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Traditionally mainstream studios have produced big budget genre films that are 

marketed to broad audiences, and independent film distribution companies have released 

low budget adult-oriented films that are marketed to limited audiences. 

In today's film industiy the differences between mainstream studio films and 

independent films are diminishing due to changes in the marketplace. The film 

marketplace has changed due to major studios merging and buying-out independent film 

distribution companies. The major studios are entering into the production of specialized 

films that are marketed to niche audiences. The major studios are trying to replicate the 

recent successes of independent films by producing similar types of films. 

The main element that determines the marketing strategy of a film is the type of 

film. The primary difference between independent films and studio films is marketing 

styles. Studio films are macro-marketed. Independent films are micro-marketed. 
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CHAPTER I 

DIFFERENCES IN MARKETING MAINSTREAM AND INDEPENDENT FEATURE 

FILMS IN THE UNITED STATES (1990-1995) 

The primary goal of this study is to identify the major differences between 

marketing mainstream studio films and specialized independent films. The study is also 

designed to investigate how the film marketplace is changing. Is there any significant 

difference between marketing mainstream studio films and independent films? Are the 

differences between studio films and independent films diminishing? 

The purpose of this study is (1) to examine mainstream studio films and their 

marketing (2) to examine independent films and their marketing (3) to explore the 

marketing challenges of independent films (4) to explore new developments in independent 

film and the emergence of crossover films (5) to explore the benefits of alliances between 

the major studios and independent film distributors (6) to examine the diminishing 

differences between major studio films and independent films 

This study is limited to mainstream studio feature films, and independent feature 

films distributed in the United States. This study excludes short films and documentary 

films. 

Operational definitions of terms in this study are: 

Marketing: is selling a film to a potential audience. 
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Major studios: Warner Bros., 20th Century Fox, Paramount, Universal, MGM, Sony-

Columbia, Turner, and Buena Vista-Disney. 

Independent film distribution companies: Miramax, New Line, Fine Line, Samuel 

Goldwyn, Gramercy, Savoy, First Look, Searchlight, Dimension, Zoe, and Shining 

Excalibur. 

Exploring the differences between marketing mainstream studio films and 

independent films helps to determine how the film industry reacts and adapts to changes in 

today's marketplace. This study includes case studies of marketing strategies of mainstream 

studio and independent films. This study will identify and explain current trends in the film 

industry. 

The most important component of the film business is selling films to audiences. 

(Austin:l) This process is referred to as film marketing. The market for films consists of 

people who will buy tickets for a film. A market segment is the percentage of the total film 

going public a film distributor expects to see their film. (Levison:96) The primary 

difference between mainstream studio films and independent films is their marketing styles. 

There are two primary marketing styles in die film industry. Mainstream Studio films are 

macro-marketed to large audiences in order to generate mass audience attendence and large 

gross profits. Independent films are micro-marketed to small niche audiences in order to 

generate limited audience attendance and smaller gross profits than studio films. 

(Squire:320) The most important task for a film marketing campaign is to reach the 

appropriate audience for a film. (Austin:3) A successful marketing campaign results in 

good audience attendance for a film's opening week. After a film has opened in a market 
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the film itself must generate positive word of mouth in order to become a box office 

success. (Goldberg: 191) 

Major studio film distributors are best at producing and marketing films with 

popular genres, major stars, and built-in marketing elements. Examples of these types of 

films are "The Lion King" and "Batman Forever". Studios have large budgets to produce 

films that are mass distributed because the films have mass audience appeal. Studios 

supply film exhibition theatres with product year round, and theatres depend on studios to 

supply most of their films. (Goldberg:4) Studios are production based companies. 

(Squire:323) 

Independent film distributors are acquistion based companies. (Squire:323) This 

means that instead of producing films, they buy already completed films for their major 

product supply. Independent distribution is centered around niche marketing specialized 

films. (Squire:326) Independent distribution companies gain success when they identify 

audience segments unserved by major studio films and market specialized films to those 

audience segments. (Squire:321) Independent film distributors avoid head-to-head 

competition with studios by releasing different types of films. (Squire: 137) Independent 

film distributors give small films special attention to ensure the films are released to 

selected theatres in the right markets. (Goldberg:4) Independent film distributors usually 

slowly release films in order to let word of mouth and critical reviews build audience 

interest. Independent films are apt to be more review-driven and director-driven than 

studio films, and these films need to be carefully positioned in the marketplace. 

(Squire:325,326) Independent films can gain great success in the marketplace if they can 
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generate good prerelease critical reviews, good public relations, and good word of mouth. 

(Levison:89) Independent films can "cross-over" and gain greater commercial success 

when their initial small audience appeal grows into a broader audience appeal. 

(Levison: 104) In the past independent film distribution companies have achieved high 

levels of success in niche marketing foreign language and specialized films, and are now 

using these marketing methods for small American films. (Squire:322) 

Mainstream Studio Films 

Mainstream studio films have drastically different concepts than most independent 

films. Mainstream studio films are market based, and marketing possibilities are built into 

the scripts. Mainstream studio films try to appeal to the broadest possible audience for 

marketing appeal. For example, Walt Disney Co.'s "The Lion King" is almost mandating 

toy tie-ins, children do not even have to see the film in order to want a stuffed animal 

Simba (the film's main character). The merchandising and tie-in possibilities are built into 

the concept of the film are possibly endless. Studios can offset development and marketing 

costs by attracting large audiences to their films through product tie-ins. (Fitzgerald:3) 

"The Lion King" made +$313 million at the box office (Shapiro:56), and was produced for 

$35 million. Newsweek magazine remarks that "The Lion King" is a "movie and 

merchandising monster hit" that is likely to make at least $1 billion. (Meyer:42) 

Disney's current release "Pocahontas" was produced for $55 million and after four 

weeks in theatrical release has made +$117 million at the box office. (Shapiro:56) Disney 

is currently assessed to be a $22 billion company, that owns film companies, hotels, sports 
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teams, and theme parks. Disney Company announced on July 31,1995 that it will 

purchase Capitol Cities/American Broadcasting Company (ABC) for $19 billion. This 

acquisition is expected to become final after the first of the year, and it will make Disney 

Company the world's largest entertainment corporation. (Leiberman: 1) Disney produces 

mainstream films, and released "The Lion King". "The Lion King" is an example of a 

blockbuster film targeted to a mass audience of children. "The Lion King" could become 

the biggest moneymaking film in history. (Meyer:41) "The Lion King" is already the 

biggest selling home video in history. It was released with a trailer for "Pocahontas" 

attached to it. But industry insiders predict that "Pocahontas" cannot equal "The Lion 

King" success because it has a female main character and boys will not want to see it, and 

the story is historical rather than fantasy. (Shapiro:56) 

Studios can spend millions of dollars to promote their films, unlike independent 

distributors operating on much smaller budgets. Disney set up a headline grabbing premiere 

for "Pocahontas" at New York City's Central Park +110,000 people saw the film on four 

one-hundred and twenty foot outdoor drive in screens. The premiere of "Pocahontas" 

reached +110,000 people at one time, ordinarily in New York City it would take a 

minimum of three days and nineteen screenings in the city's largest movie theater, Radio 

City Music Hall, which seats 6,200 people at a time to reach that many filmgoers. The 

film played for eighty-seven minutes, and the audience at the premiere stayed and watched 

the film even though it was raining during some of the evening. After the film there was a 

fireworks display at the park. (Osbourae: 10) The audience won tickets to the premiere via 

lottery. The event also included an orchestra, stage shows, singers, and concession and 
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souvenir sales. Disney donated $1 million to the Parks Commission to clean up after the 

event. Disney received media attention because of the event that cannot be bought with 

advertising dollars. (Schoemer:77) Altogether Disney spent $125 million on marketing 

"Pocahontas". The film also has tie-in deals with Burger King, Chrysler, and Payless 

shoes. (Kim:22) "Pocahontas" reportedly has $125 million in corporate tie-ins for the film. 

(Broeske:9) The film is projected to contribute to Disney operating profits between $700-

$900 million. "The Lion King" made +$1.1 billion for Disney. These figures are box 

office revalues, ancillary deal revenues, and home video sales revenues added together for 

an overall total of profits for the film and its products. (Broeske:9) "Pocahontas" is an 

example of a family oriented film with good merchandising potential. Cross-promotions 

such as merchandising and tie-ins increase a film's visability in the marketplace, and this 

attracts the attention of potential audience members. (Wiese: 114) Most independent films 

do not lend themselves to merchandising or tie-ins because they appeal to a limited 

audience. (Wiese: 114) 

Mainstream studio film marketing center around movie stars and film titles. The 

film's theme determines how a film is marketed. Mainstream films can be marketed based 

on star power alone. Bankable stars are actors whose names ensure a certain level of box 

office revenues. (Levison:58) Films with major stars appeal to mass audiences, especially 

if the star and the film's concept are closely linked. For example, Clint Eastwood in a 

crime thriller has a built-in audience, because Eastwood has been in many films of this 

genre and audiences are familiar with these films. Clint Eastwood has developed a 

character type that audiences can easily identify. 
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Many mainstream studio films are produced as packages. This means that before a 

film is picked up and produced by a studio, the script for the film is attached to a director, 

writer, and actors. Some talent agencies such as CAA and ICM lump all of their clients 

into packages, and this increases the cost of the project for the studio when it picks up a 

film for production. Studios are willing to invest large sums of money in major films that 

they decide are potential commercial successes. (Stauth:29,31) 

Mainstream studio films are always marketed using trailers, or previewing coming 

attractions to develop audience awareness and interest in the films. Trailers are used to 

convey a film's theme and highlight the film's stars. Studio trailers have been criticized as 

not always reflecting the true spirit of the film's story, because trailers are made up of film 

clips edited together sometimes without using the proper context of the entire film. 

(Levin: 14) Sometimes certain elements of a film's story are played down in order to 

expand a film's target audience. (Goldberg:42) Trailers are shown in movie theaters prior 

to feature films to audiences that obviously go to the movies. A Variety research Gallup 

Poll indicates that an entertaining trailer is the most effective marketing tool for a film. 

(Evans 3.:1) Film distributors prefer to match trailers with feature films that appeal to the 

same demographic audience. For example, distributors prefer to match a romantic comedy 

trailer to a feature film romantic comedy, even if the feature is produced by a different 

studio. But individual movie theaters decide which movie trailers to run and the films they 

are paired with. Distributors will also look at box office revenues of films currently 

playing and request that their trailers be played with high grossing films. Some movie 

theaters run trailers for films on television monitors in their lobbies. Studios can send out 
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thousands of film trailers; to theatres and buy millions of dollars worth of advertising in 

television and radio commercials. Trailers have a major role in building consumer 

awareness of films. Trailers give consumers their first impressions of films. When a trailer 

is effective people will remember it when they see a television spot, a poster, or a 

newspaper ad for the same film. (Goldberg:42) 

Executive vice president of marketing for Miramax films Gerry Rich points out that 

studios can afford expensive advertising campaigns and star power which create, "...so 

much hype and urgency around big studio films that generate a want-to-see opening 

weekend" for a film to an audience. Independent films cannot always compete to be 

moviegoers' first choice of films to see, it takes longer for moviegoers to notice them 

because they are not marketed to mass audiences. 

Mainstream studio films' marketing campaigns focus on the style of the film, this 

encompasses the look of the film, the settings, the characters, the stars, the genre, and the 

music. 

"Disclosure" is a studio film that contains the main elements that distinguish 

mainstream films from niche films. "Disclosure" is representative of most mainstream 

films because it has many built-in promotable elements such as: stars (Demi Moore and 

Michael Douglas), if s based on a best-selling novel, it has a newswothy topic (sexual 

harassment), and it has a distinguished visual style. (Wiese:81) "Disclosure" is an adult-

oriented film which has a very high-tech modern look via sets and lighting. The characters 

in the film by Warner Brothers are star vehicles: the ruthless female boss is Demi Moore, 

and the victimized male "yuppy" executive is Michael Douglas. Audiences will be 
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interested in the film simply because Demi Moore and Michael Douglas co-star in it. 

Commercial director Bob Giraldi remarks, "it's hard to make a horrible ad (for a film) 

when you've got stars." (Levin: 14) The "genre" of "Disclosure" is a "corporate 

melodrama" in the style of "Bonfire of the Vanities", but "Disclosure" has the added 

sensational theme of sexual harassment with the "evil" female boss attacking the "reluctant" 

male executive under her supervision. This concept is what the film's marketing used to 

generate interest in the film. 

The film industry presumes that a film based on a popular book or play has a 

guaranteed audience because of prior public exposure. This pre-sold element of a film will 

be emphasized in a film's marketing. (Austin:65) "Disclosure" also has the added 

marketing advantage of being a film adaptation of a best-selling novel by Michael Crichton. 

Crichton wrote the novels that the films "Jurassic Parte", "Rising Son", and "Congo" were 

made from. (Kroll:63) 

The trailer for "Disclosure" concentrates on the sexual harassment angle of the film 

showing scenes involving Moore and Douglas in compromising positions in the office, and 

the link with Michael Crichton's best-selling novel. But in some ways the concept of the 

film is misrepresented in the marketing campaign, because the film is actually less about 

sexual harassment and more about manipulation and deceit in a greedy corporate world. 

(Gleiberman 3. :46) 

"Disclosure" made +$ 83 million at the domestic box office, and is currently in 

home video release. The film has a Restricted audience rating by the Motion Picture 

Association of America's rating board. (Rental:71 
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In terms of distribution, major studios can release films in saturation to over a 

thousand theaters for an opening. For example, "Batman Forever", a Warner Brothers 

release, opened on June 16,1995 on 4037 movie theater screens nationwide, (Klady.4.:l 1) 

with twenty theaters in the Dallas metroplex. (Wuntch: 1) Theatre exhibition brings in the 

largest share of a film's revenues and serves as a determinant of a film's value in other 

outlets such as cable television and home video. (Wasko:176) Studios often release films 

that have a "known quality" because they are sequels, prequels, or remakes of already 

released and successful films. It is easier to market a sequel of a popular film than it is to 

market an original film, because sequels bulid upon the existing track record of other 

successful films. (Austin:65) 

Television is the most effective advertising medium in affecting film attendance 

decisions. (Austin:68) For example, industry sources told Variety that a low estimate pre-

opening budget for "Batman Forever" for promotions is $12 million, divided out with $8 

million for network television advertisements, $3 million for print advertisements 

(newspapers and magazines), and $1 million for outdoor advertisements. (Busch:147) 

Outdoor media campaigns are advertisements on billboards, subways, bus shelters, and the 

sides of buses. Outdoor campaigns are mainly confined to major cities. (Squire:297) 

"Batman Forever" the outdoor campaign consisted of a colorful set of posters made up of 

character shots from the film. The outdoor campaign is seen as being very successful 

because twenty percent of the posters were stolen from their bus shelter cases. (Busch: 147) 

"Batman Forever" a Warner Brothers release is the third film in the "Batman" film 

franchise. A film franchise is a series of films based on the same concept that have the 
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same characters that are produced by a film production company. The cast of "Batman 

Forever" includes: Val Kilmer, Tommy Lee Jones, Jim Carrey, Nicole Kidman, and Chris 

ODonnell. The film was cast specifically to attract specific demographic audience 

segments. Tommy Lee Jones and Nicole Kidman were cast to appeal to adults. 

Jim Carrey was cast to appeal to juveniles. Chris ODonnell was cast because of his appeal 

as a "teen heartthrob". (Lowiy:81) 

"Batman Forever" is a classic example of a major studio blockbuster film. 

