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The K-mart 
audience at the 
mall movies 
William Paul 
D r uring the late 1 970s, a crisis sensibility 

began to overtake Hollywood. In 
1977, there was a mild panic in re- 
sponse to a sudden 71/2 per cent de- 

cline in movie theatre attendance in 1976 after a 
two-year surge in 1974-75. After a decade of 
almost continuous growth and record revenues, the 
years 1990-91 saw ticket sales decline sharply, in 
fact to their lowest level since 19761. A similarly 
bleak sense of crisis lowered over Hollywood, one 
that has continued even after box office began to 
pick up again in the following year2. Never before 
in the history of Hollywood has an individual film 
been able to make as much money as it can today. 
But the demand for sure-fire blockbusters and com- 
mensurately escalating budgets has also meant that 
never before had any individual film been able to 
lose so much money. As a consequence, it's very 
easy to go from a buoyant boom to a gloomy bust 
in a very short time. 

Crises come very easily to Hollywood since 
movie production is probably the world's largest 
crap shoot, or, as a Variety writer surveying 1993 
box office put it, 'What keeps the movie business so 
interesting and media pundits so busy is that the 
search for a sure thing has a success rate right up 
there with playing slot machines in Vegas'3. Every 
new film is like a roll of the dice or a spin of the slot 
machine with every player trying to calculate odds 
that might well be incalculable. The extraordinary 
success of Arnold Schwarzenegger movies was 
enough to make Columbia willing to gamble $80 
million on The Last Action Hero, but it turned out to 
be a bad bet, with a $28 million loss4. Still, 20th 
Century-Fox saw sufficiently good odds in previous 

Schwarzenegger successes to place a $100 mil- 
lion-plus bet on True Lies, even though Schwarzeneg- 
ger is completely miscast in that film. The stakes are 
enormous, far beyond what anyone might have 
imagined during the crisis of the late 1 970s. Further- 
more, the intervening seventeen years saw radical 
changes in distribution, marketing and exhibition 
that make the crisis of the early 1 990s different. In 
fact, the current situation arises from changes 
brought about by a response to the crisis of the 
1970s, which was really a crisis of confidence in 
Hollywood's sense of its audience5. 

In the late 1970s, an apparent fickleness of 
audience taste coupled with an increasing selectivity 
in moviegoing raised new questions for Hollywood's 
executives: who were these viewers and why did 
they go to the movies? Not only did Hollywood 
wonder why they went to a movie, but why they 
went to any movie? In the mid-1970s Ned Tanen, 
executive vice president of Universal, could declare, 
'The truth is, although nobody likes to bring it up, we 
can't find twenty-five films a year worth making'6. 
What this executive actually meant was they could 
no longer find twenty-five films a year that would 
appeal to an audience they felt increasingly remote 
from them and unpredictable. The crisis of 1991 
also has to do with uncertainty about what motivates 
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an audience, but it is of a different order in large 
part because it reflects changes in the way Holly- 
wood addressed its audience over the last couple of 
decades. 

Exploitation psychology 
Changes in exhibition practices that were a response 
to the previous sense of crisis have led to a conse- 

quent transformation of the kinds of movies that get 
produced. In effect, exhibition has become the tail 
that wags the dog as it inescapably makes demands 
for product that can most appropriately fit new modes 
of exhibition. There is a kind of reciprocal influence 
that exists between film producing companies and 
their audience that is determined by the way the 
companies address their audience: new exhibition 
practices which occur in response to changing demo- 

graphics (shifts in geographic and age distribution of 
the audience) and market pressures, in turn, help 
transform audience expectations of the moviegoing 
experience. The period I am concerned with here 

presented one of the clearest examples of this process 
in American film history, largely because it saw the 
most radical break with past exhibition practices: 
favourable audience reaction to a number of films 
whose subject matter would once have marked them 
as exploitation product led to an exploitation releas- 

ing strategy that eventually became applied to all 
films. The films in turn became marked as exploitation 
product by virtue of the releasing strategy7. The 

responses of the audience may help determine mar- 

keting strategies, but the marketing strategies effec- 

tively reconstitute the audience. The manner in which 
the films are presented to the audience effectively tells 
us something about who Hollywood thinks its audi- 
ence is. 

While there had been a general decline in 
movie theatre attendance from the mid-1960s 

through the early-1970s, with 1973 representing 
the worst year since the leveling off of the post- 
World War II decline in the late 1 950s, individual 
films were reaping theatrical revenues on an un- 
heard of scale, generally surpassing the grosses of 
even the biggest blockbusters from the 1 950s. And 
the success of these individual films led to lopsided 
box-office returns. There was a striking example of 
films released in 1 975 that had earned more than 
$2 million, which was then considered the minimum 
necessary to break even: out of seventy-nine films 

that reached the magic $2 million figure, a mere 
fifteen accounted for fifty-seven per cent of com- 
bined domestic rentals, monies returned to the pro- 
ducing companies from the US-Canada market. 

