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Abstract

This thesis is the first in-depth, historical stuafyHollywood’s relationship with the
‘family audience’ and ‘family film’. Since the 198, Hollywood family films have been
the most lucrative screen entertainments in thédyand despite their relatively-
unexplored status in academic film criticism anstdviy, | will argue that the format is
centrally important in understanding mainstreamlysfabod cinema.

How have ‘family films’ become so globally domin@rOne answer is that
Hollywood'’s international power facilitates the g proliferation of its products, but
this explanation, in isolation, is insufficientwlll argue that Hollywood family films are
designed to transcend normative barriers of ageleyerace, culture and even taste; they
target the widest possible audiences to maximisewercial returns, trying to please as
many people, and offend as few, as possible. fhieis achieve through a combination of
ideological populism, emotional stimulation, im@e® spectacle, and the calculated
minimisation of potentially objectionable elemerstsch as sex, violence, and excessive
socio-cultural specificity. Initially, the audieméor family films was predominantly
domestic, but with the increasing spending powentafrnational audiences, family films
are now formulated on the belief that no markétaecessible. For this reason, they are
inextricably linked with Hollywood — the only filnmdustry in the world with the
resources and distribution capacity to addressly @tobal mass audience.

The ‘family film’ originated in early-1930s Hollymod as a mixture of
propaganda and commercial idealism. Hollywoodmiaevas already an international
cultural phenomenon, but was founded upon a claiontversality that was undermined
by the predominance of adult-orientated films. Tdraily film was the result both of
external pressures to make films more morally-blatéor children, and the desire to
engage a more middle-class mass audience. Fihgetiteg the so-called ‘family
audience’ were excellent propaganda for Hollywaaygesting superior production,
inoffensiveness and broad appeal. Although suchieadhave not always commanded
the mass (‘family’) audiences for which they areended, they have flourished in the
domestic and international media marketplace sinee970s, and their commercial and
cultural dominance appears likely to extend furihghe years to come.

Whilst the idea of a universally-appealing filnma&ins an impossible dream,
mainstream Hollywood has pursued it relentlesflys the Holy Grail for mainstream
producers, and has attained considerable imporiarideS. — and increasingly
international — culture, as audiences flock tofgees which appear to transcend run-of-
the-mill screen entertainment by providing univéyseatelligible aesthetic and/or
emotional satisfaction. This thesis maps the hystdthe Hollywood family film,
documenting the motivations and strategies involmndts emergence and development,
analysing the form creatively and ideologicallyakasating its place within global mass
entertainment, and underlining its considerabledrtgnce.
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Introduction: Entertainment for the Masses

The Hollywood ‘family film’ is the most commercighsuccessful and widely-consumed
cinematic entertainment in the worlidlt is best defined as a movie designed to appeal
not only to a literal ‘family’ made up of adults@nhildren, but to as wide an audience as
possible. Disney executive Andy Bird argues that:

‘The Family Film’ is a film that can be enjoyed the whole family together, as well as a
film that can be enjoyed by a broad audience deapdigc. The true test [...] is if a child
and his/her grandparent could go together andlgeergoy a film?

Hollywood’s immense global success with ‘family’iemtated productions stems from
this broadness of appeal: the ability to pleasmasy, and offend as few, consumers as
possible. Mainstream commercial cinema, | willlarghas always sought types of films
capable of attracting mass audiences, thereby nisirgireturns, and while not all
movies that succeed in attracting mass audienedsuanily-orientated, productions
capable of playing successfully to all ages andbasgcoups stand a much greater chance
of success. Because it promises vast audiencesumgdeconomic rewards, a successful
family film is the Holy Grail for commercially-miretl producers. Having emerged
during the early-1930s as an attempt to secure enafisnces and cultural respectability
in the U.S., Hollywood family films have since bdamed in scope and magnified in
commercial potential as a result of changes andrambs in technology, aesthetics,
popular culture, demographics, media conglomeratimhinternational markets.

However, despite wide awareness of family films, fitrmat remains ill-defined and

! Of the top ten highest-grossing films of all timerldwide as of summer 2010 (unadjusted for indiaj
only Titanic (#2) andThe Dark Knigh{#6) are not family films. All of the remaindetl(Avatar, #3The
Lord of the Rings: The Return of the Kjd#g Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s ChegbAlice in
Wonderland#7 Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’'s Stqr8 Pirates of the Caribbean: At World’s Eywi9
Harry Potter and the Order of the Phoenand #1(Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Pringere designed
for ‘all-age’ appeal.Box Office Mojo ‘All Time Worldwide Box Office Grosses'.
<http://boxofficemojo.com/alltime/world/> [accessd/6/2010].

2 See appendix.



under-served by academic history and criticismis Tlinesis attempts to redress the
balance by examining why family movies are so emgiiiand analysing the ways in
which they have developed industrially, culturalyd artistically into their current
position of dominance.

By definition, family films must appeal to majgritrather than minority tastes.
Numerous commentators both inside and outside dfWood have argued that its
films, whether through economic policy, artistryaocombination of both, possess a
‘universal’ appeal. While | would qualify this s¢anent in two important ways — firstly
with the assertion thato entertainment is truly universal, and secondyhwlite
acceptance that broad-appeal productions arexuhisivelyHollywood’s domain — |
would broadly agree with this position. What has really been examined until now is
how Hollywood historically has achieved its inteiinaal success inreativeterms. This
is the importance of studying the family film. Tesolve the apparent paradox of how
such a seemingly child-orientated format — manyifiafiims are, after all, widely
considered to be entertainments primarily for aleild— is capable of securing mass
audiences domestically and internationally, itesessary to consider the desires of the
majority. The dominant consumers of Hollywood n&svare young people, in mind as
well as body; they are energised by entertainnettis easy to understand, and easy on
the eyes. This necessitates that products intefodeélde mass market are orientated
towards so-called ‘childish tastés’An appreciation for what society considers to be
‘childish’ — the regressive, the comforting, theatbgically affirmative, the intellectually

undemanding — is, and always has been, very preval@dults. Many family films are

% Not my description of choice, and scarcely aceyratit the term will suffice for now, pending more
rigorous analysis of the appeal of family filmselain this thesis.



specifically designed teegressaudiences to an unsophisticated, ‘childish’ stéite
intellectual and emotional uniformity. This forrhundifferentiated address (rather than
the ‘dual address’ more customary in childrensriture) is best suited to addressing

global mass audiences nominally divided by a rasfgriltural and ethnic barriers.

The family brand

The ‘family film’ derives from the broader categariy/‘family entertainment’, a term
applied to such broad-appeal recreational and egqapsuits as the theatre, the
fairground, the theme park, the live sporting ommasmainstream radio and network
television? In each case, the ‘family’ appellation denotesittiersection of broad
appeal, inoffensiveness and potential mass audienod is actively encouraged by the
purveyors of such entertainments. Although thrasnily’ signification appears relatively
straightforward when applied to leisurely or spagtpursuits, its relationship with the
mass media is particularly ambiguous. In commages‘family film’ is still often
viewed as synonymous with ‘children’s film’, butinig the two terms interchangeably is
misguided, as family films have always attemptedddress a dual audience of children
andadults. Moreover, in English-speaking countrvelsere the term is most prevalent,
‘family film’ is not merely a descriptor, but a sidgier of expense, distinctiveness and a
peculiarly North American form of mass entertainine@ver the course of several

decades, as this thesis will demonstrate, Hollywaslengineered the term into a hugely

* Theatre and television have long been widely ntarkand received as such, but for an interesting
examination of the modern theme park as an exaafpfamily entertainment’, see ‘Theme Parks: The
American Dream and the Great Escafiéle EconomistSaturday January 111986, p. 83-84.



lucrative brand, roughly meaning ‘high-quality Ariven entertainment for everyorte’.
It is widely acknowledged in Hollywood today thaaiproduct is successfully ‘branded’
as ‘family entertainment’, its commercial prospeats significantly boosted.

Over time, the meanings of the term ‘family fillmave shifted. During the studio
era (the period in Hollywood production history speng the early-1920s to the early-
1950s), it was largely descriptive: literally drifi for all the family’. However, even
then, the family film was explicitly constituted as attractive counterpoint to the adult-
orientated films then predominating, with powerdohnotations of quality and mass
audience suitability. In the late-1950s, with #meergence of a patented youth culture,
and the blockbuster success of innumerable bropdahmovies in the 1970s and 1980s,
the family film became increasingly valuable toqwoers, and particularly during the
past 30 years, in the Western media, the ideaeofdéimily’ has become increasingly
commodified. Despite this historical shift in comrmial and critical understanding of
what ‘family film’ actually means, there is stilbrabsolute consensus on the matter.
Even contemporary family films use different stgas of audience address: some (a
minority) are aimed at ‘families’ in the belief theabroader spectrum of audiences will
inevitably follow; others (a majority) address ghbimass audiences, in which ‘families’
are merely a small — though attractively marketabd®@mponent. The first
understanding is more commonly associated with tdwelget productions (which are
often produced by smaller, domestically-orientdtka industries unable to match

Hollywood'’s production values and global distrilaui), and the second to Hollywood’s

® My own terminology varies between ‘brand’, ‘labahd ‘format’; the family film, | would suggest, &l

of these things, as seen from different perspestiveommercial, critical, and popular.

® Conversely, of course, when unsuccessfully appbgaroductdackingin mass appeal, the powers of the
brand are limited.
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mass-appeal blockbusters levelled towards the iobeket. The historical shift in the
way family films are understood and representegiellgrstems from the fact that while
Hollywood has expanded considerably since the 193fisth creatively and
economically — the rhetorical and ideological apéahe ‘family’, in Western societies,
at least, has remained relatively stable. Thisnadiaat although family films themselves
are subject to continual change, the ‘family’ bréwad remained a patented antidote to
mass entertainment containing contentious matesigh as strong violence, swearing
and sex.

In Hollywood, at least, the label ‘family film’ saalways served to obfuscate the
true nature of the products it purports to descriéer all, it sounds far more intimate
than ‘total entertainment’ (a term coined by Holbad executives to describe family
blockbusters) or ‘multi-demographic programmingh{ah would be more accurate).
The brand serves to associate multimedia produtiissomething respectable,
comforting and universal, pre-empting a possibkrge of vacuous corporatism. It also
responds to anxiety-producing social changes itripdsistrial societies the world over,
in which extended and nuclear families have begplanted by more fragmented, less
permanent social structures. Given that most@biggest international markets for
Hollywood entertainment (Japan, Western Europe famlralasia) are economically-
developed and post-industrial, it is unsurprisimgt films which nostalgically and
defiantly evoke utopian family ideals retain an iemmse amount of cultural capitalThis
association with an image of family unity makesaéternoon at the multiplex watching

the latest blockbuster seem as warm and comfoang night in front of a log fire.

" Peter J. Dekom, ‘The Global MarkeThe Movie Business Baaéd. Jason E. Squire, New York: Fireside,
1992 (pp. 418-430), p. 420.
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Meanwhile, broad-appeal family-adventure franchisech asndiana Jones
(1981-2008) an@irates of the Caribbea(003- ) represent the ‘new’ types of family
film, which are presented as so pleasurable tleattitanscend normative boundaries of
age, sex, race, taste and culture. Generally peapey simple but appealing narratives
which satisfy the senses rather than the inteltbet; foreground impressive visual and
aural spectacle, and, as a result of a successflymtrbod strategy of reconfiguration,
they are no longer widely regarded as films mefetychildren® Increasingly, teenagers
and young adults can safely partake without wogyabout kudos, partly because of the
relative absence of embarrassingly cloying senttm@nsuitable metaphor might be a
theme park, in which sensual pleasure takes praced®ver sophistication; in which
those willing to ‘loosen up and have a good timél have exactly that, and in which the
thrills are exhilarating but safe and inoffensiviéhe ‘family film’ therefore addresses
Western social anxieties regarding the conditiothef‘family’ institution, but also

appeals to a very different audience group conceoméy with escapism.

8 A note about so-called ‘children’s films': it i®w well-publicised that Hollywood studios test thi#ims
with a variety of audiences prior to release taiemsross-demographic appeal. It is not good legsin
practice to make films solely for children. Of cs@, other film industries operating under différen
economic and cultural imperativds make children’s films.

° There is an important point to be made here régartie overlap between contemporary family-
adventure movies and ‘blockbusters’: although thelarities are obvious, there are very important
differences. Many of the biggest contemporary faiilims are blockbusters, but not all blockbustars
family films. ‘Blockbuster’, as a description,dsudely reductive. It says little about the geoeri
orientation of the films it describes, besides diengdarge-scale, big-budget pieces of mainstresransa.
Blockbusters may be animations, fantasies, hormri@s, disaster movies, action movies, adventure
movies — the list goes on. The only qualifiersexpensive production, aggressive marketing and
commercial success. Because universally-appetfiling possess greater box office pull, blockbustees
more likely to be family- than adult-orientatedt Bome — including the reboot&atmanfranchise
(2005- ), or adult superhero narrati&atchmer(Zack Snyder, 2009) — are too violent or frightenfor
family suitability. There is another importanttifigtion: the term ‘family film' is used as a bratwl
increase the commercial potential of the produng;term ‘blockbuster’, conversely, has a criticaher
than commercial derivation, and its associatioesfarless positive.
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The family film as represented by Hollywood

Unsurprisingly, much that has been said and writeout the family audience and family
film has emerged from Hollywood’s propaganda maehiBiscourse has intensified over
the last 30 years to the point where trade papetsiawspapers are now filled with
easily-digestible, media friendly sound-bites fgsig to the strength and importance of
the ‘family’ audience. However, during the silamd studio eras, comparatively little
was said publicly regarding ‘family films’ and ‘faly audiences’. To an extent, this
reflects the fewer opportunities for public statetseand less media interest in quotable
industry sound-bites before the dawning of the@ggobal mass communications.

More importantly, though, it reflects the fact thia¢re are now acknowledged
alternatives to ‘family entertainment’, whereasidgrhe studio era, according to the
film industry, there was not: all films, irrespeiof content, were made by Hollywood,
which represented itself, and was widely receiasda ‘family’ institution.

During the 1910s and 1920s, Hollywood producersetizeless resisted child-
orientated content. Those in Hollywood who ingigteat all films ought to be suitable
for children (general suitability), such as Will Hays — the head of the film industry’s
trade organisation (see Chapter 1 for further tgtaiwere arguing against the box
office, which at that time favoured adult-orienthsex and crime dramas. Producers
were accustomed to the paradox of ‘family ententeint’ made for adults, and, as a
result, they saw no middle ground between filmsaftults and films for children. The
notion that a film might be addressedtuthseemed commercially undesirable, with the
worrying possibility that blandly anodyne films wduwalienate the loyal audiences who

enjoyed more ribald fare. Two factors in the edi®B0s forced producers to begin
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making family-orientated films on a broader scalde first was a series of educational
reforms which saw film studies adopted in schoalsomwide; this created considerable
demand for wholesome family films which could bediss educational aids in schools.
The second factor was the Hollywood Production Cedeaestrictive system of self-
regulation designed to prevent salacious movieaanwhich was established in 1930
but made mandatory in 1934. Introduced by Hollyd/tm pre-empt the threat of federal
censorship, the Code made the majority of filmsadle for the consumption of children.

The Production Code was introduced and then tighitéo satisfy moral and
educational movie reformers, whose voices carr@siclerable weight in the day. Some
producers were aggrieved that such groups weratitigtproduction policy. They
interpreted these external pressures as exhorsaoproduce filmgxclusivelyfor
children; an unpalatable proposition for an indusircustomed to the belief that it served
the requirements averysocial group. Correspondingly, the family movesduced
during the mid-1930s - literary adaptations, clsiigr films, fantasies — attracted slightly
derogatory labels from producers, such as ‘Pollgaictures’ and ‘sweetness-and-light
films’.*® Emphasising the ‘childish’ qualities of such fireinforced the fallacy that
they foolishly pitched childish material at an derientated market (and probably also
reflected macho distaste towards child-friendlyeniat).

It was not until the mid-1950s that producers axbibitors began embracing the
full public-relations value of the ‘family film’ By this point, the facade that cinema was
universal entertainment was fast disintegratingenagers were emerging as important

consumers of popular culture, and independent merguin particular, were eager to

19 Hall, ‘Attack on Movies Stuns Hollywood’; Dougl&%. Churchill, ‘Sweetness and Light: Hollywood
Reverts to Elsie Books, to Pollyanna and to KatgdMi', The New York TimeSunday July 22, 1934, p.
sml.
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take their money. The emergence of the teenager @nsumer and b) social group
provoked widespread alarm. Hollywood’s identityagsroducer of generic ‘family
entertainment’ was, for the first time, seriousiyelatened, prompting industry insiders to
begin speaking out in support of family films. K&ysuccessor, Eric Johnston, was held
responsible by many for the growing preponderarcadult’ content, and was forced to
defend the Production Code, arguing defiantly thatmovies provided more ‘family
entertainment’ than any other media, ‘including tlesvspapers, magazines, theatre, radio
and television®! His successor, Jack Valenti, echoed this sentiraeguing in 1969

that there was no shortage of family films, justtertage of family audience®. Film
stars such as Ginger Rogers and Jerry Lewis, saddsnthe slow death of a Hollywood
they knew and understood, nevertheless bemoanedbsaence of family films, by which
they meant entertainments free of ‘adult’ contatiher than specifically appealing to
children!® In retrospect, it seems clear that the film indusas frightened of losing its
hold over popular culture. After all, the declimfesocially-respectable, conservative,
adult-orientated material was surely lamented m Ipacause it portended the growth of
an insurgent youth culture previously kept undgihttdult supervision. In the 1960s,
producers were faced with the difficulty of competiwith family-orientated television
shows, and family films grew increasingly nostalgid adult-orientated. Those that
were produced — includingary PoppingRobert Stevenson, 196Mly Fair Lady

(George Cukor, 1964) ariche Sound of Musie were old-fashioned and overblown,

which only made them less appealing to younger &isw It was a vicious circle, and

" Thomas M. Pryor, ‘Johnston Backs Production Cotle New York TimeSaturday May 2, 1955, p.
11.

12 «valenti Hits Audience HypocrisyThe Los Angeles Timeapril 28", 1969, p. G17.

3 Hedda Hopper, ‘Why Not More Family Films? Gingeska’, The Los Angeles Timeapril 29", 1956,
p. D3; Jerry Lewis, ‘Children, Too, Have Film Rightvariety, January 8, 1972, p. 32.
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when the Production Code was replaced by a newenating system in late 1968 which
openly acknowledged audience fragmentation anddptineeway for the unrestricted
proliferation of ‘adult’ films, the downward spirappeared complete.

Between the mid-1950s and mid-1970s, then, thdydiim came to be
perceived as a relic of a bygone age. Still vaedray the old guard because it
symbolised a much-missed mass audience, some yofiingeakers rejected the format
outright. Director Richard Sarafian, for examgigtested wheRun Wild, Run Free
(1969) was labelled a ‘family film** Given that Sarafian’s movie actualtsasa family
film of a very traditional sort, his reaction illuates how damaged the brand had become.
Family films were certainly no longer regarded igmigicantly profitable, much less
capable of galvanising mass audiences. Indepempdedticer Robert B. Radnitz
managed to carve a niche with relatively low-bugdgaturalistic family films such a&
Dog of FlandergJames B. Clark, 1960sland of the Blue Dolphinglames B. Clark,
1964) andSounder(Martin Ritt, 1972). Becoming something of a faorily film
spokesman, Radnitz eagerly publicised his own ‘Gol&ule’: ‘Show me a child’s book
an adult won't pick up and enjoy and I'll show yaupbook a child won'’t pick up and
enjoy’.’® Radnitz was ahead of his time in other ways19#1, he formed a production
company with toy manufacturer Mattel, foreshadowtimg kinds of mergers and
synergies proliferating in Hollywood toda.His prominence, however, reflected not so

much the commercial and artistic value of his filassthe lack of competition. Perhaps

4 Norman Goldstein, “Family’ Tag Irks Director of 68", The Los Angeles Timesovember 1%, 1968,
p. C17.

15 Cecil Smith, ‘Fight Goo, Glurp and Glop with Inveiment Says Robert L. RadnitThe Los Angeles
Times April 16", 1972, p. N2; Philip K. Scheuer, ‘Films for Chigalr Urged by RadnitzThe Los Angeles
Times October 1%, 1963, p. D9.

168 Family-Oriented Feature Films Sefhe Los Angeles Timeduly 16", 1971, p. E10.
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the clearest evidence of Hollywood'’s failure to age with its audiences was United
Artists’ early-1970s collaboration with ReadersgBst on a series of ‘traditional’ family
musicals. The producers explained:

Millions of Americans do not currently go to the viws, or go far less frequently than
they might. We are convinced that the majorityhafse people will attend intelligent and
entertaining motion pictures that are designeaptmeal to the entire family.

In fact, mainstream audiences were dissatisfied mibvies promising ‘wholesome’ and
‘traditional’ enjoyment. It took directors such &teven Spielberg and George Lucas to
advance Hollywood’s conception of family entertaemhin accordance with
developments in society and popular culture.

During the mid-1970s, the ‘family’ brand was a @da®d commodity. George
Lucas privately regardetar Warsas a ‘children’s movie’, but initially kept these
thoughts to himself for fear of prejudicing its boftice prospect$® Nevertheless, Lucas
and Spielberg were responsible, in large parttdbabilitating the idea of family
entertainment among marketers and fellow produzgreconfiguring its meanings.
When a mainstream director such as Lucas annotimaeke has made a ‘children’s
film’, he does not mean that the movie is literdtly children. He refers not to the
probable audience base, but to the compositioheofrtovie itself, which invites an
emotionally and intellectually unsophisticated amndie response. Despite their
popularity across a wide audience demographidilthe of Lucas and Spielberg were
not marketed as ‘family’ productions. Neverthe]eéksy were often released during

public holiday periods in order to draw the largegtume of family audiences. In the

7 Gary Arnold, ‘Readers Digest to Co-Produce Farfilins’, The Washington Paslune 28, 1972, p.

E®6.

18 peter Kramer, “It's Aimed at Kids — The Kid in Bybody’: George Lucas, Star Wars and Children’s
Entertainment’ Action and Adventure Hollywopdd. Yvonne Tasker, London and New York: Routledge
2004 (pp. 358-370), pp. 361, 365.
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case of SpielbergB.T.(1982), although the sheer volume of tie-in menchse
suggested a predominantly juvenile audience, adwdts its dominant theatrical
consumers? However, with continued attempts from politicabiareligious groups to
appropriate family films for their own ideologioahds (an aspect which will be afforded
greater discussion in the following chapters),gbsesibility remained that the ‘family’
brand was best left in the past. Its absencevaraze publicity material and press
releases served only to perpetuate its absenbe imedia.

The turning point occurred in the early-1990s, whenumber of the Hollywood
major studios created ‘family film’ production déns. The return of cinematic family
entertainment as a product and as a brand wasxtoalised by the Hollywood studios’
absorption into global media conglomerates. Thiesnwmenon is discussed in detail in
the final chapter of this thesis; for the momenis sufficient to stress the importance to
such organisations of vertical integration and sgpeencompassing everything from
theatrical, pay per view, cable, network and homew revenues, to books, music, toys
and other forms of merchandise. A widely-read repg entertainment research
company Paul Kagan Associates underlined the paterftftamily movies, pointing out
that nearly half of the films to gross $100 millianthe box office were PG-raté.It
argued that ‘there is an underexploited segmentcthad be costing the studios million
of dollars: family comedies and dramas that ared®G'? These conclusions

undeniably influenced industry strategy over tH®#ing production season, and

9 Nigel Morris, The Cinema of Steven Spielberg: Empire of Ligbhdon and New York: Wallflower
Press, 2007, p. 85.
20 Ryan Murphy, ‘The Kids Are All Right: PG Flicks“Fhe Secret Garden” and “Free Willy” Are Among
the Family-Oriented Films On Which Studios are iSgtfheir Sights’ Entertainment Weeklypril 16",
;1993. <http://www.ew.com/ew/article/0,,20218929dtI> [accessed 29/10/2009].