"Batman Forever" represents a high concept mainstream project adapted from a comic 

book series, and is directed by Joel Schumacher. "Batman Forever" is a pre-sold property 

with star casting. (Wyatt: 199) "Batman Forever" is an action adventure genre film. 

Exploitation genres like action adventure and horror films do not rely on critical reviews to 

generate audience interest because they have built-in audiences. (Wiese:68) The film is 

rated PG-13 by the Motion Picture Association of America ratings board. PG-13 means 

that parental guidance should be used for children under the age of thirteen years old as to 

the suitability of the film's material. The other films in the "Batman" franchise, "Batman" 

and "Batman Returns" were seen by some moviegoers as too dark and violent for children. 

The films received protests from parent groups that criticized Warner Brothers and 

McDonald's which had promotional tie-ins with the films. Retailers and merchandisers 

complained that there was a slow moving of products tied to the films. (Buschrl) 

"Batman" and "Batman Returns" are directed by Tim Burton. 

"Batman Forever" was deliberately repositioned by marketing executives at Warner 

Brothers to make the film more fun, more entertaining, and more adventurous than the 
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other "Batman" films in order to be more attractive to film tie-in licensees. (Busch: 1) 

Merchandise from "Batman" and "Batman Returns" is almost $3 billion in sales. Prior to 

the opening of "Batman Forever" the new toy line was already selling out at some stores 

according to the owner of the toy store Puzzle Zoo, Alan Saffron, whose company is based 

in Los Angeles. "Batman Forever" merchandise was expected to be very successful this 

summer. (Broeske:9) "Batman Forever" has almost two hundred licensees with 

$45-$50 million in commitments for tie-ins with McDonald's, Kenner Toys, Kelloggs, Six 

Flags, and others. (Busch: 147) Variety's Brian Lowiy remarks," Batman Forever1 is as 

much a finely tuned marketing/merchandising machine as a movie, down to the not-so-

subtle McDonald's plug (Til get drive-through") after the opening credits." (Lowry:77) 

Warner Brothers has made a deliberate effort to turn around the feeling of the "Batman" 

franchise. "Batman Forever" is constructed as a living comic book using comic book 

violence and scariness in an effort not to terrify children. (Busch: 147) The visual style of 

Batman Forever" uses explosions of vibrant color, and is designed to be a cinematic comic 

book, and costumes add to this look. (Lowry:77) 

"Batman Forever" began its marketing campaign in February with advertisements 

including a one sheet teaser of the new "Batman" logo photograph to be displayed in 

theater lobbies. Warner Brothers decided against using a short teaser trailer in theaters, 

and opted for an unusually long three minute and fifteen second trailer that debuts the new 

"Batman" character to the public. The trailer was a good way to show exhibitors and 

audiences the new "Batman" image, and introduce the film's new characters. The trailer 

helps to point out the differences between "Batman Forever" and "Batman Returns". In 
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March, the trailer was re-edited to be two minutes and twenty-seven seconds long, because 

audiences were getting bored with the first trailer because it lacked mystique after being 

shown so many times. The second trailer was shown with the opening of "Outbreak". 

(Brodie: 146) In April, "Batman Forever" began its outdoor campaign. On May 15,1995 

"Batman Forever" went on the Internet, Warner Brothers created a site on the World Wide 

Web for computer owners to view clips of the film, sample the film's soundtrack, and read 

promotional materials. The Web site is believed to be the first devoted to a single film. 

(Batman^ 

In mid-May, "Batman Forever" began playing its third trailer, and it included new 

footage and is two minutes and twenty-seven seconds in length. On May 27,1995, 

McDonald's began their tie-in advertisements. On June 1,1995, Warner Brothers began 

airing their commercial advertisements for the film. (Klady 4.: 146) "Batman Forever" 

faced the challenge of introducing a new star, Val Kilmer, to play "Batman", and had the 

good fortune to cast Jim Carrey, whose recent films have been very successful, as a villain. 

The film opened on June 16,1995. "Batman Forever" set the box office record for 

top weekend debut with +$ 52.8 million. (Klady 4.:98) The film's box office reached 

+$171.1 million in its fourth week of release. (The Boxoffice:97^ 

The "Batman Forever" soundtrack includes fourteen songs, five of which are in the 

film. The recording artists featured on the soundtrack are: U2, Seal, The Offspring, 

Brandy, Michael Hutchence, and P.J. Harvey. This pop soundtrack is designed to appeal 

to the most diverse cross-section of record buyers as possible. U2 was paid $500,000 as 

an advance on their musical contribution to the soundtrack "Hold me, Thrill me, Kiss me, 
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Kill me". The Offspring were paid $250,000 for their version of "Smash It Up". 

(Willman 2.:55) 

The soundtrack for "Batman Forever" was number seven on the top ten chart for 

pop albums compiled by Billboard. (The Char t s^ Chris Willman of Entertainment 

Weekly remarks, "The idea that a film might not require a pop soundtrack is -holy heresy-

nearly unthinkable these days; if s the requisite marketing tie-in for the post-Happy Meal 

set." And that for today's film industry, "Risky million dollar -or more- price tags for 

soundtracks that are far less star-studded than Batman' are becoming more common, 

dwarfing the average $300,000 bill for a single artist album." (Willman 2.:55) 

The "Batman Forever" marketing campaign is described by Jim Patterson chairman 

of J. Walter Thompson North America, "The whole thing was put together as a marketing 

piece flawlessly," and "it also appeals on levels to adults, teens, and kids." (Levin: 14) 

Joel Hochberg executive vice president-general manager of Foote, Cone & Belding 

in Los Angeles remarks that "Batman Forever" had a tremendous marketing package that 

created considerable buzz about the film. Warner Brothers marketed the film around Jim 

Carrey, and a simple logo. The OIK sheet for "Batman Forever" features an all star 

drawing featuring Jim Carrey, Tommy Lee Jones, Nicole Kidman, Chris ODonnell, and 

the new "Batman" Val Kilmer. A pre-opening newspaper advertisement features the same 

drawing as the one sheet, but adds critical quotations in substitution for the background. 

The film is headlined as "A Thrill-Packed Joy Ride!" The newspaper advertisement for 

July fourth weekend features the bat-mobile and the bat-signal. The text in the 

advertisement is "Riddle me this. Riddle me that. This weekend catch...The big black 
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bat!" And the bottom of the advertisement mentions an offer for a $1.00 "Batman" poster 

offered at Warner Brothers studio stores. 

"Batman Forever" a Warner Brothers film was featured at Six Flags Over Texas, a 

Time Warner Entertainment Company theme park, in a laser and fireworks show through 

August 13,1995. 

"Batman Forever" also has tie-in products such as trading cards and clothing. 

"Batman Forever" character T-shirts are priced at $16.95, and caps are $14.95. One 

T-shirt for "Batman Forever" has the line "Who's Afraid of the Big Black Bat?" printed on 

it. "Batman Forever" is an example of a major studio blockbuster film. It has many 

blockbuster elements: a presold property, stars, tie-ins, merchandising, and a soundtrack 

album. 

Mainstream studio films use the different divisions of their vertically integrated 

corporations to have merchandise at the studios chain stores, soundtracks featuring musical 

artists with recording contracts with the corporations' music divisions, and after the film has 

played in theaters, studios sell the films to their ancillary markets of pay-television (Home 

Box Office, Showtime, Cinemax, and the Disney Channel), home video releases, and 

international market sales. A vertically integrated film corporation controls its own 

production, distribution, and exhibition. Studios have so many corporate arms to generate 

revenue that they can afford to make some films that do not make profits, because their 

other ventures successes can balance it out. (Klady 1.: 13,16) Anne Giangardella Director 

for Promotions MCA/Universal Merchandising remarks in Advertising Age, "Studios are 

keener than ever on properties reaching the broadest possible audiences to attract tie-in 
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partners, and thus offset movie development and marketing costs." (Fitzgerald:3) Most 

films with merchandising potential are popular among children and teenagers. Cross-

promotions increase a film's visibility. (Wiese: 114) There is very deliberate 

commercialization encompassing the production and distribution of mainstream studio 

films. Most tie-in activities are associated with big budget mass appeal films. 

(Wasko:214,215) 

Unlike major studio blockbuster releases "The Lion King" or "Batman Forever", 

"Apollo 13" is an example of an adult-oriented specialized film from a major studio. Most 

major studio films are formula based and targeted for mass market audiences. 

(Brodie4.:80) "Apollo 13" has marketing tie-ins with adult appeal. "Apollo 13" is a 

Universal Pictures release, rated PG by the Motion Picture of Association ratings board, 

was released in mid-July 1995. The film was originally titled "Lost Moon", but was 

changed to "Apollo 13". (Entitled:33^ The film is directed by Ron Howard, and stars Tom 

Hanks. It is Tom Hanks' first film to be released after his Academy Award winning film 

"Forrest Gump." The film "Apollo 13" was marketed around the phrase, "Houston, we 

have a problem." in the trailer, television commercials, and print copy. The text in the 

advertisements summarizes the plot of the film based on the true story of the National 

Aeronautics and Space Administration's (NASA) troubled Apollo 13 space mission. 

Universale Marketing President Buffy Shutt, who designed the marketing for 

"Apollo 13" remarks, "First of all they gave us a great movie," and that "In many ways the 

copyline we used on the one sheet and in the TV spots really had a lot to do with how we 

focused the campaign." Shutt added that the word of mouth for "Apollo 13" really was 



17 

sparked when television advertisements aired during the National Basketball Association 

finals and "reached the film's core audience." Shutt remarks that the advertising campaign 

was designed to show the film as entertainment as opposed to a historical true-story drama. 

Shutt said, "Apollo 13" was marketed as a "thrilling adventure first, and a true story 

second.", it is a drama on the ground and in space. (Levin: 14) 

Steve Frankfurt, president of Frankfurt Balkind Associates remarked, "The 

campaign (for 'Apollo 13') walked the tightrope between super-reality, in a sense, and yet 

the magic of Hanks." (Levin: 14) Frankfurt designed the marketing campaigns for two 

earlier films starring Tom Hanks, "Forrest Gump," and "Big." 

The one sheet for "Apollo 13" shows a close-up photograph of Tom Hanks with 

the caption, "Houston, we have a problem." The film is titled as a Ron Howard film. The 

newspaper print advertisement for "Apollo 13" features the tag-line "The #1 Movie in 

America" and quotes film critics from major publications. 

"Apollo 13" has a soundtrack that features "classic songs from the era" by 

Jimi Hendrix, The Who, Jefferson Airplane, The Young Rascals, James Brown, 

Norman Greenbaum, and Hank Williams. It also has a new rendition of "Blue Moon" by 

a currently popular band The Mavericks. This soundtrack appeals mainly to adult 

audiences. The soundtrack contains excerpts from the film and historic dialogue. It is 

available on cassette, compact disc, and a limited edition surround sound compact disc. 

The soundtrack has a tie-in with Target chain stores that consists of a $2.00 coupon off the 

purchase of the soundtrack at Target stores. The coupon has film still photographs from 

"Apollo 13" on stickers on one side of the coupon, and on the other side of the coupon is a 
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brief description of the film's story. 

Variety film reviewer Todd McCarthy remarks about "Apollo 13" "...with its rah-

rah, gung-ho, can-do attitude and a cast full of good-looking young white men in buzz 

cuts, this engrossing account of the nation's most perilous moon shot embodies what many 

people consider to be old-fashioned American virtues in a virtually pristine state." 

(McCarthy 2.:78) "Apollo 13" made +$127 million at the box office as of its third week in 

theatrical release. (LiMll&l) 

The film "Apollo 13" like "Batman Forever" has a site on the Internet. "Apollo 13" 

T-shirts are being sold as tie-in merchandise, one T-shirt reads, "Failure is not an option.", 

and has a design of the moon and Earth with the film's title. 

The significance of "Apollo 13" is that it represents a major studio film targeted at 

adult-oriented audiences. This is unusual because most major studio films are targeted to 

broader audiences which include teenagers, and children. Major studio mainstream film's 

are highly commercialized products commonly marketed with many merchandising and tie-

in deals, because they have mass appeal due to their popular genres, stars, and pre-sold 

properties. Mainstream films are targeted to appeal to broad audiences and have to make 

multi-millions at the domestic box office to be considered successful. 

Independent Films 

Independent films are not usually built around the idea of selling anything other 

than the film itself. For example, Miramax's film "Priest" does not extend itself to any kind 

of merchandising or tie-ins, because the film's concept of a gay priest is too controversial 
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and is in itself somewhat hard to sell. But the recent Miramax film "The Englishman who 

went up a hill but came down a mountain", a romantic comedy, had a promotional preview 

screening tie-in with Ralph Lauren's Safari perfume through department stores like Macy's 

and Bullocks. "The Englishman who went up a hill but came down a mountain" has 

grossed +$10.6 million at the domestic box office. (The Boxoffice:97^ A current 

Miramax release "II Postino" or translated into English "The Postman" had a product tie-in 

album. The album features celebrities reciting the poetry of the film's main character Pablo 

Neruda. "The Postman" is about Nobel Prize winning Chilean poet Pablo Neruda and his 

friendship with his postman. The celebrities performing on the album are Julia Roberts, 

Madonna, Sting, Glenn Close, Samuel L. Jackson, Andy Garcia, and others. Harvey 

Weinstein co-chairman Miramax says "The Postman" poetry recording project, "This is the 

single best metaphor for how we at Miramax take an ostensibly small film and use our 

relationships with stars to open up the subject matter to a wider audience." The album is 

being released by Miramax Records/Hollywood Records. (Brodie and Evans:9) "The 

Postman" is a foreign language film, Entertainment Weekly calls this Italian comedy a 

"word-of-mouth hit", and "America's most successful foreign-language film this year", and 

"A critical and box office darling". 

Miramax President of Marketing Mark Gill says about "The Postman", "It's a safe 

bet that it will do $10 million...and $10 million for a foreign-language film is a blockbuster. 

It's like $200 million for an English language film. (Jacobs: 14) 

These independent films with merchandising tie-ins are not typical of most 

independent releases. 
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Mainstream studio films are always marketed using trailers, but independent films 

do not always have enough money in their budgets to be able to afford film trailers. The 

cost of sending theaters film trailers can be too expensive for some independent distributors 

to consider cost efficient, especially when theaters may or may not choose to play a film's 

trailer. 

Chris Pula, the vice president of theatrical marketing at New Line Cinema describes 

the situation of film trailers like this, "Hie average trailer costs around $500,000 to make 

and around $25.00 to ship," and instead of shipping 10,000 prints of a trailer, he prefers to 

, "I can take that money and buy exposure on cable, target audiences, and develop a 

frequency." This means the advertising can reach the target audience repeatedly. New 

Line Cinema has also released more mainstream films such as "The Mask" and "Dumb and 

Dumber". (Hornaday:21,28) In a press release to announce the video release of "The 

Mask" New Line detailed their advertising campaign for the $19.98 videotape. New Line 

spent +$5 million on television media, buying advertising time on ABC, MTV, NBC, Fox, 

CBS, Nickelodeon, and The Cartoon Network. New Line says that the national radio 

advertising buys for the video release of "The Mask" are the largest in the company's 

history. The Executive Vice President of New Line Home Video says, "We have 

developed an extraordinary advertising blitz...will reach 93% of consumers an average of 

11 times." "The Mask" has product tie-ins with Pop Secret microwave popcorn, Kenner 

Toys, Thermos, and the Milton Bradly Company. "The Mask" has over fifty licensees. 