Moving away from the golden age of theatrical 
exhibition when the margin of economic difference 
between success and failure was of a much smaller 
scale, this new development proved to have such 
lasting effect that an astute movie business observer 
writing in Variety in 1986 could state flat-out: 

In the film business, an unchanging parameter 
is that the top 10 per cent of films account for 
40-50 per cent of the business of all films in 
concurrent release. If there are 200 films re- 
leased in a year, 20 of them will generate 
nearly one-half the b.o. of all 2008. 

This was a statement, however, that could only 
apply to post-television Hollywood, when the regu- 
lar moviegoing audience had disappeared. Every 
film had to succeed in the marketplace entirely on its 
own, but in a crowded marketplace how could it 
attract the attention that was a necessary prelude to 
success? It was in this period that it became a 
commonplace in Hollywood to think that every film 
had to be an event to succeed in this marketplace. 
So, even though individual films in the seventies 
could make enormous amounts of money, produc- 
tion dropped sharply as each producing company 
tried to concentrate its production on the event films, 
the films that would land in the top 10 per cent to 

generate half the company's income. 
Within a decade, the cries of product shortage 

common throughout the seventies were succeeded 
by new concerns about product glut9! This shift 
came about through the development of the after- 
market, the videotape as a major form of distribution 
and the continuing growth of pay-cable television. 
The majority of films might still have trouble making 
their cost back from theatrical distribution, but video 
in its various forms buoyed confidence by promises 
of profit margins in the post-theatrical market. Since 
the number of people buying tickets remained re- 

markably steady throughout this period, video did 
not so much cut into active moviegoing as expand 
the market for feature films10. And since theatrical 
exposure is often a key factor in the success of a film 
on video, theatrical exhibition was actually given a 
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new raison d'6tre in this period: a necessary spring- 
board for the lucrative tape market. 

Saturating the market 
For all the changes that videotape would help intro- 
duce, the mid-1970s product shortage and its con- 
comitant sense that every film had to be an event did 
itself have a lasting impact on film exhibition in one 

striking way. In June of 1975, Universal simulta- 
neously opened Jaws in about 500 theatres at once, 
promoting the film with a massive television ad 
campaign. The very way in which the film was 
exhibited helped make it an event, something of a 
necessary strategy for Universal because it was the 

only film the company released for the next three 
months. Mass releasing was a mode of exhibition 
distributing companies had been experimenting with 
ever since it proved successful with the low-budget 
Trial of BillyJack in 1971, butJaws was the first time 
since Duel in the Sun that the strategy had been 
applied to a big-budget, glossy production, and it 
seemed to work. 

Significantly, the Duel in the Sun release was 
unusual in 1946, one which producer David O. 
Selznick described as a revolutionary 'multiple-book- 
ing plan' involving 'enormously and unpreceden- 
tedly heavy newspaper and radio advertising by 
territories'. Seiznick, realizing he had not come up 
with another 'Gone With the Wind', used the mass 
release as a way of capitalizing on advance audi- 
ence interest and countering potential bad word of 
mouth. Nevertheless, he eventually came to regret it, 
writing in a memo that 'the advertising and ballyhoo 
on Duel was damaging, and was a complete con- 
tradiction of our former "Tiffany" standards ... even if 
I am wrong in exaggerating the extent of the loss to 

my position, there is the matter of my family to think 
of ...'11. But if the release strategy contradicted the 
kind of movie Selznick thought he had produced, 
Jaws truly was material that in the past would have 
been considered exploitation; what made it different 
was the big budget, the major stars, and a change 
in the cultural environment that made no one con- 
nected with the film worried about sullying their 
families. The film might have had the trappings of A 
films in the past, but its exploitation release was 
appropriate to its content and genre'2. 

Nowadays when The Lion King can premiere 
in 2,552 theatres simultaneously, 500 theatres 

would count as a limited opening, but Jaws at least 
helped established the future method for distributing 
films, one that would become set in stone by the 
middle of the next decade: extensive advertising on 
prime-time national television to generate name-rec- 
ognition followed by opening of the film in as many 
markets as possible to take advantage of all the 
national advertising'3. Once advertised this way, 
the film should be easily available to its audience, 
as easily as any other mass produced item. To say 
this method became set in stone is to be quite literal 
in that it effectively became institutionalized by the 
ascendancy of a new institution: the multiplex. There 
are, of course, a number of reasons for the multiplex, 
but the one of most interest to me here is the way it 
provided the perfect set-up for the new releasing 
strategy since it could make readily available all 
mass advertised films to their mass audience in the 
most convenient form. Viewers wouldn't have to 
search for the film they saw advertised on television. 
All they'd have to do is show up at the local multi- 
plex. 

