


AMERICAN INDIAN FILM INSTITUTE (AIFI)

   The story of the American Indian Film Institute (AIFI) is filled with the recurrent theme of an unwavering 
determination to educate and inspire native peoples and audiences through innovative cinematic accomplish-
ment. Across more than three decades, AIFI has evolved from an initially small, annual film festival into a multi-
faceted program that includes historical preservation, youth-oriented training programs and the advocacy for 
positive connections between American Indians, media, general public and educational centers spanning the 
earth.
   The American Indian Film Institute (AIFI) is a 501-c-3 media arts organization founded and incorporated in 1979 
to foster understanding of the culture, traditions and issues of contemporary Native Americans. American Indians 
have had an uneasy relationship with the media industry since the origins of film over 100 years ago. The 
quintessential 20th Century art form has created and perpetuated enduring stereotypes that are at best tedious, 
and at worst profoundly erosive to the self-image of generations of Native Americans. Yet the ability of this art 
form to weaken and erode is matched by its power to heal and strengthen. In film we find a tool to preserve and 
record our heritage, and a vehicle for Indians and non-Indians alike to “unlearn” damaging stereotypes and 
replace them with multi-dimensional images that reflect the complexity of Native peoples. 
   The mission of the American Indian Film Institute is to foster understanding and appreciation of the culture, 
traditions, and issues of contemporary Native Americans by encouraging Indian and non-Indian filmmakers to 
bring to the broader media culture the Native voices, viewpoints, and stories that have been historically excluded 
from mainstream media; to develop Indian and non-Indian audiences for new film-works; and, to advocate 
tirelessly for authentic representations of Indians in the media. Underlying all of these activities is a mandate to 
use the stature and human resources of AIFI to expand career opportunities and financing for Indian filmmakers. 
   Each year, AIFI provides the expert means for over 100 USA American Indian and Canada First Nation stories 
(films) to be told and viewed on the ‘silver screen’ in San Francisco. Our completely unique languages and cultural 
issues are shared with those who might never have otherwise shared such an experience. These efforts further 
encourage progress in civility, education, sovereignty, treaty obligation wins, and native people’s rights while 
continuing to preserve our very rich and distinct heritage. 
   The current economic climate has added a new urgency to our mission of promoting a consistent native 
presence in media. While AIFI sees ever-increasing possibilities, the reality is that many now struggle just to 
survive. AIFI’s need, therefore, has increased to serve more individuals as a stepping-stone for their personal, 
economic and tribal advancement for generations to come.
   We invite American Indian and First Nation tribes, motion picture industry, media, and corporate entities 
to join the launch of the American Indian Film Festival’s 36th Anniversary. The Film Festival is a significant and 
enduring element of the American Indian Film Institute’s mission to positively reform the film industry’s image of 
Native people, and in the process, empower Indian media-makers.  The American Indian Film Festival provides an 
opportunity for filmmakers, tribes, media and public audiences to come together and share in the creative 
experience and celebrate cinematic accomplishment.
   During the 9-day Film Festival, to be presented November 4-12, 2011 in San Francisco, nearly 6,000 partici-
pants will witness Native stories and visual testaments to contemporary lives and issues.  Through skillful artistry 
and personal testimony, the films we screen raise awareness about contemporary issues in Indian Country. Our 
greatest power continues to lie in our ability to tell our own stories in our own words and images.  
   The American Indian Film Festival® chronicles our integrity as peoples, artists and activists. Founded in 1975, the 
American Indian Film Festival® is the oldest and most prestigious festival of its kind in the world. It is a unique 
and genuinely a Native American media presentation—founded and produced by American Indian people. The 
Festival takes great pride in showcasing documentaries and feature films that come from the heart of Indian 
Country, enabling us to support the work of current, new and emerging Native American filmmakers.  For many, 
the Film Festival is an important stepping-stone to other Native theme festivals, theatrical venues, or additional 
media opportunities. 
   Combining education with celebration, the American Indian Film Festival brings the rich cultural heritage and 
diversity of our nation’s first peoples into a forum where it can be shared via the magic of the silver screen and 
the power of good storytelling. The Festival is the focal point of our year-round exhibition program, which has as 
its core objectives: improving and expanding the distribution of films by and about American Indians; developing 
a marketplace for Indian media & performing artists to cultivate potential financial resources; creating production 
and distribution outlets, as part of a network of technical support and resource-sharing among Indian producers, 
directors, writers, and actors/actresses.
   Our relationship with both Native and non-Native audiences is predicated on the central and restorative role 
that the arts have always played in Indian life: storytelling, songs, dances, paintings and crafts are all viewed in the 
Indian tradition as medicine. To these traditional art forms, AIFI has added the media arts. 
   AIFI’s target communities are: American Indian artists and audiences, as we work to nurture cultural traditions 
that have survived against tremendous odds. Our annual film festival instills and reinforces pride and a sense of 
an Indian filmmaking community, and supports media literacy to native youth and families; AIFI outreaches 
media, educators, scholars, community activists, public policymakers, industry professionals and others whose 
involvement is critical to the long-term health and viability of Indian Media; and importantly, the public 
audiences who support and participate and represents our decades long outreach to people and communities of 
color: black, white, yellow and red.
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Longtime, loyal producers, writers, directors and actors whose careers have been significantly touched by AIFI founder-president Michael Smith’s inspiration 

and influence surprised him with a touching, humorous montage of shout-out clips from Indian and First Nations filmmakers and performers, congratulat-

ing and thanking him for his substantial contribution in reshaping how Natives are portrayed in the media. The 11-minute montage can be viewed on 

YouTube.