CBS-TV is airing an animated children's series using the characters from "The Mask." 

(New Ling: 1-3) 
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"The Mask" has made +$120 million at the box office. (Meisell.:28) "Dumb and 

Dumber" made +$127 million at the box office after thirty weeks in theatrical release. 

rVariety: 12) Jim Carrey has signed a deal with New Line Cinema for "The Mask n." 

Independent distribution companies like Samuel Goldwyn, New Line/Fine Line 

Cinema, Savoy, Gramercy, and Miramax cannot take too many losses on films that do 

poorly at the box office, because they will go out of business. Some examples of 

"bankrupt" independent film distributors are: New World, Avenue, Cinecom, Taurus, 21st 

Century Pictures, Vestron, and Cineplex Odeon among others. (Klady 1.: 16) 

Marketing independent films is more difficult than mainstream films in some ways 

because there are many differences in the films themselves as products. Mainstream studio 

films like "The Lion King" and "Pocahontas" are blockbuster films targeted at children. 

"Batman Forever" is an example of a major studio blockbuster film targeted at youth and 

adult audiences. These genre films are examples of the types of films that are suitable for 

many built-in marketing tie-ins, because they have mass audience appeal. Independent 

films like "Priest" are not suitable for marketing tie-ins or merchandising because the film is 

targeted at a small niche audience. Most independent films cannot be marketed the same 

ways as major studio films because they appeal to smaller specialized audiences. 



CHAPTER II 

THE MARKETING CHALLENGES OF INDEPENDENT FILM 

The main benefits to filmmakers of independent production and distribution are 

that they have creative control and autonomy over the films they make. They can produce 

specialized films with limited audience appeal that major studios would not produce. 

Independent filmmakers can produce modestly successful quality niche films that rely on 

well-written scripts, not big budget special effects, star casting, or popular genres. 

Independent filmmakers can achieve even greater success if their films cross over from 

niche audiences to broader audiences. Because independent films rely on niche marketing 

they must identify subject areas unserved by the major studios, and meet the product 

demands of these areas. Independent film distributors must size up the potential markets 

for their niche films, and determine the costs to reach them. Independent distributors have 

the flexibility needed to adapt to a quickly changing marketplace. (Squire:321) The 

drawbacks of independent production and distribution are that independent producers have 

less money to spend on the production, marketing, and distribution of films. 

Some business guidelines apply to both major studio and independent films alike, 

for example the president of Warner Bros, worldwide theatrical advertising and publicity 

Robert Friedman remarks that media buys should be based on a film's expected gross. It is 

important not to outspend your revenues, or underspend your potential. (Squire:292) This 
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guideline should be followed for all film releases. A low end national advertising campaign 

for a film in media costs is $5 to $6 million. An advertising campaign for a limited release 

film with a later wide release will have $300,000 to $400,000 in media costs. A limited 

release film with no further rollout will have media costs not exceeding $200,000. 

(Squire:300) Independent film distributors need to practice careful cost management, keep 

film budgets low, and concentrate on high quality films for their product supply. When 

independent film distributors try to compete head-to-head with major studios by releasing 

big budget films requiring large advertising campaigns, they risk destroying their 

companies because they cannot afford to release any big budget films with low box office 

revenues. (Squire: 137,138) Studios spread the risk of low box office revenues over the 

release of 15-20 films per year, so the companies can afford disappointing box office 

returns from some of their films. (Levison:77) The president of Warner Bros, worldwide 

theatrical advertising and publicity Robert Friedman remarks, "In marketing a motion 

picture in its theatrical release, the percentage of failure is much greater than the percentage 

of success, which makes it a highly expensive business." (Squire:302) Independent niche 

films are smaller risks than major studio films because they expect to make smaller profits. 

Independent distribution companies must be creative in how they spend their limited 

marketing budgets in order to achieve cost efficient media buys. (Goldberg:4) Independent 

films and mainstream studio films have differences in how they use media to sell 

themselves. Niche independent films have [Hint oriented media campaigns that can 

emphasize a film's critical reviews. Mainstream studio films have television oriented media 

campaigns that reach mass audiences. (Austin:83) 
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Marketing independent films is more difficult in some ways than mainstream films. 

One way independent distributors have a harder time marketing their films, is that if a film 

does not have any stars, the film's concept is the selling point in the film's marketing 

campaign. 

The key to marketing films based on their concepts is critical reviews. Independent 

films are apt to have concepts that appeal to a limited audience, they're sometimes referred 

to as niche films. Critical reviews are elemental to selling these types of films because the 

film critics can explain the film's concept to potential audiences. Also, critical reviews are 

free for the film distribution company, and independent films do not have large budgets to 

promote their films like mainstream major studio films. 

Niche films need good critical reviews to gain success at the box office Miramax 

marketing president Marie Gill says, "Undeniably at Miramax, that is more true than at any 

major studio." He points out, "Many of our movies don't have three triple-A stars, so 

we're asking an audience to come and enjoy something they don't know much about. 

Critics are a big part of that." Miramax widened the release of "Muriel's Wedding" after it 

received good critical reviews. Miramax removed the film "Camilla" from theatrical 

release after it received bad reviews. (Evans: 111) 

One studio source told Variety. "If we are platforming a picture, and we know we 

are getting bad reviews in a single market, like Chicago, we just wont release the film there 

at all." And, "At festivals reviews by Variety critics can often determine whether or not a 

film gets picked up for distribution and at what price." (Evans: 111) 

The film "Dumb and Dumber" is not a typical independent film, because it has a 
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mainstream youth target audience, and it did very well at the box office compared to major 

studio mainstream releases. President of theatrical marketing for New Line Cinema 

Chris Pula says the original advertising campaign for "Dumb and Dumber" was designed 

to take bad reviews into account and use "Smart-ass fictional quotes aimed squarely at 

teenage boys" in its advertising campaign. But "Dumb and Dumber" unexpectedly 

received good reviews, so New Line Cinema changed the advertising campaign to aim for 

a cross over audience and used actual quotes by film critics from Time and Newsweek. 

(Evans: 111) 

Sometimes if a film receives wide critical praise, a film distribution company can 

decrease spending on advertising by running smaller advertisements listing only the theaters 

showing the film and showtimes. (Evans:111) 

A benefit independent films have is product differentiation from mainstream studio 

films; the film's concepts are apt to be unique. Studio films are apt to rely on popular film 

genre releases such as comedy, adventure, drama, and horror films for their product 

supply. Genre films are identifiable because they are similar to other films with the same 

subject matter. Marketers know what marketing techniques will work for genre films 

because they can look at how other films in the same genre have been handled. (Wiese:45) 

Studio releases have inherent promotable elements and selling hooks. (Wiese:76) The title 

of a genre film should convey a comprehensive sense and expectation of a film. (Wiese:76) 

Studio films are products of large bureaucracies which oversee film productions on every 

level, and this causes filmmakers to lack control over their film. Product differentiation of 

independent films is demonstrated through the films having different product 
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characteristics from mainstream films, such as paying more attention to theme, character 

relationships, and social issues than major studio mainstream releases. (Wyatt:96) 

Independent films are often referred to as specialty films, and this label does not help 

describe what kind of film, because there is no frame of reference for the specialty label. 

(Levison:99) 

Independent film distributors are willing to embrace new films and take chances. Most 

independent film distributors prefer to buy finished films. (Levison: 138) By acquiring 

finished films independent distributors can limit their risks by avoiding the sometimes 

unpredictable costs of film production. Independent film distribution companies can also 

eliminate the uncertainty of how will a film turn out because they can see the finished 

product before investing any money into a project Most independent films reach outside 

of the mainstream film audience. (Wasko:215) Due to demographic shifts in the United 

States population there is a growing and aging adult film market. This has benefitted 

independent film distributors because they excel at niche marketing needed to reach this 

market. (Squire:327) Selling adult oriented films depends on a film's quality to find an 

audience, especially if a film has no stars, or a popular genre. (Squire:327) Independent 

films are usually more script, review, and director driven than studio films. Independent 

film distributors are aware of the changing marketplace, and try to respond to it by 

identifying and targeting submarkets for their films. (Squire:327) 

Bruce Austin in his book Immediate .Seating remarks, "Research has consistently 

demonstrated that people cite a film's plot or stoiy and its genre as both their most 

important reason for moviegoing in general and as their reason for attending a specific 
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film." (Austin: 74) Because independent films are produced outside of the major studio 

system they can afford to deviate from established film genres and explore the intricracies 

of specialized film subjects that may have limited audience appeal. Sometimes 

independent films gain theatre screens when studio films fail to bring in audiences and 

must be replaced. Studios own theatres that need to bring in audiences to make money. If 

a film is not making money at the box office, exhibitors replace it with another film. 

(Levison:123) 

Independent films gain critical praise and awards by screening the films at national 

and international film festivals like, The Sundance Film Festival and The Cannes 

International Film Festival. This can generate word of mouth about the films in certain 

circles of people who are interested in seeing films that have unique concepts rather than 

formula concepts. Former Fine Line President Ira Deutchman says, "The reason that 

festivals are so important in getting the interest from potential buyers is that it's the only 

way to get buyers to see the picture in an exhibition context where they can observe how 

the audience and press respond." Deutchman says festivals are the most persuasive way to 

convince a distributor to buy a film. (Squire:323) 

The Sundance Film Festival is the premiere independent film festival in the United 

States, and is held in Park City, Utah. It began in 1981 and is currently sponsored by 

Robert Redford's Sundance Institute, which is a non-profit organization of independent 

filmmakers. Robert Redford's outlook on the purpose of the Sundance Film Festival is, "I 

want to keep the festival belonging to the filmmakers, and make sure it doesn't get co-opted 

or overpowered by outside forces." (James:IS) Redford is referring to the major film 
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studios with the term outside forces. Some major studios begin their film's marketing 

campaigns at the Sundance Film Festival by entering their films in out-of-competition 

sections of the festival. (James: 15) Some mainstream major studio films handled in this 

manner are: UniversaTs "Reality Bites", Warner Brothers' "The Hudsucker Proxy," 

Disney's "Miami Rhapsody," and Ted Turner owned Castle Rock's "Before Sunrise." 

(James: 15) (Wechsler: 1,3) 

Sometimes films are screened at film festivals as a form of test marketing. 

Gramercy President Russell Schwartz showed the film "Four Weddings and a Funeral" at 

the Sundance Film Festival to see if its advertising campaign needed to be adjusted. 

Schwartz was concerned that "Four Weddings and a Funeral" might be perceived by 

audiences as a British comedy and therefore have only limited audience appeal, but it was 

not. The film was very popular with the Sundance audience. (James:20) "Four Weddings 

and a Funeral" became a crossover hit and grossed +$52.7 million in the United States. 

(Studios:24) 

The Sundance Film Festival traditionally is an arena for low budget independent 

films, in 1994 about half of the films entered in the dramatic (sixteen films) and 

documentary (seventeen films) categories were made for under $100,000 which is 

considered "lunch money in Hollywood". (James: 15) 

Sundance program director Geoffrey Gilmore has said about the type of films 

shown at the Sundance Film Festival, "If s not like Tm trying to become Cannes West 

here...to some degree the distinction between studios and independent films is becoming 

more and more gray, and we're reflecting that." (James: 15) In recent years some 
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mainstream films have participated in the festival. Major studios have begun to produce 

specialized films that appeal to niche audiences. These films are similar to their 

independent counterparts but have the financial advantages of major studio backing. 

"The Brothers McMullen" is a typical independent film. It is a low budget film 

with an adult-oriented target audienceconcerning three brothers and the difficulties in their 

romantic relationships. The film relies on its quality for its marketing angle, and 

demonstrated this when it became the Grand Jury Prize-Winner at the 1995 Sundance 

Film Festival. The Brothers McMullen" is the first film directed by Ed Burns. The film is 

the first release from Twentieth Century Fox's new speciality division Searchlight films. 

"The Brothers McMullen" was produced for $16,000, and was filmed primarily in Ed 

Burns' parents' house. Ed Bums was a production assistant for "Entertainment Tonight" 

during the film's eight months of production, and the crew for "The Brothers McMullen" is 

the same crew for Entertainment Tonight. Ed Burns used "Entertainment Tonight's" 

facilities, equipment, vans, cameramen, sound engineers, and interns. Burns could not pay 

the cast or crew of the film. Ed Burns even lists in the film's credits his mother as the 

caterer for the film. "The Brothers McMullen" was rejected by Miramax and New Line 

Cinema. Fox Searchlight paid $500,000 for the film, and this money went for back salaries 

and post production. (Giles:73) Fox Searchlight signed Ed Burns to a distribution deal for 

"The Brothers McMullen" during the Sundance Film Festival. The President of 20th 

Century Fox Tom Rothman remarked, "He (Burns) got rejected by every movie company 

on earth...so we're feeling pretty good that we got him." (Pinsker 2.:35) The film was 

rejected by the Cannes International Film Festival, (Smith K.:36,37) and film festivals in 
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Telluride, Toronto, New York, and the Hamptons. The only film festival to accept "The 

Brothers McMullen" was the Sundance Film Festival. (Giles:73) Entertainment Weekly 

film critic Lisa Schwarzbaum describes Ed Burns positively, "I hope this bright, smart, 

lucky filmmaker will concentrate on creating stories with more depth. I have a feeling it's 

in him, he just needs money enough, and time." (Schwarzbaum l.:34) 

Independent films have outlets other than theatrical exhibition to reach audiences. 

Cable television provides independent films the opportunity to reach large audiences. 

In a Sundance Institute related venture, Robert Redford has formed a joint venture with 

Viacom's Showtime Networks Incorporated to form the Sundance Film Channel. The 

Sundance Film Channel will be launched in October of 1995, It will be a twenty-four hour 

independent movie-based pay television cable network. (Brown:7) Redford says, "The 

goal here is to provide a TV environment for independent films," and that the Sundance 

Film Channel is, "It's a logical extension of what we have been trying to do at the Sundance 

Institute." (Hall:2) 

President of the Sundance Group Gary Beer says that filmmakers who develop and 

showcase their films at the Sundance Institute and the Sundance Film Festival may 

eventually show their films on the Sundance Film Channel, but "The Sundance Institute 

does not own any rights to filmmakers' work, and there will be no rights connection" 

between the Sundance Film Channel and the Sundance Institute. The Sundance Institute is 

a non-profit organization. (Hall:7) 

The Sundance Film Channel's programming will be first-run independent feature 

films, foreign language films, documentaries, film classics, experimental films, animated 
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films, and other types of films and short films. The Sundance Institute's seminars may also 

televised on the channel. Sundance Film Channel programming will be previewed on 

Showtime, and The Movie Channel, which are premium movie-based cable channels, in 

an attempt to interest viewers in the new channel. (Brown:7) 

There already is a cable channel featuring independent films: the Independent Film 

Channel. It was launched on September 1,1994. The channel's programming consists 

entirely of independent films, and programs about independent film production. The 

Independent Film Channel is distributed by ITT and a subsidiary of Cablevision Systems 

Corporation (the fourth-largest cable operator in the United States) the Bravo Cable 

Network. (Dunning: 13) 

Senior vice president and general manager of Bravo and The Independent Film 

Channel Kathleen Dore says that after recent dramatic growth in the independent film 

industry's box office revenues and press attention it became evident that "the whole genre is 

very underserved on television." Dore mentioned these commercially successful 

independent films as examples of this industry development: "The Player", "The Piano", 

and "The Crying Game". 