This exhibition strategy turned out to be, for the 
most part, a radical reversal of past releasing pat- 
terns, and with this reversal, the movie distributors 
effectively changed the way they had addressed 
their audience in the past. Up through the 1970s, 
distribution was based on principles of exclusivity. 
Virtually every major release was tiered through a 
series of runs, with each tier effectively inscribing a 
somewhat different audience. The movie might be 
the same, albeit a bit older, but seeing it in your 
small neighboured movie theatre in second-run 
made of it a different experience from seeing it in 
one of the big downtown movie palaces. If exec- 
utives in the mid-1 970s began to worry about how 
to position each movie as an event, they could turn 
to an earlier model when the first-run theatres of the 
post-war era attempted to transform exhibition into 
an event. 

The culmination of this booking strategy came 
in the 1950s and 1960s when the most lavishly 
produced films of the year would open solely in the 
biggest cities in the country, on a reserved-seat basis 
and with only two shows a day, imitating the classy 
pattern set by live theatre. Exclusivity had its own 
marketing value by effectively lending an aura to 
each film: the small number of first run theatres - they 
accounted for only a quarter of the total theatres in 
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Fig. 1. Mass-marketing at the multiplex: the Lloyd Cinemas in Portland, OR (1986), a ten-screen multiplex. 
[Photo courtesy of the American Museum of the Moving Image.] 

the United States - gave anything that was seen in 
those theatres a distinctive stature. And when they 
were shown in even fewer theatres with advanced 
ticket purchases required, they were immediately 
made even more special. 

The value of giving special value by exhibition 
practices was thrown into question by the disastrous 
1969-70 seasons that eventually saw the ledger 
books of all the major film companies turn red. The 
Sound of Music, released in 1965 on a reserved- 
seat, limited run basis, ended up with over $70 
million in rentals, an extraordinary figure for the 
period, far outdistancing every other film of the 
decade and effectively setting a goal for every 
studio to try to reach. Unheard of losses turned out to 
be the eventual destination, however, as every stu- 
dio found its monies tied up in a small number of 
megabudget musicals that failed to duplicate the 
Sound of Music's success. The immediate response 
of the major studios was to limit costs and product. 
Exclusivity had seemingly lost its value in marketing 
films. 

At the same time that the studios were moving 
towards disaster with the megabudget musicals, 

theatre chains were trying to shore up their econ- 
omic base through the discovery of the suburban 
market. Even with the growth of the suburbs after 
World War II and the intensified suburban flight of 
the 1 960s, big downtown movie theatres continued 
to exist as important venues for first-run. But they lost 
some of their dominance with the building of new 
suburban theatres. Located near new shopping 
malls or in isolated spots along interurban highways, 
these theatres followed the model set by downtown 
theatres since it was appropriate to the tiered releas- 
ing policies of the major studios: they were generally 
freestanding structures with large auditoriums of 
500-1500 seats, and most often with single 
screens. 

Multiplexing 
The first twin theatre was built in 1964, but single 
screens dominated in this period of building; the aim 
was to duplicate in scaled-down fashion the experi- 
ence of the downtown theatre. Exclusivity was still the 
aim, but now it was an exclusivity that the downtown 
had to share, often against its will, with the suburb'4. 
Within two decades, however, the exclusive down- 

* . . ..: ... 
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Fig. 2. Predecessor to the multiplex: Cinema I and II, New York City, NY, 1962. [Photo courtesy of the 
American Museum of the Moving Image.] 

town theatre would virtually disappear from most 
mid-sized cities and become an endangered species 
in large cities. The suburban theatre became so 
dominant that currently a trip to the suburbs is necess- 
ary in some urban areas in order to see first-run 
product15. 