      American Indian Motion Picture Awards presentations were woven with memorable performances from AIFF 35 featured entertainers: Alaska’s 

incredible, 21-member dance troupe, Yaaw Tei Yii; Lummi violin virtuoso Swil Kanim; Andrea Menard; Paula Bowers-Sanchez; Jeremy Goodfeather; The 

Plateros; and Samantha Crain. Festival sponsors, entertainers, staff, volunteers and VIPs gathered at the Hard Rock Café @ Pier 39 for music, dance and 

camaraderie, putting the wraps on an unforgettable 35th annual American Indian Film Festival.

35th ANNUAL AMERICAN INDIAN FILM FESTIVAL CLOSES NOVEMBER 13 WITH
AMERICAN INDIAN MOTION PICTURE AWARDS SHOW (AIMPAS)

San Francisco, CA - The American Indian Film Institute (AIFI) announces award show winners for the 35th annual American Indian Film Festival. The awards 

were presented at the American Indian Motion Picture Awards Show on Saturday Nov. 13 at 6:00p.m at the Palace of Fine Arts in San Francisco.

Prominent Sponsors of the 2010 American Indian Film Festival and Awards Show; The Seminole Tribe of Florida (Title Sponsor); Yocha Dehe Wintun Nation, 

CA; San Manuel Band of Mission Indians, CA; Jackson Rancheria, CA; CBS Television, NY; and Grants for the Arts, CA. 

The American Indian Motion Picture Awards Show, recognizing excellence in USA American Indian and Canada First Nations cinematic achievement, 

making the annual awards show one of the most prominent Indian Country and Native Cinema showcases.

Outstanding performances varied across the talent venue, on awards night including:

Singer Andrea Menard, blues band The Plateros, singer Paula Bowers- Sanchez, Yaaw Tei Yi Tlingit Dancers from Juneau, Alaska, singer Jeremy Good Feather, 

indie singer/songwriter  Samantha Crain, and violinist Swil Kanim.

2010 AIMPAS Recipients:
Best Film- A Windigo Tale, Director: Armand Garnet Ruffo, CAN

Best Director – Jeremy Torrie, A Flesh Offering,CAN

Best Actor- John Cook, Of Mice and Men, CAN

Best Actress – Andrea Menard, A Windigo Tale, CAN

Best Supporting Actor- Stanley Wood, Of Mice and Men, CAN

Best Supporting Actress – Jani Lauzon, A Windigo Tale, CAN

Best Documentary Feature – A Good Day to Die, Director: Lynn Salt & David Mueller, USA

Best Documentary Short – Unconquered: Allan Houser and the Legacy of One Apache Family, Director: Bryan Beasley, USA

Best Live Short Subject – The Cave, Director: Helen Haig-Brown, CAN

Best Animation- Wapos Bay: The Hardest Lesson, Director: Trevor Cameron, Canada

Best Music Video – The Road Forward, Director: Marie Clements, CAN

Best Public Service – The Healing Lens, Director: Michelle Derosier, CAN.

Special Achievement Awards, the Eagle Spirit, were presented to personages that exemplified outstanding character, fortitude, and career accomplish-

ments in music/ media-arts, eco-political/ fishing rights activism and governmental accountability. The 2010 Recipients: Buffy Sainte-Marie, Kaua’i Hawaii, 

Eloise Cobell, Browning Montana, and Billy Frank Jr. Olympia Washington
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REWIND: AIFF 35

San Francisco- When the American Indian Film Festival began in 1975, founder Michael Smith’s vision for accurate 
portrayals of Natives in television and cinema was shared by two of his heroes – Chief Dan George and Mvskogee 
actor Will Sampson. These forerunners believed in Smith’s work and became mentors and supporters, understanding 
that such monumental achievement is by no means a solitary endeavor.

   Today, the legendary influence of Chief Dan George and Will Sampson – who played Chief Bromden in One Flew Over 
the Cuckoo’s Nest – continue to inspire new generations. Today, USA American Indians and Canada First Nations are 
educated, skilled and bringing their stories to audiences world-wide. New heroes have emerged, yet the success of the 
historic 35th annual American Indian Film Festival® is a testament to both the unity and community necessary to bring 
this national showcase to fulfillment every year. 