The Independent Film Channel's advisory board includes Martin Scorsese, 

Robert Altman, Spike Lee, Martha Coolidge, Jim Jarmusch, and Ethan and Joel Coen. 

The Independent Film Channel focuses its programming on the films of 

established independent filmmakers. The Independent Film Channel plans to do live 

coverage of major film festivals. The Independent Film Channel will find films produced 

by new filmmakers through film festivals and Bravo's network of film distributors. The 
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Independent Film Channel will also finance about a dozen short films by new film directors 

per year. The Independent Film Channel will also finance a university showcase at the 

annual Independent Film Market; work from seven film schools will be screened. The film 

schools participating in the showcase are: the University of California at Los Angeles, the 

University of Southern California, Columbia University, Boston University, the University 

of Texas at Austin, New York University, and San Francisco State University the School 

of Visual Arts. One film of the seven film school entries will be awarded the 

Bravo/Independent Film Channel Outstanding Student Film Award of $10,000, and the 

opportunity to produce a short film for Bravo/Independent Film Channel. (Dunning: 13) 

Independent film television channels offer audiences an opportunity to see films 

that often are released only in major markets, and are not available at most home video 

rental stores. (Willis: 19) Executive Vice President/Business Development at Showtime 

Networks, Incorporated Nora Ryan says the Sundance Film Channel is addressing, "The 

most important trend that we're tapping into is the growth of independent film in terms of 

popularity, box office, and critical attention." (Meyers:21,22) 

The Cannes International Film Festival is the most prominent international 

showcase for studio and independent films from all countries. Cannes is an important 

venue needed to promote films in the worldwide marketplace. Many films make 

distribution deals at the Cannes International Film Festival, but many other films go to the 

festival with distribution deals already in place. 1995 is the forty-eighth year the Cannes 

International Film Festival has been held in France, and 750 film buyers attended the 

events. (Klady 6. :7) 
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At the Cannes International Film Festival 1995 most of the American films came 

from mini-majors and specialty divisions of major studios. 

The major United States studios usually bring films to the Cannes International 

Film Festival that have already completed domestic exhibition runs in theaters in the 

United States. They are mainly using the festival for foreign territory promotional 

purposes. (Brodie l.:146) 

There is a common misconception that a lot of small films are launched into the 

marketplace after being screened at the Cannes International Film Festival, but the ground 

breaking independent film "sex, lies, and videotape" a 1989 release, it is one of a very few 

moneymaking hits from Cannes. (James: 15) "sex, lies, and videotape" is the first feature 

film by the director, Steven Soderbergh. The film has a provocative title. Titles should let 

people know what a film is about especially in a crowded field of films, such as the Cannes 

International Film Festival. (James: 15) (Gray:5) "sex, lies, and videotape" relied on positive 

critical reviews to generate wide spread audience interest. Miramax released the film, and 

it gained good word of mouth among filmgoers. "sex, lies, and videotape" won the Palme 

d'Or which is the award given to the most outstanding film at the Cannes International Film 

Festival. The film was also a "sensation"at die Sundance Film Festival. 

(Lyons:137,138,143) 

In 1994, the film "Pulp Fiction" won the Palme d'Or top prize at the Cannes 

International Film Festival, and then proceeded to break box office records for independent 

films, and made +$107.5 million. (Turner 1) (The Boxoffice:97) 

Independent films with profit making potential at the Cannes International Film 
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Festival without secured distribution deals are often the subject of highly competitive 

bidding between distribution companies. In 1993, the Australian film "Strictly Ballroom" 

was first screened early at the Cannes International Film Festival and there was a "buzz" 

that the film was an audience pleaser. American film buyers lined up to bid on the film's 

distribution rights. Miramax's co-chairman Harvey Weinstein bought the United States 

distribution rights for "Strictly Ballroom" which was produced for $2 million by Beyond 

International, the film grossed +$10 million in the United States, and Miramax made a 

modest profit on the deal. (Klady 6.: 14) (Geitner: 1) 

Most films screened at the Cannes International Film Festival are not seen by film 

distributors as having the potential to make large profits at the box office, and the films 

which do possess these merits often already have distribution deals in place prior to being 

screened at the Cannes International Film Festival. 

The 1993 Palme d'Or winner at the Cannes International Film Festival, 

"The Piano" directed by Jane Campion went to the Cannes International Film Festival with 

a distribution deal in place with Miramax. Miramax recognized that "The Piano" had the 

potential to cross over to large audiences and make significant profits at the domestic box 

office. And Miramax made an accurate assessment of the potential of "The Piano". 

Miramax co-chairman Harvey Weinstein became interested in "The Piano" prior to the 

Cannes International Film Festival, so he flew to Paris to see the film one week prior to the 

festival. Weinstein's requests for a screening of "The Piano" were repeatedly turned down 

by Ciby 2000 president Jean-Francois Fonlupt, the owner of the film. But after days of 

"wining and dining" Fonlupt granted Weinstein a pre-Cannes screening, and Weinstein 
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bought the distribution rights for "The Piano". "The Piano" also won three Academy 

Awards for Best Actress, Best Original Screenplay, and Best Supporting Actress. "The 

Piano" was a huge crossover success, the film grossed +$112 million worldwide. The film 

was shot in New Zealand with Hollywood actors: Holly Hunter and Harvey Keitel. 

(Robinson: 125) 

Some independent film distributors feel that instead of focusing on buying 

distribution rights to films at film festivals, their companies should concentrate on 

producing specialized films. This way they can decrease the risks of relying on the limited 

supply of quality independent films available for acquistion at the festivalsSamuel 

Goldwyn Jr. of Samuel Goldwyn Films remarks, "I dont think the future of the business 

lies in chasing down acquisitions, if s in making pictures. People in this business are all 

going to find out that if they want those (specialty) pictures they'll have to make them. It's 

the only way to be sure you've got the elements that you want" (Brodie and Cox:74) 

Former Fine Line Cinema President Ira Deutchman says that the Cannes 

International Film Festival "..has become a launching vehicle,...It is one of the few ways a 

non-star-studded, non-high-concept movie can have an impact. In a way it brings them 

back to their original purpose -to showcase." (Brodie and Cox:74) 

A recent independent film, currently in limited release, which has played on the 

film festival circuit is Tarty Girl" released by First Look Pictures. "Party Girl" is the first 

film directed by Daisy von Scherler Meyer. "Party Girl" is typical of the type of niche 

films that are distributed by independent companies. "Party Giri" is described in a Film 

Journal review as a "Less-than-fresh look at a twenty something girl's life on the fringes of 
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the Manhattan club scene...Doing a W s lifestyle comedy remains an appealing idea, even 

if no one seems able to do it especially well, but a low budget independent production 

needs something to set it apart from more uptown entries." (Meisel 2.:54) USA Today 

refers to Tarty Girl" as a "breezy sleeper" which recalls "Breakfast at Tiffany's". The 

main character of "Party Girl" falls in love with the Dewey Decimal System in a "quirky" 

{dot twist. (Claik:3) The leading actor of 'Tarty Girl" is Parker Posey of "Dazed and 

Confused" notoriety. Posey remarks that she feels an affinity between Tarty Girl" and 

"Muriel's Wedding" because each film has "strong central characters, and a stylized 

approach to emotional material." (Willman l.:28) Entertainment Weekly refers to "Party 

Girl' as a "...rambunctious cartoon of a movie." (Gleiberman l.:36) Tarty Girl" grossed 

+$270,000 at the domestic box office after five weeks of release. (Variety Box Office: 12̂  

Film festival screenings are a good way for independent films to gain exposure, and 

generate word of mouth. Word of mouth is very important for films with an adult target 

audience, because adults tend to wait several weeks before seeing a film they have heard 

about. (Wuntch:2) Films that win awards at film festivals, such as the Sundance Film 

Festival and the Cannes International Film Festival receive international press coverage that 

can introduce the films to potential audiences worldwide. 

Many independent films encounter marketing challenges for many different 

reasons. Some independent films have concepts which simply lack mass appeal, which is 

needed to meet mass audiences. 

For example, New Line's recent release "The Basketball Diaries" opened on three 

hundred screens and grossed +$700,000 on the weekend of April 21-23,1995. (The 
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Boxoffice 1:47) The film has been in the process of trying to be produced since the 

1980's by various production companies and casting various leading men such as 

Matt Dillon and River Phoenix. "The Basketball Diaries" is a pre-sold property based on 

the memoirs and songs of Jim Carroll, a poet, "underground" figure. (Gerosa:36,37) 

Carroll's best known album is 1980's "Catholic Boy". (MacAdams:50) 

The director of "The Basketball Diaries" is Scott Kalvert. Kalvert pitched the 

project to all of the major studios, and it was rejected. The project's story elements of 

heroin abuse, prostitution, and crime. Kalvert eventually acquired funding for "The 

Basketball Diaries" from the owner of Island Records, Chris Blackwell. Blackwell 

budgeted the film for $4 million, this figure includes buying the book rights of the property. 

The book was first published in 1978 has sold an estimate of+500,000 copies. (Griffin 

l.:50) 

The concept of "The Basketball Diaries" is looking at the teenage years of a heroin 

addict, sometimes male hustler in the 1960*s Manhattan. The film stars "hot" young actor 

Leonardo DiCaprio, who gained press attention for his Academy Award nomination for 

the film "What's Eating Gilbert Grape". (Griffin l.:50) The film premiered at the 

Sundance Film Festival last year. The Sundance Film Festival is a showcase for 

independent films and it is attended by film distributors shopping for films and film critics. 

(Ansen:78) Newsweek's film reviewer David Ansen remarks that, "It's Hollywood that's 

gone Sundance. More and more major studios have set up independent logos." 

(Ansen:78) New Line Cinema has become a mini-major in the film industry. 

"The Basketball Diaries" was released when there is media "buzz" about heroin as a 
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trendy drug, so this will make the hard to market concept of drug addiction easier to sell, 

because the public is already curious about the subject matter. (Gates:9) The film's star 

Leonardo DiCaprio was expected to generate interest with younger audiences, but the film 

has a R rating from the Motion Picture Association of America ratings board. A R rating 

means that the film is restricted to audience members under the age of seventeen without 

the accompaniment of a parent or guardian. "The Basketball Diaries" contains drug and 

prostitution scenes which are meant to be disturbing. (Gerosa:36,37) 

The trailer for "The Basketball Diaries" is gritty and fast paced with music by Seal. 

The scenes shown are of Hie boys playing basketball and hanging out, and Jim's (DiCaprio) 

descent into heroin addiction disrupting his family life and school performance. Jim comes 

across as a troubled kid struggling to deal with reality. The music fits the film clips and 

effectively develops a mood of desperate searching. The newspaper advertisements feature 

a brooding Leonardo DiCaprio in a school uniform photographed with a shadow covering 

half of his face, and critical quotes such as "Amazing", "Electrifying", "Brilliant", and 

"Hypnotic". 

Mainstream audiences did not develop an interest in "The Basketball Diaries" 

because it did not generate good word of mouth, or good critical reviews. The film 

grossed +$3 million at the domestic box office. (Thompson:23) The film is an example of 

the type of independent film that cannot crossover to mass audiences because of the limited 

appeal of the subject area. Independent distributors cannot expect to make large profits on 

this type of film release. These types of films are doing good if they break even at the box 

office. The film did not have a marketing campaign that generated a lot of interest in the 
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film. 

Another independent film that faced many marketing challenges is Miramax's 

"Priest" because its concepts are inherently controversial: incest, homosexuality, and a 

priest's duty to God versus his own conscience. (Gleiberman l.:42) "Priest" generated a 

high level of audience awareness due to public controversy caused by its release dates. 

"Priest" is a British made for television movie that Miramax is distributing in 

theaters in the United States. Miramax bought the film's rights for $1.75 million. The film 

played on the festival circuit. (Thompson l.:34) The film's director Antonia Bird says the 

film's intent is to expose intolerance in the Catholic church. Bird says audiences of the film 

will either, "(be) hit in the gut or make them want to hit her in the gut." (Thompson l.:34) 

The film's release dates incited an uproar in the United States and Britain. The British 

opening of "Priest" was Saint Patrick's Day, and the original opening date in the United 

States was Good Friday. Miramax had early screenings of "Priest" for clergy members and 

Catholic interest groups in major markets, "hoping to spark comment pro and con on its 

merits...then... take advantage of Easter weekend to incite the church's vocal wrath," 

remarked one film critic. (Thompson l.:34) Then Miramax rescheduled the release date of 

"Priest". New Line Cinema marketing President Chris Pula discusses the "Priest" release, 

" The whole Good Friday release is so transparent, it's laughable, but at the same time it's 

brilliant 'Priest' might have done nothing without controversy." (Thompson l.:34) Harvey 

Weinstein co-chairman Miramax remarks about the "Priest" release, Tm a brilliant 

marketer, by my own modest opinion, but Tm not that good. We changed our mind with 

the protest. Eveiyone originally thought this was a thoughtful period for reexamining faith 
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and dealing with issues, and it was not meant to insult anybody." Weinstein also says if he 

was out to stir up controversy about the film Miramax would not have re-edited the film to 

minimize a homosexual priest's love scenes before showing the film to the Motion Picture 

Association of America ratings board 

"Priest" is rated R by the Motion Picture Association of America ratings board. 

(Thompson l.:34) During the Easter weekend the film was removed from exhibition in 

three theaters as a result of protests and bomb threats in New Jersey. New York's John 

Cardinal O'Connor and the Catholic League denounced the film. (?ull:4) The film made 

+$1 million at the United States box office in it's opening weekend. Miramax has a 

reputation for putting hard to market films in the press by using controversial aspects of the 

films in sensational marketing campaigns. "Priest" made its United States premiere at the 

Sundance Film Festival. 

The poster for "Priest" shows the title written with the f in priest resembling a 

cross. The phrases on the poster are, "In the world of rituals, in a place of secrets, a man 

must choose between keeping the faith and exposing the truth." And,"Priest, one man is 

about to challenge two thousand years of tradition". Both phrases can refer to each 

concept in the film: betraying the secrecy of the confessional, and priests breaking their 

vows of celibacy. The newspaper advertisement for "Priest" emphasizes the critical 

reviews, for example, The New York Post "The most Intelligent, Insightful, and 

Entertaining movie thus far this year." This comment is positive, but it is also generic and 

can be applied to other films, and it was made in April. The "Exclusive Engagement" is 

emphasized in large print adding a kind of prestige to the film, and a "hurry or you will 
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miss it" element. 

The controversy built-in the marketing campaign for "Priest" resulted in press 

attention focused on the film's release dates. This press coverage helped to promote the 

film to international and U.S. audiences. "Priest" went on to make modest profits at the 

box office. "Priest" was produced for $2 million and it made +$4.16 million at the United 

States box office after fifteen weeks in theatrical release. (Kelleher l.:24) (Variety l.:14) 

For an "art house" independent film to be considered a "blockbuster* it will gross 

$5 million to $10 million at the box office (Turnenl), and playing in art house theaters in 

select markets across the nation. In contrast, a mainstream studio film's marketing budget 

could be $20 million, and the film's gross box office can be hundreds of millions of dollars. 

