alf Revenue Features: g
The Genealogy of the Modern Biockbuster

= blockbuster (n, sl.) 1. something of great power or size, esp. an epic film or a book.
2. a huge bomb capable of destroying a whole block of buildings.!

In the enthusiastic language of the trade, a blockbuster is, currently, a tall revenue feature.
" When a picture grosses $10,000,000 or more it’s blockbusting.?

‘Blockbuster’ has entered common patlance as a term to describe the kind of cinema
most readily associated with the dominant commercial forms of modern, mainstream,
‘postclassical’” or ‘post-studio” Hollywood. It is is typically used to refer to a film which
is extraordinarily successful in financial terms. However, the term can also be extended
to refer to those films which #eed to be this successful in order to have a chance of return-
ing a profit on their equally extraordinary production costs. It is the possibility of a ‘failed
blockbuster’” which allows the twin dictionary definitions quoted at the head of this
chapter to seem complementary rather than contradictory: every blockbuster has the
potential to be both an ‘epic’ of ‘great power and size’ and a ‘bomb’ {paradoxically
the trade’s preferred term for a commercial disaster).

The inbuilt imprecision of the term has led to its colloquial origins (it has only been
used to describe films since the early 1950s) becoming obscured and its present mean-
ing fudged. In contemporary public discourse, it is not uncommon to find the words
‘Hollywood” and ‘blockbuster’ considered practically synonymous. While at one time
blockbusters were distinguished partly by their exceptionalism, their status as an econ-
omic category different from and ‘above’ the normal run of general releases, it now
seems possible to believe that Hollywood makes nothing sut blockbusters. In seeking
to place the blockbuster phenomenon historically, we might begin by considering the
extent to which exceptionally successful and exceptionally expensive films have featured
in the US industry’s annual release schedules and box-office charts.

Throughout the silent period, only sixteen films earned domestic rentals exceeding $2
million, with MGM’s The Big Furade (1925) eamning the highest gross of its era,
$5.1 million. No sound-era {ilm earned as much as this until David O. Selznick’s Gose
with the Wind {1939), also released by MGM, took more than $30 million in its first five
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years. With ticket price inflation, the benchmark for high grosses rose in the 1940s; how-
ever, a comparably large gap between the top earners and the majority of successes did
not appear until the 1946-7 season, when Selznick’s Duel in the Sun and Samuel Gold-
wyn's The Best Years of Our Lives (both 1946) each grossed around $10 million, and then
again at the end of the decade, when Cecil B. DeMille’s Samson and Delilab (1949)
earned $9 million, nearly twice as much as its nearest competitor. Thereafter, annual box-
office charts have always included a few films which have placed well ahead of the rest
of the pack, a tendency which was especially pronounced in the 1970s.

Many of these hits were also very high-cost ﬁroductions. The most expensive silent
film, MGM’s Ben-Hur (1925), cost $4 million and grossed $4.35 million. This was a
level of expenditure not matched until Gore with the Wind, which cost $4.25 million.
Thereafter, new budgetary records were set, in tuen, by Duel in the Sun ($6.48 million),
Quo Vadis (1951, $7.1 million) and The Ten Commandments (1956, $13.5 million),
which challenged and briefly surpassed Gosne with the Wind as the industry’s greatest
ever box-office success. In cases like these, exceptional success seemed to depend upon
exceptional outlay. It was ‘lessons’ such as these which led to the spate of blockbuster
productions that marked the twenty-year period from the early 1950s to the early 1970s
and to the second cycle of high spending which extends from the late 1970s through
to the present day.

Heavy investment in production was and is not sufficient afone, however, to guaran-
tee success. Particular marketing and distribution strategies were and are required to
maximise the commercial potential of even the most attractively packaged and lavishly
produced blockbuster film. Generalising broadly, there have been two distribution pat-

i terns typically associated with the release of blockbusters: roadshowing and saturation

¥ mass booking.

Roadshows

A roadshow is, or was, a film distributed and exhibited in a manner similar to that of a
live stage performance at a legitimate theatre. Such films would open on a limited or
exclusive basis in a major metropolitan centre for an extended or indefinite run at
‘advanced’ (raised) prices. Shows were n non-continuous, typically limited to one or two
a performances a day and seats could be reserved In the 19505 and 119605 — what 1 prefer

format, such as 70mm or Cinerama, to justify their exhibition under such exceptional cir-
cumstances, or they might simply have been especially expensive or prestige-laden
productions. Screenings of these films were often preceded by an orchestral overture,

usually pre-recorded and played_over.closed.curtains; and the films them_ge_lgewere '

usually interrupted by an intermission because of their exceptlonal length. Souvenir pro-
e e

gramimé brochures might Wave Béeh offered Tor purchase in the foyer, and to encourage

“mass attendafice group bookings were sought for the block sale of tickets. Not all of these

! featiires needed to be present to attract the roadshow tag in the trade press (raised prices
| alone could merit such a description, or an exclusive, extended run), but together they
| constituted the range of possibilities for the industry’s elite products.
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ﬁlms in contmuous performances without_breaks between sho s,

) at any point, z %Lce catried over from vaudeville. In most cin-
not be purchased in advance of

programmers seemed guaranteed because of the condxtlons of the postDepJ:essmn
930s and the wartime and postwar 1940s. ‘To cater for a mass public whose members
‘might visit the cinema several times a week, a rapid turnover of programmes and a flex-

ible admissions policy was more sensible for most houses than extended runs and fixed
“show times.

