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Project description
Over the last decade there has been a proliferation of independent film festivals defined by distinctive programming strategies, cultural/corporate affiliations and patterns of audience affiliation. These events are often and interchangeably defined as ‘alternative’, ‘niche’, ‘subcultural’ or ‘cult’, and are often organised through ‘pop-up’ or fan/community/event-based forums. They represent an independent system of exhibition that are seen by scholars to both subvert and valorise wider notions of cultural economy and prestige found in the dominant festival sphere.  Here, a range of theorists including Mathis and Sexton (2011) and de Valck (2016) have suggested alternative structures of prestige/award-giving, distinct strategies of programming, engagement with new modes of film technology and the entrepreneurial streams evident in a range of European events as templates for further research into this emergent scene. The proposal aims to offer the first Midlands based application of this current trend of research into the alternative film festival circuit.   

The project will focus on the following research questions:
1. How are alternative film festivals defined by specific programming strategies and concepts of cultural value within this circuit?

2. Who are the audiences for the alternative film festival, and what are the regional/national and international contexts for their consumption?  

3. How do alternative film festivals engage with new technologies, streams of innovation and entrepreneurialism that are distinct from dominant exhibition practices?

The project draws on a consortia of established cultural partners, who combine a distinctive regional approach to alternative festival practices with a range of national and international affiliations. As the Midlands premiere independent film event, Flatpack Film Festival (http://flatpackfestival.org.uk) has confirmed their status as the lead facilitator for the project. As an accredited Creative England and BFI Audience Development funded organisation, the PhD researcher would receive preliminary festival experience and mentoring within Flatpack which would both facilitate the initial evaluation of key research project questions, while also allowing an audit of events undertaken by the festival. While Flatpack remains one key case-study explored by the proposed project, this would be complimented by the researcher’s intervention in a range of related festivals within the Midlands region as part of the project. These include the Cine-Excess film festival and conference (www.cine-excess.co.uk) led by Xavier Mendik, which is an annual event with a range of international connections and derivatives that include a peer-reviewed e-journal and a range of documentary productions. Additional festival resources and case-studies that will be available to the project will include the annual Birmingham Indian Film Festival (www.birmimghamindianfilmfestival.co.uk) and Coventry’s East Winds Asian Film Festival (https://eastwindsfilmfest.com/). The researcher will also be able to participate in the formation of new film events in the region, which will include a BCU ‘Found Footage’ festival (currently in development).