For example, each film was in its third week of release, New Line's independent release 

"Don Juan DeMarco" had grossed $13.7 million at the box office on 1226 screens, and 

Columbia studio's mainstream genre release "Bad Boys" had grossed $44.4 million at the 

box office on 2132 screens. "Don Juan DeMarco" is not a typical independent release 

because it has star casting:Marlon Brando, Johnny Depp, and Faye Dunaway. "Don Juan 

DeMarco" demonstrates that an independent film with stars and a story-driven plot does 

not have the same commercial potential as a major studio genre film. When each film was 

in its fifteenth week of release, "Don Juan DeMarco" had made +$21.9 million and was 

playing on ninety-four screens, and "Bad Boys" had made +$64.5 million and was playing 

on 454 screens. (YflQSl5L2.:53) (The Boxoffice:97) "Bad Boys" is being marketed as 

"Beverly Hills Cop Times Two", a funny action adventure film starring television stars 

Will Smith and Martin Lawrence. "Bad Boys" marketing is targeted for primary appeal to 



42 

television viewers. (Elm:29,30) Film Journal's Booking and Buying guide describes "Bad 

Boys" as "Multiplex moviemaking par excellence." (Film:29 3(V> Columbia Tri-Star 

Pictures hopes to create a franchise of "Bad Boys" and producers are preparing a sequel to 

the film. (Thompson 2.:23) The project for "Bad Boys" has been passed around 

Hollywood for a decade as a buddy cop film titled "Bulletproof Hearts." (Seitz:41) 

(Entitled^) The film was almost made in 1992 with John Lovitz and Dana Carvey. 

"Bad Boys" was not originally written to be played by black actors. Don Simpson and 

Jeny Bruckheimer produced "Bad Boys", and they also produced these blockbuster films: 

"Beverly Hills Cop" the series, "Top Gun", and "Flashdance". (Seitz:41) "Bad Boys" has 

made +$64.5 mUlion at the domestic box office. (The Boxoffice-97^ "Bad Boys" is an 

example of an action adventure major studio genre film that relies on formula elements to 

attreact a broad audience. 

The film "Don Juan DeMarco" is based on the concept of a guy who thinks he is 

Don Juan, and stars Johnny Depp, Marlon Brando, and Faye Dunaway. The newspaper 

advertisements feature critical quotations such as "Youll fell in love with Don Juan." 

"Bad Boys" and "Don Juan DeMarco" each have stars, and good reviews, but only 

"Bad Boys" has broad audience appeal because of its popular genre theme. 

Filmmaker magazine, which calls itself "The magazine of independent film" states 

that, "There are customarily two ways of marketing independent films: starting small 

creating a unique, original identity for the film, and building from a niche or art film 

audience, or else positioning the film as 'mainstream entertainment' straight off the bat and 

maybe glossing over the edgier aspects of the work." (Macaulay:33) 
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Independent films face marketing challenges because the films have smaller 

budgets, ami concepts that are apt to appeal to niche audiences rather than mass audiences. 

The key to marketing independent films is to target niche audience, "New Line (Cinema) 

has been very successful with genre films and ethnic appeal pictures...(Miramax) could be 

truly inspired in the way they marketed art house films to the masses," remarked an un-

named independent distributor in Variety. (Kladv 3.: 174) 

Harvey Weinstein co-chairman of Miramax, in 1993 remarks about the company's 

goal, "...building new audiences for specialized product." Weinstein sees the success of 

"The Piano" as a way of, "...seeding the audience, which will grow and grow and grow. 

There is synergy there." (Klady 3.:75) 



CHAPTER ffl 

NEW DEVELOPMENTS IN INDEPENDENT FILM AND THE EMERGENCE OF 

CROSSOVER FILMS 

In 1989 "sex, lies, and videotape" became the top grossing independent film in the 

United States box office history, and in 1993 "The Crying Game" set a new record at the 

United States box office. The director of "sex, lies, and videotape" Steven Sodeibergh 

remarked in 1993 about the state of independent film, "Before The Crying Game* hit, I 

was really afraid that independent film was in huge trouble, and I still think it may be. If s a 

very weird time. There are too many films being matte, both independently and by the 

studios, and not enough of them are good. And this is not all black and white." (Murray:7) 

"sex, lies, and videotape" and "The Crying Game" were both Miramax releases, 

and each was acquired for approximately for $5 million. (Stauth:31) (Spillman:5) "The 

Crying Game," directed by Neil Jordan, is an offbeat thriller/love story received a boost in 

its promotion by receiving a lot of critical attention because of the film's "secret" plot twist. 

The film also gained at the box office after receiving six Academy Award nominations. 

"Crying Game" made +$60 million at the United States box office. (Spillman:5) (Klady 

l.:16) 

Independent films in the past were viewed as having limited appeal to audiences, 

and limited potential for commercial success. In the past few years, however, independent 
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films have been crossing over from niche audiences to mainstream audiences. In order for 

an independent film to cross over to mainstream audiences it must be able to generate good 

prerelease critical reviews, positive word of mouth, and good public relations. (Levison:89) 

Successful crossover films are carefully marketed in order to achieve growth in their 

audience appeal. Crossover films can be defined as films whose initial appeal is limited to 

a small audience segment and thai the audience segment grows. This phenomenon occurs 

when niche films receive good reviews, good word of mouth, and awards. A film's theme 

is a crucial determinant of crossover potential, because some themes are so specialized they 

lack appeal to broad audiences. Crossover films usually are slowly released to theatres, 

when they perform well in initial release at the box office and generate good word of 

mouth they are released to more theatres and build an audience. (Levison:132,134) Slow 

releases are also necessary because independent distributors can only afford to produce a 

small number of film prints. (Levison:136,138) Independent film distributors rely on the 

quality of their product to gain crossover successes at the box office. 

An example of an independent film crossing-over to a mainstream audience is 

Miramax's "Pulp Fiction" directed by Quentin Tarantino. In many ways the film is a 

classic "art house" release, it is a homage to the film industry. The film was made for $8.7 

million, and won the Palme d'Or which is top prize at the Cannes International Film 

Festival in 1994. The marketing plan for "Pulp Fiction" was modeled after Oliver Stone's 

"Natural Born Killers" a Warner Brothers release. Quentin Tarantino is the storywriter of 

"Natural Born Born Killers". (Natale:8) "Miramax executives surveyed all the theaters 

that played Tsfatural Born Killers' and tried to place Pulp Fiction1 in as many as possible." 
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(Turner:6) Each film's concept contains graphic violence and humor. The marketers 

emphasized the satirical aspects of each film cited critical reviews to sell the film, and 

counted on controversy to fuel audience interest. 

Miramax opened "Pulp Fiction" on 1475 screens and spent $5 million on marketing 

a major studio scale national advertising campaign. When the film was screened at the 

Cannes International Film Festival, Miramax was uncertain about wide box office 

acceptance of the film because it is two and a half hours long. Most films are under two 

hours long because this allows the film exhibitors to show the films more times per day 

than longer films, so they can make more money. (Turner:6) For example, if a movie 

theater exhibits films from 10 a.m. to 10 p.m. a new showing of a ninety minute length 

film could take place seven times a day allowing over twenty minutes of time in between 

showings to set up the theater for each screening. However, if the same theater is showing 

a two and a half hour length film, it can only screen the film four times in ten hours. 

"Pulp Fiction" was featured on the David Letterman late night television program 

three times in the week prior to its opening. The film's director Quentin Tarantino, and its 

best known actor John Travolta gave numerous interviews to the press to promote "Pulp 

Fiction". "Pulp Fiction" co-producer Lawrence Bender said that Miramax was selling two 

things, "Comedy and Reviews." The film's tag line in advertisements is, "You won't know 

the facts until you see the fiction." (Turner6) 

Prior to the opening of "Pulp Fiction", Miramax's co-chairman Harvey Weinstein 

said, "By Monday we're either geniuses or we're renting a room at the dog pound." 

(Tumer:6) "Pulp Fiction" went on to make +$107.5 million at the United States after forty 
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weeks in release. (The Boxoffice:971 The film set a new standard for an independent '"art 

house film" by making more at the box office than most of Hollywood produced studio 

films. (Turner:6) 

But co-president of Sony Picture Classics Michael Barker says,n Pulp Fiction' was 

always a mainstream film, never an 'art house' film. There is an increased visibility for the 

crossover specialized film due to the major circuits' desire to play more of this product. 

The downside to this is that the smaller specialized hits of the past are almost extinct." 

(Cannes :111 

"Pulp Fiction" is not the typical crossover film because most crossover films 

achieve a much smaller scale of success. An example of a more typical crossover 

independent film is the Miramax release "Muriel's Wedding" an Australian "ugly ducking" 

comedy. The concept of the film is marketed as a comic coming of age story of an 

Australian high school girl in the 1950's, there is not any controversy here, just a "quirky" 

comedy. (Gleiberman 2.:43,44) But the actual plot of the film is misrepresented by the 

marketing campaign because the film's characters are grotesques. Muriel's friend is 

diagnosed with cancer and cannot walk. Muriel's mother commits suicide, and her father is 

involved in a criminal scandal. Muriel marries a man so he can become an Australian 

national. (Yates:49) 

The film's poster shows Muriel in a wedding dress with the phrases, "A comedy 

about a small-town girl who didnt fit in, but is about to learn how to stand out." and, 

"She's not just getting married, she's getting even." And the poster includes critical reviews 

which clue you in to the fact that the film is a comedy, for example, "An exuberantly funny 
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Cinderella story." Rolling Stone. "Muriel's Wedding" also has a soundtrack by ABBA. 

(Gleiberman 2.:43) 

After eighteen weeks in release the film grossed +$15.1 million at the domestic box 

office. (Variety: 12) Entertainment Weekly called "Muriel's Wedding" a breakout art hit. 

(Thompson:23) The film was made for $3.25 million by director P.J. Hogan. 

(Griffin 2. :62) 

A film Miramax hoped would crossover to a larger audience but did not is "The 

Englishman Who Went Up a Hill but Came Down a Mountain", it was produced for $8 

million. (Film l.:641 The "The Englishman Who Went Up a Hill but Came Down a 

Mountain" faced the marketing problem of being known as, "It's that Hugh Grant movie 

with the really long tide that no one can ever remember." (Pearlman: 11) The forty seven 

letter title frustrated film exhibitors because it takes up too much room on theater 

marquees, and some theater owners may not have enough letters to put the entire title "The 

Englishman Who Went Up a Hill but Came Down a Mountain" on their marquees. Many 

theater owners shortened the title "The Englishman Who Went Up a Hill but Came Down 

a Mountain" to simply "The Englishman" on their theater marquees. Exit polls for the film 

during its opening weekend proved that audiences could not remember the title of the film 

they had just seen. (Pearlman: 11) 

"The Englishman Who Went Up a Hill but Came Down a Mountain" is marketed 

as a romantic comedy. Set in 1917 Wales, the film has a fairy-tale like story structure with 

a narrative voice-over. "The Englishman Who Went Up a Hill but Came Down a 

Mountain" is about Welsh culture and folklore. (Film Reviews:281 "The Englishman Who 
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Went Up a Hill but Came Down a Mountain" has made +$10.6 million at the domestic box 

office in its ten weeks of theatrical release. (The Boxoffice:971 The "The Englishman 

Who Went Up a Hill butt Came Down a Mountain" has done fairly well at the domestic 

box office, but it is not a big crossover success. Perhaps the reason is that the film lacks 

payability, and audiences did not generate good word of mouth for the film. The film's 

story may lack appeal with American audiences because it is set in a foreign country. 

In 1994 Miramax released the first film directed by Woody Allen to be 

independently distributed, "Bullets Over Broadway". Miramax distributed "Bullets Over 

Broadway" beyond the large urban centers where most Woody Allen films are solely 

exhibited. (Dawtrey 2.:242) "Bullets Over Broadway" was produced on a budget of+$20 

million,and Variety remarks that the Woody Allen film was not acquired to be a 

commercial success, but more for the prestige associated with a well known film director. 

(Evans and Brodie: 111) "Bullets Over Broadway" is a comedy set in New York during the 

1920's, and features mobsters and Broadway stars. (Romney:40) "Bullets Over 

Broadway" is an example of an art-house film, but it contains comedic elements that could 

appeal to a broader audience. Woody Allen is a director with an established built-in 

audience for his films, and these filmgoers will be interested in seeing "Bullets Over 

Broadway" just because it is a "Woody Allen" film. Woody Allen developed his audience 

following through the successes of his "sophisticated adult comedies" like "Annie Hall" and 

"Manhattan". Woody Allen is considered to be a "comic auteur". (Cook:510) "Bullets 

Over Broadway" can be seen as a director-driven film. 

In December of 1994, Miramax released Robert Altman's latest film 
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"Pret-a Porter". "Pret-a-Porter" is another director-driven film like "Bullets Over 

Broadway". Robert Altman is a director with his own "highly personal style", and his films 

can be marketed as Robert Altman films. (Cook:895) The film, a satire on the 

international fashion industry, had many marketing problems beginning with its title "Pret-

a-Porter", which is a French term for "Ready to Wear". People just did not know what the 

phrase "Pret-a-Porter" meant, or how to pronounce it. Altman changed the film's title for 

the marketing to "Ready to Wear", but the title remained "Pret-a-Porter" for the on-screen 

title, and the film's soundtrack. (McCarthy l.:75) 

The soundtrack rights for "Pret-a-Porter" were sold to Columbia records for 

+$350,000, "...a huge amount by record industry standards", and Columbia records was 

not informed of the film's change of title to "Ready to Wear" before the soundtrack's 

release and is selling the soundtrack as "Pret-a-Porter". (Sandler 1:4) This is a major 

marketing error because the film's soundtrack is a good tie-in with "major league" musical 

contributions by the Rolling Stones, Janet Jackson, and Salt-N-Pepa. Ini Kamoze's song 

from the "Pret-a-Porter" soundtrack, "Here Comes The Hotstepper" became a top ten hit 

on the Billboard record chart. (Browne l.:64) 

"Ready to Wear" had another marketing difficulty, the film's poster was rejected by 

the Motion Picture Association of America ratings board, because it showed a "bare butt". 

The rejected poster would not be used to advertise "Ready to Wear", because the Motion 

Picture Association of America threatened to rescind the film's R rating if the 

advertisement was not changed. (Bart: 8) Miramax altered the poster using digital 

computer graphics in order to meet the Motion Picture Association of America ratings 
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board "dress code". (Hamilton:57) 

Hie original release date for "Ready to Wear" was prior to Christinas, but it was 

changed to December 25,1995 and this was a bad sign because when critics cannot review 

a film prior to its opening it signifies that the film's distributor is not confident about the 

film's quality. "Ready to Wear" had heavy pie-Christmas promotions of trailers, and 

television advertisements. (McCarthy l.:75) 

In Variety's review of "Ready to Wear" Todd McCarthy remarks that the 

promotions of "Ready to Wear" will stimulate early business for the film, but many people 

will be taking a wait and see attitude about the film. McCarthy predicted there will be no 

durability in the film's run. (McCarthy l.:75) 

"Ready to Wear" has an all star ensemble cast of thirty one featured players which 

did not impress film reviewers. The film does have a controversial element of a runway 

grande finale of naked models, and this gained some notoriety, but not enough to sell the 

film to a mass audience. (Meyerl 16) "Ready to Wear" grossed +$11.2 million at the 

domestic box office, and the film was produced for $19 million. (Meisel l.:28) (Evans 

3:1) 

The one sheet for "Ready to Wear" emphasizes that it is a Robert Altman film, and 

even names some of the other films that Altman has directed. And it uses the suggestive 

phrase, "If you've got something to hide, you'll need something to wear." The trailer for 

"Ready to Wear" focused on the comic soap opera elements of the film, and highlighted all 

of the stars, especially Julia Roberts. But "Ready to Wear" failed to deliver a crossover hit 

film to Miramax. "Ready to Wear" was carefully presold to foreign film markets to 
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minimize risks to Miramax if the film was not a domestic box office success. (Bart:8) 

In 1994 Miramax experienced great commercial success at the domestic box office, 

the company achieved its highest annual grosses to date. Miramax release "Pulp Fiction" 

grossed +$107.5 million at the domestic box office. (The Boxoffice:97) Miramax release 

"The Crow" grossed +$50 million at the domestic box office and opened on 1400 screens. 