- The realisation in the wartime boom years that the market could support fewer, more

“expensive and more ambitious pictures if runs (at the ‘pre-release’ and first-run stages)

ere long enough to capitalise fully on audience interest led to a reduction in output

-and a rise in costs per film. Thereafter, the combination of prosecution under the US
“anti-trust laws, leading to the divorcement of the studios’ theatre chains and a conse-

‘quent loosening of control over exhibition, along with the postwar decline in

“attendances such as led to the production of epics Samson and Delilab and Quo Vadis

‘as essential instruments in the studios’ attempt to control the market via distribution.
Encouraged by the astounding success of roadshows such as The Ten Commandnments!
and Around the World in Eighty Days (1936); the studios were persuaded that the best)
way to earn large profits was to roadshow their premium product. In the period betweer|
1956 and 1970, roadshowing came into its own as the distribution and exhibition strat-|
egy of choice. It was used for an increasing number of big films aimed at attracting back
to the cinema that section of the population which no longer attended on a regular basis,

- but which might be persuaded to go downtown for the kind of special occasion or ‘event’

which a roadshow offered. Budgets rose, too, to meet the cost of productions conceived
and executed on a hitherto unprecedented scale. The production of high-cost, high-
prestige blockbusters and their roadshow release was a direct response by the studios to
the structural and economic conditions of the 1950s and 1960s. It represented in part
the studios’ attempt to tetain and to extend the established exhibition practices of the
studio system following divorcement: it was the first run par excellence and represented
optimum commercial performance. In addition, roadshow blockbusters offered the kind
of prime product needed to entice exhibitors to offer competitive bids against one
anothet, to guarantee extended playing time and to pay advances on box-office receipts.
With these films in hand, the studios could remain in control of exhibition even after the
formal divestiture of their theatres.

The promise of a blockbuster hit also permitted them, in their role as distributors, to
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exact a larger than usual proportion of the box-office gross from exhibitors. By the early
11960s in the US, up to 90 per cent of receipts after deduction of the ‘house nut’ (theatre
%operating expenses) were to be remitted to the distributor. Although the operating costs
of roadshow theatres were greater than for most cinemas, thus creating a larger than
usual ‘nut’ and a lesser portion of the box-office for the distributors, this was doubtless
offset by the higher ticket prices and by the payment of advance guarantees. As Tino

Balio has explained, although initially reserved only for key theatres in New York and _
/ { Los Angeles, and for premium roadshow releases, thlS type of deal became standard for. .

-
\natxonai-ﬁrst -run exh1b1t1on of rnost pxetures 3

~“Although roadshomng in its traditional sense has now, in the age of the multiplex,
\fbeen largely abandoned, certain features associated with it — separate performances,
ﬁtmkets which-can be bought in advance, runs limited only by box-office response — have
/ibeen retained and successfully integrated into regular exhibition practice. The block-
buster has also become, once again, the preferred mode of the indusiry’s most
characteristic products, though their current forms, and the distribution strategies and
arketing techniques associated with them, have all changed significanily. Saturation-
ooking patterns on the scale of today’s were unknown in the studio era, but the
rinciple of {instant release’ ~ reaching as large an audience as possible as quickly as
\posmble - dm have precedents in the 1940s, 1950s and 1960s, notably in the
‘methods adopted by two mdependent producer-distributors.

Despite the successful roadshowing of Gore with the Wind, David O. Selznick’s two
other big hits of the 1940s, Since You Went Away (1944) and Duel in the Sun, were
released in a new strategy the producer had devised, which briefly became known as the
‘Mpattem’. Selznick was concerned that the intensive and expensive advertising
necessary to promote a roadshow was not economic when a film was playing in only one
theatre, even at advanced prices.? His new strategy involved targeting a particular terri-
tory which would be blitzed with advertising in advance of a film opening. He opened
both the above-named films in several downtown Los Angeles theatres at once, along

ity

with concurrent engagements in a larger number of suburban and outlymg areas, all play-
ing continuous performances with advanced prices prior to a full general release.
Multiple first runs took advantage of the public anticipation built by the advertising by
making possible a greater number of admissions in a shorter space of time than with an
exclusive roadshow engagement. Play-off was quicker, as were returns on the consider-
able investments these films represented.