If the development of a network of first-run sub- 
urban theatres made the mass booking of films like 
jaws feasible, this kind of booking strategy effec- 
tively helped change the course of theatre building. 
The second wave of theatre growth, beginning in 
the late 1970s, moved in a different direction. In 
1978, only 10 per cent of indoor theatres were 
multiplexed, with twin theatres accounting for 80 
per cent of those'6. Freestanding theatres built in the 
1960s were cut down the middle to create, how- 
ever awkwardly, twinned theatres, and downtown 
movie palaces, if they continued to survive, did so 
by turning their balconies into separate theatres or 
abandoning movies altogether to become perform- 
ing arts centres. This tentative move towards multiple 
screens escalated during the 1980s when one of 
the greatest explosions of new theatre building in the 
history of motion pictures took place17. Multiplexes, 

some so large they became malls unto themselves, 
began to ring cities throughout the US in rapidly 
increasing numbers18. In 1979, there were 16,901 
'screens' in the United States; by 1990, the number 
had grown to 23,689, as Variety triumphantly 
noted, 'the highest count in the nation's history', 
even though 'screen' in the past always referred to a 
single theatre19. Multiplexes had become such a 
dominant form of exhibition that the Motion Picture 
Association of America now just lists screens rather 
than theatres. It's as if the actual number of theatres 
in the country had become the irrelevant statistic. 
The screen is the defining factor. 

The very structure of these theatres created a 
new kind of moviegoing experience for film patrons. 
No longer offering just one film, these theatres, more 
in the mode of a television set than older film 
theatres, offered up at least six to ten different films 
and, in more extravagant outbursts, as many as 
twenty. Film began to be merchandized like wares 
in a variety store, with everything to please a range 
of interests and tastes, in theory at least, available 
under one roof. Much as Kresge's, once an also-ran 
to Woolworth's, transformed itself into one of the 
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country's preeminent retailers as 'K-Mart' by aban- 
doning downtown locations for more expansive sub- 
urban plants, the multiplex cinemas became the 
dominant force in film exhibition by following a 
similar retailing strategy. 

But there was also one clear advantage the 

multiplexes had over K-Mart: since most of these 
theatres are first-run, they inescapably defined them- 
selves as quality theatres. In the pst, the quality of a 
theatre might be defined by its elaborate architec- 
ture which designated it as the appropriate venue 
for the biggest and best films of the year. The 

building lent its aura to the product. Now the pro- 
cess is reversed and the quality product lends its 
aura to the undistinguished settings. Second-run be- 
came the province of home video, some of it sold by 
K-Mart in fact, while subsequent runs were handled 

by the various stages of television distribution: pay- 
per-view, pay cable networks, network television 
and syndication. But the very different venue at 
which first-run also arrived in this period has effec- 

tively changed our notions of what constitutes a 
first-run movie. 

Marketing fallout 
The marketing strategy of mass distribution has clearly 
made the multiplex a particularly viable exhibition 
form for the distribution companies. With the average 
film now costing $29.9 million to produce with an 
additional $ 14 million for prints and advertising, the 

multiplex offers a couple of key advantages. The 

heavy investment in television advertising, often, 
now, at the expense of local newspaper ads, re- 

quires that the film be non-exclusive, as readily avail- 
able for immediate consumption as any other 

nationally advertised product. Further, the very high 
costs of producing and releasing films demand a 

quick return on investments to avoid ever-mounting 
interest payments on loans used for production and 
distribution. 

The economic pressure is supported by industry 
wisdom that a strong first week is essential for the 
success of a film. Oddly, this is more a matter of 
faith than fact. It's actually impossible to prove that a 
film could not build slowly, as it often did in the past, 
but the current system actively discourages that. If the 
release of each film becomes something of a na- 
tional event by virtue of the media blitz, every first 
week that does slow business must necessarily seem 

like a failed event: the film fizzles before it's given 
the chance to fizz20. In a sense, the audience is no 

longer allowed to discover films on its own, and the 

only real 'sleepers' are films that do better business 
than advance marketing research had anticipated. 

Any film which does not manage to survive the 
first week blitz, is liable to disappear from theatrical 
life very quickly. This is actually a reverse of what 
was expected as multiplexes began to dominate 
exhibition. Initially, there was some sense that the 

great number of screens would enable 'underperfor- 
ming' films to hang on and build up an audience. 
This might in fact work during a period of product 
shortage, but now there are always other films wait- 

ing to take their place. And even films with $40- 
$50 million dollar budgets like I'll Do Anything and 

Wyatt Earp, to take two recent examples, can find 
themselves out of distribution within a month of re- 
lease. 