Miramax release "The Piano" grossed +$34 at the domestic box office. Miramax released 

twenty seven films with a total gross of+$199 million in 1994. (Studios:24) (Turner: 1) 

Miramax's films have been so successful the company is approaching major studio status. 

In 1994 New Line/Fine Line Cinema released films that were so successful the 

company is also approaching major studio status. New Line released crossover box office 

hits "Dumb and Dumber" and "The Mask". "Dumb and Dumber" had huge success and 

grossed +$126 million at the domestic box office. (Variety 3.: 10) "The Mask" grossed 

+$120 million at the domestic box office. (Meisel l.:28) Fine Line released "Barcelona" 

which grossed +$7 million at the domestic box office, and "Widow's Peak" which grossed 

+$6 million at the domestic box office. Fine Line released thirteen films with a total gross 

of +$26million at the domestic box office. (Studio: 24) 

New Line marketed "The Mask" like a mainstream studio film." "The Mask" is an 

action comedy with innovative special effects and a popular star, Jim Carrey. New Line 

sent trailers to theaters attached to the film "Surviving The Game," which is also an action 

film. Vice President of theatrical marketing Chris Pula says the trailer "can go with 

anything because it has broad-based appeal." (Hornaday:28) New Line also sent out 

14,000 teasers. Two minute "pod" television spots were purchased on E!, the Comedy 
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Channel, and the Sci-Fi Channel. (Hornaday:28) "The Mask" also has a soundtrack and 

music videos featuring Jim Carrey and clips from the film that were released before the 

film opened in theaters. 

In 1994, Gramercy released the crossover hit "Four Weddings and a Funeral," 

which grossed +$52 million at the domestic box office. Gramercy's Jay Vierhayen bought 

the film's distribution rights as part of a package of films at Cannes in 1993. Gramercy did 

not realize the film's potential until the film was screened, and then die company viewed it 

as, "This is going to be our 'Sleepless In Seattle.'" "Four Weddings and a Funeral" became 

a crossover success because it demonstrated its playability by generating good word of 

mouth from audiences. The film also is an adult-oriented romantic comedy that appeals to 

broad audiences. In its seventh week of release "Four Weddings and a Funeral" became 

the number one film in the United States. The film is also the most successful British film 

at the domestic box office. "Four Weddings and a Funeral" was made for approximately 

$6 million. The film has an unusual title, and a clever script. Gramercy strongly marketed 

the film everywhere because they were confident of its broad appeal. The film has no 

major stars, but it helped actor Hugh Grant gain attention in the United States. The film's 

concept is about a comedic love affair and "graphs of public taste." (Roddick: 13,14) 

(Sventkey:29) 

In 1994, Gramercy released thirteen films and grossed +$96 million at the domestic 

box office. fStudios:24) 

Independent film distributor annual grosses 

1994 Number of films released Domestic box office grosses in millions 
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New Line 15 +S324.1 

Miramax 27 +$199.2 

Gramercy 13 +$96.3 

Savoy 5 +$72.6 

Fine Line 13 +$26.6 

im 
New Line 13 +$160.1 

Miramax 12 +$86.0 

Goldwyn 10 +$36.2 

Orion 5 +$23.3 

Gramercy 3 +$22.5 

Savoy 1 +$16.6 

Trimark 3 +$12.5 

Fine Line 10 +$8.5 

1992 

New/Fine Line 28 +$99.8 

Miramax 21 +$50.0 

Goldwyn 10 +$35.8 

1991 

New Line 21 +$181.0 

Miramax 24 +$66.7 

Goldwyn 10 +$26.7 
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im 
New Line 10 +$191.7 

Miramax 17 +$54.1 

Goldwyn 6 +$30.9 

(Studio Report Cards:24) (Klady l.:91) 

Independent films have gained popularity with filmgoers in the past several years, 

because audiences have changed and independent films have changed. 

In Variety. Leonard Klady remarked that, "Historically the majors have zeroed in 

on the largest segment of the population that goes to the movies and addressed niche 

segments casually, or not at all." Currently, there is an increased output of niche films 

aimed at specific target audiences, rather than mass appeal films. (Klady 2.:1) 

President of the Writers Guild of America West Frank Pierson says independent 

films are a source of "fresh blood" in today's marketplace. "They are doing research and 

development for the majors, exploring ideas and unknown audiences which the studios -

realizing there's money there- will tiy to appeal to in the next few years." The Writers 

Guild of America recognized several independent films with nominations in the best 

original screenplay category for 1994. The films are: Gramercy's "The Adventures of 

Priscilla, Queen Of The Desert," Miramax's "Bullets Over Broadway," Gramercy's "Four 

Weddings and a Funeral," and Miramax's "Heavenly Creatures." (Dutka:l,10) 

Harvey Weinstein of Miramax, remarks about the company's role in the film 

industry: "Miramax has always been about trying to be a Rolls Royce —a company that 

makes good cars, beautiful cars. Maybe they don't sell the way GM does, but we're really 
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proud of what we do and quality we put into the project. There are no grand designs here 

to be number one at the box office." (Evans 3.: 111) 

At the 1994 Academy Awards, Miramax received twenty two nominations; more 

nominations than major studios Disney, Universal, and Columbia. Miramax chiefs, Harvey 

and Bob Weinstein stated, "As the American audience's appetite for films with original and 

compelling stories increases, ifs wonderful that the Academy is equally enthusiastic." 

(Spillman l.:l) 

The independent film company's role in the film industiy is quickly changing. 

Independent films have gained popularity with filmgoers in the past several years due to 

demographic shifts in the U.S. population. The adult market is quickly growing because of 

an aging population. Independent film distributors have identified this change in the 

marketplace and have responded to it by releasing an increasing number of adult oriented 

films. The adult film market can be viewed as a niche audience because most films 

released by major studios are targeted to mass audiences that include either children and 

youth, or youth and adults. Films marketed primarily at adult audiences constitute a small 

minority of studio releases. Examples of major studio adult-oriented film releases are "The 

Bridges of Madison County" and "Apollo 13", these films are more story-driven and 

character-driven than typical major studio genre films. The adult market has been 

underserved by the major studios. Independent film distributors have years of experience 

marketing films to niche audiences and know how to reach the adult market. Independent 

films can flourish in the marketplace if they have good prerelease reviews, good word of 

mouth, good public relations, and slow release patterns. Slow release patterns give niche 
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films time to build an audience. Film festivals help niche films generate good word of 

mouth through, critical reviews and awards. Many new films are acquired by independent 

film distributors because of film festival screenings. Independent films usually do not have 

stars, or popular genre formats to attract audiences, instead they rely on their quality to 

attract audiences. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE BENEFITS OF ALLIANCES WITH MAJOR STUDIOS, AND THE 

DIMINISHING DIFFERENCES BETWEEN MAJOR AND INDEPENDENT FILMS 

A current trend in film marketing and production is that independent distributors, in 

the last couple of years, have formed alliances with major studios through mergers and 

buy-outs. These mergers are a result of the trend of recent independent films increasing 

their share of total box office revenues by releasing more films to broader audiences than 

in the past. The result is that what has been identified as an independent film in past years, 

may now be seen as a "quasi indie", or a "mainstream independent" film. Independent film 

distribution companies are usually umbrella organizations that put together film packages, 

but do not have primary control in a film's production. Most studios do these type of 

"pick-ups" but they do not rely on these acquistions for the majority of their product 

supply. Sometimes independent distribution companies co-produce films with filmmakers 

in foreign countries that have government supported film industries, an example of this is 

"Last Tango in Paris" (1973). Independent distributors mainly buy finished independent 

films through negative pick-ups and market these films. But more and more independent 

distributors are making their own films as niche divisions of major studios, and examples of 

these companies are: Tumer(Studio) and New Line/Fine Line Cinema(Independent); 

Disney Company(Studio) and Miramax/Dimension(Independent); Universal-
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Polygram(Studio) and Gramercy(Iiidependeiit); Twentieth Century Fox(Studio) and 

Searchlight films(Independent);and Sony(Studio)and Savoy and Sony 

Classics(Independent). The newest addition into the independent distribution arena is Fox's 

Searchlight films. Searchlight films has its own distribution, marketing, and research 

departments. Searchlight does not work through the 20th Century Fox studio. 

Searchlight's vice president of marketing David Dinerstein says Searchlight is an 

independent autonomous shop at 20th Century Fox, and "have essentially the blessing of 

senior management to handle things the way we see fit." (Kelleher 2.:20) Searchlight has a 

staff of twelve people, and plans to emphasize producing films with budgets mainly in the 

$5 to $ 15 million range. 20th Century Fox president Tom Rothman says Searchlight's 

mission is to produce, market, and distribute sophisticated films for adult target audiences. 

(Kelleher 2. :8) 

Searchlight's vice president of marketing David Dinerstein used to be a vice 

president of marketing at Miramax. Dinerstein says Searchlight was formed to meet the 

demands of a changing marketplace in the film industry. He says 20th Century Fox 1991 

releases "The Commitments" and "Barton Fink" are prototypes for Searchlight-type 

projects. Dinerstein says both films are low-budget films with great stories, and 

tremendous word of mouth during theatrical release. "The Commitments" is about a group 

of Irish musicians with a passion for rhythm and blues. The film centers around the music 

and the relationships between band members. "Barton Fink" is a very character and story 

driven film. The film's story revolves around an eccentric Hollywood scriptwriter with 

writer's block. Both films generated good critical reviews and good word of mouth. 



60 

Dinerstein says, "There's a real market out there for this type of intelligent filmmaking. 

People respond to it, and there's an audience." (Kelleher 2.:8) Dinerstein also remarks that 

age demographics for specialty films have grown to include more adults, and that in the 

past the age demographics were mainly 18-24-year-olds: now are mainly 18-34-year-olds. 

The age demographics include older people with changing tastes in the types of films they 

prefer to see. Dinerstein remarks that these people are drawn to specialized film because, 

"They want to go out and see something that could be a little bit different, intelligent 

filmmaking thafs story driven." (Kelleher 2.:8) Dinerstein believes the specialized 

audience has grown in the past few years due to films like "Four Weddings and a Funeral" 

and "The Adventures of Priscilla Queen of the Desert". Searchlight plans to produce these 

types of specialized films that have the potential of crossing over to larger audiences. 

(Kelleher 2.:8) 

David Dinerstein remarks that Searchlight is looking to form relationships with new 

filmmakers and help develop them into experienced filmmakers in order to move them 

over to 20th Century Fox to produce large budget films. (Kelleher 2.:8,20) Searchlight 

will also acquire independently produced films for distribution only when they can obtain 

worldwide rights, because they think the company can do a better job of distribution when 

controlling all the film's distribution rights. (Kelleher 2.:20) 

David Dinerstein says Searchlight needs to build a good reputation in the 

filmmaking and distribution community in order to establish itself. Searchlight will handle 

12 to 15 films per year. Dinerstein says, "(at Searchlight) we feel we're not in the quantity 

business, we're in the quality business." (Kelleher 2.:20) 20th Century Fox president Tom 
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Rothman says"...specialized films provide much-needed spice in the moviegoer's diet." 

(Brodie 4.:80) 

One of the few remaining completely independent film distributors Samuel 

Goldwyn Pictures, which was founded fifteen years ago, is currently up for sale. (Peers:7) 

The film distribution company produced the films "The Madness of King George", "Eat 

Drink Man Woman", and "Mystic Pizza". Samuel Goldwyn also produces the syndicated 

television program "American Gladiators". In the past few years, Goldwyn has made some 

bad investments in film and television ventures in which the company has lost money, more 

money than it could afford to lose, and is currently considering buy-out offers from other 

companies. (But 2.:4,49) Companies reported to be interested in purchasing Goldwyn 

are:Viacom, Inc., Turner, MCA, and Disney. (Line:4^ 

Samuel Goldwyn lost $20 million in 1994, and is $62 million in debt. The sale 

price for the company is +$120 million. (Line:4) Samuel Goldwyn has cut jobs, and 

currently is reorganizing the company. One factor contributing to Samuel Goldwyn's debt 

is the film "The Perez Family". Variety remarks that Goldwyn made a fatal financial error 

by spending too much money on a heavy marketing campaign for "The Perez Family". 

The film was opened in 928 theatres, and that is a major release for Samuel Goldwyn. 

Most niche films open in limited release in carefully selected theatres in key markets where 

films can demonstrate their box office potential. If a film is successful in limited release a 

film distributor often releases the film in more theatres and markets. This expanded release 

pattern is called a platform release. Before a film distributor spends large sums of money 

to promote a niche film in wide release the film must have a successful theatrical run in 
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limited release. Niche films can cross over to broad audiences when they have good 

prerelease critical reviews, good word of mouth, and are supported with expanded 

marketing campaigns. "The Perez Family" failed to attract broad audiences beyond the 

niche audiences of a specialized film. Because "The Perez Family" opened wide it never 

had the chance to build its audience the way most niche films do. The Perez Family" did 

not have good critical reviews, Entertainment Weekly gave the film a C- ranking. 

(Schartzbaum 3.:45) The plot of "The Perez Family"revolves around two Cubans 

immigrating to Miami and their unusual relationships. "The Perez Family" does not have 

actors who draw in large audiences, Marisa Tomei and Anjelica Huston are not huge box 

office stars. Goldwyn spent most of its marketing budget on advertising "The Perez 

Family" in the beginning of its theatrical run. In order for this kind of marketing campaign 

to be successful a film must be able to generate large audience attendance at theatres 

nationwide especially during the film's opening week. And these audience members must 

like the film and spread good word of mouth for a film to be successful at the box office. 

"The Perez Family" cost $10 million to produce and grossed $2.6 million at the domestic 

box office. Samuel Goldwyn lost money on "The Perez Family" which had a large 

television and print advertising campaign. In Variety one source described "Goldwyn's 

underlying problems" as "the arthouse nature of its film releases reduces the return even of 

hit films, so the profit from one hit doesn't cover the losses from those that dont do well." 

(Peers:ll,15) 

Savoy Pictures was purchased by the Sony Corporation for $3.4 million in 1989. 

Savoy Pictures is a independent film distribution company, and has yet to gross significant 
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profits at the domestic box office. Savoy Picture's releases "A Bronx Tale", "Serial Mom", 

and "No Escape" all lost money at the domestic box office. Savoy Pictures release 

"Shadowlands" broke even at the domestic box office. The only Savoy Picture's release to 

date that has made a profit at the domestic box office is "Lighting Jack". Savoy Pictures is 

hoping to end this "dry spell" at the domestic box office with its 1995/1996 release of 

"Without Remorse" which is based on a Tom Clancy novel. Variety film reporter Jay 

Greene remarks that Savoy Pictures needs a "certifiable hit" with a domestic box office 

+$75 million in order to establish itself as a viable "independent" film distributor in the film 

industry. (Greene: 11,14) 

The phenomena of major studios buying and merging with independent film 

distributors is described by Variety magazine as, "...it's a cyclical scenario: Whenever 

independent films find an audience, mainstream forces attempt to replicate that success. 