Ibid.
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coincided with an industry-wide surge in familyfilproduction. Creative Artists
executive Rick Nicita suggested that the motivati@s purely commercial:

The number of these family films is unusual [...] bdbn't think studios have created a
mandate that says “Let's make family films”. Witking costs, they want to appeal to
the broadest possible audience. The higher timgrahe fewer people are excluded. It's
really economic rather than conceptual. Dollaxd eents. A desirable G-rated film has
got to make more money than a desirable NG217.

‘The resurgence of family pictures is no coincidgnacknowledged Warner Bros.
executive Bruce Berman, in March 1993:

We've begun to realise there's a big audiencdhmre. Kiddie films are no longer seen
as movies that adults have to deal with for 78@minutes. Quality films reaching
parents and kids is the primary target.

MGM marketing executive Bob Dingilian pointed teetgreater commercial life-span of
PG movies compared with more adult categories,iagghat the ‘visual’ quality of the
format contributed to its popularity overséasNevertheless, there was still some
scepticism towards the format. Director Ron Sheliemoaned Hollywood’s embrace of
‘the lowest common denominator’, while fellow filnaker Paul Mazursky did not
believe the ‘cycle’ would continue for more thanauple of year$®

In a sense, Mazursky was correct. Family movigbeearly-1990s were
notorious in their commercial unreliability. Thesas a joke in the industry that hit
family movies could be concocted ‘simply by phonBigven Spielberg’s mother and
asking what his favourite TV shows were as a KidNot all family film producers had

the skill and resources of Spielberg. During 1888 1994, there were a number of

22 Bernard Weinraub, ‘Hollywood is Testing Family ek’ Value’, The New York TimeSlovember 19,

1992. <http://www.nytimes.com/1992/11/12/moviediffwood-is-testing-family-values-value.html>

[accessed 24/3/2010].

% Elaine Dutka, ‘A Startling New Concept: Family# with Money Tight and Criticism of Sex and

Xiolence High, Studios are Looking at PG’s Pow&he Los Angeles Timeslarch 229, 1993, p. F1.
Ibid.

% Weinraub, ‘Hollywood is Testing Family Values’ \t'.

%6 Richard Natale, ‘Family Films Abound, But SuccesBen't’, The Los Angeles Time&ugust 2%,

1994, p. F1.
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missteps. Films such &assie(Daniel Petrie, 1994Black BeautyCaroline Thompson,
1994),Getting Even with Da@Howard Deutch, 1994) arRichie Rich(Donald Petrie,
1994) were only some in a long line of box offieddres. ‘The upside on family films is
impressive’, said one studio executive, ‘but wheeytdon’t work, they don’t work at
all.?” Many of these new family films were simply towgmile for modern tastes. For
better or worse, the family blockbusters of Lu&gielberg and others had changed
public perceptions of family entertainment, and Brodversions okassie Black Beauty
andThe Little Rascal¢Penelope Spheeris, 1994) suddenly seemed mundéese

were early, faltering steps in Hollywood’s renevesdbrace of family movies, and the
lessons were soon learned.

Hollywood'’s strategies changed again during th@5196 production season.
Observing that special effects-heavy blockbustect sisTwister(Jan de Bont, 1996)
andindependence DafRoland Emmerich, 1996) were dominating box offibarts,
studios chose to abandon child-orientated familgdi A high-level Sony executive
announced, portentously: ‘the death of the famibvia — that is the footnote for summer
1996’, while Twentieth Century-Fox executive Billeghanic explained:

We made a strategic move to get out of the kidness, as we’ve known it, a year
ago. Kid-oriented movies have been in troublehe] Nutty Professor and Independence
Day have become the kid movies, the new famimgi®

In 1997, the president of marketing at Warner Bna$ed the increasing overlap between
the tastes of children and adults:

Children are the only demographic that aspiresrdldg They were raised on the
computer and they want the same explosions, dpeftaéats, originality and

27 H

Ibid.
% Judy Brennan, ‘Summer School Lessons; FamiliesDRlock to Movies That Were Aimed at
Children. But Special-Effect Flicks with Extraondiry Plots Got the Bucks for Their BangBhe Los
Angeles TimesSeptember 1% 1996, p. F1.
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edginess as adults. They know when a movie pariddehem. Kids, even small kids,
attack each choice with a level of sophisticatiad cynicism I've never seen beféte.

Disney executive Joe Roth traced the beginningkisfshift to the Lucas-Spielberg
collaboratiorRaiders of the Lost A® This blockbuster, Roth claimed, was ‘the
beginning and the end of family films in Ameriéa’.Buffy Shutt, president of marketing
for Universal, argued that the tonal shift in fagmhovies paralleled a wider cultural
embrace of youth culture across demographics:

We grew up in a youth culture: we're youth oriendedl we still think we’re hip and
young [...] Parents and kids now dress similarkteln to the same music, have the same
pop culture meeting grounds. My parents woulthittk of watching Elvis or the

Grateful Dead with me. That wouldn’t happen ridw.

Producer Brian Henson spoke for the majority whemtgued, simply, ‘there’s really no
such thing as a children’s movi&.

Having settled on this basic formula of broad @bp@d undifferentiated address,
the new millennium has seen Hollywood concentratinglevising suitably-grandiose
family franchises. The basic infrastructures arplace: the internationally-based
production companies, the required capital, thbrtetogies, the skills base and the
synergies. As Universal executives Scott StubdrMary Parent noted in 2002, ‘if you
can have a product that can be realised across dif@sent avenues of the company, it
has more than one shot at succds#4arry Potter, The Lord of the RingandThe

Chronicles of Narniall combine the traditional pleasures of narratiwéh computer-

29 Bernard Weinraub, ‘Movies for Children, and THearents, Are Far From ‘Pollyannahe New York
Times Tuesday July 2%, 1997. < http://www.nytimes.com/1997/07/22/moxesvies-for-children-and-
gtgeir-parents-are-far-from-pollyanna.htmI?sec:&sp&pagewanted:alb [accessed 14/5/2009].

Ibid.
%1 |bid.
%2 |bid.
 Ibid.
34 Jonathan Bing and Cathy Dunkley, ‘Kiddy Litter Ruld’Wood: Tyke Tomes Ascendant in Studios’
Post-Potter ParadeVariety, Tuesday January 8th, 2002.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117858043.htmd®egoryid=21&cs=1> [accessed 19/10/2009].
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generated special effects and, increasingly, 3d3qmtation. ‘You're going to see more
of the same’, according to one Warner Bros. exeeuthot because studios have run out
of ideas but because [this kind of product] makesey'® In contrast, unsuccessful
family films often lack the key elements of spet#aexcitement and franchise potential.
John H. Williams of Vanguard Animation assessedn&eaBros. animatioithe Iron

Giant (Brad Bird, 1999) — which was critically succesdfut commercially

disappointing — as ‘a cautionary tale of a storyl veéd that doesn’t have the critical
factor of making the audience feel they just hadllercoaster ride of adventure and fun
and suspensé&®. Cinema is under pressure to push family entertairt in new and
increasingly appealing directions, luring audientcethe cinema in preference to
competing entertainment forms. As Warner Broscetiee Kevin Tsujihara argues,

‘you have to stay in front of technology [...] If yalon’t, consumers will find a way to
get what they want! Contemporary family audiences are obsessed bytéagy, or
more precisely, by the advanced forms of spectaclenological advances represent. As
Hollywood plunges, willingly, into spectacle andsteetic-based appeal, it moves further
away from the origins and the ethos of family et@i@ment as it appeared during the

studio era, between 1930 and 1960.

% Marc Graser, ‘Hollywood: Lost Boys Refound: Aftatooing New Demos, Biz Again Gets Kid-Centric’,
Variety, Friday 28" September, 2009.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1118009204.htmd®egoryid=13&cs=1> [accessed 30/9/2009].

% Jonathan Bing, ‘H'w'd’s Hot to Trot with TotsVariety, Sunday April 28th, 2002.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117866085.htmdPegoryid=13&cs=1> [accessed 28/8/2009].

37 Marc Graser, ‘Hollywood Tickled by Technology: [ Lockers and Home 3D Pose Growth, Hurdles’,
Variety, Friday January 1) 2010.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1118013861.htmdegoryid=3866&cs=1> [accessed 12/3/2010].
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The family film as represented by the U.S. populapress

Historically, the coverage afforded to family filrbg the U.S. popular press has been
broadly positive. It has tended to fall into twistthct types: the first is opinion-based,
assuming an adversarial position in relation tofilheindustry; the second is news-
based. As a quintessentially ‘American’ form opptar art/entertainment, family films
have received considerable coverage in the U.Sianddhey have often been seen as
upholding American cultural tradition, therefordfifling a positive socio-cultural
function. This has manifested itself in two requgrstandpoints. Firstly — as far as the
press is concerned — however many family filmsnaagle, it is rarely enough. Secondly,
the U.S. media generally views family entertainmaena cultural, rather than commercial
format, existing within the public domain and tHfere owned by the general public.
Family films are thereby viewed as a ‘democratirifat, representing the values of the
(North American) social majority. Because bothi@nstream media and the family
movie generally reflect middlebrow ideology, theotierms share a natural affinity.
During the silent eralhe New York Timesten featured specially-authored
polemics from civic leaders and movie reformerarily this period, the publication
operated as a forum for debate and rhetoric, asasdactual reporting. Throughout the
1920s and early 1930s, there were pieces authg@rptbminent figures in the children’s
matinee movement, such as Jane Stannard Johns@r, #eidio executives, such as
William Fox; and educationalists, such as Williaewin. Aside from these freelance
contributions, the paper gave considerable attenti@levelopments in matinee
movements, educational drives in relation to mguiesvie censorship, and general

pieces on ‘children’s film’. Other prominent da#i, such a¥he Los Angeles Tirmand
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The Washington Pasthowed far less interest in family/children’srfd and the socio-
cultural issues surrounding such productions. Min@usual prominence ifhe New
York Timegeflects the paper’s middlebrow agenda, as welisagreater interest in
cinema and the arts.

During the early-1930s, the U.S. media becamarfated with family films.
Publications such d&arents’ Magazinand trade papédtfarrison’s Reportdegan
distinguishing material intended for adults onlylanaterial suitable for ‘family
viewing’, i.e. general audiences. Other promirfémt reviewing publications, such as
VarietyandThe New York Timesften avoided questions of audience suitabilithe
mainstream media became concerned with the efdéc®vies upon society and culture,
specifically upon such vulnerable social groupstakiren. The reformist agendas of
conservative pressure groups, such as the Cattegion of Decency, were given
impetus by the sheer quantity of media coveragea@dfl their campaigns. Such media
attention contributed to the film industry’s deoisito submit to pressure and instigate
more stringent self-regulation in 1934. After tagsiblic battles, the U.S. media paid
much closer attention to family films. This bacitleestablished a new and enduring
benchmark which placed continued production of sised ‘family films’ firmly on the
agenda. ‘Make Way for the Family Movie’, demandéa Christian Science Monitam
September 1934, amidst a general chorus of megiaegl for the new format

Initially, not all media reaction was positiveor8e critics, notablifhe New York
Times Andre Sennwald, were concerned with upholdingstict standards. Noting that

‘it is the ironic misfortune of the screen thatutsiversal popularity as an entertainment

38 ‘Make Way for the Family Movie'The Christian Science MonitoBeptember 1% 1934, p. 16; see also
Mae Tinee, ‘Anne of Green Gables’ Praised as FaRilly’, The Chicago TribuneNovember 28, 1934,
p. 25.
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medium is its undoing’, Sennwald conceded thatriete finest of the films
manufactured in the Hollywood studios are occadipnao adult for the contemplation
of children’®® Yet Sennwald insisted that a better system afestregulation was
needed to prevent the cinema being ‘scaled dowimettowest common denominator
both of taste and intelligenc®. Sennwald was ahead of his time; it was soon appar
that despite a general ‘levelling’ in suitabilityhich saw suggestive sex and violence
largely eliminated, films remained thematicallyidagd to adult audiences. Few critics
cared whether films wemntertainingchildren; as long as they were not corrupting, the
Production Code was doing its work. In 198fge Christian Science Monitowoted with
approval that the quantity of Hollywood-producealtily films’ had climbed to 42 per
cent, a figure which — when examined in conjunctgth the films released during this
period — can only reflect broad thematic suitapilither than broad appéal.

For writers such as Gilbert Seldes, Hollywood miaés ‘democratic’ ability to
attract many and offend few was a quality to beished. Seldes believed that movies
reflected the tastes of the majority and constitdle first ‘great art which can be shown
to every single human being simultaneouéfyBut there is a caveat in Seldes’
philosophy. He is, after all, talking about ‘Mdjgrand Minority Audiences’, which

leads him to argue that in mass entertainment,ontynaudiences [do not] have any

39 Andre Sennwald, ‘Children and the Cinema: A B@éénce at the Nursery and Its Perplexing Relaton t
the Screen’The New York TimeSunday December 931934, p. x5.

0 Andre Sennwald, ‘Children and the Cinema: Contajrihe Heretical Suggestion That Children Know
Their Own Minds’, The New York TimeSunday June'™ 1935, p. x3.

1 ‘Family Films Rise to 42 P.C. With Council’s Fixear Aid’, The Christian Science MonitoApril 28",
1937, p. 15.

2 Gilbert Seldes, ‘Majority and Minority Audience$ebruary 1938rom Quasimodo to Scarlett

O’Hara: A National Board of Review Antholgggd. Stanley Hochman, New York: Frederick Ungar
Publishing, 1982 (pp. 387-392), pp. 389-390.
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rights at all'*® If these words appear to echo Will Hays’s sentite@ertaining to
Hollywood'’s function as a ‘universal system of etdgnment’, then it is no coincidence.
They reflected popular belief during the 1930sstittg to the unifying power of the
cinema, at a time when its influence as a soc#itirtion was at its height. The further
inference, of course, is that while such vulneratidience sections as children had a
right tomoral protection, as a ‘minority’ audience they had ters to special treatment
in artistic terms, particularly in relation to syhnd storytelling.

For the most part, family films disappeared frdma headlines during the 1940s.
This was not due to lack of interest, but simply belief that the battle for family films
had already been won. During the early 1940samiqular, Hollywood cinema was
strong and stable, and seemingly upholding thetggamd its responsibilities regarding
mass audiences and the moral protection of childAdter this prolonged period of
approval, intimations of disquiet began to appeaimg) the early-1950sThe New York
Times hitherto a strong supporter of family films, mised small-town musicaldn
Moonlight Bay(Roy Del Ruth, 1951) anly the Light of the Silvery ModDavid Butler,
1953) as excessively old-fashiorfédwith the moral panic surrounding the emergence
of teen culture in full force during the mid-to#at950s, the media’s interest in family
movies was comparatively low, except for reporimdustry complaints that family films
in the traditional sense were no longer good bgsine

During the late-1950s and 1960s, family film digig® was increasingly the

province of more conservative publications suchites Christian Science MonitoBut

43 H

Ibid, p. 387.
* A.H. Weiler, ‘On Moonlight Bay’ The New York Timeduly 27", 1951, 15:2; Bosley Crowther, ‘By the
Light of the Silvery Moon’The New York TimeMarch 27, 1953, 28:2.
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whilst the moral reformers of the 1920s and 19%@srsed to know precisely what the
term ‘family film’ signified, the definition no loger seemed so clear-cut:

Everybody favours family movies, but nobody seemisntow what they are. In recent
years the clamour has increased for Hollywood aermore family films, and to make
fewer of those with so-called adult themes. Wiheomes to defining a family film,
however, experts disagree. Even a family mayt igtout it*

This ambiguity, of course, has always existed Hast not always been acknowledged.
The author of this article was forced to concedg tiamily films’ necessarily reflect
society-at-large, an admission which would havenheghinkable in context of the
moral absolutism of the early-1930s, in which fanfilims were understood largely in
terms of their supposed purity. With the upsurggauth-orientated culture during the
1950s and 1960s, audiersgpealwas becoming far more important in terms of how
films were received, whereas in the 1930s, a fafilityneeded only to satisfiyioral
considerations to merit the label. Nevertheldss same morally-orientated
understanding of family movies brought the otheeausiremarkable films of Robert B.
Radnitz considerable press attention. Radnitzrhecomething of a folk hero,
portrayed as upholding the spirit of the wholesdiamily film’; Charles Champlin of
theLos Angeles Timaesven proclaimed Radnitz the ‘apostle of familynil, despite his
relative lack of box office succe$%.Although a great deal of nostalgia and fondness f
family films remained, and plaintive appeals frdme Catholic Legion of Decency for

increased production were still being publishedreéhwas increasing acknowledgement

5 A Family Movie Mirror of World Opinion’,The Christian Science MonitoBeptember 1§ 1962, p.
16.

*6 Charles Champlin, ‘Another Entry from Apostle afrfily Films’, The Los Angeles Timedlay 25",
1969, p. ol.
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that the world was changing and that traditionafigele family films had become a
luxury, rather than a socio-cultural neces8ity.

The media’s interest in family entertainment wgaia aroused in the early-1970s
as part of a backlash against increasing levelsoténce and sex in movies. ‘Wanted —
More ‘G’ Whizzes in Family Films’, requested Charl@hamplin of thé.os Angeles
Times in November 1976 ‘Family Films Fail in Austin Theatre; Sex MoviBsturn’,
reported theChicago Tribunén December 1971, with palpable conc&triwhat
Happened to Films About Families?’ enquired Lo88eeeney offheChristian Science
Monitor, in March 1972° Throughout the early-1970s, the films of Disneg &adnitz
were embraced, as if representing the last bastibhspe in an industry rapidly losing
its moral compas3- The popular press was eager to scent the resxegdrthe family
movie. The Readers’ Digest initiative receivedsidarable coverage, and, in April
1975,The Christian Science Monitaptimistically speculated that the minor animal
movie Beniji (Joe Camp, 1974) might herald a ‘new era in fariilitys’.>> The media-
driven moral panic of the early-1970s may almosehavalled the debates of the early-
1930s in intensity, extending as it did from widebates concerning the growth of

permissiveness and fear of social breakdown.

" ‘National Legion of Decency Asks More Family FilmmsHollywood’, The New York Time§riday
December 4, 1964, p. 42; Robert Windeler, ‘As Nation’s Start$aChange, So Do MoviesThe New
York TimesTuesday October"81968, p. 49.
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29" 1970, p. r1.

“9 Clarence Page, ‘Family Films Fail in Austin Theaex Movies ReturnThe Chicago Tribune
December 19, 1971, p. wi2.

*0 Louise Sweeney, ‘What Happened to Films About fias®’, The Christian Science Monitokarch
10", 1972, p. 7.

L william Wolf, ‘Radnitz Mission: Family Films withat Fairy Tales’The Los Angeles TimeSctober
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Monitor, May 14", 1976, p. 22.
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Following the release of films such &&ar Wars Close Encounters of the Third
Kind (Spielberg, 1977) anSupermar(Richard Donner, 1978), media discourse again
subsided.The New York Timagported that family movies were ‘making a coméfac
but little else was said regarding their returmhpes because the form had changed
almost beyond recognitiofi. Since the 1980s, the mainstream North Americadiane
have assumed a less adversarial position in ral&idiollywood’s production of family
movies. During the 1980s, a period in which thdustry exercised caution in its use of
the ‘family’ brand, the media followed suit and geally avoided the term. In the early-
1990s, when family entertainment became centrdlaibywood’s branding and
production strategies, the press again embracefdtimat. To a large extent, it now
takes its cue from the film industry. The reasfamghis are manifold, ranging from
historical shifts in the way the press conductfit$o increasing media conglomeration,
in which many newspapers are now owned by the gamment companies of the
Hollywood film studios. More importantly, newerc&amore dangerous threats to young
minds have been identified. Adult-rated video ganer instance, make commercial

cinema seem comparatively safe and well-regulated.

The family film as represented in academia

Academia has trailed behind Hollywood and the papptess — and no doubt the general
public — in its recognition of the importance oé tfamily film to mainstream cinema and
U.S. popular culture. The family film has, in faloseen woefully under-addressed in

academic film study; it is surely tmeostneglected of all the major Hollywood genres.

%3 Judy Klemesrud, ‘Family Movies Making a Comebadlie New York Time&riday February 18
1978, p. c10.
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The first systematic studies into family entertagmndid not appear until the 1990s, and
the work that does exist consists only of brieftskes, rather than in-depth historical
analysis. Given that the academic neglect of &inalf film is self-evident, it is more
useful to investigaterhy this neglect has taken place. | would argue thageveral key
regards, academic film history has developed insmwalyich actively worlagainstthe
study of the family film.

Before the emergence of Film Studies as a cohamatemic discipline in the
1960s and 1970s, most systematic studies of cimeggna conducted by sociologists
motivated by fears regarding the social effectsiaés media consumption. Many were
concerned with how children would respond to thelionma. Some evidenced suspicion
and hostility towards the movies; others arguedliti@vies should fulfil a positive,
practical role, particularly for pedagogical purpss The most significant exploration of
this relationship were the Payne Fund Studiesngpcehensive series of sociological and
theoretical works published between 1933 and 1888 ,organised by the Motion Picture
Research Council. The head of the Council, theeRad William Short, was an activist
who believed that movies were socially damaging. selcured funding from the Payne
Fund, a private foundation concerned about theadwcimplications of commercial
cinema. The studies themselves were written bfepstonal social scientists, but the
enterprise was undermined by the initiative’s implhostility towards the movies. This
was exemplified by Henry FormanG@ur Movie Made Childreif1933), a publication
intended to summarise the findings of the variaorts, but which reduced these

serious studies to the level of crude, anti-movigatising® The Payne Fund Studies

¥ Garth S. Jowett et aGhildren and the Movies: Media Influence and thgaFund Controversy
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996, p. 7.
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were criticised for their untheoretical focus, essige polemical content and increasingly
dated agenda; by the time the last case study wassped, in 1935, Hollywood had
initiated strict self-regulation, rendering thetiaiive virtually redundant’

Other notable North American works exploring teationship between children
and the cinema included Alice Miller Mitchell@Ghildren and Movie$1929); Edgar
Dale’sMotion Pictures in Educatio(i937); Raymond Moley'are We Movie Made?
(1938); and Margaret Farrand Thorgmerica at the Movie€939). Educators and
moralists in the U.K. were wrestling with similanegtions and produced a wide-ranging
body of literature, including the British Film litsite’s selection of movies for matinee
exhibition, Films for Children(1937); Richard Ford’€hildren in the Cinem#1939);
Douglas Macintosh’&ttendance of School Children at the Cingh@45); Mary C.
Parnaby'sChildren’s Cinema Club§1947); Mary Field’sChildren and Films: A Study of
Boys and Girls in the Cinen(@954); and Janet HillsBilms and Children: The Positive
Approach(1960). The United Nations’ Education, Scientdiod Cultural Organisation
(UNESCO) also commissioned two in-depth reportshafdren’s film in Europe; Henri
Storck’'sThe Entertainment Film for Juvenile Audien¢&350) and Philippe Bauchard’s
A Report on Press, Film and Radio for Childi@952). As will be seen, concerns
regarding the relationship between children anddipersisted far longer in Europe —
particularly Great Britain — than in the U.S. Wa&s Hollywood’s self-regulatory
reforms largely placated American commentatorseffats of the British Board of Film
Censors — arguably an even more conservative canipdyody than the U.S. Production
Code Administration (PCA) — were neither as popalarwell-publicised, which might

explain the persistent stream of reports, investiga and castigations regarding the

% |bid, pp. 8-9.
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influence of commercial cinema upon children, whatiated only in the 19668. This
fascination with the relationship between childeexd commercial cinema, of course,
came at the expense of analysing how films opetatedighmultiple forms of address.
Film Studies’ interest in so-called ‘children’#fis’ began, in a very basic form,
in the mid-1970s. Garth JowetEdm: The Democratic Ar{1975) and Robert Sklar’s
Movie-Made America: A Cultural History of Americktovies(1975) — both broad-
ranging scholarly histories of Hollywood commeraalema — contain some information
on the early relationship between children androme Three useful books emerged
during the 1980s: Ruth M. Goldstein’s and Edithriw’s The Screen Image of Youth:
Movies about Children and Adolesce(1980); David M. Considine’$he Cinema of
Adolescenc¢l1985); and Kathy Merlock Jacksonimages of Children in American Film:
A Sociocultural Analysi§€l986). However, as the titles suggest, thesé&svanit their
scope taepresentationsf children. Richard deCordova has observed'ths¢ems odd
that [...] film history has so completely ignored thesession with the child audience,
particularly if we admit that it was the dominaaafure of critical approaches to cinema
at the time™’ Film Studies’ interest in the youth audience @mildren’s film’ only
gained momentum in the 1990s. Thomas Dohertydysieenagers and Teen Pics: The
Juvenilisation of American Movies in the 19%50888) served as a catalyst for further,

more broad-ranging research into the relationshtpvéen cinema and young people.