National advertising may help impulse buying 
to the extent that a title may come to mind when the 

patron reaches the box office. The theatre chains 
seem aware of this to the extent that many of them 
now print brochures that contain guides to current 
releases to help guide the patron through the ple- 
thora of choices that the average multiplex offers. 
But there is impulse buying of another sort that is 
crucial to theatres, and that centres around the con- 
cession stand. The multiplex theatre is a boon to the 
concession stand because it promotes more foot 
traffic by it than a single-screen theatre does21. And 
the concession stand is a major source of profit for 

theatres, with 'the proportion of profit in refreshment 
revenue ... considerably greater' than that of the box 
office22. In 1989, for example, tickets cost patrons 
$5.03 billion, while concessions hit them for $1 .35 
billion. Furthermore, because the distributor may 
take away a good deal of the ticket receipts for the 
film rental, 'At some theatres, [the concessions] ac- 
count for 90 per cent of the profits'23. In most 

multiplexes, the candy counter is central to the build- 

ing's architecture: it is generally the first thing you 
see upon entering, and something you generally 
move by in leaving. 

Every theatre is a piece of real estate, and the 
escalation of land values in the 1980s helped put 
the final nail in the coffin of downtown movie pa- 
laces. As downtowns across the country became 

primarily business centres valued for their potential 
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Fig. 3. In the mall, one of the anchor stores, J.C. Penney (left), receives prominent signage, while United 
Artists Theaters (right), unlike movie palaces of the past, must content itself with second billing and a 
smaller sign (Briarwood Mall, Ann Arbor, MI). [Photo by the author.] 

as office space, the large spaces given over to 
theatres became increasingly cost ineffective. The 
per square foot value of office space was simply a 
better investment. If theatres offered the lowest return 
per square foot in the centre of a city, they could 
nonetheless have a real value for indoor malls since 
they could bring people into them and help promote 
foot traffic24. As a result malls generally give theatres 
preferential treatment in their leases, and they place 
the theatres in such a way that their exact location 
remains somewhat mysterious25. Where the anchor 
stores are always clearly visible from the exterior, the 
only external sign of a multiplex is generally a 
marquee placed near the entrance to the mall. The 
theatre itself is often off in an obscure corner, usually 
unmarked on the outside, and often requiring an 
extensive trip through the mall to find. 

The K-mart look 
The other way out of the real estate bind of downtown 
theatres is the theatre as mall. Although population 
and other shopping centres might eventually grow up 
around them, these theatre malls are built at remote 
locations that have easy access to highways. They 
are often found on the sites of the former drive-ins that 
went up in the post-war period to accommodate both 
the move to the suburbs and the baby boom. Two of 

the largest theatre chains now operating, General 
Cinema and National Amusements, in fact began as 
chains of drive-in theatres, and many of their multi- 
plexes stand on the grounds of former drive-ins. 
Further, these theatre malls play up 'the movies' rather 
than any individual movie. Externally, they tend to be 
generally nondescript, with large marquees simply 
listing film titles next to auditorium numbers. If there is 
anything special about the product, no moviegoer 
would know that until getting inside the lobby where 
one poster might dominate another, but not often. It's 
in the theatre mall's interest to sell all films equally, 
although it must also realize that some films can act 
as come-on draws for others. This is the reason they 
hand out the guides at the box-office. 

Finally, the theatre malls offer the big theatre 
chains the cost-effectiveness of uniformity. They are 
made up of a common and infinitely repeatable 
architectural design, somewhat modular in ap- 
proach so that the number of screens actually con- 
tained within the multiplex won't change the overall 
look of the theatre. These chains create theatre malls 
with as familiar a look as K-Mart or McDonald's or 
other retail outlets with a national base26. The unifor- 
mity in effect helps give the theatre a kind of brand- 
name recognition designed to assure an audience 
by its very familiarity. 
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Fig. 4. The typical mall theatre box office is located at the end of a side corridor in the mall; anchor stores 
occupy a more central space. Unlike the box office, the entrance to the theatre (here just to the left of the 
glass door exit) is relatively invisible. Patrons must walk from the box office past four fast-food outlets in 
order to reach it (Briarwood Mall, Ann Arbor, Ml). [Photo by the author.] 

So, what does this form of exhibition have to do 
with the kind of audience that goes to these 
theatres? For one thing, the theatres certainly posit 
an audience familiar and comfortable with mass 
retailing strategies. And in fact the publicizing of 
movies has changed as radically as the exhibition 
strategy over the past couple of decades. Where 
publicists working in Hollywood studios once gener- 
ally rose up through the ranks of the studio hierarchy, 
more and more frequently Hollywood has begun to 
draw on outsiders, on people with extensive back- 
grounds in advertising and with little experience in 
the movie industry27. One of the key aspects of this 
shift in the nature of both movies and the movie- 
going experience is the way the film industry ad- 
dresses its audience through commercials. There is 
now a concern to treat each individual movie as a 
brand and try to build up a kind of brand-name 
recognition for it before it opens. In effect, the 
various auditoriums in a multiplex function like a 
chain store's showroom displays of competing pro- 
ducts: the strategy of exhibitors is to try to get 
potential patrons to recognize and purchase their 
brand. 