And if history repeats itself with increasing precision, the majors will phase out their 

interests in specialty films within two or three years." (Klady 1.: 16) 

The beginning of the "mainstream indie" trend was around 1993, when 

independent films made up almost nine percent of total domestic box office, and grossed 

+$400,000 million. (Klady l.:91) Over the past two years the buy-outs and mergers of 

independent film distribution companies Miramax and New/Fine Line, and the launch of 

studio backed companies Gramercy, Sony Classics, Savoy, and Searchlight have changed 

the make up of the independent film marketplace. Studios have expanded their role in the 

release of niche films. 

In 1994 Studios have gained additional revenues from their alliances with 
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independent distributors. The Walt Disney Company distributor Buena Vista grossed +$1 

billion in 1994, and Miramax made +$199.2 million in grosses in addition to Disney's 

gross. Universal Pictures grossed +$657.3 million in 1994, and Gramercy made +$96.3 

million in addition to Universal's gross. (Studios:22.24^ 

In 1994 total grosses for all films studio and independent is +$5 billion, and of this 

total amount +$4.3 billion is from major studio releases. Independent films grossed 

+$718.8 million in 1994. (Studios:22.24^ 

In 1994 New/Fine Line grossed +$350.7 million, this is more than the grosses of 

three major studios, Columbia grossed +$246.7 million, Tristar grossed +$243.7 million, 

and MGM grossed +$144.3 million. Miramax grossed +$199.2 million in 1994 which is is 

not that much less than some studio's grosses. (Studios:22.24^ 

Independent film distributors are beginning to release the same numbers of films as 

some studios but are not able to achieve total grosses nearing most major studios. 

Number of Films Released in 1994 Top Grossing Film Companies 1994 

1. Warner Bros. - 42 1. Buena Vista - +$1.0 billion 

2. Buena Vista - 36 2. Warner Bros. - +$846.4 million 

3. New/Fine Line - 28 * 3. Paramount - +$732.1 million 

4. Miramax - 26 * 4. Universal - +$657.3 million 

5. Universal - 21 5. 20th Century Fox - +$495.7 million 

6. Paramount - 20 6. New/Fine Line -350.7 million * 

7. Columbia - 19 7. Columbia - +$246.7 million 

8. 20th Century Fox - 18 8. Tristar - +$234.7 million 
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9. Tristar -14 9. Miramax - +$199.2 million • 

10. Gramercy -13 * 10. MGM - +$144.7 million 

11. MGM -12 11. Gramercy - +$96.3 million * 

12. Savoy - 5 * 12. Savoy - +$72.6 million * 

(*) Independent distributors. (Studios:22.24) 

The only studios to release more films than New/Fine Line in 1994 are Warner 

Bros, and Buena Vista. But Buena Vista, Warner Bros., Paramount, Universal, and 20th 

Century Fox grossed more than New/Fine Line in 1994. (£ludiQS:22,24) 

Although independent film grosses are not proportionate with the numbers of 

independent releases, independent film distribution companies have increased their grosses 

every year since 1992. In 1992 independent distributors: New/Fine Line, Miramax, and 

Goldwyn grossed +$185.6 million. In 1993 independent distributors: New/Fine Line, 

Miramax, Goldwyn, Gramercy, and Savoy grossed +$329.9 million. In 1994 independent 

distributors: New/Fine Line, Miramax, Gramercy, and Savoy grossed +$718.8 million. 

(Klady l.:91) The increasing grosses of independent film distribution companies 

demonstrates the growing popularity and box office success of independently distributed 

films. 

Buena Vista formed Caravan Productions as a "non-indie indie", and Disney 

Company acquired Miramax, and Sony set up Sony Classics to produce specialized films. 

The President of Triton Pictures Jonathan Dana describes the new trend as, "Ifs no longer 

a case of majors versus independents but rather the option of going mainstream or 

specialized. When you realize that,...the studios could wind up owning everything." (Klady 



66 

l.:91) Some industry insiders fear that the films produced in this new system will become 

homogeneous, because the studios control the films' distribution. Many independent 

distribution companies do not release films to theaters anymore, they focus on the direct to 

home video marketplace. So, there are fewer independent film distribution companies. In 

1993 New Line/Fine Line Cinema (Turner) and Miramax (Disney) had 64.3% of the 

market share of independent films; New Line had 40.4%, Fine Line had 2.1%, and 

Miramax had 21.8% market share. (Klady 2.:91) 

The situation is that there are fewer independent distribution companies that release 

many films, with the remaining few independent distribution companies that releasing a 

small number of films. In 1993, New Line Cinema released thirteen films, Fine Line 

Cinema released twelve films, and Miramax released twelve films for theatrical exhibition, 

these thirty seven films made up 64.3% of die independent films released in 1993. The 

remaining seventy independent films made up the other 35.7% of the market share. 

(Klady l.:91) 

Miramax's division label Dimension is similar to the New Line Cinema partner of 

Fine Line Cinema. Miramax releases exploitation films under its Dimension label, horror 

films like "Children of the Corn", and the "Hellraiser" series. (Klady 3.:75) Miramax 

releases art house films like "The Piano", "Sirens", and "Like Water for Chocolate". 

"Like Water for Chocolate" was produced on a budget of $3 million and grossed $22 

million at the domestic box office. "Like Water for Chocolate" is the most successful at the 

box office foreign-language film in the United States of all time. (Kilday:22) New Line 

Cinema releases films like the "House Party" series, "Dumb and Dumber" and "The 
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Mask". Fine Line Cinema releases films like "Short Cuts", "Widow's Peak", and 

"Hoop Dreams". (Studios:24) Each company releases both mainstream and niche films. 

New Line Cinema sources say, "...(the company) is going toward more genre and 

high concept movies, effects driven pictures...and Fine Line is looking at character, story, 

and filmmaker driven stories." (Cox:9) Fine Line Cinema is moving away from heavy 

acquisitions and is expanding its production of films to ten to twelve films per year with 

budgets up to $15 million. rFilm Company News 2 :6) Fine Line Cinema president Ruth 

Vitale says, "We want to make Fine Line a viable competitive entity in the marketplace. 

To do that we have to broaden our scope and look for material that has more upside 

commercial potential." Vitale handled production of "Don Juan DeMarco". (Cox:9) 

Ted Turner purchased New Line and Fine Line in 1993. Turner also owns Castle 

Rock which has a distribution deal with Columbia Pictures until 1998. In 1998, Turner 

will distribute fifty films per year by his film companies New Line, Fine Line, and Castle 

Rock. These films will eventually be sold on the home video market, and will be played on 

Turner owned cable television stations TBS, TNT, and Turner Classic Movies. (Cox:77) 

Ted Turner says that he does not put moral or political restrictions on the subject 

matter of the films his companies produce, but he personally dislikes excessive violence in 

films. Turner says he dislikes "Pulp Fiction" and "Natural Born Killers" because of the 

films' violent content. Turner says, "I dont know how Michael Eisner (Chief Executive 

Officer Disney Company) could have a division of Disney distribute "Pulp Fiction'". 

Turner also says he would not have made "Priest", a Miramax release, because he does not 

think " it is right to condemn another's religion." (Cox:79) 
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Fine Line's release "The Incredibly True Adventure of Two Girls in Love" is an 

example of a typical independent film that is limited to a niche audience, and does not 

attempt to compete with mainstream studio films. The film was positioned in the 

marketplace as an alternative to major studio summer blockbuster releases. The film 

focuses on two girls in love with each other, a subject area that is rarely seen in major 

studio releases. The film was made for $60,000 and was shot in twenty one days. (Seitz 

l.:38) First time director Maria Maggenti sold the domestic rights to Fine Line Cinema 

during production of "The Incredibly True Adventure of Two Girls in Love". The film 

premiered at the Sundance Film Festival 1995, and that is where Miramax bought the 

foreign distribution rights to "The Incredibly True Adventure of Two Girls in Love". 

(Macaulay:32) 

"The Incredibly True Adventure of Two Girls in Love" is a teenage lesbian love 

stoiy of the comic variety. Maggenti says, "I wanted to do a film that gay and lesbian teens 

would go see and say,'Wow, excellent, man, even though that doesnt happen in my 

school..." (Ths Incredibly :24) 

The director of "The Incredibly True Adventure of Two Girls in Love" is Maria 

Maggenti, she plans to remain an independent filmmaker, she says,"I'm not willing to work 

under the terms corporate filmmaking requires." She adds that,"I wont make films by 

consensus or to fit a certain market niche." (Seitz l.:37) 

The film "The Incredibly True Adventure of Two Girls in Love" premiered at a 

benefit for the Youth Services Department of the Los Angeles Gay and Lesbian 

Community Services Center in Los Angeles, California. (Events: 123) Audiences seem to 
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like the film, but it has received mixed critical reviews. (Seitz:38) Newsweek film critic 

David Ansen describes "The Incredibly True Adventure of Two Girls in Love" as, "It 

makes the big studios' romantic comedies look artifical and old hat. First love, straight or 

gay, has rarely been so expertly enacted." (Ansen:78) In five weeks of limited release, the 

film has grossed +$1.21 million at the domestic box office. (The Boxoffice:97> 

Fine Line Pictures senior vice president of marketing Liz Manne remarked about 

one marketing strategy used with "The Incredibly True Adventure of Two Girls in Love", 

"During the summertime, the big studios spend so much on media, if s challenging for the 

smaller companies to have any kind of visability for small budget films. But sometimes it's 

easy for mice to play around the feet of elephants. All the majors were afraid to open 

against "Batman Forever' but we placed The Incredibly True Adventure of Two Girls in 

Love" against it in some markets, and it did great." (Wuntch:2) 

Miramax was acquired by the Disney Company in 1993. Disney acquired 

Miramax because Disney was impressed by Miramax's ability to distribute commercially 

successful independent niche films. Miramax generated +$60 million from "The Crying 

Game" at a time when it was thought within the film industry the absolute maximum an 

arthouse film could gross at the domestic box office was $30 million. (Klady l.:16) Disney 

benefitted from the Miramax acquistion because with Miramax they gained entry into the 

niche film marketplace. Miramax also has proven itself at the box office with a track 

record of successful niche releases. Disney can financially benefit by diversifying the types 

of films they release to reach new audiences with these adult oriented niche films. 

Miramax benfits from the Disney acquistion by gaining stable financial backing, entry into 
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more theatres for exhibition of their films, and the recognizability and prestige associated 

with major studios like Disney. Harvey Weinstein co-chairman of Miramax says about the 

deal that he is,"...proud to be a part of Disney, and Miramax is a good corporate citizen." 

(Frook:75) Weinstein says Miramax is building a new audience of filmgoers for 

specialized film products. (Frook:75) Disney acquired Miramax for an estimated price of 

$60-$90 million. (Frook:75) Disney has put a $12 million budget ceiling on films 

produced by Miramax, and the stipulation that Miramax cannot release any films rated 

NC-17 by the Motion Picture Association of America ratings board. (Evans 2.: 111) This 

could create some problems for Miramax in its relationship with Disney. Disney's 

acquisition of the company was handled by Jeffery Katzenberg, who is no longer with the 

company. Since his departure from Disney, Katzenberg has formed Dreamworks, a film 

production and distribution company with Steven Speilberg and David Geffen. Some film 

industry insiders are speculating that Disney is not happy with some of Miramax's recent 

film acquisitions, especially the film "Priest". The problems Disney had about "Priest" are 

reported to be that Disney, which sees itself as promoting "family values" was embarrassed 

by protests about Miramax's Good Friday opening of "Priest" into theaters. (The 

Business:^ Disney also had problems with the Miramax film "Kids" because the Motion 

Picture Association of America ratings board rated the film NC-17. (Sandler 2.: 19) 

Jeffrey Katzenberg's new company, Dreamworks is rumored to be putting together 

a deal to lure Miramax away from its Disney deal, but Miramax denies these speculations. 

Katzenberg was ousted from Disney last year. (The Business:^ 

IRS Media consultant Seth Willenson says in Variety. "Before the Disney 
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acquisition, there was never any doubt about Miramax's marketing and distribution skills, 

but there were always questions about their paper. The Disney acquisition has given them 

paper that is triple-A-plus." (Frook:75) Willenson is remarking about Disney's financial 

backing of Miramax. 

Variety says, "The Weinsteins have always lived dangerously, and Miramax's 

opening slate is decidedly risky business. Bankrolling filmmakers like (Sean) Penn, 

(Quentin) Tarantino, and (Robert) Altman makes for a cool posse on the festival circuit, 

but ifs anybody's guess how their pix (films) will perform at the box office." (Evans 

3.: 111) The company's direction points towards concentrating on director-driven, female-

driven, and star-driven films. Miramax has signed a two year first look agreement with 

Quentin Tarantino. (Film Company News:881 Quentin Tarantino directed "Pulp Fiction", 

and "Reservoir Dogs". (Natale:8) Miramax has signed Roseanne to a development deal to 

develop, produce, and star in untitled projects. (Film Company News:43^ Miramax has 

also signed Sharon Stone to a first look agreement to produce several films, a television 

series, and possibly star in a film in the future. Miramax is trying to develop female-driven 

projects. Variety film reporter John Brodie says, "Miramax has been courting stars with 

greater verve lately." (Brodie 5.:20) And there is always the possibility that Disney could 

chenypick Miramax releases to releases under the Disney Company label. But the 

Chairman of Disney Studios Joe Roth says the Weinsteins, "...run their own ship, they are 

clearly and fiercely independent and no one wants to change that." (Evans 3.:111) 

Miramax recently created a new specialty label called Rolling Thunder for Quentin 

Tarantino and Lawrence Bender. Tarantino and Bender produced "Pulp Fiction" and 
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"Reservoir Dogs". Rolling Thunder will acquire and release as many as four films per year 

including new films, foreign films, and re-releases. The first Rolling Thunder release will 

be "Chungking Express". Miramax also formed A Band Apart Commercials which will 

produce television commercials. Quentin Tarantino and Lawrence Bender head 

production at A Band Apart Commercials. (Miramax Thunder:4) 

In 1994 Miramax encountered difficulties with the Motion Picture Association of 

America ratings board on its release "Clerics". Miramax prevailed and has launched its first 

television series based on the film. "Clerks" was rated NC-17 by the Motion Picture 

Association of America ratings board solely because of language. NC-17 is the most 

restrictive rating a film can receive by the Motion Picture Association of America ratings 

board. Miramax hired Alan Dershowitz to handle the appeal of "Clerks" rating to the 

Motion Picture Association of America ratings appeal board. The President of the Motion 

Picture Association of America Jack Valenti called Miramax's challenges of the "Clerks" 

rating "a marketing stunt". (Peysen24) Miramax won the appeal and "Clerks" was released 

with a R rating. "Clerics" was produced on a budget of $27,000, and was filmed in black 

and white. (Pinsker:28) "Clerks" is a comedy about two guys working at a convenience 

store, and connected video store. "Clerics" has a tie-in product consisting of a soundtrack 

album. The "Clerks" soundtrack is released by Columbia/ Chaos/ Miramax records and is 

distributed by Sony. A critical review of the "Clerics" soundtrack describes the music as 

"Beavis and Butt-head style thrash". (Browne:65) "Clerics" was released on homevideo in 

May. (The Week:71) This fall "Clerks" will become Miramax's first television series, it will 

be broadcast on the Warner Brothers network. (Brodie 5.:20) The director of "Clerks" 
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Kevin Smith's current projects is Gramercy's "Mallrats", and "Mallrats" has a budget of $6 

million. (Pinsker l.:28) 

Miramax's film "Kids" was produced under the Disney deal which limits Miramax 

to $12 million a film, which cannot be rated NC-17 by the Motion Picture Association of 