An intensive publicity campaign accompanying saturation release later came to be the
policy typically used for exploitation films seeking to tap the curiosity of a guilible pub-
lic before negative word-of-mouth got around. A case in point is Joseph E. Levine’s

handling of 2 number of low-budget, European-made epics, notably [ Hercules (195 8) and
Hercules Unchained (1959), These two films were released through Warner Bros but
Levine himself masterminded their promotional campaigns, spending over $1 million
apiece (considerably more than their negative costs) on wational advertising and pub-
licity, including television slots and full-page newspaper spreads, and circulating some
600 prints of each title simultaneously throughout the country, twice the usual number.
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muscle-bound supermen and tongue-in- cheek heroics, axmed primarily at an
iance of undiscriminating youngsters, anticipated the action-oriented blockbusters
he 1980s and 1990s. The peplums have more in common with the teenage
ploitation pictures produced by American International Pictures from the 1950s on,.
spaghetti Westerns which would soon supplant the production of epics in Italy,
the James Bond films which would become the definitive model for future action:
in both Europe and America, than with the roadshows, which tended to depend;
n an aura of prestige for their relatively up-market appeal. These latter cycles alsoa
ed to be released in the rapid mass-booking patterns pioneered by Selznick and

Afthough- the industry, from the silent era onwards, tended to enjoy its most spectacular
sliccesses with roadshow ‘super-specials’, these were, almost by definition, exceptions to
the norms of production and release. It is contemporary Hollywood (dating from the
ml -1970s) which has become dependent on the regular production of blockbusters as\

principal mode of operation. But it is the exploitation-movie release  strategy, aiming
book a film on every y available screen for as fast a ﬁng{acml ‘Feturn as as poss:ble, wlruch

has been adopted for them rather than the roadshow method, whlch met its demme in’
t]le mdustry crisis of 1969—

it amien

TM_H_H

New patterns of production and consumption
The takeover of the studios by large business conglomerates, at least up to 1969, did not
significantly alter the industry’s basic assumptions about the rightness of the roadshow
policy. The number of roadshows and other blockbuster productions released by
Paramount actually increased after its purchase by Gulf + Western in 1966; the same is
troe of W Warners after its 1967 merger with Seven Arts, and United Artists following
takeover by Transamerica the same year. It took the convulsion of 196971 to convince
" the studios that the roadshow had outlived its usefulness; however, the industry soon
- resumed its commitment to blockbusters, albeit distributed in rather different patterns.
- For explanation of these changes we need to examine the seismic shifts which occurred
“in the industry in the late 1960s and early 1970s.
- Between 1957 and 1964, all the studios had shown a corporate loss in at least one
“year, and there was no year in which at least one such loss had not been recorded. The
- years from 1965-8 seemed to suggest a new stability, as box-office receipts began to.xise
: though not attendances: the rise in income was due mainly to ticket price i
- and most of the corporations showed steady profits For most of them, both annual
revenues and the. number of releases per year peaked’ in"1968, suggesting that Holly-
wood was successfully beating both the box-office recession” and its own' earlier
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mismanagement. By the end of the following year, however, all was crisis; Variery
reported the combined annual loss by four of the studios as $110,066,000:

Factors held responsible are write-downs of stoty properties not deemed suitable for present
audience interest, failure of pictures to register expected box-office, changes in amortization
tables to achieve more realistic earning prospects, and higher interest rates on money
invested in productions.’

As a result of their losses, several of the studios changed corporate ownership or execu-
tive management; a number temporatily stopped production; most ‘rationalised’ their
corporate structure, assets and operation; and almost all announced radical new
economies and revised production policies, -

To read many of the standard accounts of this period, one nught think that all
Hollywood’s troubles were due to the failure of a half-dozen or so big-budget musicals
produced to capitalise on the success of The Sound of Music (1965). The problems, how-
ever, were more fundamental. Several interrelated factors were involved in the virtual

abandopment of blockbusters (briefly) and roadshowing (more or less permanently) by