There is, of course, one problem with this super- 

market analogy, as there is with all the industrial and 
retailing analogies that have been applied to the 
'dream factory' in the past. The movies represent a 
peculiar 'industry' since each product which that 
industry turns out is unique and has a very limited 
'shelf life'. This life has been extended by the growth 
of the aftermarkets, but compared to other kinds of 
products, movies achieve a 'brand name recogni- 
tion' that is decidedly short-term. In a 'secret' staff 
memo that was almost immediately leaked to Var- 
iety, Disney Studios head Jeffrey Katzenberg put it 
this way: 

Thanks to the dictates of the blockbuster men- 
tality, the shelf life of many movies has come to 
be somewhat shorter than [that of] a supermar- 
ket tomato28. 

Katzenberg is clearly correct, but his language 
is also quite revealing. If you do think of your 
'product' in terms of shelf life, then the logical next 
step is to think of it in terms of modern marketing 
techniques29. Katzenberg can see something wrong 
with this system, but he can't really step outside of its 
way of thinking. 

In the classical studio period, the companies 
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themselves as well as the stars they held under 
contract might have functioned like brand-names to 
assure audiences of a certain quality in their pic- 
tures, but there was little sense at that time that an 
individual film might have become a brand name 
that could fuel a wide variety of ancillary markets. 
Today's ancillary markets and cross-promotion tie-ins 
help lead to the treatment of the individual film as a 
brand name: if a studio can get McDonald's to 
spend $40 million to help promote Dick Tracy by 
setting up a 'Dick Tracy Crimestoppers Game' as a 
promotion for itself, then it has to treat Dick Tracy the 
film, as opposed to the game, the lunch box, the 
contest, or the tee shirt, as the flagship object that 
establishes the brand30. One 'old time' Hollywood 
executive quoted by Variety objects to the new 
approach for the simple reason that the product is 
different: 'When you have people talking about 
brand identification and product launches, you for- 
get what you're selling ... These guys think they're 
selling toothpaste. It's just a movie! You sell it like a 
movie'31. The executive has a point, but his re- 
sponse also begs the question: how, exactly, do you 
sell something like a movie? Is the product itself ever 
the sole determining factor? 

Mass advertising was initially a response to an 
exhibition strategy, not to the product itself. That 
strategy has now become so entrenched that it must 
effectively drive marketing. In the past, the slow 
release of a film through a system of tiers depended 
primarily on local advertising and, the most intan- 
gible of all Hollywood marketing strategies, word-of- 
mouth. Now, in effect, the word-of-mouth must exist 
before any moviegoer has actually seen the film, a 
peculiar situation to be sure. If a movie opens wide, 
as most major studio movies do now and the very 
exhibition system demands that they do, there must 
already be widespread interest in it32. Hence, the 
rise of mass-media advertising. But if the advertising 
was a response to exhibition, it inevitably had both 
to impact on the way we understand the product 
and ultimately affect the nature of the product as 
well33. Something that is exclusive and hard to see 
will necessarily seem different to us than something 
readily available for mass consumption. The object 
must eventually be able to fit the selling strategy. 

In the early days of multiplexing, there was 
some thought that the multiple theatres would make 
for the availability of more diverse product34. A 

stronger, more popular film in a larger auditorium 
would help a specialty film in the smaller hall either 
because of overflow from the more popular film or 
because of the kind of impulse buying the multiplex, 
like any other mass retailer, tries to encourage. As it 
has turned out, the reverse seems to be more the 
case: speciality items tend not to make it to mall 
theatres35. K-Mart might offer everything under one 
roof, but there are definite limits to what it might sell. 
There are, of course, no mink coats or sterling silver, 
but even in other areas there are definite limitations 
dictated by the kind of marketing strategy behind 
mass-driven chain stores. In the book section, for 
example, you are most likely to find Danielle Steele, 
Stephen King, John Grisham, and their epigones. 
There are items that simply do not sell well within the 
mall theatre system. Most strikingly, foreign lan- 
guage film distribution has greatly declined since the 
advent of the multiplex. There are a number of 
reasons for this, but the lack of speciality theatres 
remains a major one. A foreign language film really 
needs an art house to promote it; its location makes 
it something special. In the context of a multiplex, it 
becomes merely another product, and one for which 
the mass audience holds little interest. In the early 
1960s, Federico Fellini's La dolce vita could move 
through first-run art house showings to a wider dis- 
tribution that would eventually enable it to take in ca. 
$70 million in current dollars. It's impossible to 
imagine anything like that happening in the current 
market. 

