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A Cosmic Demonstration of Shari Frilot’s Curatorial Practice  
(On-line only excerpt from the original essay)  
 
Roya Rastegar 

To understand Frilot’s approach and contributions to Sundance, it is important to first 

contextualize the role Sundance played within the larger field of independent film at that 

time. By the early 1990s, Sundance became the focal point for mainstream film industry 

professionals, mostly with ties to the Hollywood studio system. Founder Robert Redford 

had intentionally set up the festival for this goal of matching independent filmmakers – 

who had the vision and creativity, but not necessarily the means or resources – with 

Hollywood executives who had the financing and structures necessary to buy, market, 

and distribute independently produced films. Following the sale and consequent “break 

out” success of sex, lies, and videotape (1989), by then first time filmmaker Steven 

Sodenberg, the industry looked to Sundance – specifically its taste-making team of 

programmers who selected the films for the festival – to showcase not only the best in 

American independent film, but also, the next crop of talent that could then be funneled 

into the studio system. The development of a film industry around independent film, with 

Sundance and Miramax at its center, was dubbed “indiewood.” Many of the directors 

who have formatively shaped mainstream American film culture today were first 

“discovered” as unknown artists at Sundance, including Todd Haynes with Poison 

(1991), Quentin Tarantino with Reservoir Dogs (1992), David O’Russell with Spanking 



 

 

the Monkey (1994), Kevin Smith with Clerks (1994), Paul Thomas Anderson with Hard 

Eight (1996), Darren Aronofsky with Pi (1998), Kimberley Pierce with Boys Don’t Cry 

(1999), as well as writers like Alan Ball with American Beauty (1999). 

In 1992, no doubt under the artistic drive of John Cooper and other luminaries 

part of the programming process, notably feminist film critic B. Ruby Rich, a crop of 

films by gay and lesbian artists gained broad visibility on the festival’s platform. 

Following the name of a panel organized around these films at the festival, these films – 

Todd Haynes’s Poison (1991), Isaac Julien’s Young Soul Rebels (1991), Derek Jarman’s 

Edward II (1991), Tom Kalin’s Swoon (1992), Gregg Araki’s The Living End (1992) --  

marked the beginning of what was called “New Queer Cinema.” This naming and the 

increased visibility of gay and lesbian film, but within a mostly white context that further 

contributed to the homogenization of queer identity, was part of the fire that spurred 

Frilot’s curatorial work at MIX, and then later at Outfest. Frilot describes her decision to 

work at Sundance: “I got hijacked by Sundance. I was in the middle of finishing my last 

film. I had rented my place in NY to someone who wasn’t paying for my rent. Sundance 

was a way to have a salary for the whole year. It was never a mission or a goal of mine to 

work for Sundance.”i The institutional critique of mainstream, homogenous, exclusionary 

film festivals implicit in Frilot’s curatorial practice at MIX and Outfest was to manifest in 

yet a different way through what Frilot perceived as an “infiltration” into the most 

powerful gatekeeper in the field: Sundance.  In my most recent interview with Frilot, she 

reflects on her work at Sundance over the past 15 years. 

SF:I thought if I was going to get into the festival business in LA it would 

be somewhere like Slamdance. I thought I’d always be an oppositional 



 

 

worker. Working there [Sundance] was like a covert adventure into the 

house of the enemy. But it was worth doing because I wanted to debunk 

the myth around it. It was like going to Harvard. Once you go in, you see 

what it really is, and you debunk the myth, taking all the power out of it. 

But it was ironic, because they really valued my contribution. They 

respected my unique position and encouraged me to be different. So that 

helped me really debunk this whole idea that there’s an us and them. They 

were asking me to do something that was completely me, asking me to 

please, please not change and try to do what they did. And I did what I did 

really well. So this whole myth of Sundance as a gold standard bearer that 

had this interesting and problematic standing in the film community was 

disrupted by my presence there, for myself. I had value there that I just 

hadn’t counted on being part of that. 

RR: Did you ever feel like they were perhaps using your talents for their 

own interests, rather than allowing you to use your skills from an outside 

organization or endeavor to critique their work? Did you feel that your 

unique skills and perspectives were being appropriated to make what you 

called ‘the house of the enemy’ stronger?   

SF: Did I think I was being appropriated? Oh, no! My ego was bigger than 

that. I thought that I actually was infiltrating. I couldn’t really see the 

appropriation until later when I started to put the pieces together, when I 

was asked to do things to put a face on it.  That’s when I realized – oh! My 

blackness is being appropriated. There were attempts to do that all along, I 



 

 

had just never conceited to it. For example, introducing films I wasn’t 

interested in introducing. But there was another dynamic I struggled with 

that didn’t have to do with appropriation. It was more about tokenism. I 

was very aware of being a token. My voice could only be heard, it seemed, 

if I was talking about films by directors of color. It was not heard around 

any other films. It was just not even legible. I would have to talk about my 

own experiences so I could make legible my opinion about a film. I could 

never just say: “I know film and this is what this film is doing.” It was 

like, “I’ve had this experience, or this is my personal relationships, and 

that’s why I know this film is true to that experience.” It was like that for a 

long time.  

RR: Do you still do that?  

SF: No. Well, sometimes. But it’s more organic, and not as strategic.ii 

Festivals are complex institutional frameworks in which networks of distributors, agents, 

press, critics, producers, and other industry professionals gather around independent 

films.  These networks are based on personal affiliations and preferences that play out in 

ways that are often alienating for those who do not already have a way to access the 

connections or resources being mobilized in the festival space. Frilot describes this as a 

concern not only with Sundance, but also with Outfest and other cultural organizations. 

“These festivals had this visible imprint made almost by the power of a personality to 

really set the tone for the entire organization. This created a kind of exclusivity, a certain 

cliquishness in how the festival rolled out, in who was having conversations with who, 

which people knew about what events, what deals were happening where at the festival. I 



 

 

had to endure that for about five or six years before I got a sense of the film community. I 

never saw it as my domain -- until I realized that it was. I saw myself as an infiltrator, and 

saw myself on the outside of it. But then I learned how to claim it for myself.”iii 

Frilot locates her reasons for continuing to this programming work at Sundance, even at 

the expense of her own filmmaking practice, in her commitment to building relationships 

w filmmakers. “Programming has helped me integrate the large ways of seeing things, 

and the small, the macro and the microstructures. This has been a personal challenge for a 

long time. When I think about the scale of the world, what I do at Sundance still feels like 

a drop in the bucket. You fight for their film, and it changes their life. And then I watch 

filmmakers’ arcs in their careers. I appreciate my role in bringing these films that I love 

to bear on a larger culture, in helping open the doors for these filmmakers. Given, there’s 

only so much I can do in terms of how far down the road they get, but at least I get them 

to the road. And I open the newspaper or turn on the TV, and there they are, there’s the 

work.” 

                                                
48. Shari Frilot, interview by author, Los Angeles, CA, October 20, 2013. 
49. Frilot, 2013. 

 