__the industry and their replacement by other production strategies and marketing
methods: first, the high cost of many blockbuster films, set against their often meagre or
“disappointing returns; second the excessive number of roadshows in chculatlon in the

resented the ma]onty of the mov1ego1ng population, and the consequent saturation of
the market third, general over-production of all categories of release, spreading the rev-
enues available from a declining theatrical market ever more thinly; and fourth, the
failure of revenues from ancillary markets to compensate for losses in the theatrical sec-
tor: in particular, the drop in sales of broadcast rights to television networlks. In addition,
the changing demographic composition of audiences in combination with new patterns
of theatre construction, including their design and location, led to a rethinking of pro-
duction, distribition and exhibition policies.®
The blockbusters of the later 1960s registered, on a regular basis, production costs
which had been highly exceptional in the preceding decade and a half, even by the infla-
tionary standards of the postwar years. Inflation itself only partly accounts for this trend;
studio inefficiencies and the over-ambition of film-makets had some responsibility, too.
Between 1968 and 1971, at least twenty-four pictures cost over $10 million. Of these,
probably only three made a cléar profit from the domestic market: 2001 A Space Odyssey
(1968), Patton and Aérport (both 1970). Several of the studios suffering the heaviest
losses in this period were those with a number of very high-budget pictures entering
release (not all of them on a roadshow basis): Fox, Paramount, United Artists and MGM,
The industry’s financial planning generally failed to register the impossibility of mak-
ing a profitable return on expensive pictures for which, partly due to the roadshow
patterns in which many were distributed, receipts were spread over a long period of time,
thus increasing the amount of interest which had to be paid on production loans. A fur-
ther problem was the number of releases bidding for the ever-dwindling consumer dollar.
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e seven majors collectively released 177 pictures, twenty more than the pre-

ar- But that year also saw the first releases from three new ‘mini-majors’,
rama, Cinema Center and National General, not to mention those from inde-

ants such as Disney, Avco Embassy, Allied Artists and American Intematmnal

'ung,in the same, mainstream matket, which could no longer support such volume
diict. Of the ninety films listed by Varsety as having earned upwards of $1 million
‘domestic market for the 1968 season, only twenty-seven earned $4 million or

eft the vast majority of commercial releases fighting over scraps.
e studios’ combined annual production expenditure in this period was about $400

market was estimated as $600 million, of which little more than a third was avail-

to. cover actual production expenses (after deduction of distribution fees and costs).

uced number of films, the concomitant reduction in distribution fees — their princi-
"s'ource of profit — would lead to ultimate collective bankruptey if production costs

7
E
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!
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_can partly be
'ox-ofﬁce suc-

were not purpose bu11t blockbusters, but relatively ]

Sudget ‘sleepers’ — surprise hits — such as The Graduate {1967, which grossed $44.1
million domestically), Bonnie and Clyde (1967, $22.8 million), Bullitz (1968, $19 million),
dnight Cowboy (1969, $20.5 million), Easy Réder (1969, $19.1 miltion), M*A*5*H
1970, $36.7 million) and Waodstock (1970, $16.4 million). These films owed their prof-

tab111ty not to the mass fWat which roadshows were tradmonall)_r aimed, !

ut to the up-r;iarket adult and college- educated “youth’ audiences, which the studios
tried increasingly to cultivate in the early 1970s.

- Though many of the ‘failed’ roadshows were successful enough in terms of audience
ceeptance — Hello, Dotly!, Paint Your Wagon (both 1969) and Tora! Tora! Tora! (1970)
all appeared in the US box-office top tens for their respective years of release — their

“excessively high production costs (around $20 million each) prevented their making a

profit from the theatrical market alone. This fact, in combination with the realisation of

the limited revenues possible from the world market, resulted in the capping of budgets
by almost all the companies from 1970 and the reduction of output overall. The num-
- ber of films released by the majors fell from a post-1960 hlgh of 177 in 1968 toan all time

l_@r_hofseventymght_ i 19771
Roadshows were not. mstantly abandoned _Columbia’s Nicholas and Alexandra (1971)

and ind Young Winston (1972) and United Amsts ded!er on the Roof (1971} . and Man of '

La M, Mancha (1972) mong the m penswe pictures of thelr ‘years, were roadshown

in the tradmonal manner. Only . dedler on the Roof was a success, earning $38.3 million ..

ona negatwe cost of $9 ‘million. Later in the decade a few expensxve  prestige pictures
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_were launched on a limited reserved-seat, advanced-price basis: The Great Gatsby

(1974), The Deer Hunter. (1978), Apocalypse Now (1979) and Heaven's Gate (1980) RN
These however ‘were exceptions to the norm,

Roadshows, as has been noted were concelved primarily. for exclusive, pre-release

% exhibition in metropohtan theatres in downtown situations. Their “theatrical’ aura was

geared to this kind of viewing environment, in which the specialness of the occasion
partly depended on its differentiation from other film viewing experiences and its simi-
larity to that of the legitimate theatre. This included the scarcity value of the film itself

{only one theatre playing it in each territory) as well as the theatre-like surroundings. As

Unlike the Bnt;sh circuits’ pohcy of adaptmg extstmg buﬂdmgs to multi-screen. use,
the 1960s and 1970s saw a cinema building boom in America, with many. new.multi-
plexes being constructed from scratt_:h,r oftenin sub_urban shopping malls. Eugene Picker,
president of thé American National Association of Theatre Owners (NATO), .explained
the economic and cultural logic behind the US ‘trend of building smaller theatres, seat-
ing between 300 and 500 people .. . in the modetn shopping centres’ as follows:

These congenial new theatres undoubtedly represent the strong present-day trend of
American exhibition, and I look for this pattern to expand in years to come. Construction
costs tend to be reasonable in relation to the profit potential of theatres of this kind, They
are often built contiguous to each other or within the same overall structure. And with
automated booth equipment the theatre operator will have a substantially lower payroll and a
better chance to stay on the more profitable side of the ledger.