%6 Jeffrey RichardsThe Age of the Dream Palace: Cinema and Societ@a®s Britain London and New
York: I.B. Tauris, 2010 (1984), pp. 101-107. Favmminformation on the children’s cinema movement i
Britain, see Terry Staple&ll Pals Together: The Story of Children’s Cingraainburgh: Edinburgh
University Press, 1997.

*" Richard deCordova, ‘Ethnography and Exhibitione Thild Audience, The Hays Office and Saturday
Matinees’,Moviegoing in America: A Sourcebook in the Histofyilm Exhibition ed. Gregory A. Waller,
Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2002 (pp. 159-169)168.
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A selective list of such publications gives soraese of the movement’s breadth
and scale, encompassing as is does Neil Siny@fdidren in the Movie$1990); Marsha
Kinder's Playing with Power in Movies, Television and Videames: From Muppet
Babies to the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turi{#891); Jon Lewis'§he Road to Romance
and Ruin: Teen Films and Youth Cult§i€®92); Eric Smoodin’&nimating Culture:
Hollywood Cartoons from the Sound HE993); Smoodin’s edited collecti@isney
Discourse: Producing the Magic Kingdaif994); Nora Odom Pecoral$e Business of
Children’s Entertainment1998); lan Wojcik-Andrews’€hildren’s Films: History,
Ideology, Pedagogy, Theo(2000); Timothy Morris’sYou’re Only Young Twice:
Children’s Literature and Filnf2000); Heather Addison’s ‘Children’s Films in the
1990s’ (2000); Timothy SharyGeneration Multiplex: The Image of Youth in
Contemporary Cinem@002); Michael Barrier'$iollywood Cartoons: American
Animation in its Golden Ag003); Nicholas SammondBabes in Tomorrowland: Walt
Disney and the Making of the American Child, 19960(2005); Jyotsna Kapur’s
Coining for Capital: Movies, Marketing and the Tedarmation of Childhoo@2005);
Karen Lury’sThe Child in Film: Tears, Fears and Fairy TalgZ)10) and Keith M.
Booker’'sDisney, Pixar and the Hidden Messages of Childré&iliss (2010).

Most of these studies can be divided into fouasr@ inquiry: children’s films, or
accounts of the representation of children in papfilm; children’s culture; feature
animations (especially Disney, encompassing elesrathe first two categories); and
teenage films. It is worth considering these mosets in terms of how they have served
to curtail interest in the family audience and figrfilm. Firstly, there have been several

academic publications regarding ‘children’s filnfalthough, in reality, they generally
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pertain to family films), the most significant ohwh are Wojcik-Andrews’€hildren’s
Films: History, Ideology, Pedagogy, The@wyd Booker'Disney, Pixar and the Hidden
Messages of Children’s FilmBooker's monograph is very much a series ofqeabk
reflections on the films discussed. Although kisttial analysis is fine, his strategic
decision to concentrate solely on fibontentallows some of his more significant claims
to go unchallenged. For example, after expli@titing in his preface that he is
‘relatively little troubled by the question of deifing just what constitutes a “children’s
film™, the limitations of his subsequent analysalls into question the validity of such
an approach, particularly when he deems such fils@&remlins(Joe Dante, 1984),
Charlie and the Chocolate Facto(yim Burton, 2005) antlp (Pete Docter, Bob
Peterson, 2009) to be too adult/sophisticatedaltyrenerit the label ‘children’s film®2
Wojcik-Andrews’s work is more ambitious in its ceptual scope. He considers global
manifestations of children’s film, particularly Eyrean productions; he also attempts to
chart the historical development of the format.riQusly, however, he views children’s
films to be defined by their casting, rather thantent, marketing and reception.
Narratives which heavily feature child performeus Which are thematically weighted
towards adults +olita (Stanley Kubrick, 1962), for instance, and thetgfBrazilian
dramaPixote (Hector Babenco, 1981) — are deemed to be ‘childf@ms’, an oddity
which undermines the more valuable aspects ofrtergrise.

Several studies — notably Morris’s and Kapur’'sterapt to bridge the gap
between children’s literature and film by placitgtn under the banner of ‘children’s

culture’. Kapur, for example, views family films@ children’s films as analogous; her

%8 Keith M. Booker Disney, Pixar and the Hidden Messages of Childréiiiss, California and Oxford:
Praeger, 2010, pp. xv-xvi; 110; 118.
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index entry for ‘family films’ simply reads ‘see itdiren’s films’. The fundamental
difficulty of such an approach is that family filrase usually far more adult-orientated
than is children’s literature. Even contemporampssover’ fiction — an increasingly
prominent literary genre in which texts are destoess boundaries between children
and adults — is not really the same as a Hollywfaodly movie, which operates under
very different commercial conditions. This conithat stems partly from (perhaps wilful)
ignorance regarding the economic imperatives ofyld@od cinema. Many writers who
have made this confusion are experts in childrit®sature and culture, and would like
to view family movies as simple extensions of thivslels.

The first academic works specifically addressimgfamily film finally emerged
in the mid-1990s. Although reflecting burgeonirmgdemic awareness of youth culture
in the cinema, this interest also responded t@#pdosion in family film production
during the early part of the decade. The firshswork was the article ‘Unshrinking the
Kids: Children’s Cinema and the Family Film’ (199by Cary Bazalgette and Terry
Staples. In short, the authors view the familynfas ‘essentially American’, as distinct
from the ‘children’s film’, which is regarded ass®entially, but no longer exclusively,
European®® The main difference between the two forms, #rigued, lies not with the
nature of the material and composition of the aucke but with casting. Family films,
they argue, rely heavily upon child actors possessiot only national and ethnic
identification to the child audience but sexualeadgo the adult audience as wéfl’.

This is contrasted with the apparently less stmm¢and less prurient) casting demands

%9 Cary Bazalgette and Terry Staples, ‘Unshrinkirgklids: Children’s Cinema and the Family Filri,
Front of the Children: Screen Entertainment and MpAudiencesLondon: British Film Institute, 1995
(pp. 92-108), p. 95.

% Ibid.
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of European ‘children’s cinem&. Three important articles on family films emerged
soon afterwards: Peter Kramer’s ‘Would you Takehddo See This Film? The
Cultural and Social Work of the Family Adventure W (1998), Robert C. Allen’s
‘Home Alone Together: Hollywood and the “Familylfi (1999), and Kramer’s “The
Best Disney Film Never Made’: Children’s Films ahé Family Audience in American
Cinema Since the 1960s’ (2002). Kramer has takearticular interest in the
contemporary Hollywood family film, and has pubkshseveral articles on the subject.
Kramer’s first paper argues that ‘family adventorevies are the most successful
production trend in American cinema since the 1&@0s’, and that Hollywood
blockbusters betray an ‘obsessive concern’ witmifgissues® In his 2002 paper,
Kramer broadens his scope to include what he seasreore general trend towards
family movies in Hollywood since the 19605 He begins by observing that ‘when it
comes to American cinema, children’s films are Mewy on the academic agenda, at
least in film studies® He continues by positing a workable distincti@tvzeen
‘children’s films’ and ‘family films’: ‘children’sfilms are films made specifically for
children’, whilst ‘family films can be defined asase films aimed at both children and
their parents®> He suggests that critics have often misconceisithiren’s films' as
‘cheap, badly made arahly suitable for children’, and that ‘many of the mokerished

and most successful (and not always cheap) Amefilcasiin recent decades can be

®L Ibid.

62 peter Kramer, ‘Would You Take Your Child to SedsTRilm? The Cultural and Social Work of the
Family Adventure Movie’ Contemporary Hollywood Cinemads. Steve Neale and Murray Smith, London
and New York: Routledge, 1998 (pp. 294-311), ppt-295.

83 peter Kramer, “The Best Disney Film Never Madéiil@ren’s Films and the Family Audience in
American Cinema Since the 19608enre and Contemporary Hollywooed. Steve Neale, London:

British Film Institute, 2002 (pp. 185-200).

% |bid, p. 185.

% |bid, p. 186.
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understood as children’s or family film¥. He also emphasises that until the abolition of
the Production Code in the late-1960s, ‘notwithdilag age-related taste differences at a
basic level, all of Hollywood's releases were imted for the whole family®’

Allen’s paper approaches family films from a diffiet standpoint. He argues
that:

What was referred to in the trade as the “familp’femerged in the late 1980s and early
1990s as Hollywood'’s attempt to exploit the prpfitential of the video market,
particularly sell-through, as fully as possiffle.

Allen is not interested in examining family filmsrass a broader historical period; he
focuses on what he calls ‘postmodern family entemant’, which he regards as ‘a
cultural response to separate — though interlacdeirographic, technological and social
phenomena: the “echo boom”, the VCR and the postémmofimily’®° In other words,
Allen understands the family film as a historicadlyecific reflection of the relationship
between American social change and global commeérbe.family film, he argues, is
‘the earliest and clearest expression’ of ‘the dfpost-Hollywood cinema®

All of these works are valuable and laudable, deskrve a great deal of credit for
bringing family films to wider scholarly attentiopet each misrepresents the nature of
Hollywood family entertainment in some importangaed. While it may be true, as
Bazalgette and Staples argue, that European cireemare child-orientated than
Hollywood, surely the reasons for this are not oted to casting, but also relate to issues

of cultural taste, audience composition and comiakstrategy. Robert C. Allen’s work

% |bid, pp. 186-187.

7 bid, p. 191.

%8 Robert C. Allen, ‘Home Alone Together: Hollywooddathe “Family” Film’, Identifying Hollywood'’s
Audiences: Cultural Identity and the Movjesls. Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby, Londoritigr
Film Institute, 1999 (pp. 109-131), p. 113.

% bid, p. 110.

% bid, p. 125.
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is more usefully industry-orientated, thereby esghg the superficiality of an
exclusively textual approach, but his parametezd@y constrained. Allen contends that
the family film is a post-1980s phenomenon; thischeot have been a problem, had he
acknowledged that contemporary family entertainnedifferentiated from previous
family-orientated filmic cycles through stylistiedelopment, but instead he portrays it as
a completely new phenomenon. Overall, Krameriglad are the most detailed and
reliable examinations of Hollywood family entertaient. However, it seems to me that
his work contains two important misconceptionststhy, having established that
‘children’s films’ are ‘made specifically for chitdn [...] aged twelve or younger’, and
that ‘family films’ are ‘aimed at both children atigeir parents’, his later contention that
Star WarsandE.T.can be regarded as ‘children’s films’ appears esinfgly
contradictory, given their proven popularity witthudts* Whilst this terminology
reflects the belief that such films address ‘theikieverybody’, it nonetheless risks
conflating quite separate phenoméhaSecondly, and more importantly, he argues that
all Hollywood movies prior to the 1960s, differesdr taste notwithstanding, were
‘family movies’. This seems, to me, wholly misgedt

The fallacy that Hollywood cinema produced maifagily films before the late-
1960s is surprisingly widespread. As | suggesteties, it stems from Hollywood's
propaganda, which stated that the Production Cexd@ered all films morally suitable for
children, and that films that are ‘suitable’ foildnen are necessarily family films. There

are a number of problems with this position. st is quite apparent that many studio-

"L Kramer, “The Best Disney Film Never Made’: Childig Films and the Family Audience in American
Cinema Since the 1960s’, p. 186.

2 Kramer, “It's Aimed at Kids — The Kid in Everybodyseorge LucasStar Warsand Children’s
Entertainment’, p. 358.
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era films werenot suitable for children. Even industry advocateshsas Will Hays, a
tireless propagandist with a clear vested interegtomoting Hollywood cinema as a
‘universal’ entertainment, stopped short of claignihatall Hollywood films were
family-suitable. It was not merely ‘taste’ thatnked such explicitly adult films as
Citizen KangOrson Welles, 1941PDouble IndemnityBilly Wilder, 1944) andRope
(Alfred Hitchcock, 1948) as unsuitable for childyéuot also content. Secondly, it seems
bizarre to suggest that simply because a produttiigblefor the consumption of
children — in that it can do them no obvious harihcan be regarded as ‘family’-
orientated. There must, surely, be a place fdn battabilityand appeal in our
formulation of the ‘family film’. After all, partypolitical broadcasts on network
television may be suitable for children, even &yttarget prospective adult voters; are
they, therefore, ‘family’ advertisements? My owwsftion, as will become clear, is that
relativelyfewmovies from the studio era were family films.

Some of the most useful work on the ‘family auderhas emerged through
historical studies of the Hollywood pre-sound aadyesound eras. Lee Grieveson’s
article, “A Kind of Recreative School for the Whdtamily’: Making Cinema
Respectable, 1907-09’ (2001), examines the burggddiS. film establishment’s
growing interest in the family audience as earlyhas1900s; although Grieveson’s focus
is on exhibition, rather than production, his detidemonstrates just how enduring and
powerful the idea of the family audience is. Rich®altby has perhaps best articulated
Hollywood'’s fascination with the family audiencerohg the early-1930s, particularly in
his article ‘Sticks, Hicks and Flaps: Classical Ij@bod’s Generic Conception of its

Audiences’ (1999), in which he argues that Hollpds understanding of mass
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audiences was fluid, shifting in accordance with ¢hltural and political climate. His
work is particularly valuable in that, like me, ees the ‘family audience’ as a construct
rather than ethnographic entity, invented by Hothpa for commercial and ideological
reasons. Ruth Vasey’s monographe World According to Hollywood 1918-1939
(1997), is also invaluable, in that she examinedistera Hollywood in terms of its
desire to attradhternationalas well as domestic mass audiences, and also easuthie
textual, rather than simply industrial, implicatoof this strategy. Maltby and Vasey are
in accordance with my own position in that they enstiand Hollywood’s output during
the 1920s and 1930s in terms of a conflict betweduastry policy, as defined by the
MPPDA (which favoured ‘family’ films), and studia@duction output (which continued
to make adult-orientated films in an attempt tasathe box office).

In general, though, the conspicuous absence okeada writing on the family
film and family audience suggests that the Filmd&ts academy has — tacitly, at least —
deemed them to be largely unworthy of study. Atkdiy, this can partly be attributed to
the considerable amount of research on overlapgmieas of study. For example, many
family movies are fantasies or musicals, genreslwhave been scrupulously explored
by genre criticism. Similarly, there have beeradetl auteurist studies into such notable
family film figureheads as Charlie Chaplin, Waltsbey, George Lucas and Steven
Spielberg. Meanwhile, research into teen filnegtdire animations, children’s culture
and blockbusters has sometimes, albeit inadveytestifuscated the study of family
films. Whereas the children’s culture movementdasasionally been guilty of
conflating disparate forms of commercial culturel@emna central, all-encompassing

banner, the study of blockbusters inadvertentlgtg@sthes an opposition with the family
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film, in which family movies are not sufficientlyfterentiated from more adult-
orientated blockbuster fare (such as high-concefparafilms). Additionally, the
ongoing scholarly fascination with feature animatiespecially Disney films, invites a
skewed understanding, in which the broader histbifollywood family movies risks
being misconceived as little more than a curioysraxd to the Disney canon.

| agree with Kramer’s identification of ‘a setfejudices’ in relation to
‘children’s and family films’; ‘namely that by ardrge they are cheaply made and
simply not very good and not even very importamhoercially’.”® The sheer fallacy
that ‘family film’ describes only to the most juviez) corny productions bedevilled
Hollywood during the 1980s and 1990s and seemimdllyrated the Film Studies
establishment. However, whilst these prejudiceewsafficiently widespread between
the 1950s and mid-1990s to restrict critical disseuit seems possible that a contrary set
of prejudices have surrounded the family film sittoe mid-to-late 1990s, which have
proven just as limiting in their effects. The féyrfilm has become so recognisably
broad and all-encompassing in its cultural andaaeach that it has, perhaps, acquired a
contrary set of distasteful associations, its efivaness for study dampened by its
nebulous filmic identity and apparent lack of tdolgiboundaries. Additionally, the
family film seems to embody a rampant commerciglispresenting all that is rapacious
and cynical in Hollywood'’s capitalistic identityl he fact that the provenance of the
family brand lies with Hollywood is itself, perhgmsstumbling block for an academy
often rooted within an independently-minded libdrainanism. Film scholars not only

tend to dislike blatantly commercial products anavgate towards the artistically

3 Kramer, “The Best Disney Film Never Made’: Childig Films and the Family Audience in American
Cinema since the 1960s’, p. 186.
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innovative and commercially negligible, but thegfer to identify their own areas for
study, and dislike having labels imposed on themday-experts, or worse, commercial
cinema itself.

The fact that the family film sits awkwardly inlagon to questions of film genre
is, perhaps, the most important factor in this eegl Film criticism remains fixated by
the concept of genre; of identifying hitherto-unkexpd groups of films sharing formal
characteristics, placing them within an easily-dig#ge framework, noting divergences,
developments and evolutions corresponding to ttabkshed canon, and generally
fitting pieces together, like parts of a puzzlehil this may be a simplified and
pejorative understanding of genre, there is a colenee to critical classification which
sometimes precludes deep analysis of incongruemisfo Family movies are a classic
example. The family film is not a genre in thalit®mnally-understood sense; that is
clear. There are relatively few formal connectidhge category is not unified, and family
films inhabit widely-understood genres of their owrusicals, comedies, fantasies,
animations, science-fiction films, epics, and ewasterns. However, it is equally
apparent that the ‘family film’ is a globally-cormeed brand. Surely, it is a prerequisite
of the academic study of cinema to examine commakiibns in relation to the societies
in which they are produced and consumed. Theeistiti is not of ‘genre’ per se, but
rather over-literal interpretations of its utilitfRecently, in Film Studies, there has been a
determined movement away from strict, over-litém&trpretations of genre; an edited
collection published in 2008 collectively argueattgeneric labels are increasingly

irrelevant and even detrimental to the works toohtihey are applietf. | would agree

" The Shifting Definitions of Genre: Essays on LabeglFilms, Television Shows and Medéals. Lincoln
Geraghty and Mark Jancovich, London: McFarland,800
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with this assessment, and also stress the neeithealhy to reappraise accepted beliefs,
even in such a thoroughly explored area as Hollyw@woema. When mighty tomes like
Barry Keith Grant'sFilm Genre Readar— which purportedly address the most important
cinematic forms of the period — disregard the nposfitable type of films in the world,

there has been a failure in process, in concepatan and in understanding.

Methodology

Despite these misgivings, this thesis shares nucbmmon with a genre study in its
broad historical perspective, lengthy analysisafvidual films, and attempt to critically
define the subject. Where it differs from a purggneric focus is the particular interest
in cultural and industrial aspects of family filnmather than confining the study to the
texts themselves. As | have already suggestetlidkeanalysis in isolation is insufficient;
conversely, it seems equally apparent that therst briat leastomeanalysis of these
films in order to reveal not only their artisticoperties, but also the cultural trends and
ideological values they shape and reflect. My apph, then, attempts to convey how
cultural and industrial forces shape the develogratthe family film, and equally,
explores what these films reveal about Hollywoatknoia and U.S. society as a whole.
This leads to an important point about definitidviost of the time, identifying
family films presents no difficulties, for theregenerally a firm picture established
through a combination of production (the elemavithin the text that suggest intended
‘all-age’ appeal), exhibition (time of year theniilis released; in public holidays, for
instance, to attract ‘families’), marketing (hoMilen is represented to the public before,

during and after theatrical release), merchandigmagnitude, and whether designed to
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appeal to both adults and children) and receptiatiqally and commercially). In this
way, we can see quite clearly thdrry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Sto(@hris

Columbus, 2001) is a family film: its modes of apl&re universal rather than niche, and
it contains little or no violent or sexual conteihtyas released just before Christmas to
attract the highest concentration of cross-demddcagudiences; it was overtly marketed
as a ‘family film’; it spawned a huge range of nfeadising; and it was widely-received,
critically and popularly, as a family film. Howavyehe definition is not always so clear-
cut, and there are sometimes grey areas. Occégjanaliences camanufacturgamily
films for themselves, such as the slapstick consedid.aurel and Hardy, or, more
recently,Star Wars In both instances, the films did not correspuith Hollywood's
overall approach to family entertainment at theetioh release, but nevertheless met the
demands of mass audiences. Often, ‘grey area® hdacause a film is broadiyitable

for mass audiences (especially children), but noadly-appealing On other occasions,
a film may be broadly-appealing, but not regardedharally-suitable for children (and
therefore not a family film). Many Frank Caprarig of the 1930s and 1940s fall into the
first category: they were generally highly morahded to contain little violence or
allusions to sexuality, and several were adaptethiohighly-successful, family-
orientated Lux Radio Theatre (1934-1955) slot. tlémother hand, Capra’s films were
often rather talky and (in spite of their self-avavdown-to-earth’ streak) sophisticated.
They contained little to which juvenile audiencesild explicitly identify. On the other
hand, many productions — particularly action-aduemblockbusters — would be regarded
as too ‘adult’ for juvenile consumption, yet comténe spectacle and narrative

transparency that can be appreciated by audieriedisages. The James Bond franchise
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— which has sometimes flirted with family suitatyiliparticularly during the Roger
Moore era — is an excellent example, and it isomdy its high action/adventure quotient
but also the seemingly endless array of mercharglishas spawned which marks it out
as a precursor to the modern family-adventure tloster. Similarly, despite its graphic
violence and intensityfhe New York Timesitic Vincent Canby receiveldie Hard

(John McTiernan, 1988) as a film for the ‘kidulta-slightly derogatory, predominantly
North American term for the symbolic child, ‘who yae 8, 18, 38 or 80° No doubt it
is grey areas such as these which have dissuddesddiolars from writing a history of
the family film; here, | approach them with cauti@amd try — perhaps not always
successfully — to follow the overall consensus.

The decision to focus exclusively biollywoodfamily films — rather than those
produced elsewhere in the world — stems from a rmmbmotivations. The concept of
the ‘family audience’ originated in the U.S., andliwood has always been best served
to address mass audiences because of its near-beigezantrol of world film markets.

It is the purported universality of the family filmresting upon broadly-appealing
movies and global distribution avenues — that mar&s Hollywood’s domain. As Ruth
Vasey has argued, as early as the 1920s — thedpenghich it tightened its grip on the
world market — Hollywood ‘had to formulate a recipe movies that could play in the
North and the South, on the West Coast and in &#s¢, Bnd from Cape Town to Capfi'.
The idea of the ‘family audience’ extends throughdallywood’s history, and its pursuit

is one of the governing principles behind comméizema. Furthermore, | would also

"5 Vincent Canby, “Die Hard’ Calls to the Kidulhe New York Timeguly 3!, 1988.
<http://www.nytimes.com/1988/07/31/movies/film-viedie-hard-calls-to-the-kidult.html?scp=1>
[accessed 22/9/2010].

® Ruth VaseyThe World According to Hollywood, 1918-1938adison, Wisconsin: The University of
Wisconsin Press, 1997, p. 4.
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contend that most Hollywood-produced genre filmgvalt as art house, leftfield and
independent productions actually depend for thdastence on family filmgailing to

reach universal appeal, a failure which createsnancercial vacuum which can and must
be filled by niche and minority-appeal titles.thfs contention appears unacceptable,

it may be because we are still accustomed to vigwirtertainment films predominantly
as art, rather than commerce. It is one of thesaifithis study to challenge this lingering
preconception.

