV, do you ever stop to wonder where 
you can see films like those in the 
short-subject categories? 

One answer is at events like the Florida Film Festival, 
sponsored by Enzian and scheduled to kick off its 26th 
edition on April 21. The 10-day movie orgy is the only 
festival in the state — and one of just a couple dozen 
anywhere — that has been accredited by the Oscars 
organization in all three shorts categories: animation, 
live action and, quite recently, documentary.

What this accreditation means is that the short 
film that wins the top festival prize in each category is 
automatically entered in the Oscar race.

“We’re very proud of that — and thrilled that the 
industry recognizes our standard of excellence,” says 
Matthew Curtis, the longtime programming director 
for the festival and Enzian.

But the Florida Film Festival isn’t only about 
shorts. This year’s event will contain approximately 
175 movies, culled from some 2,000 submissions (up 
about 500 from last year). Fifty or so of those 175 will 
be feature-length productions. 

No, you won’t find the latest Avengers or Star Wars 
movie on the schedule. Instead, you’re apt to see more 
meaty offerings, often with provocative themes.

“It’s a great joy to be able to bring these jewels” 

You’ll definitely like something 
at the 26th FFF — but, please, 
“binge responsibly.”

BY JAY BOYAR
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to festival goers, offers Sigrid Tiedtke, 
Enzian’s chairman. “They’re not neces-
sarily going to have the wide appeal that 
gets them a larger release, but, boy, do 
they deserve to be seen!”

Many feature-length selections will 
be independently produced American 
films. Other features, which the festi-
val calls Spotlight films, are indepen-
dent (or semi-independent) productions 
with somewhat higher profiles and, 
often, casts that include established 
stars. There will also be various special 
programs, including those that focus 
on music-oriented, food-related and 
Florida-made films.

“We want to make sure we have 

something for everybody,” says Henry 
Maldonado, president of Enzian and  
the festival.  

Other films, both features and shorts, 
will be drawn from submissions received 
from about 100 countries. In addi-
tion, there will be the Brouhaha films  
(by student filmmakers) and Tribute 
films (vintage movies that feature the 
work of celebrities attending the festi-
val). And let’s not forget the outrageous 
Midnight Movies.

“They have a dedicated following,” 
observes Elizabeth Mukherjee, Enzian’s 
executive vice president and Tiedtke’s 
daughter. “I overhear people, all the 
time, talking about how excited they can 

“[Binge Responsibly] is a 
little tag line that’s meant 
to make light of the fact 
that there are folks in our 
audience — dedicated 
cinephiles — who really 
move in for 10 days 
and watch sooo many 
movies.” — Sigrid Tiedtke, 
Enzian chairman 

Every year, the Florida Film Festival is honored to have world-renowned special guests attend 
and host exclusive events for patrons. While 2017’s were yet to be announced at the time of 
this writing, celebrity guests have included Mark Duplass (top right) and Sissy Spacek (right), 
Susan Sarandon, Sam Rockwell, Jon Voight, Glenn Close, Oliver Stone and Tippi Hedren.
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Sheri Kebbel likes 
young filmmakers 

— very young film-
makers. That’s one 
reason she’s program 
director for Enzian’s 
Youth Acting Program, 
a name that doesn’t 
do justice to the pro-
gram’s full range.

An after-school 
activity for youngsters and teens, 
it does involve instruction in act-
ing. But the program, says Kebbel, 
also trains students in the art of 
“actually making little short films.” 
So the children work both in front 
of the camera and behind it.

“We shoot on location through-
out the whole property of the 
Enzian,” she points out. “We went 
into the woods in the back and 
shot some real fun, scary stuff.”

In addition, she brings her young 
charges to the family friendly films 
at Enzian’s Florida Film Festival, 
which begins April 21.

“The children really recog-
nize the Enzian and the Florida 
Film Festival as a home base for 
them,” notes Kebbel (who also 
works on films for the festival’s 
food-related events). “They go 
there to be creative and to learn 
storytelling and to get self-con-
fidence in getting up in front of 
others...and to get up in front of...  
the camera.”