There is another factor which is perhaps equally basic to the success of these smaller
theatres. They have a sociable ait and fiiendly atmosphere that enhances the pleasure of the
movie-goer.!2

According to a 1973 report by the American Film Institute (AFT), 498 new auditoria
had been constructed in the previous year (a tenfold increase on 1969), of which 60 per
cent had 400 seats or fewer.”” Thomas Schatz reports that the number-of indoor. cinema
screens in America increased from around 10,000 in 1975 to reach 22, 750 by 1990.14
The pronounced concentration of these new cinemas in subutban and out-of-town
shoppmg maHs 51gmﬁcant1y altered the experience of moviegoing. The combmatton of
the small size of multiplex auditoria, their undistinguished design, the coexistence of ten
or more screens within one building and the unprepossessing environment of shopping
malls and leisure service complexes hardly conduced to the theats : ,_bge_tenstons of

" roadshows. h

The new theatres, and the new generation of blockbusters designed for them, also
anticipated a different demographic base for the moviegoing population. In the trade’s
view, most roadshows, with occasional exceptions such as 2001: A Space Odyssey,

N / appealed ‘to family audiences or, less frequently, “serious” adults’.’® According to
5 ‘research undertaken by the Rank Organisation in Britain, the ‘prime family audience’
consisted of people in the age ranges twenty-five to forty-four, with children up 1o the
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ent. ﬁinlgoer were.. people of. ﬂ classes aged between sixteen and

swenty-four, who. averaged 13. 5 visits a yeaL. The AFT’s 1973 report showed that seventy-
ine. <Th1s, of course, was recogmsed as the prune target aud.tence from the
ds, and most blockbusters of the past quarter-century have sought to reach
this segment ﬁrst Roadshows may have aimed to attract a family audience, but.genet: .
margeted adults who, it was hoped, would bring their children along. Today; children
nd teenagers are targeted first, and it is their parents and elders who must be persuaded
accompany them.
Several innovations in exhibition. stratepies. introduced by roadshows.were. eventu:, 7

lly integrated into regular industry practice. Separate performances and bookabl

ts are now the norm, and long runs have been made more common. by the avails

bility of small auditoria i in multlplexes wh1ch routinely play off success{ul films for
‘ fice potentlal has been exhausted, However,
oung pepple are presumed not.to Dbe interested in an. experience approximating ‘live’

theatrical conditions; so multiplexes dispense with presentational frills and operate on

a similar basis to the fast-food concession stands found inside and adjacent to themy-

:The ‘product’ is therefore also tailored to match this audience’s presumed or demon-
“strated tastes.

‘Blockbuster trends in the ‘New” Hollywood
- Following, and even during, their brief period of thrift in the eatly 1970s, the studios

once again became committed to blockbustet-otiented production policies. Their hopes
became pinned on the expectation that a small number of hugely successful, and usually

. f_ hugely expensive, ‘tentpole’ pictures would pay not only for themselves, but also for the

studios’ overheads and their losses on other releases. After burning its fingers in pursuit
of Easy Rider, with the failure of a number of films aimed at the intellectual, college-
educated or drop-out teenage audience, Hollywood returned to mass-market family
entertainment, beginning with the cycle of disaster movies inaugurated by Asrpors and
The Poseidon Adventure (1972). Love Story (1970) and The Godfather {1972) alerted the
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industry to the viability of fiims made primarily for adult — but not elderly — audiences,
a point subsequently confirmed by The Exorcist and The Sting (both 1973). The success
of Star Wars (1977), E T — The Extra-Terrestrial (1982} and other films illustrated the
massive profit potential of family films ‘sophisticated’ enough for adults to enjoy with
their children.

The resumption of intetest in blockbuster production is not hard to explain. The
reasons have been examined at length by historians and industry analysts, and can be
summarised briefly here. All the principles of distribution leverage described earlier in
relation to roadshows continued to apply for high-profile films exhibited in other pat-
terns. The ‘conglomerisation’ which characterised all the studio corporations from the
1960s onwards provided not only a safety net for a large investment — losses in theatri-
cal film divisions could be offset by the profitability of other areas — but an incentive as
well: the popular success of a blockbuster can be ‘spun off’ into the various ancillary
markets in which the studios also have interests,

The importance of these markets also helps account for the centrality of ‘synergy’ —
the strategic cross-promotion of products in more than one medium, with sales of each
helping to spur on those of the other — to recent and contemporary Hollywood.
Paramount’s manipulation of the novel and film of both Love Story and The Godfather
provide seminal early examples. With the exception of the low-budget ‘sleeper’ (surprise
hit) American Graffiti (1973), all the leading box-office hits from 1970-76 wete based
on, and for promotional purposes tied into, bestselling popular novels.!?