All of these goals require a broad historical pecsive. Historically-orientated
analysis is essential, allowing us to trace thistast technical and corporate
developments underpinning the shift from the dultlrassed, adult-inflected family
films made between the 1930s and early-1970s tontive universally-addressed family
entertainment of today. The films and franchisasently dominating international box
office charts, for all their novelty, stylistic inmation and apparently-defining
uniqueness, have their origins in commercial stiiete cultural values and production
trends dating back to the early-1930s, when Hollyavbrst embraced the economic
potential of the ‘family film’. Any systematic alyais of family films ignoring the
bigger historical picture, therefore, is necesgantomplete. Indeed, the absence of
historical perspective is potentially dangeroud, sibmits to novelty by focusing only
on recent trends. By the same token, my interefstmily movies after the industry’s
transition to sound in 1929 and 1930 stems fromreasons. Firstly, pre-sound family
movies were not part of an industry-wide strate§gcondly, they were usually lacking
in prestigious quality, and therefore did not pgssie public-relations function that was

deemed integral in family movies until the late-086
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A broad range of primary and secondary sources haen used in this thesis.
Since the study investigates the relationship betwéollywood strategy and the socio-
cultural context, each chapter examines a numbperinent family films selected for
their social and commercial significance, and galnepresentativeness. Often,
discussion is founded upon detailed textual anglgsi approach which seems highly
appropriate to the central question of how indaksirategy and social context shape
popular entertainment. At other times, discussibtihe films is founded more on
behind-the-scenes information. Secondary soumeedigded between contemporary
news reports and reviews, and academic criticistnhéstory. Academic sources provide
depth and perspective, but because of the lackistirmg scholarship in this area, they
are not specific enough to be used in isolationngequently, a great deal of
foundational research was conducted with the atdaolle papers such ¥ariety,
Harrison’s Reportsand theNational Board of Review Magazirend newspapers such as
The New York Time$he Los Angeles TimeEhe Chicago Tribunél'he Washington
Post The Christian Science Monit@ndThe Economist During the early part of the
thesis, greater emphasis is givedte New York TimemndThe Los Angeles Times
because they combined international news coverdageparticular attention to the
cinema. Film reviews are taken from a wide var@tgources, with special attention to
VarietyandThe New York Time$or reasons of greater coverage, depth and (ratbee
subjectively) quality of analysis.

Each chapter deals with a specific historicalqubin the development of the
family movie, spanning its emergence in the 1980sstcurrent international box office

dominance. Chapter 1 investigates how and whyiolbd began strategically pursuing
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‘films for the family’, and examines the range oifis designed to attract this conceptual
audience. Chapter 2 considers Hollywood'’s relatgm with the family audience during
the 1940s and early-1950s. During this period Hbltywood studios settled on a
conservative but highly successful strategy of mgkiig-budget filmsaboutfamilies,
working on the principle that the ‘family audienaeould automatically appreciate films
representing family life in its most pleasing forntShapter 3 examines how the family
film was affected by Hollywood’s uneasy period irtsition between the early-1950s
and late-1960s, in which audiences declined, jifestchanged, television threatened the
film industry’s dominance and the teenager emegged powerful consumer. Chapter 4
deals with the re-emergence and reconfiguratich@Hollywood family audience
between the late-1970s and mid-1990s, when thehi#ytowards a regressive,
immersive aesthetic occurred. Chapter 5 assdssgmsition of family entertainment
within the context of contemporary media culturegraining the most successful forms
of family entertainment in the new millennium iretbontext of synergies, technological
advances and the broader relationship between dhéerand the spectator. Collectively,
these chapters highlight the need for a major tetadn of the importance of the family

film as a cultural and commercial format, particlyavithin the Film Studies academy.
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Chapter 1: The Emergence of the Hollywood Family Fin, 1930-1939

This chapter traces the beginnings of the Hollywfaodily film. By 1930, American
cinema had become the most powerful and influeptiadlucer of popular entertainment
in the world, but was still widely disparaged bgisd commentators as a lowbrow
diversion for the working classes. The film indystvas under constant pressure from
censors, critics and reformers to improve its pob@dmd make it more morally and
pedagogically suitable for children. Although He¥bod cinema was marketed and
received as ‘family entertainment’ as early asit®&0s because of its near-universal
reach, for many years producers resisted callsaicermovies ‘suitable’ for everyone,
fearing that such a move would alienate the exgstidience base. The turning point
was the introduction of sound in 1929, after whdcmestic audiences surged,
responding not only to the novelty value but als® greater creative possibilities of
‘talkies’. Although the integration of sound higgiited the commercial potential of
attracting a more wholesome, respectable massraxgditban Hollywood had previously
commanded, family movies did not become a cohemeahtistry-wide production trend
until the success dfittle WomenGeorge Cukor), released in late 1933. There were
three important factors in this emergence, nongloch, in isolation, would have proven
decisive, but which collectively created the neaggsdustrial and cultural conditions
for family films. The first was the Production Gnd restrictive piece of self-censorship
which saw a large increase in the amount of Hollysvblms deemed morallguitable

for everyone, especially children. The second vaeseries of educational reforms
initiated during the late-1920s and early-1930sctvisaw ‘film appreciation’ adopted by

thousands of schools nationwide, creating a sudderand for family-suitable
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productions with pedagogical value. The third wasore general embrace of
‘middlebrow’ values in America during the 1920s a@@80s, which worked against the
proliferation of explicitly adult-orientated movie#n this chapter, | will examine the
social and economic factors that initially prevehéad finally stimulated the production
of Hollywood family movies, and analyse the varimosvie cycles resulting from this

drive during the 1930s.

Hollywood and the family audience before sound

The desire to attract ‘family audiences’ — a symifalespectability, profitability and
mass cultural acceptance — had gripped North Armencoducers and exhibitioners
since Hollywood’s emergence as a cultural insttuin the early years of the twentieth
century: However, the beginnings of the Hollywood familyr, as it understood today,
really began in the 1910s, when Hollywood'’s culkarad corporate identities were
becoming firmly established. In 1915, an AmeriGapreme Court ruling found that
movies were not protected by the First Amendmeatsection of the U.S. Constitution’s
Bill of Rights guaranteeing freedom of speech,ipalarly in relation to the commercial
press. The ruling was a landmark, because it meahHollywood had no legal
protection on the grounds of artistry, leavindfiites vulnerable to state, local and
national censorship legislation. At the same tithe,Supreme Court ruling

institutionalised the development of movie-goinghe U.S. from a ‘poor man’s art’ and

! See Lee Grieveson, “A Kind of Recreative Schoolie Whole Family': Making Cinema
Respectable, 1907-08creerd2, no. 1, 2001, pp. 64-76; also Douglas Gom@hgred Pleasures: A
History of Movie Presentation in the United Stafdadison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1992, 2-

32; Richard ButschiThe Making of American Audiences: From Stage tevigbn, 1750-1990
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000, p; 468 Leroy AshbyWith Amusement for All: A
History of Popular Culture Since 183Kentucky: The University Press of Kentucky, 2006188.
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‘salvation of democracy’ into an increasingly resgedd mainstream ‘family
entertainment®. As such, it shaped the movies’ relationship wthiid and adult
audiences for the remainder of the studio era.h Wit creative autonomy removed,
Hollywood cinema became a site of negotiation betwmoral and political
organisations and censorship boards all too awfateeancreasing socio-cultural
significance of the medium, and determined to dtgrpotential for misuse. The 1915
ruling derived from a commonly articulated fearttha

this powerful new medium, if misused by unscrupsla@ommercially minded men,
possessed a “capacity for evil” against which gwemmunity should be given a right to
legitimately shield itself
Some observers were equally alarmed by the filmstry’s rate of expansion. The
industry grew rapidly from modest beginnings. Byd 1915, th&lew York Times
reported that:

In practically fifteen years the motion pictunelustry has grown to occupy the position
of fifth in size in the world of commerce todagome $37,000,000 was spent in less than
the entire year of 1914 for the manufacture ofigilalone, and it has been estimated that
an average of 10,000,000 people attend the mptatare theatre dail§.
Hollywood, as Gary R. Edgerton notes, ‘forged thgibnings of an identity between
1896 and 1912°. U.S. domestic exhibition, in its crudest formghae in April 1896,
when Thomas Edison sponsored the first public dimgeof the movies at a prominent

New York vaudeville theatr®.However, it was the emergence of the Nickelodeon

2 Garth JowettFilm: The Democratic ArtBoston, Toronto: Little, Brown and Company, 19F6121.
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theatre between 1905 and 1912 that proved pivotidbtlywood’s mass cultural
acceptancé. Edgerton suggests that

by 1905, the age of the Nickelodeon had arrived msmber of storefront theatres
nationwide exceeded one-thousand for the firse tifihis figure would multiply more
than ten times by 1913, as movies were now bignbas complete with antitrust
litigations, numerous state and municipal cengprisiws, and the beginnings of multi-
reel story-telling

While Edgerton suggests that ‘the American movigitess could outline its success as
[having] cornered an urban, working-class clierifelevas the seduction of the U.S.
middle-classes, as Merritt argues, that elevatdtylood cinema beyond this socially
disreputable milied.

Equally significant was Hollywood’s successful arpion into the world market.
The beginnings of Hollywood’s near-hegemony catréeed to 1907, with the formation
of the Movie Picture Patents Company (MPPC). TH&P@ restricted the free entry of
foreign production companies into the U.S. domasiacket, and served to consolidate
the power bases of the more powerful domestic fifndollywood began to accelerate
into foreign markets, but did not achieve interoiadl domination until after the onset of
the Great War in 1914. Hitherto, the main filmgwoing country had been France,
which had also seized a larger stake in the glotaaketplacé! At this point, London
was the centre for world trade and finance, larpelgause of Britain’s impressive naval

capacity, which easily allowed international tradell sorts of commaodities, including

" Russell Merritt, ‘The Nickelodeon Theatre, 1908:49Building an Audience for the Movie€xhibition,
The Film Readered. Ina Rae Hark, London and New York: Routle@§§2 (pp.21-29) p. 22.
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films. However, the war dramatically changed th&ahbce of power. While America
remained neutral and continued expanding its prooluand distribution outlets, the
previously-dominant European film industries weceremically shattered as a result of
the war effort:?> As European cinemas suffered irreversible des|ir®llywood
continued to make gains in Latin America, Asia &fidca, plugging the European
production shortfalt> The U.S. economy profited considerably from ttee vas the
government allowed private banks to loan moneylti@@countries to finance the war
effort; this accelerated America’s transition toraditor nation, and shortly after the war
ended, New York replaced London as the centre totdifinance’® This greatly
facilitated foreign trading and the push of Ameni¢ém producers into new markets.
Hollywood was also assisted by the active suppatteU.S. government during the
latter part of the war in taking educational andhaeercial films into new world
markets®> By the 1920s, despite several Western Europeamtiies initiating trade
restrictions on U.S. films in the hope of sustagnihe local industry, only the Soviet
Union, Germany and Japan resisted Hollywood’s heggmvith any degree of success,
with its share of all feature films in world digttition reaching 80 per cent by 190.

Until about 1950, though, many Hollywood films weprofitable solely from
domestic revenues, a fact that attests to the imensize and power of the U.S. film-
going public. As a result, foreign audience tastesly determined Hollywood

production policy (although, as Ruth Vasey has shaagreat many concessions were
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made to keep lucrative foreign markets on sidej,dning the 1920s, it was American
middle-class reformers who exercised the greatéisieince over the content of
commercial cinem&’. During the mid-1910s, civil pressure upon thefihdustry to
reform was generally low-level and localised, aridlevmost agreed that cinema was
‘family entertainment’, producers came under litdal pressure to make this credo a
reality by eliminating ‘adult’ content from theiitrhs.'® Because of this relative lack of
influence, socially-minded civic leaders were far¢e focus their efforts on making the
movie experiencenore suitable for young audiences by organisiniglien’s matinees.
Initially, there was little official support for éhmatinee program. Theatre managers were
concerned with the possibility of losing money, avithout the sponsorship of bodies
such as PTAs, local Boards of Education and womantss, matinees would probably
never have taken pla¢g.Organisers were highly selective about the kisfdims

children should be allowed to see. In 1915, H&ery, then editor oThe Woman'’s
Home Companiarconducted a ‘thorough investigation’ of movieslenwide release

and found only ‘between 150 and 200 photoplays whie suitable and adaptable to the
child’s mind from entertainment, educational, anotah standpoints®® Nevertheless,

the persistency of these organisers ensured a9 13, ‘children’s matinees were a
visible component of urban culture’ and ‘by 191tere were regular matinees in Boston,

Louisville, New Orleans, Grand Rapids, New Rochelled probably many other major
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cities in the country®! Content differed from region to region, but sdleh‘educational
films’ were a vital component. Most education&ah were adapted from commercially-
released movies, while some were made-to-dfdén. 1915, TheNew York Times
reported that educators in Boston had ‘conceiveddba of establishing a children’s
theatre for educational films only’, and that theviNY ork-based United Film Service
would cater to the increased demand in this &e@enerally, however, such enterprises
were unprofitable, and educational film producti@scended into ‘a sloppy, semi-
amateur industry’, unpopular with childréh.

During the mid-to-late 1910s, Hollywood expandegdnd ‘freewheeling
competition’ into an organised industry with a edifront>® From 1909, an
independent, New York-based organisation called\i@onal Board of Review
‘reviewed’ films on behalf of the industry, suggegtpossible changes to those which
contained questionable material The Board had no legal powers to impose changes,
but its role was welcomed by critics as a checknugabious movie conteff. However,
the Board was staffed largely by volunteers andired a ‘fee’ for overheads, and this
financial link, however innocent, was enough to kezeits public credibility® The
Board’s position as an effective deterrent agaiist and state opposition was also

compromised by its opposition to censorship, andiberal belief that raising the overall
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standard of films, rather than imposing criticatiliations, was a more worthwhile
occupatiorf? In 1914, the Board established the National Catemifor Better Films,
which promoted a ‘high[er] type’ of film, both litery and suitable for familie®.

Although it foreshadowed the eventual industry-wedebrace of family films in the
early-1930s, and whilst its activities were ‘anduii... [and] well-organised’, the ‘Better
Films’ movement was well ahead of its titfeThe 1915 Supreme Court ruling appeared
to signal the failure of the Board of Review as#fective safeguard against external
intervention. Consequently, the film industry wedkio establish its own trade
organisation to represent its interests effectivdlize first attempt was the short-lived
Motion Picture Board of Trad®. This was succeeded in 1916 by the National
Association of the Motion Picture Industry (NAMPWhose primary function was to
relieve external pressure by gaining a constitati@mendment to allow for freedom
from censorship® A Federal Motion Picture Commission was firstdissed in
Congress in 1914, and was again proposed in 19P% 4nd 1934, although on each
occasion the proposal was ultimately set a&idaccording to Jowett, the NAMPI was
not particularly successful as an anti-censorsitipy>° In response, in 1921, NAMPI
President William A. Brady attempted to appeaskcsrby overseeing the establishment
of an early code of production, ‘The Thirteen Psiot Standards’, but this was inhibited

by the lack of enforcement machinéfy.
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Faced with the certainty of increasingly repressignsorship legislation, the
industry turned to Postmaster General Will H. Hayshe man to ‘clean up Hollywood'.
Hays became the first president of a new tradenisgdon formed in March 1922, the
Motion Picture Producers and Distributors of AmarfMPPDA). Jowett argues that the
formation of this organisation constituted ‘a lgsisp effort by the motion picture
industry to save itself from government regulatjarid as such, Hays’s appointment
received much criticism in the pre¥sThe first major test of his political skills was
public referendum on the proposal of state cengmfsh motion pictures in
Massachusetts. This constituted something ofrartgipoint. The public voted
overwhelmingly against the proposal, and ‘no matate censorship laws were enacted
after that date®® Hays said many times publicly that the primare raf the MPPDA
was to effect higher standards in two ways: ‘impmgwthe quality of supply’ by
encouraging member companies to produce moviesigfrer artistic standard, and
‘improving the quality of demand’ by ‘educating’dlpublic and working with interested
civil organisations. However, these twin objecsiveere not self-supporting; although
Hays continued to promote ‘better films’ from moaald artistic standards, and
introduced two self-regulatory codes of productiamed at restricting salacious content,
neither were mandatory, and so-called ‘sex filmsliferated during the late-19263.
This, in turn, led to resentment from reformers aachpaigners, who failed to see a
discernable moral and artistic uplift. Hays repdét resisted trying to impose the

cooperation of producers in this endeavour; hishogktrather, ‘was a flower of slow
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growth [...] I did my best to encourage the flowaut Bny forcing would have killed it.
You can't tell creators how to creaf@’.

Most of the 1920s were marked by an ongoing gancatcand mouse between
the industry and the reformers who were leading:tmepaign for moral, educational and
artistic uplift. The MPPDA was not only a regulatdody, but also a public-relations
department for the industry, designed to placaditrcest critics, but doing little to
disrupt the status quo. In 1922, Hays formed di®&elations Committee comprising
many of the most prestigious American social orgaions, such as the General
Federation of Women'’s Clubs, the National Congoés$2arents and Teachers, the
International Federation of Catholic Alumnae anel YWMCA.** Together, these
organisations formed a cultural elite that exetiae influence far outweighing their true
levels of representation. However, very few of @@nmittee’s activities had much
bearing on film content. Disillusioned with théirconsequential work’ and the apparent
lack of progress, various organisations broke mmkthe Committee was finally
dissolved”? Undeterred, Hays formed a Department of Publiafites within the
MPPDA in March 19252 Headed by Hays'’s old friend Jason Joy, the Pudiations
Department was far more visible than the behindexdiedoors activities of the
Committee, and did a good job of managing dissgntoices. It invited participation

from ‘every organisation of every description ither this country or any other country
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which is interested in public betterment’ — althbumevitably, the more commercially
valuable voices were the most influentfal.

The industry’s reluctance to reform stemmed ndy &om the belief that mature
viewers would abandon the cinema if ‘adult’” mowesre withdrawn, but a suspicion that
child-suitable films would lower artistic standardas deCordova notes:

Many writers and reformers called for the censprshall films that included scenes
deemed harmful to children. The National Boar@ehsorship, and later the Hays
Office, countered this argument by claiming thathsa measure would reduce all adult
entertainment to the level of “childish intelligesi. The prospect of child-like adults
was perhaps as threatening as that of adult-likdren:”®

Films made prior to the early-1930s were producetraceived under a curious and
largely unacknowledged paradox: most films were efad adults, yet were somehow
considered ‘family entertainment’. This state fidims was widely accepted, although
The National Board of Review, and its subsidianyamisation The National Juvenile
Motion Picture League, persistently pointed toddelt-orientated nature of Hollywood’s
films. The Board argued that ‘there must [...] beognition of the fact thahost film
dramas are made for the consumption of ad{ftsy emphasisf® In 1920, The New

York Timesgjuoted from an open letter to the Hollywood stediom the President of the
League, Adele F. Woodard, appealing for more fafflitys:

Some pictures are made, [Woodard's letter] say, their producers are not alert to the
necessity of wholesomeness in every detail. Thiegt all sorts of civil suggestion,
attempting to smother out the evil effect of thdstils with a moral tacked on at the
end or a severe spanking for the offender”. dsathat “another serious mistake is the
inane picture, which children call ‘goody-good'daihinsists that “clever, wholesome
pictures artistically produced are in demand aildswcceed™’

4 vasey,The World According to Hollywood, 1918-1930 38.
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Woodard went on to suggest texts ideally suitedattaptation, such as ‘Peter Pan’, ‘The
Ginger Bread Boy’ and ‘Red Riding Hoof. For 1920s film producers achieving hits
with sex films, the prospect of turning towardstsgaccharine fare must have appeared
unappetising. A recurring mantra in 1920s movgedurse was that movies ought to be
‘passionate but pure’; this was, according tee New York Timglow the American
public wanted its entertainmetit. There was an apparent cultural appetite for
salaciousness which, although firmly regulated @stricted, was clearly contrary to the
long-standing association of Hollywood filmmaking ‘tamily entertainment’. Indeed,

in 1927, the MPPDA estimated that 80 per centsofatal business was subject to
censorship, both domestic and internatidfalhe industry would continue to supply
such films as long as they were supported by th@evgoing public, and troublesome
reformers could be placated.

Children themselves remained unconcerned by tihelsates. They cared little
whether the movies they flocked to see were ‘sietdbr their enjoyment. In fact, many
children doubtlessly preferred watching films whaid not condescend to their supposed
intellectual and emotional levels. One of the m@dtiable documents exploring
children’s relationship with cinema during thisiperis Alice Miller Mitchell’s Children
and Moviespublished in 1929. Based upon the responsegeasfi®,000 Chicago
children to a series of questionnaires explorirggrtimovie habits, the study reveals much

about the disparity between what children wanteithé@r movies, and what reformers
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wantedfor them. Although the author was very much a moderaice in the debate and
readily celebrated movies for their ‘universal plgpity’, she still lamented the fact that

so far motion pictures for juveniles are not bgingduced. Of course there are some
films that are quite appropriate for children, outhe sense that books are being written
and published primarily for the juvenile public wes are not:

Despite such concerns, children often attendingrtbeies independently of adult
supervision, and enjoyed the experience irrespectigenre. Admittedly, certain films
were more popular with children, notably ‘westeadyenture, comedy, and mystery [...]
with the boys, and romance, comedy, and westernyith] the girls’> Action-
adventure material was well attuned to the tadtebitmiren, even if it fell foul of the
strict moral prescriptions of the reformers. Nékeless, it is noted that ‘almost all
children like movies of all types [...] and they wgjb to see any kind of a movie rather
than to see none at alf. Although it must be remembered that movie appeai far less
differentiated during the silent era, the appanediscriminateness of younger audiences
is a major reason why family-orientated materiawa scarce in the 1920s. Producers
wanted mass audiences, but with films made fortadul

Having failed in their repeated attempts to stexeilproduction of family films,
the Board of Review tried to establish nationwighkibkition programs such as ‘family
nights’ and children’s matine&$. The Board did not envisage that such programddvou
be financially self-sufficient; they suggested thea optimistically — that local

communities could subsidise exhibitioners to caspenses> As such, these matinees

were viewed as a public service, rather than anlessi The Board maintained that a
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‘well-considered system of education of parentddeelop a public sentiment both for
finer family pictures and for selected picturesyoung people must be carried 6fv'.
Although supposedly supported by the industry,ititeative did not catch on with the
general public/ Between 1925 and 1926, however, the MPPDA putitsiderable
weight behind a nationwide program of children’simzes. Launched by the MPPDA'’s
Committee for Publi®elations, lhe venture was motivated not only by PR, but also b
profit. deCordova outlines its construction:

During 1924 and 1925, the committee completed @esunf the films in the vaults of the
MPPDA’s member companies. They identified thaleesfthat were suitable for

children to view and constructed a series of 3gams for special matinees. By the fall
of 1925, 52 programs were available to any orgiois or theatre — a full year’s supply
of movies for weekly matinees. Each program ciadiof a feature film, a two-reel
comedy, and what was referred to as a semi-edueatshort, usually a scenic or
industrial film>®

Like the earlier, locally-run matinee programstuog 1910s, these films were substantially
cut and sometimes re-titled ‘to make them appropifier a child’s psychological

needs®® In part, these cuts were designed to truncatélithe in accordance with the
shorter attention span of children. By late-192Fer 30 ‘of the largest cities in the
country began to exhibit the MPPDA-sponsored weeldyinees’, with plans for
expansion in small localiti€S. The major obstacle, however, was the lack oficiefit
children’s films to support the program, and organs were forced to rely on films ‘that
had long since had their first run...[and] were ultial poor condition®* This lack of

suitable program material perhaps explains whyptiogect was abandoned only one year
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into a projected three-year r&h.Nevertheless, these industry-approved matinees
temporarily appeased critics. The plan also setvedassert ‘traditional distinctions
between the child and adult’ in a period wheresge€lling’ of movie content suitability
was being widely and vociferously moot&d.