But if the decline in foreign language film dis- 
tribution defines what can't survive in a multiplex 
market, what films are especially well positioned to 
thrive in it? Most older films were released in tiered 
fashion. Most, but not all. In 1953 Warner Bros. 
premiered The Beast From 20,000 Fathoms in 
1,422 theatres and, a year later, Them in 2,000. In 
both cases, the word 'theatres' means something a 
good deal larger than what we would now think 
of36. These bookings were high enough to rate brief 
items in Variety, but they were not entirely unheard 
of. Rather, they represented a very particular type of 
exhibition policy of the period, one strictly reserved 
for exploitation movies. Exploitation films, as their 
name indicates, were made for quick turn-over. They 
were low budget works that would draw on highly 
marketable features, like sex, violence, technical 
gimmicks, or timeliness, to ensure a quick turnover 
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Fig. 5. Unlike the mall theatre, the theatre mall does not share space with other stores. In order to get to 
one of the 14 theatres in this theatre mall, audiences must walk past a four-sided concessions stand which 
dominates the lobby (Showcase Cinema, Ann Arbor, MI). [Photo by the author.] 

Fig. 6. Gameability: past years' successes - or even flops - might be this year's videogame. Audiences 
waiting to see True Lies can play the Terminator 2 game in the lobby (Showcase Cinema, Ann Arbor, MI). 
[Photo by the author.] 
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and tidy profit. They were targeted at a large num- 
ber of initial patrons titillated by the exploitable 
elements. Exceptional films might emerge from the 
exploitation market every now and then, but for the 
most part they could not expect to increase box 
office through word of mouth. In these movies, the 
come-on was what sold them. 

In the 1950s, exploitation was firmly entren- 
ched in the realm of B-genres like horror and science 
fiction, which account for the two titles cited above, 
policiers, and lurid crime melodramas. By the 
1980s, an exploitation marketing strategy had been 
set in place to exhibit films, but the films themselves 
were different at least in terms of budget. Exhibition 
became dominated by megabudget exploitation 
films. Film types once considered almost exclusively 
B-movie fare became the most touted genres of the 
year: horror, science fiction, cop movies, films 
based on comic strips and cartoons, films based on 
old TV/radio shows. The most explicit recognition of 
this trend came with Raiders of the Lost Ark in 1981. 
The film openly acknowledged its roots in B-film 
production, but did so with an A-film budget, lavish- 
ing millions of dollars on set design and special 
effects. 

The reasons for this shift are complex since it is 
grounded in a striking change in audience taste. 
Taste itself is a consequence of too many factors, 
social and personal, to warrant explanations of 
simple economic determinism. Nevertheless, as mar- 
keting and exhibition have affected audience experi- 
ence of a movie, they have clearly played an 
important role in the transformation of what an audi- 
ence wants from a movie. The marketing system 
required by mass exhibition calls for a product 
which has highly exploitable elements, one that can 
effectively establish its flavour and its excitement 
within the constrictions of an extremely brief televi- 
sion commercial. It's not very easy to make an 
intimate drama look exciting in the context of a 
30-sec spot, so questions of how to market the 
'product' necessarily come into play before the 'pro- 
duct' is put into production. If it won't play well as a 
TV spot, there's a good chance it won't get pro- 
duced. Furthermore, the wide opening demands an 
audience at the very beginning that will have a 
precise set of expectations which the movie will pay 
off one by one. The whole system of marketing and 
exhibition simply favours exploitation fare. 

Exploitation and the aftermarket 
To say that Hollywood production decisions are 
driven by the marketplace is hardly news. What is 
new in the 1990s are the ways in which the market- 
place has reconfigured itself through a massive ex- 
pansion. One reason offered by the product shortage 
of the mid-1 970s was the 'somewhat inelastic overall 
market potential'37. Within a decade, however, the 
market became a good deal more elastic than 
anyone in the 1970s might have anticipated. As I 
noted earlier, the product shortage that became an 
unexpected product glut in such a short period of time 
owes everything to the rise of home-video. Since 
income from sales and rentals of videotape now 
surpass those of first-run theatrical exhibition, home- 
video by a change of venue has effectively made 
second run economically primary, an impossible feat 
for theatrical second run. Home-video certainly 
changes the way an audience experiences a movie, 
but it remains difficult to determine if home-video 
affects the kind of movies that get made38. 