‘New’ distribution pattetns came to replace the traditional roadshow method. The

N (Godfatber opened concutrently in five New York theatres and between 350 and 400 the-
1

atres nationwide, all of which had paid advance guarantees totalling nearly $14 million.”
T 'fﬁough advanced prices were charged for seats, the three-hour film was exhibited in
commuous_perf rmances, without an intermission, and m non -anamorphic 35mm with
| monaural sound. .Screenmgs ran around the clock, from 9 a.m. to after midnight, and’
prices on Broadway were raised from $3.50 to $4 after the film’s enormous box-office
potential had been established with record early attendances.® As a result, the film
became, briefly, the most successful of all time, grossing more than $80 million domes-
tically. This success led the studios once again to raise their commitment to expensive

and heavily publicised ‘event’ movies: films expressly designed to make an impact on the
market.*!

However, there were other, more surprising successes which also influenced the pro-
duction and distribution patterns that were to follow. Another of the sleeper hits of the
carly 1970s was the ecologically aware action movie Billy Jack (1971). Released by
Watner Bros. to a modest initial gross of $4 million, the film was the subject of 2 lawsuit
brought against the distributor by its director/star Tom Laughlin, which resulted in its
being reissued independently in 1973. This re-release was on a large-scale, ‘four-wall’
basis (i.e. the theatres were hired outright by the producer-distributor for a fixed sum
rather than a percentage of the box-office) in mainly rural areas, supported by precisely
targeted television advertising: an adaptation of the ‘Selznick pattern’ previously dis-
cussed.?? The success of this campaign helped the film to an ultimate gross of $32.5

: Kird fiow given to filis of osten51b1y m onty
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ie Purk (1993): released on nearly 3000 prints

million over five years and several further reissues, and to stimulate similar four-wall,
egional-saturation releases.
< The new blockbuster era is usually dated from the wide simultaneous release of faws

1975), which cost Universal $12 million to produce, on 464 domestic screens, accom- ___

anied by a nationwide print and television advertising campaign.?* This strategy was no
‘doubt influenced by the extensive use of television advertising for the reissue of Billy
Jack and by the multiple first-run booking pattern of The Godfather (with the precedents
‘of Selznick and Levine further in the background). The success of this strategy has sub-
‘sequently led to its escalation in each successive year, as each summer seemed to produce
at least one film disttibuted on more prints than the previcus year’s record-helder, so
‘that in current terms Jazws” ‘saturation’ release qualifies as a limited ‘platform’ run of the

¥ it sfve pubhcny hype involves massive additional coste B prints and advertising,
dnvmg up > the cost of distribution. “Whereas 500-600 prints’ Wwete once considered suf

i ficient to-saturatc: the 1S market; and-80=100-for the- UK, Jurassic Park (1993). was
i released in the United States on nearly 3000 prints and in Britain 6i 4 then:record434:%

- Roadshows, which requited a tiny number of prinis for worldwide usé i their early,
exclusive release stage, seem highly economical by comparison.?® Although they seemed

7 1o require exceptional advertising budgets to reach the largest possible audience, their

actual distribution costs were not significantly higher than for most regular releases and

publicity costs were typically shared with exhibitors at local level, The blanket-release

-strategy is now typlcally used even for non- blockbusters few ma]or—studlo pictures are.

¢ accompanied ¥ R_
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now released on fewer than.1500-prints: The corollary and consequence is that a great
a dlspropomonately large amount of its ulttmate theatrical revenue (as much as 50 or
60 per cent) may derive. If a film does not ‘open’ successfully, prints are very quickly
pulled from theatres to make room for the. following week’s potential blockbuster. Thus;
the possibility of a film. gradually finding a large aud1ence over a slow, lengthy release
period, during which word-of-mouth has time to spread — a process which was the com-
mercial salvation of Doctor waago (1965) and 2001: A Space Odyssey — has been
drastically reduced.?

The breakeven point on most films is typically in excess of two-and-a-half times their
negative cost, which for a full-scale blockbuster may now climb to nine figures. Between
1972 and 1975, only ten Hollywood films cost $10 millioh or more, and none more than
$15 million.?” One of the most expensive films of this period, The Towering Inferno

¥ (1974), was backed jointly by two studios, Warner Bros. and Fox to spread the cost of
5 investment and the risk of failure.