Throughout the studio era, the onus was very namcéxhibitioners to attract
audiences. The exhibition sector was the crukeibovie business, and as Balio
suggests, ‘Motion Picture Production was but onthefmany activities of the majors,
and not necessarily the most importaitOne of the big exhibition chains, Paramount
Publix, employed a telling slogan: ‘You don’t negedknow what'’s playing at a Publix
house. It's bound to be the best show in toWn¥When audiences declined during the
Great Depression, theatre owners employed a rangeemtives for audiences, such as
concession stands, double-feature programs anté tight'.®® In other words, motion
pictures were just one element in a wider progréattoactions comprising a ‘night at
the movies®’ The reason for this unequal emphasis on exhibi@ther than producers
to attract audiences was that almost all films vwengortedly suitable and appealing for
everyone. Hays once remarked:

Not only the cornerstone but the foundation ofghecess of the American motion
picture enterprise may be summed up in the phtase program for one audience."
Here pictures are not rated for showing to childreadults, theatres are not graded
and films are not made for different classificatiof audience¥.
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By fostering this misleading argument, the MPPD/As\attempting to shift the pressure
to reform cinema from producers to the communityaoisations who were attempting to
‘improve the quality of demand’ by organising cihndd’s matinees and family nights.
Although the creative limitations of silent cinenmmadeniably imposed a high
degree of product standardisation, the theatrijqa¢rence itself was far more
differentiated. There were highly stratified audie divisions based on ethnicity, social
class and theatre location, which was reflectetiencost of tickets, the prestige of the
films and the overall quality of the exhibition exfence®® The adult middle-classes
were lured to theatres through strategies desigmathke the exhibition experience as
prestigious and seductive as possible, and from® b@tvards, the big metropolitan
studio-owned theatre chains, which dominated thattical market, began opening
luxurious ‘picture palaces® These theatres constituted a gilded invitatiotheo
bourgeoisie to embrace motion pictures on a lacgkes As Edgerton argues:

These movie palaces were structures that wereamiladly more than just theatres. In a
very real sense, these dream palaces were bdthffihe show and indices of a more
general aspiration for achieving the “good lifeat millions of Americans paid money
week after week to share collectivély.

A major component of the ‘picture palaces’ wasrthechitectural splendour and size,
‘almost as if the dream spilled off the screen amdbellished the walls, the statues, the
domed ceilings and the army of attendafts’.

Conditions for workers and blacks were less sabuist The exclusion of blacks
(and other ethnic minorities) from many theatrekttethe proliferation of ‘Negro

houses’, which offered lower ticket prices to reflthe second-class status of the

% Edgar DaleChildren’s Attendance at Motion Picturdsew York: Macmillan, 1935.

0 Edgerton American Film Exhibition and an Analysis of the MatPicture Industry’s Market Structure
1963-1980p. 130.

™ Ibid.

2 bid, p. 131.



64

clientele’® Less wealthy patrons usually attended ‘nabesmmon parlance for cheap
neighbourhood theatres. Neither the Negro housesabes could command the
prestige quality of films offered in the more expe houses. Studio distribution
strategy ensured that the biggest movies were siemticin the best theatres. Will Hays
publicly professed his pride at the social and ietmtlusiveness of the motion picture,
but exhibition in the pre-sound era was designedrat fragmentary spectatorsHip.
The nabes relied heavily on B movies and repeatsels. It was in such houses that the
highest concentrations of child viewers — as mugchAla7 per cent of the audience — were
to be found”® Stratification in domestic exhibition was basedseveral social and
economic variables, including location, age, rawe social class. Middle-class white
adults were comfortably seated at the head of ¢e&ipg order.

Such audience fragmentation partially explainsgeeral absence of family
films in the 1920s. Despite industry propagandénéocontrary, Hollywood did not
command a unified audience, without which a uniakesed type of film is worthless. In
any event, with a largely standardised producti@gmgnantly tailored towards adults but
widely consumed by children, identifying where fanfilms begin and end is
problematic. Many Mary Pickford (1892-1979) vebilre among the more
identifiable, notabh\Cinderella(James Kirkwood, 1914Jhe Little PrincesgMarshall
Neilan, 1917)Pollyanna(Paul Powell, 1920) andttle Lord Fauntleroy(Alfred E.

Green and Jack Pickford, 1921). We know littlewgtlibhe shared viewing habits of
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families from this period, but contemporary reviewsch as that d?ollyanna suggest
that these films possessed a dual appeal:

This sort of thing, of course, is certain to detighildren, but will adults, therefore, be
bored or, at most, mildly amused by it? Some, @ashbut they didn’t seem to be present
yesterday afternoon. Whether they were asham#daphot, they gave every sign of
enjoying the picture as much as any little tathi@ house. They laughed, and in the
sentimental places — they blew their noses. Tdlidey may say that “Pollyanna” is too
silly and saccharin, but they couldn’t tell it ®aits face yesterday afterno&h.

The slapstick comedies of, say, Buster Keaton, ¢laamd Hardy and, particularly,
Charlie Chaplin, were also seen as possessingetsal/ qualities. Hays, however, tried
to downplay the economic importance of childreajraing — inaccurately — in 1927 that
‘only 8 per cent’ of U.S. audiences were ‘childrémi's definition of ‘children’ is
unknown)’’ Based on an audience study conducted in 192®lsgist Edgar Dale
estimated that children and teenagers under thefa@feactually comprised over one-
third of U.S. movie audiencés.

Demand for thrills ‘n spills-type products createdirtual sub-industry of series
and serials tailored to the child audience, gehesalbort films manufactured by
independent producers. In 1922, the Chicago BobEtlucation determined to find a
new breed of educative movie to replace ‘the wilds\and blood and thunder movies in
the affections of the young folks’ and were disappeal when their educational test films
were poorly receive® One of the most producers of children’s entertant was Hal
Roach, whos®ur Gangseries produced 221 shorts between 1922 and*97ke

series used mainly child actors, featuring thensgdbreaking interaction between black
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and white children on level terms. Like the cagtithe plots were also often subversive
in that the amorality of the children generallyya#ed over the authoritarianism of the
adult characters. Leonard Maltin and Richard Bfaftrthat the series

stand[s] for all the best of the collective Ameridaoyhood. From a kid's point of
view. As timeless as childhood itselfur Gangrepresents the kind of adventures kids
yearn for, and the ones grownups wish tbeyld have had!

Although the most famou§ur Gangwas not the first children’s series. Sidney
Franklin’s Sunshine Kiddiestarted out in 1915, whilst Larry Darmour’s famddigkey
Rooney-starreMickey McGuirecomedies ran parallel withur Gang®

Serials were similarly popular. The format wastom-made for the pre-sound
era because of its heavy emphasis on action oakrgilie. Initially, as Raymond
William Stedman suggests, serials were consumethibgren and adults alike, at a time
when the composition of the movie audience was maighted towards ethnic
minorities and the working cla&¥.As movies became lengthier and more sophisticated
and audiences changed, children became the masummns* Serials were often
comic-book adaptations, colourful in tone (if Nogcause of their cheapness, in
appearance), with cliff-hangers designed to dragklyaung viewers week after week.
New York Timewriter Andre Sennwald looked back fondly on therat as ‘the most
sheerly [sic] exciting movies [...] which | recallrftheir phenomenal ability to conclude
each week’s instalment on a note of overpowerispense®® Because of the

predominance of nabes and second-run theatreshamwnstant demand from young

& Ibid.

8 |bid, pp. 15-16.

8 Raymond William StedmarThe Serials: Suspense and Drama by Instalméotman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1971, p. 51.

& Ibid.

8 Andre Sennwald, ‘Children and the Cinema: A Bfénce at the Nursery and its Perplexing Relation t
the Screen’The New York TimeSunday December 931934, p. x5.
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audiences throughout the 1920s and 1930s, thigerasps the only period in which

Hollywood produced ‘children’s films’ on a broadae.

The emergence of the family film

Writing many years later in his memoirs, Hays labkack on the year 1926 with
fondness, as a time when

the American motion picture industry [was] hapghsorbed in its world mission of
entertainment and mass education. Its films,dhailent, were full of action, humour,
appeal. Then came the world-shaking discoveryiangictures could also spedX'.

The transition to sound, which occurred on a witldesin the U.S. in 1929, was a
watermark not only in the broader history of Holhywd cinema, but also in the
development of specialised family films. Had mewemained silent, Hollywood would
not have come under such intense pressure to refAsit was, the MPPDA was
cognizant that the transition to sound would upgtywood’s uneasy alliance with
movie reformers, and this led Hays to organiseaddiess a National Conference on
Motion Pictures, which was held in New York in Sapber 1929. The forum was
attended by dozens of religious, educational amangonity organisations from around
the country. A similar conference had taken pkiwertly after the MPPDA'’s formation

in 1922. In both instances, the industry’s ‘pdirg’ was that Hollywood was essentially
a benevolent and respectable cultural institutéom although the odd undesirable movie
slipped through the net, progress was continualgd made towards universal audience
suitability. Hays argued that the industry hadjédy succeeded in ‘improving the quality

of supply’, and that it was up to community workeysimprove the quality of demand’.

8 Hays, The Memoirs of Will H. Hayp. 389.
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To this end, one of the most significant outcowfethe conference was the
MPPDA'’s sponsoring and distribution ©he Neighbourhood and Its Motion Pictures: A
Manual for the Community Worker Interested in tlestBVotion Pictures for the Famjly
a handbook with contributions from, amongst othtrs,World Federation of Education
Associates, The General Federation of Women'’s Cllihs International Federation of
Catholic Alumnae, and several Better Films comragtender the auspices of the
National Board of Review. Arguing that ‘the traigiof our people for wholesome
recreation and intellectually profitable entertagmhis a matter of tremendous
importance’, the publication outlined how commuratganisations and individuals can
successfully solicit the cooperation of local extuits for the establishment of children’s
matinees and ‘family night§”. Readers were advised to give feedback to exbitgts
with such comments as ‘I liked the picture tod#yis the sort my family approves’, and
to pass lists of approved films to theatre manaletdays told the MPPDA in 1932 that
‘inviting the public into consultative partnership’ this way solved ‘the ever present
dilemma of how to maintain adequate adult entemaint and at the same time give due
weight and response to the entertainment needreaftild’

However, the days in which the MPPDA could appeasies through good
public relations in the face of blatantly salaciousvies were over. Talkies were seen as
far more potentially damaging than silent filmsgdaheir introduction caused

considerable unrest. Pre-emptively, the MPPDAothiiced a more rigorous Production

8 The Neighbourhood and Its Motion Pictures: A Manfaalthe Community Worker Interested in the Best
Motion Pictures for the FamijyNew York: MPPDA, 1930, p. 3.

% |bid, pp. 30, 33.

8 Will H. Hays, The President’s Report to the Motion Picture Proehscand Distributors of America, Inc.
New York: MPPDA, 1932, p. 13.
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Code in April 1930, written by two prominent Caties| designed to regulate talkies and
placate potential enemies. In a speech annoutitenGode, Hays affirmed that:
The Motion Picture, as developed for the primargppses of the theatre, is a
universal system of entertainment. Its appeabhalsen through all barriers of class
distinction. It is patronised by the poor mare tith man, the old and the young. ltis a

messenger of democracy, and the motion pictungsingis sensible of the great public
responsibility™

Whilst the Code was considerably more restricthantprevious attempts at self-
regulation, contemporary reaction was sceptical.trade writer P. S. Harrison noted,
‘some of the papers have attacked the producerd/lamthys; some have ridiculed them.
But not one of the worthwhile papers has taken theriously’?* Many guessed the
truth: that the Code was brought in notééormthe industry, but rather farotectit from

pressures exerted by ‘women’s clubs’ and ‘ministeveo possessed

the power in many communities to hurt the motiaiyse business. It is this fact,
rather than any love of virtue for its own sakéjak has inspired [Hays] to
assemble in one code all the known counsels &éqtern®

Without any real mechanism of enforcement, thisintary Code paled into
insignificance against the promise of the box effilkegulation was ‘unsystematic, and
[...] negotiation still occurred case by case |[...] &wg the Code and detecting the run-
around became a game for studios and viewers &ktlow™ %

Talkies were, nonetheless, a remarkable noveity,opened up a whole new
spectrum of audiences. There were concerns tb&espdialogue may limit Hollywood

movies — which had previously spoken a ‘univeraagluage’ — to English-speaking

territories, but after experiments with making gp&treign-language versions of the

9 p s, Harrison. ‘The Producers’ New Code of Ethics

1P, S. Harrison, ‘The Effects of the Code on theddgiof the American PublicHarrison’s Reports
Saturday April 18, 1930, Vol. XII, No. 15.

% |bid.

% Donald CraftonThe Talkies: American Cinema’s Transition to Sour@26-1931 New York: Scribners,
1997, p. 476.
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biggest productions (usually in French, Germann&beand Italian), by 1931 the
language problem had largely been solved througixture of subtitling and dubbindy.
However, a serious economic crisis was loomingherhiorizon. Until 1931, Hollywood
had remained largely insulated from the effecttefGreat Depression, because of its
centrality to the North American way of life. Thest signs of economic downturn were
attributed by some to the artistic restrictionshegf Production Code, but by the following
year, theatre attendances were down massivelythenstale of the losses had
bankrupted several of the major studios, which veareed only through Wall Street
investment® Desperate for films that would make a healthyfiprproducers turned to
populist and often salacious genres, such aditrad, musicals, society dramas, social
realism, and gangster filmi&.In September 1932, Joy and Hays found that 24foiit1
films in production dealt with ‘illicit sexual refimns’®’ Producers believed that they
‘had to compete to supply the demand’, whilst #fermers, who were outraged by such
blatant Code transgressions, were adamant theit stoiral standards were enforc&d.
The two parties were on a collision course.

Very few family films were released during thigipd; they were not seen as
good business. In July 1931, it was reported Hudiywood would be releasing more
‘family’ movies during the following season as pafthe supposed process of
‘housecleaning’, but little came of t3.Universal hoped thd@estry Rides Again

(Benjamin Stoloff, 1932) — the first talking piceuto feature silent-era cowboy star Tom

% ThompsonExporting Entertainment: America in the World FiMarket 1907-1934pp. 158, 163;
Vasey,The World According to Hollywopd918-1939, p. 96.

% Hays, The Memoirs of Will H. Hayp. 445; BalioGrand Design: Hollywood as a Modern Business
Enterprise pp. 13-16.

% Crafton,The Talkies: American Cinema’s Transition to Sour826-1931p. 539.

9" Vasey,The World According to Hollywood, 1918-198. 124-125.

% Crafton,The Talkies: American Cinema’s Transition to Sour826-1931p. 478.

% Mollie Merrick, “Family’ Films to be SuppliedThe Los Angeles Timeduly 26", 1931, p. B22.
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Mix — might succeed in attracting children and tipgirents to the theatres, while Mary
Pickford claimed that the public was tired of sex gangster films, and spoke of her
desire to star in a Walt Disney-produced animatggion ofAlice in Wonderlanar
Peter Par® However, Paramount was the only studio in the édliate aftermath of the
transition to sound which made a determined movémnosvards family-orientated
feature films. B. P. Schulberg — Paramount’s hefgatoduction, and Hays’s old friend
and ally — was apparently one of the few senioflysalod executives who believed that
‘the public wanted family entertainment with rebbhcacters and down-to-earth themes’,
and between 1930 and 1933, under his directiomrfauint releaseom Sawye(John
Cromwell, 1930) Skippy(Norman Taurog, 1931) — which won an Academy Award
Best Director, and was also nominated for BestiréctHuckleberry Finn(Taurog,
1931),Sooky(Taurog, 1931), and a big-budget adaptatioAlmle in Wonderland
(Norman Z. McLeod, 1933f* The critical and commercial failure Afice resulted in
family movies falling out of favour at Paramount fhe remainder of the decade.
Movie reformers were given ammunition by the Palyaed Studies, or, more
precisely, by the publication of Henry Forman’s b&@ur Movie Made Childreif1933),
a popularisation of the studies, which became fineintial best-sellet’? While the
publication may not have accurately reflected putdeling towards adult-orientated
movies, its populist message acted as a call-ta-&onthe U.S. media, intensifying the

hostile press attention Hollywood was already ndngi The Catholic Legion of

190 Chapin Hall, ‘Hope Placed in Cowboy Films to Atr&hildren to TheatresThe New York Times
February 21, 1932, p. X4; ‘Mary Pickford Back From Europe; poses to Appear in “Alice in
Wonderland”, Animated by Walt DisneyThe New York Timesarch 3%, 1933.

101 Hays, The Memoirs of Will Hayp. 444.

192 A fuller examination of these points can be foimarth S. Jowett et aGhildren and the Movies:
Media Influence and the Payne Fund Controve€ymbridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996.
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Decency, the most powerful and vociferous voicthabattle for movie reform, was
formed the same year. Brought into existenceHerexpress purpose of reforming
commercial cinema, the industry initially assumieak the Legion ‘was just another
attempt by a religious group to bring about “maedbrm” of the movies, and would
eventually fail as the others had dof¥.Matters reached a head in early 1934, when a
number of civil and religious organisations intdéiesi their attack on the film industry.
The Catholic Church threatened a nationwide boyafdtte cinema from its 20 million
members unless effective self-regulation was eistadd, with Jewish and Protestant
leaders voicing their support for the campaignAlthough some executives questioned
public support for the so-called ‘Pollyanna Pictimregulation apparently portended, the
industry was forced to bow to overwhelming pressanel the Studio Relations
Committee under Joy was reconstituted in July 1#23the Production Code
Administration (PCA) under Catholic Joseph I. Bré®¥nhBreen argued upon his
appointment that:

If the screen doesn't clean itself up [...] threimds will happen: theatres will be
boycotted, Federal censorship will be institutat every State and city with depleted
revenues will establish censor boards for thestdlxat will result. If we clean up there is
little to worry about, but if we don’t we mightgtias well forget Hollywood®

103 jowett,Film: The Democratic Artp. 253.

194 Gregory D. Black, ‘Changing Perceptions of the idsv American Catholics Debate Film Censorship’,
Hollywood Spectatorship: Changing Perceptions ofébiia Audiencegds. Melvyn Stokes and Richard
Maltby, London: British Film Institute, 2001 (pp9-R0), p. 79; Vaseylhe World According to

Hollywood, 1918-193%. 130.

195 Chapin Hall, ‘Attack on Movies Stuns Hollywood@’he New York TimeSunday July'8 1934, p. E1.

198 Churchill, ‘Hollywood Heeds the Thunder: Bewildérey the Widespread Crusade for Cleaner Pictures,
the Film Centre Now Listens to Main Street and, @@tmas Never Before, Accepts the Verdict of itsiN
Censor’.
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Breen had the power to force changes to any filiméafoul of the Production Code,
with a $25,000 penalty for non-compliani@é. Thereafter, the Hollywood studios usually
ensured that their films met the strict standaetsahded by the PCA.

Hollywood'’s obvious ambivalence towards familyrig in the 1920s and 1930s
reflected the complementary, yet hitherto-irrectaide, perennial twin aims of the
industry, in the words of Ruth Vasey: ‘to pleadeo&the people, everywhere, all — or at
least most — of the time, and to displease as fple — or as few people who mattered
— as possible'®® Previously, pleasing as many people as possiklea(mass audience,
through populist and often licentious material) leatered into a conflict with the desire
not to displease the influential minority (i.e. mband educational reformers). Now,
with the introduction of the Production Code, Hallyod no longer had an obvious mass
audience for the cleaned-up fare now being demantiedesponse, as Richard Maltby
has argued, was to ‘discover a “new” audience wdobgreviously not attended’, thereby
moving away from the community and religious leadehildren, teachers and
clubwomen which had consumed the MPPDA during 820§, and effectively ‘invent’

a respectable, consensus-orientated mass audieheefamily’ audiencé® The idea of
the family audience, and the formulation of aniadiusive type of popular film,
represented a concerted effort on the part of tR€DIA — on behalf of the entire
industry — to reconfigure Hollywood'’s status withire U.S. cultural consciousness.

Although the Production Code (and the pressureshaiad to its tightening) was

a major factor in Hollywood’s embrace of family-emtated fare, it was only one of a

197 Jowett,Film: The Democratic Artp. 254.

198 \/asey, The World According to Hollywood 1918-1930 157.

199 Richard Maltby, ‘Sticks, Hicks and Flaps: Classidallywood’s Generic Conception of its Audiences’,
Identifying Hollywood’s Audiences: Cultural Ideptiind the Movieseds. Melvyn Stokes and Richard
Maltby, London: British Film Institute, 1999, (pp3-47), p. 38.
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number of catalysts. Also important was the Uebrace of ‘middlebrow’ culture in
the late-1920s and early 1930s, as Joan ShelleymRojues:

In the three decades following the First World Weamerica created an unprecedented
range of activities aimed at making literature atiter forms of “high” culture available
to a wide reading public. Beginning with the Baafkthe-Month club, founded in 1926,
book clubs provided subscribers with recently fsiidd works chosen by expert judges
[...] Colleges and universities, accommodating graexling student body,

augmented their curricula with extension programtsie humanities and other
disciplines, some offered on the new medium oior&d

There were also internal pressures upon produceisly from the MPPDA, but also
from such influential figures as market researcbeorge Gallup (whose Audience
Research Institute was employed by RKO and Disnewnd the 1930s and 1940s), who
pointed-out that literary adaptations had a buil&udience because of the popularity of
the adapted materiat! Hays had campaigned for greater production obgermiddle-
class, universally-suitable product since the n88dks. Jowett notes that:

As early as 1924, Hays went out of his way to atitntion to the merits of the film
Abraham Lincolnwhich was then playing to small audiences imst-fiun theatre on
Broadway. The film was ultimately a financial sass-*?

Indeed, such was Hays'’s insistence that Hollywaadye a more family-orientated
agenda that at an MPPDA crisis meeting in Marct8198 informed the studio heads
that he would no longer tolerate Code violatiomgl threatened tpersonallyinstigate
litigation against member companies unless thatitn improved:*®

The third major factor for the Hollywood studiatiategic embrace of the family
movie was more directly commercial. During the1a®20s and early 1930s, a series of

educational reforms were implemented by the NatiBdacation Association and the

19 j0an Shelley Rubifi;he Making of Middlebrow Cultur&€hapel Hill and London: The University of
North Carolina Press, 1992, p. xi.

111 sysan Ohmer, ‘The Science of Pleasure: GeorgeyGatid Audience Research in Hollywood’,
Identifying Hollywood’'s Audiencesds. Richard Maltby and Melvyn Stokes, Londontishi Film Institute,
1999 (pp. 61-80), p. 71.

12 Jowett 181.

13 yvasey,The World According to Hollywood, 1918-193®. 128-129.
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National Council of Teachers of English, which attuced new elements to school
syllabuses based upon ‘critical appreciation’ otioropictures-**. Soon after the
initiative began in 1928/29 in Newark, New Jerssycators approached Hollywood
executives to solicit the specialised productiostofd-friendly, educational films, but
producers were unresponsive, insisting ‘that thelléeducational” would spell “failure”
at the box office®™ The tide changed dramatically in 1933, when raftsuccessful trial
period, representative teachers from 17 stateslvot&avour of new curriculum units
featuring film study, after which educational stuafythe movies was rolled out
nationally**® By October 1935, this curriculum was allegedly#®e in approximately
2,500 schools$!” Although obviously a large-scale initiative, tpiogram formed only
part of a wider discourse centring on the use diongictures as an educational aid in
elementary, senior and higher educational estahbsits'*® Many of these ‘film
appreciation’ initiatives were short-lived and nititely unsuccessful, but their high
visibility kept the wider debate in the public €y&.Educationalists and producers now
found that cooperation was a matter of mutual is¢dfrest. Teachers wanted ‘better
films’ for pedagogical, moral and artistic reaso®soducers suddenly had easy access to

a vast, unexploited audience group. The resultaxdr®matic upsurge in productions of

14 william Lewin, ‘Higher Screen Standards for YouHitming of Classics Urged by English Teachers’,
The New York TimeSunday July 18 1934, p. xx4.
M5 william Lewin, ‘Movies Bow to Schools: The Film Wd Launches a New Cycle of Classics Long
Ilil%voured by EducatorsThe New York TimeSunday Septembef'11935, p. xx7.
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118 See Edgar Dale et allotion Pictures in Education: A Summary of the igtare, New York: The H.W.
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9 Dana PolanScenes of Instruction: The Beginnings of the W&iySof Film Berkeley and Los Angeles:
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literary classics easily adaptable for the classromhich in turn prompted the wider
integration of family movies into Hollywood prodimt schedules.