It is clear, however, that other aspects of the 
aftermarket are helping to determine what gets pro- 
duced39. Can a movie be turned into a theme park 
attraction that a producing studio owns? What are 
its chances for being reconfigured as a video 
game? The latter is a question made important by its 
market: as Variety noted, 'videogames, mostly pro- 
duced by companies outside the Hollywood loop, 
now earn more than movies domestically ... Domes- 
tically, videogames generated between $5-7 bil- 
lion dollars in 1993, while total US box office for 
features was closer to $5 billion'40. With the after- 
market surpassing the 'primary' market, demand 
grows for the former to impact on the latter. Dan 
Gordon, screenwriter on Surf Ninja, partially fin- 
anced by the videogame company Sega, stated 
bluntly, 'I try and write action sequences that will 
serve the movie and provide the spring-board for the 
videogame'41. If a movie has sufficient 'ga- 
meability', a premise that can produce a challeng- 
ing videogame, then even a flop might achieve 
success as an arcade game42. With movie com- 
panies ever increasing their corporate involvement 
in a multimedia universe, it is perhaps inevitable that 
the ability to translate a film project into another 
medium will be a key factor to greenlighting its 
production43. The videogame machines that line the 
lobby walls of the multiplex theatres best signal the 
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synergy between movies and videogames, the fact 
that both seem to offer comparable experiences to 
some of their patrons44. 

In this new expanded media universe, what is 
the future of the theatrical feature film? Hollywood 
has effectively changed the way it addresses its 
audience over the last two decades, and that 

change has become institutionalized by the building 
boom in multiplex theatres. If audiences tire of the 

exploitation fare encouraged by the exploitation 
market, can Hollywood once again change its man- 
ner of address? Certainly, a number of executives 
like Katzenberg have attacked the 'event' mentality 
that they feel led to the earlier crisis of 1970 and 
has now returned with a vengeance. But to acknow- 

ledge this is also to ignore how different the market- 

ing of films is now. Other executives simply worry 
what the next event will be, and that might well be a 
more realistic approach to the current situation. The 
decline of science fiction, horror and actioners, in 
that order, has left them uncertain what the audience 

actually wants. The success of Pretty Woman and 
Ghost back in 1990 and more recently Sleepless in 
Seattle in 1993 suggested that there might be value 
in films aimed more directly at women, who tend to 
be left out of the exploitation market, but, according 
to Variety, 'Studios are also hesitant to bank on 
female audiences to turn a profit. 'Most moviegoers 
are men,' says 20th Century-Fox production exec 
Melissa Bachrach'45. If a Hollywood executive says 
this, there are no doubt demographic studies to 

prove it, but the observation contradicts the con- 
sensus of old Hollywood that most audiences were 
women. If men dominate now, it might well be a 

consequence of the exploitation market which has 

always been aimed primarily at them. 
Can this change? Years ago, the future of the 

movies seems to lie in the then newborn video- 
cassette market. But that industry has turned out to be 
as market driven as theatrical movies. Still, the oft- 

predicted demise of Hollywood and the theatrical 
film has yet to occur. Perhaps there is simply a need 
to change marketing strategies every couple of de- 
cades. The top tier of exclusive, theatrical-style ex- 
hibition that was added to release schedules via 
.reserved seat showings in the 1950s was one such 

change, but it was easy to establish within existing 
structures of exhibition. How much the multiplex phe- 
nomenon dictates exhibition strategies remains to be 

seen. The only certainty is that the need for change 
will lead to change. Change might be as minimal as 
the move to reserved seats in the 1950s, extending 
the tiering system to its farthest reaches, or it might 
be as radical as the dramatic revamping of produc- 
tion, distribution, and exhibition that has taken place 
over the last fifteen years. Whatever happens, it's 

likely that Hollywood will be speaking to us in a 
different way over the next decade, and what we 

expect when we go out to a movie then will be 
different from what we expect today.+ 

Addendum 
As this issue was going to press, Variety ran a lead 

story headlined 'Here Come the Megaplexes: 
Exhibs Usher in 24-Screen Destinations'. The story 
reports a new wave in theatre building that con- 
firms the trends in exhibition outlined in the preced- 
ing article: super multiplexes - or 'megaplexes' in 

Varietyspeak. Every possible thing is contained 
under one roof, with free-standing theatres inde- 

pendent of malls that can operate as destinations 
in themselves by being 'coupled with entertain- 
ment centres encompassing everything from mini- 
ature golf and virtual reality games to "food courts" 
and toddler compounds'46. This new trend runs 
counter to industry fears of overbuilding, but the 

Variety writer speculates that the new theatres - a 

logical extension of the 'theater malls' described 
in the current article - might render the original 
mall theatre obsolete and ultimately replace rather 
than add to them. 
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