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The State of Native Cinema

BY SHERMAN KRLEXIE }

I" 1346, aftar Smade Signaia won tha Sundanca Film
Festival Audience favard and Filmmakers” trophy, and
than went &n 1o earm wondarful rendaws and epEprosi-
mately sawven million dollars at the bax office, | pre-

dicted thare would ba & sovaraign renaissanca in Native
Amarican film. Smoke Signals was the first feature film

wiithan, directed, and co-produced by Native Americans

to ewer receive mapor national and international distribu-

tion Lit playead owvar 700 thaatras at the same timal) amd |
thought there'd be a huge wave of other such films.

| was wrong.

Of course, | was biased about Smoke Signal's power fo
change tha workd, | wrgte tha darn thing and iTs baaad
on my baaok of short staries, so | was supposed ta bea
biggad. But l'waan't the anly momaniic, Harvey Wain-
stein predicted the movie was going to make 25 million
dollars and wanied 1o gign ma to & thres-picture daal,
It was a terrible three-picture deal, and | didn’t sign it,

bt Miramasx did hirs ma 10 write and diract Feservalion
Blues, based on my novel, and | thought all was well

with the cinermatic werld,
| was wrong.

While Smoke Signail's was a sucoess, it is essenfially a
migddle-ai-tha-road film with more athnic ambition than
artistic power, and Miramax put Reservation Biues into

turnargund aftar | wrote, oh, maybe 37 drafts of the
midd|e-af-the-road screenplay. And though I'ee written
andior rewritian ten othar screanplayas for Warmear Broth-
ers, HEO, ABC, and others, and have had great “general
mastngs” with dozens of executives, produdars, dirac-
tors, and actors, |'ve anly been able to write and direct

teed digital widaa Nicks (e & prataniious Taatuns amnd
other a pretty good short) that both played Sundance,
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but anly received minor releases and weare essentially
artigtic and financial failurag, Chrig Eyea, tha dirgcior
of Smoke Signais, has gone an to direct a number of
gihear feateras and shors, fiva of which have played at
sundance, but none of his films have come remotely
Clage 1o matching tha linancial and erietic guccags of
aur initial collaboration either. To comiplicate matters,
two of Chrig's filma wara hasad on novals by Tony Hill-
arman, a white man who enjoys a tremendouws career
writineg Mavajo-tharmad myystarias, but whoss reputa-
tion among MNative American writers is a combination
o rightaoua angas, anti-calanialiam and jealousy
Should Chris have made those movies? Of course.
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Did he make serious artistic and ethnical compromises in
order to do g0 OF coursa,

Wa Indians love (o talk about and tight tor ouwr (Bristc)
sovereignty, but there can be nothing sovereign or ab-
original about & movia basad an 8 Tony Hillarman book,
And there is also nothing sowereign about writing screen-
plays tar Warner Brothers, HBO, ABLC and othars

Dan't get me wrong, Chrig and | get pald 1o write, diract,
and dewvelop movies. That's a huge accomplishment that
sghould & calabrated, Dozens of Mative Americans get 1o
work because of Chris. And | venture that 85% of Native
Amaricans hava saan Smoke Sgnala and can racite tha
dialogue from memary like it was an indigenous version
of T'ha Racky Harror Picture Show, But what happanad 1o
that Natiwe Amerncan cinematic renaissance? \Where are
tha ather Mativa Armarican filmmakears?

Wall, until thig year, those Native amaearican filmmakears
were living on a cinematic reservation called the Sun-
danca Film Fastival Native Forem,. And now, becauge

of Bird Runningwater’s courage, the Mative American
Forum has rightfully given up its soveraignty and is now
integrated into the rest of the festival. Our films will no
langer be Maasured againat aach other, DUt &gainst thea
vary best the Festival has to offer. Frankly, | think the
Mativa filma will suiffar by comparieon, thie yaar and
mext amnd for a few years after that. But | also believe that
cormpatition will force ua 10 gat bathar, | am now hoping
[and almost predicting) that in the near-future a Native
filmmakar will write, direct, and produce & mech Datiar
film than Smoke Signals, and that new film will be an ar-
tigtic and financial triurmph that will launch & frue Native
American cinematio renaissance.

The Sundance Institute’s Native inittative supports the
daveiopmeant of Mative Mmmakers and the axiibition

of their work. n addition to scouting and identifying
filmmiakars With poraniial o garmicipara & tha Inarinnre s
Fexture Fitm Program and the Sundance independent
Froducars Lonfarance, the Initiaiive develops pregram-
mimg as part of the Festivalls Nafive Forum. This year,
the Feafival presants 1T filns by Matrve and Indigenoirs
filmmakers in its main program, and prasents a sevies of
pangd discussions and E'I-'E‘-"I‘-I'E#
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