Little Womenreleased in November of that year, was the binealsgh film.
Many of its attributes — the historical settingg flocus on the family, the coming-of-age
narrative, the atmosphere of gentility and theipaldr appeal for women — set a
successful template for subsequent family-frieditkyary adaptations, and, indeed, for
family films throughout the studio era. One of thest important assumptions
underpinning the selection of styles and storiesemily films was that wives and
mothers represented their families. Although uasitrade papers estimated that females
comprised between 60 and 80 per cent of the doongsttma audience, the telling
statistic, as Melvyn Stokes suggests, was thatdwauss ‘made 80 to 90 per cent of all
purchases for family usé?® Rightly or wrongly, then, women were seen asidgithe
family’s leisure activities.Little Womers emphasis upon family values and unity in a
time of social fragmentation — in this case, theefican Civil War — neatly parallels
social anxieties surrounding the country’s futuoein the Depression. It was the fourth
most successful movie of the decade at the U.Soffiwe.*** In March 1934, Hays
spoke of his belief that moral and artistic staddawere continually improving, and
‘praised the efforts of better-film movements tsesthe standards of the industry’. He

quantified this belief by noting that, in 1933,

120 Melvyn Stokes, ‘Female Audiences of the 1920seantly 1930s’Hollywood Spectatorship: Changing
Perceptions of Cinema Audiencesls. Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby, Londoriti@r Film Institute,
1999 (pp. 42-60), pp. 43-44.

121 30el W. Finler;The Hollywood StoryLondon and New York: Wallflower Press, 2003, §56-363.
Gone with the WindVictor Fleming, 1939)Snow White and the Seven DwdBsavid Hand, 1937) and
San FranciscqWoody Van Dyke, 1936) were the top three filmshat box office during that decade.
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seventy-two pictures were endorsed by previewnoggs as suitable for children
between the ages of 8 and 12 years, as againshtioesement of fifty-one such pictures
for the year 193%?

These ‘improving’ standards, Hays ventured, coe&tlito ‘an era of literary films’ —
although he was quick to add that ‘intelligent nasvj...] need intelligent audiences’ — a
coded warning that such films would endure for adylong as they remained
profitable?® Hays did, however, understand their uses as gesygta. The genre was
designed to attract mass audiences and rehabtlitateultural reputation of the movies

in one fell swoop. The modern Hollywood familynfilwas born.

Literary adaptations and the family film strateqy

Although prestige literary adaptations were becanprevalent by the timkeittle Women
was released in November 1933, the film’'s popuylarttnvinced producers of their
commercial potentialLittle Womernwas, as Tino Balio notes, ‘considered the first
picture of the decade based on a literary classietturned into an artistic and
commercial success’, and he places the literargtasrawithin the broader cycle of the
‘prestige picture’, which was ‘far and away the mgspular production trend of the
decade®* Hays hoped that it ‘may open a new type of sootaterial’ capable of
galvanising ‘a new movie-going public recruitedrfréhe higher income earning classes
[...] which better pictures would transform from cabto regular patrons®> Maltby
argues that ‘the film’s success was in part browadpoiut by a marketing strategy aiming

at school audiences via large-scale direct-maiketarg techniques'®®

122:Hays Sees an Era of Literary Film3he New York TimeFuesday March 27 1934, p. 24.
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Because of their prominence in classrooms, puibliaries and private
bookshelves, literary classics seemed to produeiseformers to be the epitome of
‘family’ material. Although novels and plays byethkes of William Shakespeare,
Charles Dickens, Jane Austen, Charlotte BronteideoMay Alcott and Robert Louis
Stevenson may not have been widely consumed, sitbgahe common man, they were
almost universally known. Between 1933 and 194nwiiterary classics were brought
to the screen, includingttle WomenTreasure IslandVictor Fleming, 1934)Great
ExpectationgStuart Walker, 1934David Copperfield George Cukor, 19354
Midsummer Night's DrearMax Reinhardt, 1935},ittle Lord Fauntleroy(James
Cromwell, 1936)Romeo and JulidiGeorge Cukor, 1936F00r Little Rich Girl(Irving
Cummings, 1936)Captains Courageoud/ictor Fleming, 1937)The Prisoner of Zenda
(John Cromwell, 1937)The Adventures of Tom Sawyliorman Taurog, 1938],he
Little Princesg(Walter Lang, 1939)The Wizard of OgVictor Fleming, 1939) andihe
Blue Bird(Walter Lang, 1940). All of the major studios egt Paramount produced
these family-friendly literary adaptations, mostdfich were very enthusiastically
received by audiences and critics. The storieg wespectable and inoffensive; the kinds
of texts appointed to school syllabuses and regaddehe kind of material children
oughtto be consuming, but which are mainly enjoyedhsyadult middle-classes.

1935 saw the release of two of the most signifiéamily-orientated literary
adaptations of the decade: Warner Bros.’ producifch Midsummer Night's Dream
directed by Max Reinhardt, and independent prodDeetd Selznick’s star-studded
adaptation oDavid Copperfield Not only were they lavish, star-studded produdi

but they were among the most faithful adaptatidigeyary classics ever brought to the



79

screen. The key to successful literary adaptatiacsording to Selznick (who later
adaptedsone with the Wineh 1939), was ensuring that deviations from therce
material were nothing more than omissiartsangedo plot and character, he suggested,
ran the risk of alienating audiences familiar witik original text$?’ Producers, though,
ensured that all bases were covered by making #teactive to general audiences.
Aside from polished production, the main weaponthis endeavour were big starA.
Midsummer Night's Drearfeatured popular Warner Bros. contractors suclaages
Cagney, Dick Powell and Joe E. Brown, all of whoide their name in overtly populist
genres such as gangster movies, light comediemasitals. Selznick pulled off a
significant coup by casting comedian W.C. Field$/asawber inDavid Copperfielglit
mattered little that Fields had to clumsily reasl dlialogue from cue cards placed just off
camera — his presence alone guaranteed box o#ice.vBoth films introduced up-and-
coming child actors — namely Mickey Rooney as Packl Freddie Bartholomew as
young David Copperfield — thereby offering someelexf identification for younger
viewers. Such wa& Midsummer Night's Dreas public-relations value thatariety
suggested that Warner’s would not have been pedurith a $500,000 loss on the

venture'?®

As it was, both films were enormous box officesAf°
Contemporary reviews of such films tended to agrige Hays's claim that they
appealed to ‘the highest common denominator ofiptaste’>*® The National Board of

Review’s James Shelley Hamilton affirmeittle Womeras ‘a film that on the surface is

127 Margaret Farrand Thorpmerica at the Movied.ondon: Faber and Faber, 1945 (1939), p. 142.
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above everything else entertaining, and appeafirgit to whom?® P. S. Harrison’s
review ofDavid Copperfieldvas similarly unhelpful, lauding it as ‘a pictusdich will
undoubtedly entertain everybody? The mainstream press was especially susceptible t
the fallacy of ‘universal’ entertainment, none mecethan that bastion of middlebrow
values,TheNew York Timesvhich applaudedittle Lord Fauntleroyfor its ability to
‘charm and kindle a reminiscent glow in the heaftsontemporary audience$® Such
responses imply that through sheer, unequivocalkxce, these productions effaced
divisions in age, class, race, gender and evee.t¥sirietys film reviews were
exceptions, increasingly assessing movies in tefrpsojected audience response.
Varietys review ofAlice in Wonderlangbointed out that ‘like most of the other supposed
children’s classics, “Alice” is really a distincttprown-up book. Juvenile patronage
probably won't be the choice of the kids themselbes possibly under grown-up
duress™®* Similarly, althougH.ittle Womermay have been a ‘pretty costume play for
the great generality’, its appeal ‘for the youngeneration’ was ‘a little dated®

Many specialist journals and popular magazineg&dd beyond the propaganda
of ‘universal entertainment’ and sought to inforeaders about suitabilignd appeal.
Harrison’s Reportsontained reviews written primarily for theatre @xs, and which
concluded with a short summary of perceived audiesuitability. In the absence of any
formal system for assessing suitability and appbaljgh, such judgements were often

arbitrary; Harrison, for instance, ludicrously viesiLittle Big Shot(Michael Curtiz,

131 James Shelley Hamilton, ‘Little Women’, reprinied=rom Quasimodo to Scarlett O'Hara: A National
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1935) — a Warner Bros. child-star vehicle star@yypil Jason — as ‘unsuitable for
children [or] adolescents®® Parents’ MagazineThe RotariarandChristian Century
were slightly more methodical, assessing contempdilens according to demographic
suitability, with audiences divided between ‘aduftgouths’, and ‘children’;Parents’
Magazinecontained a special section called ‘Family Movigdg'**’ Parents’
Magazineargued forcefully that ‘children under 8 yearsagé should not be permitted to
attend regular motion picture performancg&’ While they all clearly harboured political
agendas, these publications recognised that ‘usaVsuitability’ was deliberately

fostered by the film industry as a public-relati@xercise.

Figure 1: The middlebrow family film began with the release ofLittle Women (1933).

1% p_s. Harrison, ‘Little Big ShotHarrison’s ReportsSaturday October™ 1935, vol. xvii, no. 40.
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13%60 Durham and London: Duke University Press, 20@5,112-113.
1 .
Ibid.
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For the teachers, higher movie standards wereoparbroader educational drive.
For educationalists convinced of motion picturesue in the education of the young,
Hollywood was as a necessary evil. William Lewia representative of the motion
picture committee of the National Education Asstieraand author of the new
curriculum — suggested that:

Through the classrooms of the high schools, wheriag the school year 6,000,000
adolescents are daily in session, the preserg @igsecuring changes looking toward a
finer type of audience in the coming generatiBefore we can have an era of great
photoplays we must have great audiences, andvidagethem is the task of the
schools™**

By late-1935, according to Lewin, producers werensfing ‘six times as much as they
did two years ago on films likely to be of interé&steachers and students. Included are
some of the most costly pictures of the coming@ea@8® Lewin also pointed to a recent
survey indicating that ‘all the studios, major anchor, recognise that there is an
effective demand for films worthy of classroom dission’*! It was still an uneasy
compromise: studios were unable to sacrifice pabfiity for the sake of fidelity, but
educationalists demanded that adaptations presetgast the ‘essence’ of the original
texts. To facilitate the easy integration of thiélges into the classroom, students’
‘critical appreciation’ was fostered by a seriestfdy guides for distribution in schools
nationwide, based on films suchlatle WomenDavid CopperfieldAlice in
WonderlangdTreasure IslandA Midsummer Night's DrearandLittle Lord

142

Fauntleroy " As Richard Ford explains,

139 ewin, ‘Higher Screen Standards for Youth: FilminfgClassics Urged by English Teachers'.

140 ewin, ‘Movies Bow to Schools: The Film World Laties a New Cycle of Classics Long Favoured by
Educators’.

141 bid.

142 Steve J. Wurtzler, ‘David Copperfield (1935) ahd tJ.S. Curriculum’Dickens on Screerd. John
Glavin, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2qg8 155-170), p. 159.
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The average guide (they are called “Photoplay 8&idir “Group Discussion Guides”) is
an illustrated booklet of 16 pages. It deals i story, historical or literary
background, and film treatment of the theme;études a number of questions for
discussion, and suggestions of books for readBaught in quantities the Guides cost
three cents eacf?’

Initially, they were sponsored by the studi&s Later, the industry maintained its support
by providing schools with film posters, stills, psebooks and free movie tickets for
‘underprivileged children'®> Hays later claimed that ‘no single project in ptmgram

did more to raise a generation of discriminatingsfahan study guide$® Some were
enormously profitableDavid Copperfiels guide sold around 200,000 copies, &nd
Midsummer Night's Dreats apparently as many as 500,d60.During the mid-1930s,
then, motion pictures possessed a pedagogical dioreto an extent never seen before
or since, although economic interests were alsbseeled by the venture.

Once again, the film industry was shrewdly allyitsg!f with powerful external
organisations in the hope of further dispellingicism of commercial cinema as a mass
medium, whilst courting a vital audience secti@y maintaining close ties with
educative and religious groups like the National&adion Association and the Legion of
Decency, the film industry worked to extend theaapt of the ‘family audience’ within
the popular consciousness. This was a basic famofithe Public Relations department
of the MPPDA, and references to Hollywood cinema damily’ medium predominate
in many of public statements from the period. Onae practical level, between 1934
and 1938, the MPPDA published a monthly ‘newspapaitedThe Motion Picture and

the Familyfor free distribution in theatre lobbies. Marlketes ‘a bulletin for all who are

143 Richard FordChildren and the Cinema.ondon: Allen and Unwin, 1939, pp. 211-212.
44 \Wurtzler, ‘David Copperfield (1935) and the U.Surficulum, pp. 155-156.
145 i
Ibid.
146 Hays, The Memoirs of Will H. Hayp. 487.
147 Ford, Children and the Cinemap. 211-212.
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interested in better motion pictures’, the papatueed contributions from teachers,
educators and ‘community leadet&. Aside from constituting another useful PR
exercise on the part of the film industry, this jedtion was yet another attempt to keep
potential enemies of the industry close at hamdhid end-of-year report for the 1934
season, Hays congratulated the industry for a jelbdone, and promised more of the
same. Pointing to the success of the newly-estadadi Production Code, Hays noted:

We are more than satisfied with results attainethdwur period of self-regulation.
Theatre attendance has increased approximatgigr2€ent throughout the country. Our
analysis shows that this increase is due to thiexaents — old patrons going to the
theatre more often, the winning of a new audighaehad stayed away from pictures in
the past, and improved general condititiis.

The family-friendly literary adaptation’s true valwas in redefining the relationship
between Hollywood and its audiences. It was |ffes®ve in changing the viewing
habits of adults and children: adults could sti#éad romantic and crime films (albeit in
a ‘cleaned-up’ form), and children still favourectian/adventure serials and matinee
fare. What the movemedid accomplish, more importantly, was embedding tlea iof
the ‘family film’ tightly within the national conscusness, protecting Hollywood from

the threat of censorship, and establishing a ptiokcof goodwill towards the industry.

The child-star film

The child-star film ran concurrently with the fagafriendly literary adaptation,
becoming big business in 1934 and remaining s¢ ardund 1938. Unlike the literary
adaption movement, it emerged not from careful mlagnand cooperation, but as a rapid

response to social affairs — in this case, the tQdearession. Prefaced by the Wall

148 \With special thanks to Nic Sammond of the Univgref Toronto for kindly supplying a copy of this
publication from his own records.
149*Hays Finds Public Backs Clean Film3he New York TimeZhursday October 111934, p. 29.
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Street Crash of 1929, although the Depression dadtrg film industry considerably in
the short term, it also galvanised the Americanipund further cemented family
movies within the popular consciousness. Whilecthited-star vehicle had been popular
during the silent era, the success of Shirley Terainsformed the format for the 1930s.
After Temple rose to prominencelmight EyesDavid Butler, 1934) and caught the
public imagination, several major studios attemptedash-in on her popularity, by
signing promising child performers and by placingrh within specialised vehicles
designed to showcase their particular talents (adredinging, dancing, precocious
cuteness or capacity for mischief). During the-taidate 1930s, MGM contracted
Jackie Cooper, Judy Garland, Mickey Rooney anddieeflartholomew; Twentieth
Century-Fox had Shirley Temple and Jane WithersinéfaBros. had Billy and Bobby
Mauch, Sybil Jason and Bonita Granville; Columhaa lEdith Fellows; and Universal
had Deanna Durbin. Although various child actoesencontracted to Paramount and
RKO during the 1930s (such as Jackie Searle argirvarWeidler), neither studio
embraced the child-star vehicle. Nevertheless1989s was the golden age of the child-
star movie. Temple’s persona, in particular, veslet-made for Depression-era
audiences; it is a measure of her immense popyuthat she was the top U.S. box office
attraction between 1935 and 1938.

Initially, the Depression did not hit Hollywood fidla and it seemed that the film
industry would be able to escape its worst effdmis by 1932, ‘all of show business was

in shambles®>* Following the bankruptcy of several of the majtrdios, only

159 David Thomson, ‘Shirley TempleA Biographical Dictionary of FilmLondon: Andre Deutsch, 1994,
pp. 743-744.
151 Balio, Grand Design: Hollywood as a Modern Business Emteepl 930-1939p. 14.
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investment from Wall Street maintained the studimsugh this period®* Fortunately

for Hollywood, the social and recreational impodearmf the cinema was then at its
height, and attendances, although reduced, remhighd Average weekly attendances
in 1933 stood at 60 million; at this point, therfilndustry had an 84.1 per cent share of
spectator amusement expenditure, and 21.9 peotatitrecreation expenditurg®
Movie-going remained one of the dominant socialvéacts for young people, and their
sizable injection of capital partially offset thetpntially-catastrophic effects of the
Depressiort> It helped that the major studio vehicles of ShifTemple, Jane Withers
and Deanna Durbin, whilst tailored towards aduitsmatically, had a sizable juvenile
fan-base because of the cross-generational appt performers themselvés.

Overall, though, child-star films generally resged to adult concerns. In this
regard, there are two elements of this ‘adult appeaonsider: the child, and the films.
Graham Greene controversially argued that Temfadisirers’ were ‘middle-aged men
and clergymen’ who appreciated the ‘adult emotimingve and grief’ she displayed — an
assessment which, when combined with scandaloererefes to her ‘well-shaped and
desirable little body, packed with enormous viyakt provoked legal retribution from
her studic*>® Biographer Norman J. Zierold more diplomaticalgscribed her as

‘[meeting] all the requirements: height, curly hdiright teeth, an infectious smile, and a

152 bid, pp. 24-26.

153Bruce A. AustinJmmediate Seating: A Look at Movie Audien@&smont, CA: Wadsworth, 1989, p.
36.

154 See Edgar Dal&hildren’s Attendance at Motion Picturésew York: Macmillan, 1935, p. 73. Dale
estimated that minors accounted for approximatebrthird of all tickets bought during the early-083
155 Terry Staples notes that Shirley Temple was ‘trerall top favourite film star’ of British childrem
fact demonstrated ‘in various polls, when childvesre asked to name the star they liked the best,afot
restricting their choice to favourites of the Sdyr morning [matinee] screenAll Pals Together: The
Story of Children’s Cinemé&dinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1997,%. 7

16 Graham Greene, ‘Wee Willie Winkie; The Life of BenZoza’, originally published 28October 1937
in Night and Day and reprinted iThe Graham Greene Film Reader: Mornings in the Datk David
Parkinson, Manchester: Carcanet, 1993, p. 234.
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definite, distinctive personality>’ However, the true value of these attributes gy o
be appreciated in context, and whatever dubiouga@ppeal Temple may have
possessed, her films functioned as a powerful @vailing force against Depression
anxiety. She starred in a series of films (Brgght EyesOur Little Girl [John S.
Robertson, 1935] andoor Little Rich Girl[lrving Cummings, 1936]) speaking directly
to adult anxieties concerning economic hardshipthadope of recovery. Appearing as
a staunch figure of optimism, she enables the esdmaary as she moves through the
narratives of her films, transforming the liveslobse she meets through sheer force of
goodness. Her Depression-era films operated asvadf licensed public propaganda.

Poor Little Rich Girlis, perhaps, the clearest distillation of thesebattes.
Temple plays Barbara Barry, the daughter of a ssfuesoap manufacturer (Michael
Whalen). Simultaneously the devoted, over-protedather and successful
businessman, Mr Barry keeps Barbara home-schoakkdway from possible harm.
Barbara takes the first opportunity to break outefivory tower, travelling around the
city and helping a variety of down-on-their-lucldimiduals. The paradox which sees
Barbara/Temple idealised as a priceless objectalsatexploited for the use value
implicit in her social ability to galvanise, is iatilated on-screen in an early exchange
between Mr Barry and Barbara’s nurse:

Nurse: Did you ever consider that the constant pilingefiprecautions and attentions
was bad for the child? Why, she’s pampered artdhed-over and babied to
death.

The contrary positions of the nurse, pleading flwasening of a constrictive domestic

structure, and Mr Barry, obstinate in his defenicki® precautionary attitude, reflect a

157 Norman J. ZieroldThe Child Stars New York: Coward-McCann, 1965, p. 61.
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wider dichotomy between the need to preserve thé tthm interference and danger,
and the need to universalise her ineffable talents.

Mr Barry’s professional importance highlights theality of the early Temple
figure; the happy marriage between working clagklarsiness class, and its implicit
reaffirmation of Depression recovery ideology. l#mity with the working class and
her desire to project outwards into the wider d®phere are heavily mediated by her
middle-class social status, and her ultimate reiubmthe arms of her penitent father as
the film draws to a close. By this point, Mr Bargalises the harmful consequences of
his behaviour, offering emotional security in additto his already-established financial
power. It is significant, though, that Mr Barrysisiness is the profitable but wholesome
profession of soap production — by its very natilean and unsullied. These films were
produced at a time when big business was widetyudited — particularly in rural areas —
because of the believed metropolitan origins ofgleéal Depressiof® This distrust
promoted ideologies of anti-industrialisation carrproductive to Roosevelt-era
recovery policies, which stressed the importanaeatibnal unity. The President

strove to project an image that was above partyadwode class. His rhetoric in the early
New Deal stressed national unity, interdependemug class harmony rather than class
conflict. He welcomed support from progressivgi#icans and independents. He
played down the use of the word Democrat in th@41#nd 1936 electioris’

Because (as contemporary economist Lionel Robloted) ‘the first essential of any
recovery from the position in which the world nawds itself is a return of business

confidence’, it was crucial that broad-demograpgihies portrayed big business as

158 See particularly Theodore Caplow etMiddletown Families: Fifty Years of Change and Gouity,
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982, 4-5, 18.

159 Anthony J. BadgeThe New Deal: The Depression Years, 1933-1840don: Macmillan, 1989, p.
247.
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innocuous and approachabf. If the connection appears fanciful, it shouldhioged that
the spirit of the New Deal transcended normatieatiers between political legislation
and popular ideology, infiltrating Hollywood in setmes explicit ways. Some of
Warner Bros.’” early 1930s musicals, as Mark Rothsteown, offered flag-waving
support to Roosevelt and his recovery progréths.

Reflecting a similar set of ideologies, Deannalinis late-1930s vehicles were
also highly successfulVarietys review ofOne Hundred Men and a GifHenry Koster,
1937) is particularly noteworthy, affirming the nie\as a ‘smash hit for all the family
[...] something new in entertainmertt? Durbin stars as Patricia, the daughter of an
unemployed musician, John Cardwell (Adolphe Menjdigalising that the Depression
has disenfranchised many other talented membessoodty, Patricia decides to form an
orchestra of one hundred unemployed musiciangrder to stage the massive,
publicity-generating show she envisages, she nmst the services of world-renowned
conductor Leopold Stokowski, who is sympathetith® cause, but has already pledged
his services to a high-profile tour of Europe. iDgrthe course of this narrative — overtly
constructed to emphasise as strongly as possiblertifying charm and singing prowess
of Durbin — Patricia manages to infiltrate Stokoisskouse:

Stokowski: How do you get into places where you should not be?
Patricia: | don’t know. My daddy says it's a gift.

Astonished by her impudence, but clearly impre$seder talents, Stokowski agrees to
conduct the orchestra of the unemployed. Afteirigaebtained the co-operation of a

wealthy backer who realises the public-relationteptial of the enterprise, the show goes

159 jonel RobbinsThe Great Depressioh.ondon: Macmillan, 1934, p. 16.