   Making it happen is a perpetual/perennial, thousand-mile, behind-the-scenes effort involving public and media 
outreach, fund-raising, and the steadfast cultivation and nurturing of Indian and non-Indian sponsorship support.  
AIFF 35 was made possible by a spectrum of sponsors – from local, state, regional, national and tribal sources. As it’s 
done for 6 years, the Seminole Tribe of Florida served as AIFF’s Title Sponsor.

   “The Seminole Tribe of Florida would like to commend the American Indian Film Institute for its dedication the past 
35 years to Native cinema,” Chairman Mitchell Cypress stated. “We are privileged to sponsor this event that builds 
community and raises awareness about issues currently at the heart of Indian country. We would also like to pay 
tribute to all the people involved in producing the films presented at this year’s festival. It is your stories and images 
that truly inspire us, make us laugh, and brings tears to our eyes.” 

November 5-10, Landmark Embarcadero Center Cinema
   The 35th annual American Indian Film Festival kicked-off with the screening of four First Nations made films: The 
Road Forward, Marie Clements’ 10-minute music video, followed by AIFF award-winning filmmaker Barb Cranmer's 
Potlatch:  To Give documentary short film, Windigo, the live short-subject film from Kris Happyjack-Mckenzie, and 
Armand Garnet Ruffo’s feature film, A Windigo Tale.

   With screenings of over 100 films, AIFF 35 rolled on, fortified by support from its sponsors: the Yoche Dehe Wintun 
Nation, California; the San Manuel Band of Mission Indians, California; CBS, New York; Jackson Rancheria, California; 
Grants for the Arts, San Francisco. Additional support was provided by AIFF’s Media Partners: the Native Arts & Cultures 
Foundation, Washington; FOX-TV, California; the Tule River Tribe, California; the Muckleshoot Indian Tribe, Washington; 
the Native American Public Telecommunications, Nebraska; KQED TV-9, San Francisco; Jimi Simmons and Karen 
Rudolph, California; and the Morongo Band of Mission Indians, California.

November 11-13 Palace of Fine Arts
   Director Valerie Red-Horse’s Choctaw Code Talkers, paid tribute to the unsung Native warriors who served America in 
World War I, setting the stage for the Navajo Code Talkers’ pivotal role in WWII. The odyssey of American Indian 
Movement co-founder Dennis J. Banks was chronicled in A Good Day To Die. Directed by Lynn Salt and David Mueller, 
the  documentary feature was produced by the Yoche Dehe Wintun Nation of California, generous sponsors of AIFF.
SPECIAL TRIBAL TOURING PROGRAM SCREENINGS. - On Fri., Nov. 12, inside Theatre 39 @ Pier 39, Fisherman’s Wharf, 
AIFI’s successful Tribal Touring Program debuted its 2010 collection of student films: six from the Yoche Dehe Wintun 
Nation (California), five from the Federated Indians of Graton Rancheria (California), and five from the Nisqually Indian 
Tribe (Washington state). Youth, families and festival-goers filled the seats, and uplifted this newest generation of 
storytellers and media-makers.
 
   Friday night’s Palace of Fine Arts screenings began with five Native-made music videos from country to hip-hop to 
rock and jazz-influenced ballads, including: Shine On Me, artist: Jeremy Goodfeather; Drop Top, artist: Brodie Lane 
Stevens; I Ain’t Learned Nothing Yet, artist: Jerry Sereda; I Got What You Want, artist: Paula Bowers Sanchez; and Evergreen, 
artist: Andrea Menard. Then came the screening of the highly-anticipated documentary feature film, Buffy Sainte-Marie: 
A Multimedia Life, featuring compelling, in-depth interviews with the Cree singer-songwriter, artist and educator. To the 
utter delight of AIFI staff and the audience alike, Sainte-Marie was in the Palace to speak about her extraordinary life 
and career. The evening came to a close with Of Mice and Men, the Canadian-made adaptation of John Steinbeck’s 
timeless tale, with a stunning Native twist. The feature-length film was made with the blessing of Steinbeck’s estate, 
and featured an Aboriginal cast and crew.
   On Saturday evening, a capacity crowd filled the Palace of Fine Arts for AIFF 35’s American Indian Motion Picture 
Awards Show, hosted by AIFI board members Susan Masten and Michael Horse, along with Métis entertainer Andrea 
Menard, and Lakota actor- Michael Spears. AIFI’s Rememberance Reel paid tribute to more than 10 Native artists and 
tribal leaders who have walked on, including Mississippi Choctaw Chief Phillip Martin; Alison Bridges Gottfriedson, 
Puyallup; Chief Wilma Mankiller, Cherokee; Vernon Lane, Lummi; Mvskogee writer Norma Sampson Bible, (sister of AIFI 
founding board member-actor Will Sampson); Navajo musician- Vincent Craig; Mohawk leader Jake Swamp; and Arthur 
Penn, who directed Chief Dan George in the 1970 classic, Little Big Man.