There’s an important reason 
that Kebbel insists that her stu-
dents remain in their seats to 
watch the end credits of festival 
films. By watching those credits, 
the kids learn “everything it takes 
— and the teamwork it takes — 
to even do a scene, let alone a 
whole movie,” she explains.

“It blows their minds!”
Visit enzian.org/films/special- 

programs/youth-acting-program 
for more information.

The Kids Are 
Alright

be to see something that just absolutely 
blew their mind because they don’t really 
know what to think about it yet.”

In most categories, the films are 
selected by committees of filmmakers 
and educators, with the latter group hail-
ing from University of Central Florida, 
Full Sail University, Rollins College and 
Seminole State College of Florida.

“We have many different selection 
committees that start looking at films 
back in September,” explains Curtis. 
“Multiple sets of eyes are getting on each 
film, and we try to come to consensus.”

That’s not always so easy. Adds Curtis, 
with a chuckle, “I know the final selec-
tions process is going to be grueling — a 

battle royale!”
Also on the schedule are parties, panel 

discussions and celebrity events. Often, 
a film will be followed by a Q&A session 
with someone who worked on it.

Most films will be shown either at 
Enzian in Maitland, the Regal Winter 
Park Village Stadium theater or both. 
While it’s too early in the selection 
process to say which specific films will 
be presented, Curtis has watched many 
submissions and notes some intriguing 
trends.

“There are probably a lot more darker 
films than in recent years,” he reflects. 
“And a lot of films that are environmen-
tally conscious.”
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With so many intriguing films to see, 
it’s reasonable to assume that some 
festival goers may try to watch more 
than they can handle. That’s why this 
year’s slogan is “Binge Responsibly.”

“It’s a little tag line that’s meant to 
make light of the fact that there are 
folks in our audience — dedicated cine-
philes — who really move in for 10 days 
and watch sooo many movies,” says 
Tiedtke. 

It Takes a Volunteer
With between 20,000 and 25,000 people 
expected to attend the festival, it will 
take a lot of work to make it function as 
smoothly as it typically does. Among 
those helping will be more than 200 
volunteers.

“They’re essential,” insists Tiedtke. 
“They make it happen in so many differ-
ent ways.”

Those ways include everything from 
putting up posters to posting announce-

Above: Orange County Mayor Teresa Jacobs welcomes movie fans to 2016’s awards bash at Winter Park’s Regal theater, one of the 
festival venues. Right: Dedicated volunteers are essential to the success of the FFF.

ments on social media, from making 
filmmakers and celebrities feel welcome 
to driving them around, from taking 
tickets at theaters and cleaning up after-
ward to whatever. 

Although many who volunteer are 
college students, volunteers can be as 
young as 14, and there is no upper age 
limit.

“I definitely have senior citizens,” 
says Shea Suzer, volunteer coordinator 
for Enzian and the festival. “It is all over  
the place.”

Gretchen Ault of Orlando, who Suzer 
says is the festival’s longest-serving 
volunteer, has been helping out since 
the event’s second year and is looking 
forward to this year’s edition.

“It’s kind of like Christmas,” says Ault, 
55. “You look forward to it every year, 
you wait for it every year, and then it 
seems like it goes so fast once it starts.”

Volunteers do receive perks. They 
are invited to watch films that don’t sell 

out, and they can attend some festival 
parties. Plus, their service earns them 
tickets that are good at Enzian through-
out the year. And that’s not even count-
ing the random opportunities they have 
to rub shoulders with filmmakers and 
celebrities.

But volunteers certainly earn their 
perks. In fact, if you need assistance  
with anything during the Florida Film 
Festival, they can probably help you out.

Well, almost anything. When it comes 
to bingeing responsibly, you’re pretty 
much on your own.

Visit floridafilmfestival.com or call 
407.629.1088 for program information 
and to purchase passes.

Jay Boyar’s columns, reviews and articles 
have appeared in such publications as the 
Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, 
the Chicago Tribune, the New York Daily 
News and the Orlando Sentinel, where he 
served as the movie critic.
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Through 10 days of 170-plus films and first-class events, film 
lovers mingle with filmmakers and celebrities over hand-
crafted cocktails and a locally sourced menu.
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