161 Mark Roth, ‘Some Warners Musicals and the Spirthe New Deal’ The Velvet Light Tramo. 17,
winter 1977, pp. 1-7.

152:0One Hundred Men and a GirNjariety, Friday January®] 1937.
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ahead to wild success. The film ends with the pserof financial security for Patricia
and her father. As with Temple’s early films, Durbere functions as a galvaniser of the
dispossessed. A sharp contrast is establishecebatrich and poor; only through the
magical abilities of Patricia/Durbin is the situatiimproved. If the ‘One Hundred Men’
of the title represent the wider mass of unemplay@d disenfranchised, then the ‘one
girl’ suggests an organisational figure; a lead&rThe affirmative qualities of the film
are glaringly apparent: for the disenfranchised;dduand Temple offer hope of a
brighter future, which for the business class, ttender safe potentially subversive
factions. Were it not for their mediatory presertbe down-on-their-luck figures they
encounter might easily be intimidating or even camistic in their proletariat overtones.
By the late-1930s, the ideologies of social armhemic recovery in American
society had changed attitudes towards the Depres$igth the New Deal operating in
heavily reduced form by 1938, Depression narratbegame anachronisti&* Temple’s
studio, Twentieth Century-Fox, responded by grdgiumanoeuvring her into more
fantastic, displaced territoryjyVee Willie Winki€John Ford, 1937) is set in India, and
Heidi (Allan Dwan, 1937) in SwitzerlandSusannah of The Mounti@#/illiam A. Seiter,
1939) is located in the nineteenth-century Americantier, whilstThe Little Princesss
set in a picture-postcard nineteenth-century Ermldfinally, The Blue Birdakes place
in a mythical land evocative of fairy tale mythojogeven in a film as displaced as
Susannah of the Mountigkough, Temple’s political function remains apgrdar At one

point, Susannah (Temple) chastises the ‘Indiaréfchi

153 Thereby providing an irresistible parallel wittetholitary, powerful leader figure embodied by
Roosevelt.
164 Badger,The New Deal: The Depression Years, 1933-1p48.
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| don’t see why you want to fight the white peopleyway. They haven’t done anything
to hurt you.

America’s gradual recovery from the Depressiomically, disempowered Temple’s
symbolic properties. The key to her popularityeraéll, was not her ability to articulate

a conservative ideological position, but ratherCharles Eckert argues, the positive
relationship between her filmic persona and recpfrem the Depressiotf® Temple’s
movement away from dramas located in contemporangrca towards the more
blatantly artificial, displaced terrain of literacjassic adaptation coincided with a gradual
but noticeable cooling in critical and commercedponse. The increase in prestige and
budget in her films — eventually enabling her moeatrnto colour inThe Little Princess

— served almost as distractions from her compaatdcial impotence. The balance

between ideological and aesthetic appeal unsuadhlsshifted towards the latter.

Figure 2: Shirley Temple, Jane Withers and Deanna Orbin: three of the most successful child-stars
of the 1930s.

185 Charles Eckert, ‘Shirley Temple and the House aékefeller’, Stardom: Industry of Desired.
Christine Gledhill, London and New York: Routledd®91, pp. 60-73.
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The New York TiméBrank S. Nugent, a noted admirer of Temple indwatier
films, suggests that, by the timelaftle Miss Broadway(lrving Cummings, 1938),

the devastating Mistress Temple is slightly lessadgating than usual [...] It can't be old
age, but it does look like weariness [...] Althowgdte performs with her customary
gayety and dimpled charm, there is no mistaliregetffort every dimple cost her. And
perhaps even Shirley couldn’t feel enthusiastmuathe [...] script166

AlthoughThe Little Princessvas well-received] he Blue Birgd Fox’s Temple-starred
riposte to MGM’'sThe Wizard of OgVictor Fleming, 1939), performed poorly at thexbo
office. Its problem was its over-emphasis on d¢bilchppeal at the expense of adult
viewers, who had previously sustained child velsicl€ritical approval for child-star
films was rarely founded upon appreciation of phatrative, characterisation or other
representational elements. In fact, many sucleveviemphasise the role of the child
performer in propping-up flimsy or clichéd storgs Narrative plausibility and textual

depth, then, were less important than the signgfyiresence of the child-star.

The emergence of the small-town family film

Small-town U.S. audiences were integral to Hollydisaevenues. As high a proportion
as ‘65 percent of the population, or 80 million pleg lived in small-towns at the start of
the decade®” Until the mass-migration to the suburbs in the-E940s, the North
American small-town wielded considerable influeoger production strategy, and many
films and genres were tailor-made for this market@. Even so, Hollywood was
repeatedly criticised for disregarding the requieats of small-town audiences, and

favouring more urban-centred entertainments addpsedthe Broadway stage. New

16 Frank S. Nugent, ‘Little Miss BroadwayThe New York Timeduly 23, 1938, p. 10:4. Ironically, in
Nugent’s later career as a Hollywood screenwrfterprovided the script for one of Temple’s few
successful — albeit relatively minor — adult rolesJohn Ford’d-ort Apache(1949).

157 Balio, Grand Design: Hollywood as a Modern Business Emteepl 930-1939p. 27.
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York exhibitioner Arthur L. Mayer argued that mdigins were ‘consciously directed to
metropolitan audiences eager for the unconventidhalsubtle and the artistit®®
Small-town patrons, conversely, were ‘more appte@af human, conventional stories
and of conservative technique in their presentafithMargaret Farrand Thorp went
even further, suggesting that ‘the subtle, theiextte unexpected [small-town
audiences] do not like at all, and they are framiipoyed by costume picturé€®. In
1934, just prior to the establishment of the PréidncCode,The New York Times
lamented Hollywood’s propensity to

read what the trade papers said and what the NeaW ¢fitics thought, ignoring the
opinion and even the box-office receipts of thaktowns. Hollywood was
concerned only with the receipts on Broadway, éttigg that production cost comes
from the cities and profits from the towHs.

It seems safe to assume that family-friendly litgi@daptations, designed to exploit a
predominantly metropolitan interest in middlebrowtere and social respectability, had
less impact in small-towns. Beginning in 1935,dueers began addressing this problem
by methodically targeting small-town audiences viattmily-orientated material.

MGM'’s adaptation of Eugene O’Neill’s only comedh, Wilderness{Clarence
Brown, 1935) was the first major production in threa. Billed quite overtly as an
exercise in sweet nostalgia, carrying the sub#tl€omedy of Recollection’, it centres
on a quiet family in a pre-industrialised small-toat the turn of the century, and
possesses many of the tropes that would come tindterHollywood family films

throughout the remainder of the studio era: a laegtended family; the depiction of a

188 Quoted in Maltby, ‘Sticks, Hicks and Flaps: ClassiHollywood’s Generic Conception of its
Audiences’, p. 27.

189 bid.

10 Thorp,America at the Movie®. 19.
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the Film Centre Now Listens to Main Street and, @@tmas Never Before, Accepts the Verdict of itsiN
Censor’.
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simple, ritualistic but spiritually rewarding pastblifestyle; the misadventures of an
adolescent protagonist on the cusp of adultho@ptbnounced importance of the
parents, specifically the father; the fallibilisexual temptation and first love of the
adolescent protagonist; and the ultimate transomssi wisdom and experience from the
father to the son. The film became a templateséweral long-running, cheaply-made
family series spanning the late-1930s and early@494-0x was the first studio to exploit
the potential of this format, with a series of l&ey, earthy comedies centring on the
Jones family (1936-1940). MGM responded with threstiamous and long running
series in the genre, the Hardy family comedies T1B246), starring Mickey Rooney.
Warners produced a series of three comedy filmsistgthe Lemp family (1938-1941),
and Paramount adapted their Henry Aldrich comefdaes the radio into a family-

orientated film series (1939-1944).

Figure 3: The Hardy family. Left to right: Mickey Rooney as Andy Hardy, Lewis Stone as Judge
Hardy, Fay Holden as Mrs Hardy and Cecilia Parker & Marian Hardy.
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The Hardy family series was the most famous,oaiity favoured and longest-
running example of the genre. Over the courséxtdéen cheaply-made instalments, it
brought in around $25 million for MGM — a signifitgamount, at the timE? In the
process, these films became, accordingdadety, ‘the biggest money makers in relation
to investment in plant’s [sic] entire history/® Beyond simple economics, the series was
close to the heart of studio head Louis B. May&man notorious for his love of
sentiment, Mayer is said to have considered thelyHamily series as his masterpigée.
Set in the fictional town of Carvel, the family gisted of Rooney’s Andy; Judge Hardy
(Lewis Stone), the benevolent, upstanding patriavils Hardy (Fay Holden), the doting
mother; occasionally Andy’s sister Marian (CecHarker); and the spinsterish Aunt
Milly (Sara Haden). The family was strongly patcizaal, centring mainly on the
communication of wisdom and experience from Judgsliito his son. Because of the
centrality of this didactic theme, there was litthriation in narrative across instalments.

Like the small-town communities they approximati&ese narratives were
relatively uneventful affairs. They emphasiseqd@ical way of life; ritualistic daily
routines and conventions which offered a bulwarkirgt the forces of social change.
The lack of overall development in the series, @r@dimportance of repetition, therefore
served ideological functions. Indeed, on two ompaswhere the series steps away from
the conventionality of the small-town milieu towara more metropolitan lifestyle, the
results are disastrous. Time Hardys Ride HiglGeorge B Seitz, 1939), the family
comes into a $2 million inheritance and moves ttrde Long before the end, it has

become clear that the corrupting power of excessthyeand the lack of community

1;2 David M. ConsidineThe Cinema of Adolescendefferson and London: McFarland, 1985, p. 13.
Ibid.
174 pliean HarmetzThe Making of the Wizard of Olew York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1977, p. 11.
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spirit, necessitates a return to Carvel. Whenrtheritance falls through, this apparent
misfortune is presented as a blessing in disguiseessive wealth is presented as
concomitant with a decline in the cohesive propsrtf community spirit within the
social sphere; values at a premium in 1930s Amerttaanuel Levy argues that

the ideal small-town represents a primary relatigo intimate, face-to-face,

personal interaction. By contrast, the Big C&#yased on networks of secondary
relationships, signifying the ills of bureaucratiganisations: magnitude (messness),
specificity, formality, impersonality, and anonyynt™

In Life Begins for Andy Hard¢George B Seitz, 1941), undoubtedly the most ualusu
entry in the series, Andy moves to New York todfinis fortune’. He finds life tough.
Unable to find a job and reduced to sharing a biegsit with a young dancer, the
narrative takes a surprisingly dark turn with tipparent suicide of his roommate.
Distraught, but somehow wiser, Andy moves backaov€l with the promise of
maturity. Normality, however, was resumed in tifoethe next instalment in the series.
Increasingly, the main critical complaint was Hegies’ apparent inability — or
unwillingness — to develop beyond its original renBosley Crowther argued that ‘the
quality of the Hardy pictures seems to be on anausvdecline’, and complained that
‘the ageless juvenility of Mr Rooney as Andy is imeing to wear™’® ReviewingThe
Courtship of Andy HardySeitz, 1942), Crowther observed, with obviousfiration, that
‘the Hardys emerge from the picture no differepnirwhat they were when it begar”.
The success of the Jones family comedies was akoagtletely restricted to rural and
small-town areas. Their first feature, entitt®eery Saturday Nightlames Tinling),

emerged in March 1936. It was received enthus@abtiby The New York Timess

17> Emanuel LevySmall Town America in Film: The Decline and FallGmmunityNew York:
Continuum, 1991, p. 25.

176 Bosley Crowther, ‘Andy Hardy's Double LifeThe New York Timedanuary 1%, 1943, 23:3.
17 Bosley Crowther, ‘The Courtship of Andy Hardfhe New York Timedpril 10", 1942, 21:2.
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‘disarming’ and ‘wholesome’, successfully transaegdts status as ‘small-town’
entertainment’® P. S. Harrison, however, noted that the filnthis type of story that
will appeal more to mature people than to the ydoecause it deals mostly with the
problems of everyday life in the home of an averAgerican family'>’® Harrison
averred that ‘the trouble with such a picture...is tict that the theme is too close to
one’s everyday existencE® Despite this, the series ran for 4 years andltiafbeing
particularly ‘well received [...] in small-towns'®! The lack of appeal to wider
audiences, as well as child appeal, ensured timatnawcial returns were not high.

Some critics stressed the importance of retaithieginiqueness of the cinema,
and its sanctity as the preeminent national enteniant medium. For such observers,
the family series constituted a threat. In Febrd®40,New York Timesolumnist Frank
S. Nugent argued that family series had becomeféouliar’:

There is great danger now of the family and sdilimsgetting completely out of hand
and reducing the screen to the level of newspegic strip or radio “soap operas”.
Both of these have their addicts, of course; bilita screen is placed too predominantly
at their service, millions of others, of less edmtary taste, may forget they ever had
formed the movie-going haldit>
The increasing prominence of soap opera materg@aed to be taking Hollywood
cinema in a very different path to that establisbgdhe ‘better films’ movement. By the
late-1930s, Hays had relaxed his rhetoric attestirige cultural respectability of the
movies, and the clamour of the movie reformerslaggely subsided. In his annual

report to the MPPDA in 1938, Hays casually accefiteccharge that Hollywood product

was ‘unreal and escapist’, adding that such a isgfeachment’ was tolerable given that
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¥ p_ s, Harrison, ‘Every Saturday Nightiarrison’s ReportsSaturday, February 15, 1936, vol. xviii, no.
7.

180 pid.

181 Don Miller, B Movies New York: Ballantine Books, 1970, p. 47.

82 Frank S. Nugent, ‘The Too Familiar Familfhe New York TimeSunday February 91940, p. x5.
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the industry was flourishing both economically andturally.*®® Indeed, aside from the
brief period in the 1930s when Hollywood was adtiagtempting to prove its social
value and cultural respectability, this desire éaégarded as purely harmless and
escapist has been Hollywood’s default mode of iggdfesentation. The ‘better films’
movement, we can conclude, was expedient, its \@uoamercial rather than artistic. At
the annual conference of elementary school workie@olumbia University in May

1938, teachers were even told to watch mobefsrethey criticised cinema’s suitability
for children®®* All of this points to a growing consensus in ciraic discourse by the
late-1930s, largely as a result of the ProductiodeC Whilst this consensus had positive
effects, it also resulted in a spate of films padtat the ‘lowest common denominator’, as
Andre Sennwald had correctly predicted would takeq® Some critics blanched at
the growing predominance of such anodyne matenml,repudiated the small-town
family series. By the early-1940s, however, thenfat was already in decline, and

Hollywood was turning its focus towards more pigstis, less mimetic small-town

productions such ddeet me in St Louid/incente Minnelli, 1944).

Children’s films in 1930s Hollywood

While the major studios concentrated on producioguly adult-orientated family
series, smaller studios had a much clearer juvenilighasis. The main factor behind
their greater embrace of child viewers was comraépriacticality. Mainstream major-

studio offerings responded to the concept of g, weshographically-unrestrained

1831Movies are Guilty of “Escapism”, Can be ProudipHays Finds’The New York Time§uesday

March 29", 1938, p. 23.

184:Teachers’ Taste on Films Doubted@he New York TimeSunday May 18, 1938, p. 1.

185 Andre Sennwald, ‘Children and the Cinema: Contajrthe Heretical Suggestion that Youngsters Know
Their Own Minds’, The New York TimeSunday June®™ 1935, p. x3.
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audience that was tangible and accessible. Snsdlldios adapted to the market by
accommodating areas ignored by the majors, regutitarge numbers of child-
orientated series and serials produced by ‘povexty studios such as Republic and
Monogram, and smaller majors like Universal andu@dia’®® Such films tended to be
cheap B releases of varying length, lacking sigaiit star power, and generally
positioned on the bottom half of a double-bill.ri8e and serials rarely transcended cult
audiences, yet were creatively diverse, encompgssience-fiction epics and domestic
rural dramas, child-star series and ensemble adrestories®’ While the majors
privileged formula and repetition in their chilcdastvehicles and family series, small
producers pursued juvenile audiences out of négesscognising that the biggest films
were those not only with the biggest stars and btsjdput those buoyed by high-power
marketing strategies. B product’s reputation fderiority, meanwhile, ensured that the
wider spectrum of adult audiences was inaccessible.

The Johnny Weissmuller-starr@drzanseries — which began at MGM in 1932 as
a high-profile, adult-orientated initiative undaetauspices of Irving Thalberg, and ended
up as low-budget, largely child-orientated matifeee produced by RKO — is an fine
example of how the 1934 mandatory enforcementefttoduction Code imposed
changes in Hollywood’s audience address. MGM% Tiarzanfilm, Tarzan the Ape
Man (W.S. Van Dyke), was not only conspicuously expensut downright racy, with a

high quotient of violence and near-nudity from fem®lympic swimmer Weissmuller

186 Although a member of the so-called ‘big eight’ lalood studios, Columbia’s reputation for low-grade
material was long-standing. As Don Miller observ€olumbia pictures was known in the silent dags a
CBC productions, which the wags promptly broadetoedorned-Beef-&-Cabbage. They couldn’t shake
the stigma of the second-rate, although this wdair'to the company or its productd8 Movies p. 10.

187 There are exceptions, as the nationwide succes® #ndy Hardy films demonstrate. However, the
comparative neglect of serials and series in poputding and academic scholarship is perhaps cedld

by the general lack of commercial recognition fastformat. To date, there have been no publisugg:-
scale studies of any of the family series discussazd.
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and his co-star, Maureen O’Sullivan. Neverthel#ssas a significant box-office
success, and a sequBirzan and his MatéCedric Gibbons) emerged in April 195%.
Like its predecessor, it was explicitly adult-ot&ted, and one infamous sequence sees
Tarzan and Jane (O’Sullivan) swimming underwatarza@n’s modesty protected only by
a loin cloth, and Jane totally nakEd. After the tightening of the Code, the series
became far more family-suitable, retaining its eagi upon action and adventure but
introducing a lighter, more inoffensive tone to@edings. The playful, overtly-sexual
relationship between Tarzan and Jane was recoefigorone of domesticity,
particularly after they adopt a ‘son’, Boy (Johrlyeffield) inTarzan Finds a Son!
(1939). Boy's introduction constituted a cleaeatpt to engage more with younger
viewers. When the franchise was taken over by RKD®43, the series changed again:
the production values became less polished, andatratives more fantasy-orientated.
By the time ofTarzan’s Desert Mysterfilhelm Thiele, 1943), the hero is no longer
battling hostile tribesmen or crocodiles, but matirg plants, dinosaurs and giant
spiders. The two elements that probably attrabpression-era adult audiences to the
first two Tarzanfilms — the hard-edged style and sexual alluriheftwo leads — had long
since been phased out, and the comic-book styte¢pkaced it was far more attuned to
juvenile than adult audiences, which, like Hollywloexecutives, were often prejudiced
towards material that was deemed overly ‘childish’.

Most series and serials were low-risk, low-retuentures. Pretentions towards
art were reserved for those studios able to affoptessive production values; by

contrast, the serials represented themselves pvepitrhaps centrally — as disposable.

188 Einler, ‘Box Office Hits 1914-2002", pp. 356-363.
189 The scene was cut after protests from the Legidbegency, but the footage still exists, and often
features in modern showings and home video relazdbe film.
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There are more important contrasts to be drawndmivgerials and series. Kalton C.
Lahue argues that:

A serial contained the same leading figures inctist, and it had a plot which
interconnected each episode, whether these digisiere complete in themselves or
were ‘cliff-hangers’. A series, although it migldntain the same cast, had no broad
connecting plot between chaptét’.

However, this distinction is not merely limitedftem. The thematic and tonal content
of serials were more often child-orientated, incogting fantastic situations, heavy use
of melodrama and exaggerated characterisatiorntypigal serial comprised around 13
episodes (although some were longer), with an gediength of about 20 minutés.
Although they were at their height in the pre-soeral serials were still produced into
the 1950s, remaining well attuned to the requirdsehchildren. Many serials were
exploitation releases tapping the commercial zestgedNeither low-budget family series
nor science fiction serials operated in the ‘adwlttld of depression anxiety and
rural/urban tension, so they were less overtlytigali. This, too, made them ideal
escapist entertainment for children. Serialiseabéations offarzan Buck RogersZorro
andFlash Gordonwere amongst the sci-fi productions released biglsspecialists
Universal, Republic and Columbia in the late-1930s.

One of the more popular child-orientated seriethefperiod wadlancy Drew
based on the adventure books of ‘Carolyn Keene’maaduced by First National. Four
instalments were produced between 1938 and 1988,aemtring upon the exploits of an
adventurous teenage girl, played here by fifteer-péd Bonita Granville. Although

Granville was almost the same age as Deanna Darlsirwas Oscar-nominated for her

199K alton C. LahueContinued Next Week: A History of the Moving PietSeria] Norman: University of
Oklahoma Press, 1964, pp. Xvi-xvii.
191 Ford, Children and the Cinema. 129.
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role inThese ThreéWilliam Wyler, 1936), she was soon appearingaoand-feature
material. What is most interesting about thiseseis$ its naturalistic representation of the
central child figures. Nancy is independent, reseful and brave, and clearly more
competent and formidable than her male sidekick, Niekerson (Frankie Thomas).
Nancy Drewwas produced in a period where the teenage pnoistgan mainstream
films were often subject to the will of their doregring parents, within tightly-prescribed
family units. Here, Nancy is the obvious starte show. The focus, then, is less upon
generational continuity than teenage adventurejtaigy filtered through adult eyes, but
directed squarely towards teen and pre-teen viewers

Nancy'’s father, Carson Drew (John Litel), makesgjfrent appearances in the
films, and in common with most contemporary fangtpductions, the family is wealthy
and socially respectable (Carson is an eminentregy. Crucially, though, Carson’s
occasional, tongue-in-cheek attempts to imposectidauthority upon Nancy are
instantly reproved. One sequencéisncy Drew, ReportgfWilliam Clemens, 1939)
sees Carson, bored of fielding Nancy’'s enquirigarging legal procedure, picking her
up into his arms, intent on taking her to bed.igndntly, Nancy struggles to get free:

Nancy: Daddy, put me down! I'm not a baby!
Carson: You'll always be your daddy’s baby.
Nancy: | won't be anybody’s baby!

This exchange underlines the fact that whereas Atatgy required the persistent
direction and intervention of his father, Carsonampelled to leave Nancy to her own
devices. Her competency is never in questiomasities of the first three films —
‘Detective’, ‘Reporter’, and ‘Trouble Shooter’ —dicate. Another divergence from the
Hardy family movies is the absence of the awkwanblescent condition’; the

exaggerated point of teenage crisis underpinniadrédmsition from childhood to
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adulthood. The representation of this transitiema dittersweet, melancholy passage is a
common feature of adult fictioli? Its absence here is unsurprising, given the dedn
youthful audience of these films; second-featur@ieswere a rare escape from the adult
fixation on childhood evanescence implicitly presearthe child-star films and
mainstream family series. Instead, these prodostitepict relative juvenile self-
sufficiency, rather than dependency on adult carers

Monogram was one of the most prolific producerkuwef-grade children’s and
teenage fare. Perhaps Monogram’s most endurimgsiries during the late-1930s and
early-1940s was the Frankie Darro-starred enseoadrtedy-dramas, which, in
hindsight, can be seen as precursors to the tees df the 1950s. Darro was an
archetypal B movie actor, appearing in dozens odlpctions of variable size, budget,
form and quality. Comprising stand-alone light-@uiy instalments featuring many of
the same actors, but with variations on plot, sibmeand character, the Frankie Darro
films served as a kind of clearing-house for facang emergent talent. Aging child-stars
Jackie Moran and Marcia Mae Jones — then in ta&rteens — made several
appearances, as did Keye Luke, also known for pdgthie title character’s eldest son in
Twentieth Century-Fox’s 193@3harlie Chanseries. Gale Storm, who became
Monogram’s biggest star before a successful singanger in the 1950s, joined the series
at the launch of her film career in 194llet’'s Go CollegiatdJean Yarbrough, 1941), a
typical instalment, sees the protagonists embraiiedplot to replace a star athlete, who

has just been enlisted by the army, on the colleggng team. They enlist the paid help

192 Thomas HineThe Rise and fall of the American Teenaddw York: Avon Books, 1997. Hine argues
that ‘the concept on the teenager rests...on thedfifee adolescent as a not quite competent pefpon’
4), but notes that ‘the teenage years have beamededs, at once, the best and freest of life atime of
near madness and despair’ (p. 11).
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of a burly, none-too-bright trucker to impersontie athlete until they can find a
replacement, but learn to their amazement thas benaturally-brilliant rower who
manages to win the day for the team in the clostages. P. S. Harrison was scornful:

This program college comedy with incidental popuhasic is strictly for the younger

picture-goers. It holds little appeal for adustisice the plot is somewhat silly, and the

actions of the leading characters [are] extrefelgnile®®

Harrison’s disdain perhaps reflected the fact thast of the cast were either teenage or
in their twenties — this was a rarity in films bktperiod, but was far more permissible in
low-budget offerings tailored towards the youthiaade.