From the late 1970s, as a renewed blockbuster policy took hold, ultra high-budget
pictures once again became common: Kizg Kong (1976) cost $24 million, Apocalypse
Now cost $31 million and Star Trek — The Motion Picture (1979) cost $42 million, while
Superman (1978) soared to $55 million, a record which remained for over a decade.® A
negative cost of $100 million was reached for the first time with Terminator 2: Judgment
Day (1991) — a figure now regulatly hit by special effects-dominated action films — while
Titanic (1997) topped $200 million in production expenses. The latter also, of course,

broke the all-time record for grosses, earning mote than $600 million domestically (this .

figure represents box-office rather than distributor gross, unlike other figures cited in
this chapter). The sharing of costs between studios has become increasingly common -
Titanic was backed jointly by Paramount {which distributed in the domestic market) and
Fox (which distributed overseas) — as have co-productions with foreign partners, notably
in Germany.

On average, throughout the late 1970s and 1980s, roughly 40 per cent of big-budget films
f returned their negative costs from domestic theattical release, and it was thought rare for a
flopin this market to break even from foreign theatrical and ancillary markets. However, with
l the growth of these latter markets throughout the late 1980s and 1990, a blockbuster may
l well earn two to three times its domestic gross overseas and recoup theatrical losses through
l video and TV sales and rentals. Ancillary markets (television, home video and other non-the-

atrical outlets) now vastly exceed the theatrical sector in the volume of revenue they produce.
In1992, forexample, US distributors’ income frotn domestic theatrical exhibition accounted
for only 16.9 per cent of total film revenues, with a similac amount coming from foreign the-

| atrical rentals UShome vldeo accounted for23 4 per cent and foreignvideo for19.2 percent,

the remamder -being made up from pay and cable TV, hotel and airline syndication and sales..

o 'I'Vnetwv tks.? Thus a new set of ‘runs’ has taken the place of the one maintained under

the vertically integrated studio system, with the theatrical market in foto now effectwelyoccu
pying the place of first run and the various ancillaties functioning as subsequent runs.

! 5 Generic patterns-of production-have-also-changed-considerably-since the 1970s.. The _
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f the 1950s and 1960s mainly drew on classical genertc traditions for their
terns, war films.and.even. comed)g all s treated on

genen?oﬁgms
swhich C
oy i the currently Fashionable industry term, franchlses of blockbusters have

: quaranteed. pre,selimg_ of _fh_lgh __oncep_ ’ Defying try. uﬁsdom, many...
kbuster sequels in the 1980s and 1990s outgrossed their originals by a considerable
gin, as for example in the cases of Rambo: First Blood Part II (1985), Lethal Weapon
989), Die Hard 2 {1990) and Terminator 2. Ancillary media have themselves exerted
influence on the generic forms of blockbusters: MTV and music videos on, for |
mple, Flashdance (1983); television series on The Fugitive (1993), The Flintstones }
994), Mission: Impossible (1996) and Charlie’s Angels (2000); computer games on
[ortal Kombat (1994) and Lara Croft: Tomb Raider (2001); and, of course, theme park
deson Jurassic Park.

ss as prestige films as well as blockbusters. Such films as Dances with Wolves (1990), ,
bindler’s List (1993), Bravebeart (1995), The English Patient (1996), Titanic, Saving Pri-

viate Ryan (1998), The Thin Red Line (1998) and Gladiator (2000), all around three hours /
in length, would surely once have been roadshown. Several of these films — Schindler’s l
List, The Fnglish Patient, The Thin Red Line ~ were initially presented in relatively exclu-
‘sive gl_a_t_fp_gm releases. This is a_distribution strategy typically used for films the

ot PR vt

commercial potential of which is uncertain or which require the long-term bulld-up o}

wotd-of-mouth, or which are aimed at the art- house and/or up market middle- class

middlebrow prestige. market Yet ever these mvolved the sunultan ous exhibition of sev-

followed by more orthodox wide releases. 3

Six of the films just mentioned won best. picture Oscars for their respective years, and
the remaining two were nominated in the same category. Yet generally speaking, aside

- eral hundred prints, equwalenl;to the saturation bookings of previous decades, and were

thet}?f}l to one an?"h,‘?f For theltno'st part the synthesxs between ‘popularity and prest1ge:_k
which the roadshows ‘attempted to achleve has dlsappeared ‘The revival by the above

“Hims of the Western, war film, penod drama and historical epic is one sign of their aspir-

A very few major-studio films each year achieve industry esteem and commercial suﬂ .

from these and a few other exceptions, blockbusters and prestige f films now seem anti-
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ation to ‘quality’ and was presumably instrumental in their earning the approval of the
industry. Gladrator is a partial remake of The Fall of the Roman Empire (1964) and was

widely compared, sometimes favourably, with Bewn-Hur (1959) and Spartacus (1960). But

