For the Love of Film

Neil Friedman, founder of Menemsha Films, scours independent film festivals— Berlin has proved particularly fruitful—to locate the kind of “ethnic” foreign-language films that fits his niche distribution business. (“Jewish” is one of his ethnic specialties.) When a film hits him just right, he forwards it on to the only infallible, truth-telling screeners he knows, his parents. “They’re an exact mirror of my core audience, and they see at least one art film a week,” Friedman says. “If they give a film an ‘8,’ I take it seriously; if they give it a ‘9,’ I know I’ve got a winner.”

The collaboration between Friedman and his folks has obviously worked very well, because he has scored major successes over the last few years with Gloomy Sunday, Rashevski’s Tango and Live and Become. And this from a house that represented only one film at a time! In fact, Gloomy Sunday became such a cult favorite that it ran for 55 weeks in Los Angeles and 70 weeks in Boston, breaking Cinema Paradiso’s record at the West Newton Cinema.

Friedman says three things are necessary for a smash hit in his arena: 

· Academy Award nomination

· Good festival audience acceptance 

· Favorable critical reviews  

He hires publicists who rent out theaters for him in New York, Chicago, San Francisco and LA so that critics and exhibitors can see his films in 35mm.  Film festivals serve mostly as a market research tool for him, because his livelihood depends on this country’s 500-600 art film houses. He says that film festival attendees, much like his parents, are a microcosm of his core audience and their reactions will foretell if a film is destined for a short, medium or long run in the theaters. 

Friedman asserts that many of his customers have become more like colleagues, because they share his passion for good film and his belief that film is important. “I’ve established strong relationships with certain exhibitors who have shown most of my films at their venues. The Laemmle Music Hall in Beverly Hills, for one, has shown almost every film of mine, and we’re now much more than business associates.”


Friedman’s love affair with film started when he was an undergraduate at the University of Pennsylvania majoring in Ethnicity and Immigration. Part of the curriculum was a year-long course on social and intellectual history as seen through foreign-language films. He was smitten. 
After earning a law degree, he got into the entertainment industry through his uncle, who was Marlon Brando’s longtime lawyer. Finding the studio system not to his taste, he decided to become a distributor of independent films eight years ago and set out to teach himself the business. He says he’s still learning it.  


Friedman is excited about the prospects for his next film, Belzec, a documentary on the previously unknown Polish concentration camp that was executive produced by Claude Lanzmann, who directed the monumental work, Shoah. He is also enthusiastic about another new film of his called Machuca, the story of relationships forged during a period of civil unrest in Chile. On top of that, he’s planning a new venture to distribute DVD’s of his films to the home market, and he has just brought his Web site, www.menemshafilms.com online. 

To contact the Venice, California-based Friedman, e-mail him at neilf@menemshafilms.com or call him at (310) 452-1775.  