America ratings board. The film "Kids" was the only "buzz" film in the art market at the 

Cannes International Film Festival this year. (Klady S.:l) "Kids" made deals for 

worldwide distribution rights at the Cannes International Film Festival for Germany, Italy, 

and other foreign countries. Miramax insisted that would-be buyers must have proposals 

for marketing and publicity in hand for "Kids" when negotiations for distribution rights 

began. (Dawtrey l.:20) 

"Kids" opened on July 21,1995, but as of June 12,1995 film exhibitors had not 

received posters or trailers for "Kids", and this created a lot of anxiety for the exhibitors of 

the film. Some theater owners even began to make inquiries about the availability of other 

films from rival film distribution companies. One film exhibitor told Variety. Tve given 

up on guessing what Miramax's grand scheme on *Kids' is." (Klady 5.: 1) 

Miramax purchased "Kids" for +$3.5 million, and the Motion Picture Association 

of America ratings board rated the film NC-17. Miramax hired attorney Alan Dershowitz 

to argue the film's case at the Motion Picture Association of America appeals board, and 

the appeal for a ratings change was denied. "Kids" received a NC-17 rating for "explicit 

sex, language, drug use, and violence involving children." (Toumarkine:4,61) A NC-17 

rating limits the number of theaters willing to exhibit "Kids", this restricts the potential 

audience of the film, limits outlets where the film can advertise, and most importantly it 
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violates the contractual restrictions of Miramax's deal with Disney. In the ratings appeal 

for "Kids", Miramax argued that it "...is a landmark film that deals with some of the 

realities of today's teens." (Young: 17) "Kids" is the first film directed by photographer 

Larry Clark. Clark's previous projects include two books of photographs: Tulsa "a portrait 

of drug crazed teens", and Teenage Lust. (Mark:39) 

Harvey Weinstein co-chairman of Miramax vowed, "No other distributor is going 

to get "Kids'." (Thompson l.:37) Bob and Harvey Weinstein the co- chairmen of 

Miramax used personal funding to set up a distribution company for "Kids" in order to 

release the film unrated, rather than edit objectionable scenes from the film in order to get 

a R rating from the Motion Picture Association of America ratings board so Miramax 

could distribute the film. The Weinsteins reportedly spent $7 million to acquire, market, 

and distribute "Kids". flExcalibur:4) The Weinsteins named their new film distribution 

company Excalibur Pictures. (Sandler 2.: 19) But the Weinsteins encountered one small 

problem initially with Excalibur films, and this was that a title search showed that the 

company's name was taken by another company. So, Excalibur Pictures changed its name 

to Shining Excalibur Pictures. The company's name change was made in time to change 

the credits on the film before the prints of "Kids" were shipped to theaters for exhibition 

for the film's opening. (Evans: 15) Shining Excalibur Pictures was formed because Disney 

will not distribute NC-17 films, and is a member of the Motion Picture Association of 

America, so Miramax cannot release unrated films. Shining Excalibur Pictures chief 

operating officer Eamonn Bowles says about "Kids" Motion Picture Association of 

America rating, "The NC-17 rating is far too restrictive. It should be left up to the parents 
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if they wish to bring teenage children, not the MPAA." (Toumarkine:61) 

Shining Excalibur Pictures currently has no plans to release any other films, but 

company sources say that future pickup deals of potentially controversial films could be 

distributed by the company. (Sandler 2.: 19) 

"Kids" premiered on July 21,1995 on two screens and grossed +$85,000 in its first 

week of release. (The Boxoffice:97) On July 28,1995 "Kids" rolled out to play in fifteen 

markets in the United States and Canada. (Toumarkine:61) "Kids" was never slated for 

wide theatrical release. (The Boxoffice:97) Some of the twenty five art house theaters 

that are scheduled to exhibit "Kids" will treat the film as if it had a NC-17 Motion Picture 

Association of America rating and not admit children under the age of seventeen years old. 

(Purtell:49) 

"Kids" has a tie-in product consisting of a soundtrack album release. London 

records is releasing the soundtrack for "Kids". Entertainment Weekly described the 

soundtrack for "Kids", "...it is as dark, beautiful, and uncommercial as the film it 

accompanies." And the soundtrack for "Kids" is a collection of "gloomy original songs by 

Folk Implosion". (Smith E.:55) 

Deals have already been made for the sale of premium cable and homevideo rights 

for "Kids". Home Box Office, a Time Warner company, bought the pay cable rights to 

"Kids". The "Kids" cable rights purchase is one of the few times Home Box Office will 

carry an unrated film on its service. Home Box Office will likely only run "Kids" after ten 

o'clock at night. Miramax has an existing premium cable distribution deal with Encore, 

a Telecommunicatons Incorporated company, but Encore rejected "Kids" for distribution 



76 

on its service. Encore President John Sie says he wants Encore to be geared more toward 

a family audience, and they will not carry films with provocative or objectionable content. 

The price of "Kids" for the premium cable deal will be based on the film's sales 

performance in the homevideo rental market. The estimated price of "Kids" cable 

television rights is +$2 million. Trimark reportedly has paid $5.5 million for the 

homevideo rights for "Kids". (Flint:3,4) A film's theatrical run is considered the 

promotional and marketing launching pad for its video release. (Goldberg:213) Miramax 

spent $7 million for "Kids" acquistion and distribution costs. (Excalibur:4) Video release 

revenue and cable rights revenue can help recoup the costs for "Kids" theatrical release. 

The release of "Kids" is an example of of types of drawbacks independent 

distributors encounter when they are acquired by major studios accustomed to releasing 

only mainstream products. Major studios like Disney do not normally associate themselves 

with highly controversial film releases that may offend the majority of filmgoers. Disney 

relies on the attendance of broad mainstream audiences for the box office success of the 

majority of their films. If these mainstream audiences become offended by the 

controversial nature of some films released by Disney owned Miramax, Disney could 

experience a backlash of negative publicity that could hurt mainstream Disney releases at 

the box office. Disney relies on its family-oriented reputation for its popularity among 

mainstream audiences. 

In the summer of 1995, Miramax released twelve films, and this was twice as many 

film releases as most of the major studios. Miramax hoped that "Kids" and "Smoke" 

would crossover beyond art house audiences to mainstream audiences of filmgoers. 
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Miramax was hoping to teach audiences that are interested in films other than "summer 

blockbuster" releases like "Batman Forever". Variety speculates that Miramax is trying to 

fill the gap in the choice of niche film releases which was created when New Line Cinema 

began to produce more mainstream films. Executive Vice President of the Sony theatre 

chain Travis Reid remarks about Miramax's summer film releases, "We're happy to see 

them do this kind of counter programming... They're not looking to compete with "Batman'. 

Reid also says that," ...Miramax's most successful late summer releases have relied on a 

combinaton of good reviews, controversy, and Cannes." Film exhibitors say, "...standard 

Miramax distribution plan-open a picture on a limited basis and expand only when the film 

demonstrates box office potential." (Brodie and Evans:9) 

Miramax released "Smoke" in June 1995. "Smoke" is directed by Wayne Wang, 

and is a film adaptation of a story written by Paul Auster for The New York Times in 

1990. The story is "Auggie Wren's Christmas Story", and Auster expanded the story into a 

feature film at the request of Wayne Wang. Wang directed "The Joy Luck Club" which is 

a film adaptation of a novel by Amy Tan. (Abele:27) "Smoke" consists of a series of 

episodes that occur at an old fashioned Brooklyn cigar store run by Auggie Wren, who is 

played by actor Harvey Keitel. Miramax spent just under $2 million to promote "Smoke". 

(Brodie 4. :80) Entertainment Weekly film reviewer Lisa Schwarzbaum remarks about 

'Smoke', "Events occur, linked like smoke rings and carrying about as much weight, as the 

stories waft, curl, and evaporate (this is the plus and minus of such a Lit Flick)". 

(Scharzbaum 2.:36) Entertainment Weekly refers to "Smoke" as a summer art-house hit. 

(Also:40) "Smoke" has grossed +$6 million at the domestic box office. (Brodie 4. :80) 
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Miramax's French division label Zoe re-released "Belle de Jour" as its first film 

release. "Belle de Jour" is a 1967 film, and it is directed by Luis Bunuel. Miramax 

acquired the film for $250,000 and spent +$500,000 on marketing "Belle de Jour". "Belle 

de Jour" has never been released on video, and Miramax expects the film to gross about $4 

million in its theatrical run. (Brodie 4. :80) "Belle de Jour" has not been available in the 

United States since the 1970's. "Belle de Jour" is being presented in association with 

Martin Scorsese as a way to bring attention to the film's release. "Belle de Jour" opened in 

New York on June 28,1995. (Evans l.:14) "Belle de Jour" grossed +$900,000 at the 

domestic box office after three weeks in limited release. (The Boxoffice:971 

Miramax's division label Dimension is making an effort to sign deals with urban low 

budget filmmakers. Bob Weinstein co-chairman Miramax says, "Genre has a bad 

connotation, and we want to bring Miramax's reputation for quality to science-fiction and 

horror films." Harvey Weinstein co-chairman Miramax says, "Genre films and black films 

are two areas of our business in which Miramax can grow." (Brodie and Evans:9,14) 

Miramax is expanding Dimension's fantasy genre into film, television, and comic books. 

The comic books are to be published from ideas by filmmakers with the eventual goal to be 

adapted into feature films. (Film Company Ncws:84) 

The sequel to "The Crow" will be Miramax/Dimension's biggest budget film to 

date. The budget is $25 million. "The Crow" grossed +$50 million at the box office. 

Bob Weinstein co-chairman Miramax says about the film "The Crow", "This is our 

*Batman' ...We're putting a lot of money behind it." Miramax is hoping to establish a 

franchise based on "The Crow" for its Dimension label. (Cannes Briefs: 121 
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In December 1995, Miramax/Dimension is scheduled to release "From Dust Till 

Dawn", a horror film about Mexican vampires. "From Dust Till Dawn" is directed by 

Robert Rodriguez, the director of "El Mariachi"and "Desperado". "From Dust Till Dawn" 

was produced on a budget of $18 million. "From Dust Till Dawn" stars Harvey Keitel, 

Quentin Tarantino, and George Clooney. Robert Rodriguez complains that, "When big 

studios do horror, they water everything down." Entertainment Weekly remarks about 

"From Dust Till Dawn", "Miramax plans to promote the plasma out of it, but the picture's 

appeal may not seep far beyond horror cultists." (Tall Movie Preview:841 

Variety film industry reporter Greg Evans remarks that Miramax has two choices of 

types of films to produce, the first choice is "art-house fare", and the second choice is 

"genre pictures". Evans says only a small percentage of films are successful at the box 

office, but "...live forever on cable and video". Miramax marketing president Mark Giles 

remarks that Miramax needs to keep the budgets of the films they produce under $15 

million, because "You're starting to get too comfortable. You cant beat the studios at their 

own game-youH lose money." Giles adds, Miramax needs to keep production and 

acquistion costs of their film releases low enough for the economics of film distribution to 

make sense. (Evans 3.:22) The independent film industry is changing because films that 

once were only targeted at small niche audiences are gaining acceptance with mass appeal 

audiences. Studios are participating in the production and distribution of niche films, and 

audiences are positively responding to these films. In the past mass appeal audiences were 

rarely exposed to specialized independent films. Now mass audiences are proving that 

independent niche films can find acceptance on the scale of studio films in the 
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marketplace. 

Sundance Film Festival Director Geoffrey Gilmore remarks about the changing 

dynamics of the independent film industry, "...What we're watching is a bit like what 

happened with alternative music a few years ago. Once record companies started 

embracing and releasing what was fairly accessible and simply unknown to the general 

public, the public began embracing bands that were once considered too way-out by 

distributors." (Brodie 2.:30) Gilmore is describing changes in the record industry that 

occured when alternative bands broadened their niche audience appeal and began to 

achieve commercial success because mass audiences began buying their records. Record 

companies began to release alternative music just like they release established types of 

mass appeal popular music. Gilmore thinks the crossover of independent films to mass 

audiences is similar to the crossover of alternative music to mass audiences. 

Robert Redford says financing is not the defining characteristic of an independent 

film, but "...the independence of the filmmaker's vision." (Wechsler:3) Redford also says, 

"In my experience, if you scratch a lot of independent filmmakers, you'll find someone who 

is dying to go to Hollywood...Hollywood can be lucrative, and it can also destroy a 

filmmaker." (Brodie 2.:30) Redford recently formed South Fork Pictures an independent 

film production company. South Fork Pictures signed a deal with Miramax to produce its 

first feature film "Dust". 

Conclusion 

Independent film distribution companies not only compete with each other, but they 
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also compete with" independent" distribution companies owned by major studios with 

better financing and marketing abilities. (Klady 2.:91) 

Some critics of independent distribution companies deals with the major studios 

think that, "...filmmakers (could) unwittingly censor themselves as they try to make more 

accessible films." (Brodie 2.: 13) 

The film industry has been redefined through mergers and buy-outs of independent 

film companies. Many film industry insiders consider these transactions as part of a 

cyclical scenario where major studios see independent films finding larger audiences 

making money at the box office, and they want to replicate that success. Some film 

industry insiders think the major studios will phase out their interest in specialty films in the 

next two to three years. (Klady 1..13) In the past major studios have created and 

disbanded their specialty divisions depending on fluxuations of audience interests and box 

office revenues. It is likely that major studios will lose interest in their specialty divisions 

when audiences lose interest in the films produced by these divisions. 

The marketing differences between mainstream studio films and independent films 

are becoming fewer and fewer as many independent film distributors' releases are 

resembling mainstream major studio releases due to major studios buying independent film 

distribution companies, and setting up their own studio independent labels like: Turner's 

New Line Cinema/Fine Line Cinema, Disney's Miramax, Universal-Polygram's Gramercy, 

and Sony's Savoy. 

Independent films' budgets are increasing. When independent films are distributed 

by studio backed companies they have the entire studio's resources behind them, so they 
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can produce and purchase more films; this minimizes their risks especially when studios set 

up deals in ancillary venues like television, pay cable, homevideo sales, and international 

releases. (Bart:8) 

The film elements a film distribution company decides to emphasize can determine 

between a film's success or failure. The heads of marketing at Universal Pictures Buffy 

Shutt and Kathy Jones remark that if a film is not a hit at the box office during its opening 

weekend, the film's marketers are often blamed. This is because the marketers are 

responsible for creating the advertising campaign for the film which includes television 

commercials, posters, trailers, and print advertisements to persuade people to see the film. 

Buffy Shutt and Kathy Jones have marketed various films such as "Philadelphia" and 

"Total Recall". 

Shutt and Jones operate on the guideline of a "five year rule", meaning that 

demographics, advertising, and moviegoing habits change every five years. So, film 

marketers have to constantly update their marketing strategies to keep up with current 

market trends. (King: 1) 

Today's film market is infiltrated with mainstream independent films, and the 

marketing of these films has similarities to strategies and techniques associated with 

mainstream studio films. But the key to marketing independent films is to target niche 

audiences. If niche appeal films can build good word of mouth and good critical reviews, 

they can broaden their limited audience to a larger audience. When independent films 

cross over to mass audiences they demonstrate that quality films can achieve box office 

success. Independent film distributors have become successful by releasing niche films to 



83 

audiences that major studios have not catered to with their popular genre mass appeal 

releases. Film marketing is selling films to audiences and audience preferences and 

demographics change over time. The film industry changes quickly, and in the future 

independent films might return to being truly independent, and if that happens marketing 

strategies will have to adapt as well. 
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