Pearl Harbor (2001}, which re-creates the same historical events previously dramatised
in Tora! Tora! Tora!, signally failed to achieve critical respectability and, with a negative
cost of $140 million and domestic grosses under $200 million, has been seen as a com-
mercial disappointment on a scale little short of its predecessor. _

The traditional film musical has largely disappeated, along with the Broadway stage
adaptations which characterised the last phase of the genre. Despite the success of
Grease (1978), it is difficult to recall many screen musicals produced between John
Huston’s $51.5 million film of Asmie (1982} and Alan Parker’s adaptation of the pop
opeta Evitz (1996), both commercial failures.”! Yet the genre’s conventions — and the
Broadway show tune — have survived through a merger with those of the feature car-
toon., Beauty and the Beast (1991) itself become the basis for a West End stage musical,
and the London premiere run of each new Disney animation is invariably preceded for
a limited period by a live musical prologue. The most recent trend in this genre is for
subject matter to be drawn from properties which might once have been — and often
have been — the province of live-action drama: for example, Disney’s The Hunchback
of Notre Dame (1996), Hercules (1997), Mulan (1998) and Tarzan (1999), Fox’s Anas-
tasia (1997) and Warners’ Quest for Camelot (1998) and The King and I (1999). Their
computer-assisted animation techniques permit the creation of scenes of spectacle
which would be financially prohibitive to stage live, even with the aid of computer-
generated images (CGI). The culmination of this development is pethaps DreamWorks’
The Prince of Egypt {1998), an animated remake of The Ten Commandrments with songs,
and a chariot race cleatly indebted to both Ben-FHur and The Fall of the Roman Empire >

Audiences have apparently not tired of high-concept blockbusters or their saturation-
release as they did of roadshows three decades ago. As Chris Hugo noted in 1986, in an
observation which can probably still stand for the intervening years:

In an economic climate where current figures indicate that only one film in ten actually
makes a profit, the financial track record of the ‘blockbusters’ is a good one, even allowing
for the odd mistake such as Steven Spielberg’s 1941 and the problem of trying to salvage
Heaven’s Gate from expensive obscurity.??

Star Wars Epssode II: Attack of the Clones (due for release in 2002) is the first major-stu-
dio, ‘live’-action blockbuster to be filmed entirely on digital equipment. It is [ikely to
provide the model for productions in years to come. With the technological revolution
likely to follow from the imminent introduction of digital projection facilities in many of
the wortld’s cinemas — a measure which would massively reduce distribution expenses,
as theattical ‘prints’ could presumably be produced for little more than the cost of press-
ing a DVD - it seems likely that blockbuster productions and their wide release will only
increase in the foreseeable future.
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sterns and Gangster Films Since the 19/0s

s Neale

vell known, Westerns and gangster films have played a major role in discussions of
and Hollywood. Beginning with Robert Warshow, the roll cail of theorists and crit-
who have focused on the gangster film, the Western or both as paradigmatic
Sr'wood gentes has included André Bazin, John Cawelti, Edward Buscombe, Colin
cArthur, Andrew Tudor, Tom Ryall and Thomas Schatz.! As I have argued elsewhere,
is focus may have helped produce a restrictive definition of genre — a definition geared,
r instance, to the unusually central role of iconography in the Western or to the urban
ing and the tise-and-fall structure of the so-called ‘classical’ gangster film.2 Given the
sual numerical prominence of A-Westerns in particular in the 1940s and 1950s, and
en the heterogeneous, discontinuous and intermittent nature of gangster film pro-
ction not just in the studio era, but in the 1950s and 1960s, too, it may also have
Iped produce a misleading picture of FHollywood’s generic strategies and output from
e-early 1930s through to the late 1960s. Either way, the fortunes and formulae of West-
eths and gangster films have varied a great deal since then. As there as yet exists no
overview of the films and the trends that have marked them since the late 1970s, what
Iaim to do here is to sketch in their features and contours, and to identify some of the
contextual factors that help account for the shape they have taken. As we shall see, tele-
vision production policies, book publishing, legal judgments, demographics, and the
nature of the New Hollywood — and the nature of the New Independents that have
grown up alongside and interacted with it — have all, at times, been as important as the
“example set by any of the longstanding generic traditions or ‘classic’ films to which in
~varying ways and to varying degrees some — though by no means all — of the post-1970s
. gangster films and Westerns have alluded. As we shall also see, no single formula and no
: single cultural or industrial factor can be said to have governed developments in either.
" To that extent, the generahsmg tendencms of classmal and postmodern _genre theory
alike are — as we shall see as well - « real but only limited help

e e e

Westerns

twenty years 'As early as 1963 as Edward Buscombe points out, Westerns had already.’

falfen as a proportlon of Hollywood’s output by as much as 18 per cent? During the




