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Mal&ng itinithe Film Biz: .

Gian Smith and the Black Film Festival
of New Orleans Point the Way to
‘Success in the Industry

.\‘ 5

By Dean M. Shapiro, Senior Editor

en Gian Francisco Smith was traveling to film festi-

vals around the country trying to spur interest in his

original film productions, he was not impressed or

encouraged by what he was seeing and experiencing.
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“I was underwhelmed. I felt like there
wasn't a lot of effort being put forth at these
festivals,” Gian recounted during a recent
interview. “It didn’t feel like there was a lot
of care for the filmmakers and so I felt like
I could do something better”

In his determination to “do something
better;” Gian used his organizational skills
to found the Black Film Festival of New
Orleans in 2018. An annual celebration of
independent black filmmakers and their
films, the event has grown over the years
and has attracted aspiring Black filmmak-
ers and other creative individuals from all
over the U.S. and abroad.

“I felt like there was an opportunity here
and New Orleans is a good city to have
this festival in,” Gian proudly stated. “So
I thought I could contribute to helping
build a community that would reflect the
needs of the filmmakers and other creative
artists”

This year’s Black Film Festival of
New Orleans opens on the afternoon of
Saturday, December 6 with a series of short
films being screened at Café Istanbul on St.
Claude Avenue in the Faubourg Marigny
neighborhood. The featured works on
opening day include a short piece by Jon
Isaac Jackson starring Wendell Pierce,
along with Gian and his daughter Ariya

Opening day also features a 20-minute
short film titled “Creole Recipe” by Wendy

Fleetwood and a
new piece by Gian
titled “Seven”

On Sunday,
December 7th,
Nola Nite Market
co-sponsors black
movie trivia hosted
by DJ Clavo and
DC Paul, followed
by a surprise film.
Monday night

the 8th closes out  Gian Smith (center)wztl

the run at Café PHOTO BY DONALD WILSON
Istanbul with an all New Orleans lineup of
short film screenings. This signature event,
which showcases the city’s black indie film-
makers, will be hosted by comedian Mark
Caesar and DJ 2Ready.

After the opening weekend events at
Café Istanbul, the festival moves to Xavier
University on December 9th for health-re-
lated film screenings and a health fair in
collaboration with Freedom Summer Film
Festival.

Documentaries and filmmaker screen-
ings will take place at the Tulane School
of Public Health from December 10th
through the 13th highlighted by a kids
bloc early Saturday morning. The festival
will conclude December 14th at the Andre
Cailloux Center on Bayou Road. Music
Mayvens will highlight some of the local
musicians’ video and film-related works.

These will be followed by the premiere
of “Revival,” a 32-minute supernatural
romance written, directed and produced
by Wendy Fleetwood and co-produced
by Roslyn Nocentelli Flot publisher of
Breakthru Media magazine and chief
publicist for Breakthru PR.

The festival will then conclude with the
awards ceremony featuring a music and
poetry performance by Grammy Award-
winning artist Tarriona “Tank” Ball.

Admission is free to all festival-related
events.

In Gian’s words, “The BFFNO is not just
a bridge but it’s a multi-lane highway that
connects artists to each other and to their

1 friends Leonard Stewart and Lance Stewart
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new audiences while navigating the excit-
ing, fast-paced lane of entertainment and
celebration.”

This year’s theme, “Poetry in Motion,”
reflects the way film, music and litera-
ture show up throughout programming,
connecting different forms of storytelling,
and helping artists share their work with
new communities. At last count at least 30
filmmakers, from New Orleans and else-
where, had signed up to participate in the
festival. Awards and prizes will be given in
more than a dozen film categories.

Growing up in New Orleans East and
currently residing in the culturally rich
7th Ward, 47 year-old Gian has worked
his way up to becoming an accomplished,
multi-disciplinary artist. An actor, writer,
director and poet, he has voiced Emmy-
winning work for the New Orleans Saints
and the Pelicans’ NBA basketball team, as
well as several PBS documentaries.

Gian also recorded three promotional
trailers for the HBO “Treme” series,
including his poem, “O Beautiful Storm”
which aired during Season 2 of the series.
He also had a role in one of the series’
episodes. “The highlight of my poetry
career was the time I was working with
“Treme,” Gian mused.

Behind the camera, he is an award-win-
ning filmmaker who has half a dozen
credits completed with more on the way.

In addition to his role as founder and
festival director for the BFFNO, Gian also
founded and directs the Black Wall Street
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Nation Film Festival in Tulsa Oklahoma.
That festival is in its first year. He is also
co-founder of “Pass It On” open mic,
the longest tenured poetry-based open
mic space in New Orleans. And he is the
program coordinator for Level Up Film
Collective, a film development lab which is
an all-inclusive education for independent
filmmakers on film and video production.

To date, all of Gian’s completed works
have been shorts but, like nearly all film-
makers, he aspires to write and produce
full-length feature films that can be shown
in movie theaters. “That’s the ultimate
goal,” he said. “It’s an important threshold
because that’s how you sustain yourself as
a filmmaker. But I'm still learning a lot and
I'm committed to my process.”

However, he is in no rush to pursue that
goal. As he explains, “It has become obvi-
ous to me that the growth I'm experiencing
and the pace that 'm taking as a self-taught
filmmaker is unique to me. So I need to
be oriented toward what’s working for me
and not be trying to push the envelope just
for the sake of achieving that milestone.
Ultimately the quality of the work is the
thing that will make whatever it is that I'm
making stand up over time. Trying to rush
in to meet a standard that I'm not ready to
meet doesn’t serve anyone. I'm just taking
my time and what will happen will happen
when it’s time”

Gian take pride in the goals he has

attained and
the awards
that he has
won. One of
his pieces that
he is espe-
cially proud
of, titled “The
Capitalist,”
is a film he
produced
while a fellow
with the New
Orleans Film

>

(left to right) Grham Bosworth, Nicoye Banks, Idella Johnson and Jaren

Society’s afitchell, cast members of “The Capitalist” hosting a Q&~A about the film.

Emerging p1oroey DONALD WiLSON
Voices

Program. It won the Founders Award at
the 2023 Louisiana Film Prize.

So, when asked what advice he would
give to young, aspiring Black artists trying
to find their voices in the film indus-
try, Gian had this to say in
conclusion.

“Every artistic endeavor is a
process. Do not be afraid to fail,
win, explore, and learn as part
of that process. Put yourself out
there. Take in the lessons and
keep coming back with some-
thing better every time. And be
honest with yourself all the way
to the finish line so you know
how to cross it again and again”

A group of actors and filmmakers at the 2023 festival in the Andre Cailloux

center PHOTO COURTESY OF GIAN SMITH

(left to right) Martin Bats Bradford, Elaina Guidry,
Llytanny Whitney, Donald Wilson and Lakesha Logan

You can read more about Gian Francisco Smith
and his eventful career on his website at https://
giansmith.wordpress.com. For more informa-
tion about the 2025 Black Film Festival of New
Orleans go to https://bffno.com/

Lakesha Logan, BFENO Social Media Ambassador
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