Other youth-orientated Monogram films includgarefoot BoyKarl Brown,
1938), a second-feature film barely an hour in tendn this film — ‘suggested’ by John
Greenleaf Whittier's poem of the same name — thdits are explicitly divided between
child actors and ‘the grown ups’. The parents iiiyBJackie Moran), the male
protagonist, make only fleeting appearances, bstlevh and astuteness nonetheless
resides with the sympathetic father. Like JudgediaBilly’s father is grey-haired and
pipe-smoking, slow-moving in body but mentally agilThe film, set on a country ranch,
concerns the exploits of a small group of childrdr uncover, and eventually foil, a
prison-break. The pastoral setting elicits a gneplay towards romantic ‘realism’ in the
representation of the child figures. Marcia Maeek) who appeared as the bratty
antagonist of Deanna Durbin ad about Musi¢Norman Taurog, 1938), plays Pige, a
feisty girl with aspirations to be an ‘adventuresSuch a character would indicate
malfunction within the context of later mainstretamily films such adeet me in St
Louis but here, she operates as the central focusafrative in which rebellious spirit

is celebrated, rather than marginalised or resoMettion, adventure and youthful spirit

193p. s, Harrison, ‘Let’s Go Collegiatdiarrison’s ReportsSaturday, October 4, 1941, Vol. xxiii, no. 40.
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suitable for both young metropolitan and rural veesvsustained such films, in which the
material was wholesome and guileless. The crpaait of difference between these
lower-level offerings and mainstream child vehidethat these central child actors are
subordinate to narrative. Moran and Jones netanatl the level of fame to rigeyond
the pleasures of narrative, in the fashion of Copga@ample and Durbin.

Perhaps the most notable form of children’s eatement in the 1930s was the
animated short. Although animation became inexlig linked in the popular
consciousness with Walt Disney Studios after mégrto feature-length animations in
1937, during the mid-1930s every major studio hadn animation divisio®®* It was
the films of Disney and Warner Bros., however, whtaptured the public imagination
most. After Disney pioneered the animated talkith Bteamboat Willi€Ub Iwerks) in
1928, two fortuitously-named Disney animators, Httgirman and Rudolph Ising,
quickly set up their own rival independent compatgrman-Ising Productions, which
became affiliated with Warner Bro¥ Rivalry between Disney and Warner’s animation
divisions continued throughout the 1930s and 194llsney launched a series of shorts
under the umbrella name ‘Silly Symphonies’; Waraegsponded with their ‘Looney
Tunes’ and ‘Merrie Melodies’ serié$® By 1934, cartoons had become established on
the movie bill, alongside newsreels and main festuas part of a typical evening’s
entertainment®’ However, between 1928 and 1937, animated shati®ugh

doubtlessly enjoyed by adults, were still generedlyarded as children’s entertainment.

194 Barry Putterman, ‘A Short Critical History of WamnBros. CartoonsReading the Rabbit:
Explorations in Warner Bros. Animatipad. Kevin S. Sandler, New Brunswick, New Jersay laondon:
Rutgers University Press, 1998 (pp. 29-38), pp3@9-

195 |bid.

19 |bid.

197 |bid.
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In terms of production, as Eric Smoodin arguesnBysachieved success by marketing
his product as ideal children’s faré® Leon Schlesinger, the head of Warner Bros.
animation, maintained that ‘we cannot forget thhilst the cartoon today is excellent
entertainment for young and old, it is primarilg tavourite motion picture fare of
children’*® The standard product was between 6 and 8 miiuitesgth. Disney
released 198 such shorts between 1928 and #$3% Smoodin observes, ‘exhibition
practises relegated cartoons to less importantiposion the film bill than those held by
the feature film or the newsreéf* This situation changed only with the colossaksss
of Disney’sSnow White and the Seven DwdBsvid Hand, 1937), the first animated
feature’®? The relatively small section devoted to Disnethiis chapter may appear
obtuse to those accustomed to the belief that Araerdiamily entertainment begins and
ends with that studio, but despite its undoubtquuarity, Disney had a relatively minor

role in the emergence of American family entertantruntil 1937. Only after the

release oSnow Whitalid Disney become a major player in the family kear

Seeking the family audience in late-1930s Hollywood

‘The pearl of great price’ to the Hollywood filmdostry, as Margaret Farrand Thorp
observed in 1939, ‘is the picture that pleasesybdaty’ 2> However, very few movies
produced by Hollywood were capable of pleasingrevedy’. Appeal remained

extremely fragmentary. Whilst the term ‘familynfil might be pressed into service to

198 Eric SmoodinAnimating Culture: Hollywood Cartoons from the Sdura, New Brunswick, New
Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1993, p. 15.

199 pid, p. 12.

209 sammondBabes in Tomorrowland: Walt Disney and the AmeriChild 1930-1960p. 115.

20 Smoodin Animating Culture: Hollywood Cartoons from the Sdura, p. 1.

292 with box office rentals of around $8 million, tfikn was comfortably the second most commercially
successful of the decade, aftawne with the Wind See FinlerThe Hollywood Storypp. 356-363.

203 Thorp,America at the Moviep. 16.
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describe inoffensive, saccharine fare such ashhe-star films of Shirley Temple or
nostalgic literary adaptations suchLaitie WomerandThe Little Princessas a label it is
somewhat inadequate. These films were produatsiadlebrow culture, reflecting adult
social concerns, such as the effects of the Deipreasd the supposedly pernicious
impact of industrialisation and global capitalispoa contemporary society. They were
designed to appeal to middle-class adults who resgbto cute, precocious little girls,
pleasing sentiment and nostalgic evocations of éhohygised past. Children had screen
entertainment of their own: action-heavy series sarihls, comedies, animated shorts,
westerns — matinee fare in general. In this semsean see that the barriers erected
between children and adults at the movies in tH®4%nd 1920s remained largely intact.
Despite the notion of the ‘great audience’ — whithulated widely in industry
propaganda and subsequently in popular criticalodisse — the concept was illusory.
What wecansee in 1930s cinema is a general levelling proiceaadience suitability,
which saw commercial cinema finally taken serioushthe intelligentsia as a mass
medium perhaps capable of universal reach. Mamgmilans (though certainly not all)
were morally and thematicalBuitablefor children and adults to view together. Few
films, though, possessed maggpeal

In late-1930s Hollywood, there were perhaps thypes of film possessing broad
suitabilityand appeal, capable of galvanising a cross-demograpldence. None of
these were developed into wider industry producsimategy. The first type was the
Charlie Chaplin slapstick comedy; the second wadlisney animated feature; the third
the prestige fantasy. These various forms reqanee analysis, as they each possessed

gualities thought to be unique, and impossiblesfiicate on a production-line basis.
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Chaplin was one of the ‘pearls of great price’ fiich Thorp alluded® He was surely
themostunique figure operating within Hollywood duringetstudio era: almost
everything about his movies and his methods deiatelaim as irreplaceable; a one-off.
The slowness of Chaplin’s work-rate was legendaeymade only ten movies in a career
spanning fifty years, partly because of a needilfd fevery creative function on a film,
whether it is scripting, composing, or directingaas’ 2% His level of creative autonomy
was unrivalled, mainly because nobody else hagdiesr to operate so
independently® Although his release rate was intermittent at,lse his later films
heavily criticised for pretension, Chaplin’s eattymid period work was beloved of
critics and mass audiences alike. He successaplyed into a multi-layered mode of
appeal which operated, at its base level, on stpstet was framed by a keen eye for
social critique and tragicomedy. With the releasklodern Timesn 1936, James
Shelley Hamilton wrote:

For something like a quarter of a century Charle@in has been the delight of ordinary
movie-goers, the masses who in the beginning asiculate only with their nickels and
dimes, with which they set huge fortunes a-buddiin later years the literati, the
dilettanti, the cognoscenti and the rest of thikedes [sic] hailed him as artist and

genius [...] he creates something of a feeling preahaps our mortal eyes are looking
upon a bit of immortality®’

Chaplin was a social phenomenon whose filmic pexrstine tramp’, was perhaps even,
as David Thomson suggests, ‘the most famous imateedwentieth century?>®
Disney films also quickly acquired cultural sigo#énce transcending the

ephemerality of typical Hollywood entertainmenthelstudio’s development into feature

204 Thorp,America at the Moviep. 16.

205 David Thomson, ‘Sir Charles Chaplim®, Biographical Dictionary of Filmpp. 122-125.

206 Chaplin was, after all, one of the founding memstarHollywood major United Artists.

27 James Shelley Hamilton, ‘Modern Times’, March 19%rinted ifFrom Quasimodo to Scarlett
O’Hara: A National Board of Review Anthologyp. 217-220.

28 Thomson, ‘Sir Charles Chaplin’, p. 124.
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filmmaking with Snow Whitavas integral to this process of capturing a brrads-
demographic audience, and its implicit developnfiemh child- to family-orientated
programming. With its position within the studigsgem far from secure, this expansion
carried great risk, as the consumption of time modey involved in the production
process was considerable. Whereas ‘a ten-minutediquired roughly 14,400 drawings,
Snow Whiteonsisted of over 2 millior?®® Upon its release, however, critics marvelled
at its timeless charm and universal appeal. PlaBison affirmed that it ‘should be
enjoyed by everyone’, noting the film’s obviougattion to children but maintaining
that ‘there is no reason why adults should nottrigethe same way to if’° Exhibitors
were also delighted with the picture. One 1930brhigkan theatre manager enthused:

Hats off to Walt Disney. Here is possibly the gtast thing offered to the public for
entertainment. It appeals to every living perSom the ages of 2 to 102. After
personally viewing this picture sixteen timesedretted to see it leave the tofvh.

The commercial success of the film — especialikisiy given its particular appeal for
children — was unprecedented. Disney was switthalied as an outstanding, one-of-a-
kind creative ‘genius’, and his productions nothgingrt of ‘art’ — in contrast to the
animated shorts of MGM, Paramount and Warner Bvasgly considered to be ‘mere
cartoons?*? Like Chaplin, Disney’s ‘uniqueness’ seemed tachrée the possibility of
broader integration of animated features into stygdoduction schedules.

It would seem impossible to write a chapter ad®@80s family films and
completely overlooKhe Wizard of QzThe adoration this film has received over the

years, however, risks ahistoricising the conditiohproduction and response, for it was

20 sammondBabes in Tomorrowland: Walt Disney and the AmeriChild 1930-1960p. 115.

210p 3. Harrison, ‘Snow White and the Seven DwaHsirisons ReportsSaturday January 151938,

vol. xx, no. 9.

21 Thorp,America at the Movie. 16.

22 Timothy R. White, ‘From Disney to Warner Bros.:el@ritical Shift’, Reading the Rabbit: Explorations
in Warner Bros. Animatiofpp. 38-48), p. 38.



110

neither a critical nor commercial success. Whéredame apparent thahow White
would be a major hit, there was ‘a wild searchpfarducers for comparable fantasi&s’.
Clearly, when MGM purchased the rights to L. Fr&akm’s 1900 noveThe Wonderful
Wizard of OZor $75,000, it was hoping for similar succé¥sThe movie was regarded
as a prestige production, costing just under $2(810) but it only returned about
$2,000,000 and failed to return a profit untili848-49 re-releasg> The New
Republi¢s Otis Ferguson noted its similarity 8mow Whitdout criticised its lack of
humour and subtle§’® The New Yorkés Russell Maloney lamented a lack ‘of
imagination, good taste, or ingenuify”. This indifference served to confirm the
Hollywood maxim that fantasies were bad busines$iseabox office. The subsequent
failure of Fox’s stylistically similar productioffhe Blue Birdunderlined this point, and
the fantasy genre was once again relegated to ddeature fare. Harmetz argues that
the movie’s exalted reputation can be traced tonlte1950s, when television network
CBS purchased the rights and began broadcastampitally at Christmas, a tradition
which endured’® As she observes, ‘distance would do many thing$e Wizard of Qz
The over-produced quality that was so offensiveritics in 1939 has...later lent a hand
to the picture’s being seen as significat’.Whilst modern observers of family
entertainment may regaifthe Wizard of Owith misty-eyed approval, its reception in

1939 was far more ambivalent.

23 Harmetz,The Making of the Wizard of Oap. 3-4.
21 |bid.
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Nevertheless, each of these three forms hasrgstiralaim to the descriptor
‘family film’ than the literary adaptations and thistar films. Not only did they possess
both suitabilityand appeal for cross-demographic audiences, but @smploy a much
over-used epithet, a ‘timeless’ quality that enabidat is now called ‘repeatability’. To
be more precise, their appeal is not limited todiéural and social conditions of
production. As | have already suggested, the aesehsuch specificity allows easier
access for children. However, Hollywood's inalyilib replicate these forms prevented
their widespread integration into the broader ‘fghstrategy. Chaplin was unique, and
pointed towards the past, while Disney pointed tolwdhe future, but was widely-
regarded, like Chaplin, to be a one-off. Meanwhilee Wizard of Oz as with other
contemporary fantasies — was impeded not only tynieal limitations but by
contemporary distaste for excessive juvenilithe Thief of Bagdad a British fantasy
film released the following year loosely based lo@ Arabian Nights — was not a massive
hit in the U.S. in spite of its incredible spectaahd evident technical virtuosity, which
arguably eclipse@he Wizard of Qavhat it lacked, ironically, was a strongly moséi
and sentimental slanGnow Whitenay have been charming and iconoclastic, but & wa
also a peculiarly middlebrow morality play, whichlped its cause with domestic adult
audiences. During the following decade, Hollyw@uodducers remained resistant to
spectacle and aesthetic appeal, and, as the naptectwill illustrate, continued to
orientate its family products towards the adultbesging less risky, more formulaic

types of family movie.
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Chapter 2: The Middlebrow Family Film, 1940-1953

In the 1940s, the Hollywood family film entered extended period of stability and
relative uniformity. Child-star movies were larg@hased-out, and the two dominant
family genres were the small-town domestic comedyrd, and the feature animation.
Animated features were the near-exclusive provaid&alt Disney studios, and still
represent something of an anomaly in mainstreamainae flmmaking. In the 1940s,
Hollywood continued to make films intended largfgdy children, in the form of B-grade
series, serials, cartoons and second-feature rala¢ahibited in matinee slots, but this
practice was slowly phased out during the early9$9%hen the major studios
abandoned B movie production. In addition to sweli-remembered (though
generically anomalous) 1940s family moviestasA Wonderful LifgFrank Capra,

1947) andMiracle on 34" Street(George Seaton, 1947), there was the emerging génr
the animal film, which comprised such notable piins asMy Friend Flicka(Harold

D. Schuster, 1943),assie Come Hom@red M. Wilcox, 1943)Black BeautyMax
Nosseck, 1946) anthe YearlingClarence Brown, 1946). However, the dominant
family genre from the early-1940s to the early-19%@s the small-town, family
comedy-drama. Because of its popularity and tipgsand because its central image of
a happy, functional nuclear family exercised suutiuging power over Hollywood

family entertainment in the decades to come, thiss genre with which | am chiefly
concerned in this chapter. The early-1940s wegrerad of continued consolidation and

expansion by Hollywood in general. Movie admissiarcreased yearly between 1940
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and 1945, reaching their peak in 194&enre films prospered during the 1940s,
particularly war movies, musicals, crime dramaslogi@amas and westerns. The
industry hit a particular boom during World Warwhen, according to Thomas Schatz,
it ‘may have [achieved] its finest hour as a soitiatitution and a cultural forcé’.As
Schatz is quick to point out, though, Hollywood was a unified industry during
wartime, even at the point of its greatest comnaéstability> For all MPPDA president
Will Hays’s propaganda attesting to Hollywood’s werisal reach, certain genres were
clearly marked by particularly adult themes, esalchoirs and A-westerns. In fact,
movie reformers continued to petition throughous fieriod for more regulated
programs of children’s matinees and productiorchbfldren’s films’ — fruitlessly, in the
latter venturé. Movies spanning various genres — amongst tBéinen KangOrson
Welles, 1941)Gaslight(George Cukor, 1944Ruel in the SurfKing Vidor, 1946)Out
of the Pas{Jacques Tourneur, 1940¢entlemen’s Agreeme(ilia Kazan, 1947Rope
(Alfred Hitchcock, 1948) an&ed Rive(Howard Hawks, 1948) — give lie to the
persistent fallacy that most studio-era productiese family films. Whilst critics have
tended to regard this tension between industryggapda and reality as emblematic of
the classical era’s admirable diversity, it forethaed the disintegration of the studio
system in the late-1940s. The United States &uB@partment renewed its anti-trust
case against the major studios’ hegemony oveiiltharfdustry, bringing vertical

integration to an end by forcing the studios toodte themselves of their theatres in

! Bruce A. Austin)Jmmediate Seating: A Look at Movie Audien@smont and California: Wadsworth
Publishing, 1989, p. 36.

2 Thomas SchatBoom and Bust: American Cinema in the 1948krkeley, Los Angeles and London:

University of California Press, 1997, p. 1.

% Ibid, p. 3.

* ‘Children’s Films Gain in MomentumThe New York Time&riday September 91947, p. 26; ‘Films
for Children Urged on HollywoodThe New York TimeSunday April 2%, 1950, p. 64.
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1948. Simultaneously, social developments sudcheamass migration to the suburbs
and the rapid development of television were chamgimerican recreational habits.
Movie attendance fell dramatically in the post-wariod — and continued to decline until
the 1970S. What is striking, in retrospect, is how closéig plight of the family film
mirrored broader crises in Hollywood. As the 1986gan, the domestic family film and
animated feature were emerging, critically- and cwrcially-vital media; by the end of

the decade, both were in seemingly inexorable decli

The animated feature

The animated feature began with the release ofdyisisnow White and the Seven
Dwarfsin 1937. lIts colossal, boundary-breaking sucsessned to augur a new, more
profitable direction for the family film, but Paramnt — which had a long-standing
distribution deal with Fleischer Studios — was ¢inéy other producer to release feature-
length animations during the entire studio ®rahe relative failure of its two productions
— Gulliver’'s Travels(Dave Fleischer, 1939) amdr. Bug Goes to Tow(Dave Fleischer,
1942) — signalled a premature end to the FleisPaeamount venture.This left Disney
the sole producer of animated features, and be¢hasgudio’s position in the market
was unigue, there seemed little obstacle to coatirexpansion. In reality, there were

several key obstacles. Animated features were Goatgd to manufacture: by the

® Austin,Immediate Seating: A Look at Movie Audienges6.

® Fleischer Studios, which specialised in animatwitts, started life in 1921 as Inkwell Studiosnfied by
brothers Max and Dave Fleischer. Although the camymever quite rivalled Disney and Warner Bros.,
their Betty Boop, Koko the Clown and Popeye-staamitnations, as distributed by Paramount, were
highly popular.

" Michael Barrier notes that althougulliver's Travelswas ‘modestly profitable’, Paramount had to stop
distributingMr. Bug Goes to Towim 1946, having only recouped around one-thirthefproduction costs.
SeeHollywood Cartoons: American Animation in Its Gald&ge Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2003,
pp. 296, 305.
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1950s, the necessary financial outlay, the amouintne needed to bring them to the
screen, and the attendant risk all led Disney tekmle that such films were almost more
trouble than they were worth Furthermore, Michael Barrier argues that findstaries
suitable for adaptation was a problem for the Eteéss and Disney alike.More
fundamentally, there was widespread distrust oft\Waney and his medium.

Animation was relatively new, and carried pejoratoonnotations with children’s
matinees. The appeal of animation, it must be nebeged, was primarily aesthetic and
sensual, rather than intellectual. Relying largetyspectacle to attract consumers, such
material was viewed by the Hollywood establishmentinsophisticated, despite — or
perhaps partially because of — its enormous massahp As Schickel argues, Disney
spent most of his career ‘toleratedhiguteHollywood as an enigmatic eccentric whose
presence was “good for the industry”.His films nevertheless stood as a powerful
illustration that the industry had paid heed tcsptee in the early-1930s to regulate its
output, ensuring general suitability for mass ancis.

The early-1940s brought success and failure tadyisn equal measure. As the
decade began, the man and the studio could scdraeé/been held in higher regard.
The period ‘signalled Disney’s apotheosis as a embdro’, and his reputation as a
creative genius grew further with the releas@iofbcchio(Hamilton Luske, Ben

Sharpsteen) in February 1940The Board of ReviesrJames Shelley Hamilton felt that

8 Richard SchickelThe Disney VersigrChicago: Elephant Paperback, 1997, p. 298.

° Barrier,Hollywood Cartoons: American Animation in Its Gaidége p. 302.

19 Schickel, The Disney Versigmp. 29.

™ Eric SmoodinAnimating Culture: Hollywood Cartoons from the Sdura, New Brunswick, New
Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1993, p. 97.
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the movie went ‘far beyond anything Disney andshislio have ever done beforé’.
Hamilton concluded his review by musing: ‘in teajure it is hard to imagine how
Disney can go further, although it is one of thaldies of genius that it can go beyond
the common imaginatiort® By 1945, however, the studio was in financiafidifity and
Disney’s reputation was in declifié.The Saturday Revieglaimed that the ‘genius’ in
the earlier work was an ability to appeal ‘to wisathildish in adults and adult in
children’*® With the turning of the critical tide, Disney wasw under attack for failing
to reconcile ‘the disparate groups in the moviedenck’ — a perceived absence of the
very quality for which he was lauded only a few rgeearlier'®

As | suggested in the previous chapter, Hollywbatboured a slightly
incompatible dual agenda. It wanted to expandeheh of the motion picture to a
position of commercial dominance, but it also cedrtultural acceptance and the
approval of the middle-classes. Disney’s featsezmed to offer both, by virtue of their
massive critical and commercial success, and ygirdaducts oscillated wildly between
‘art’ and ‘entertainment’. Walt Disney was ‘intehg aware that, even with cinema,
cartoons were seen as being less important thamée@ims’’ Animated features were
a curious halfway-house between the lowbrow coriwts of the children’s matinee and

the highbrow connotations of the prestige productiDisney’s dissatisfaction with his

personal and professional status within Hollywoaswertainly a factor in his desire to

12 3ames Shelley Hamilton, ‘Pinocchio’, March 194€printed inFrom Quasimodo to Scarlett O’Hara: A
National Board of Review Anthologgd. Stanley Hochman, New York: Frederick UngablBhing, 1982,
pp. 342-343.
% Ibid.
4 SmoodinAnimating Culture: Hollywood Cartoons from the Sdira, p. 101.
15 Cited in SmoodinAnimating Culture: Hollywood Cartoons from the Sdura, pp. 101-102.
16 H

Ibid.
" Amy M. Davis, ‘The Fall and Rise of Fantasifollywood Spectatorship: Changing Perceptions of
Cinema Audience®d. Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby, LondontiBhi Film Institute, 2001 (pp. 63-
78), p. 65.
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produceFantasia(1940), which fuses an episodic series of animatgtative segments
to classical music conducted by Leopold Stokowgithough the movie acquired a cult
audience and achieved notable success when releadéds in the 1990s, it failed at
the box office’® The primary factor in this failure, Davis arguess the conflict
between the movie’s inherent broad-range appedlil@nfact that the film was marketed
primarily towards adults’

Fantasids poor reception had two notable consequenceastlyithe studio was
plunged into financial difficulty resulting from éhfailure to recoup production costs.
Secondly, the studio reactively abandoned the feahand aesthetic innovation
distinguishing its early feature films. ‘After 194...] Disney’s work shifted noticeably’,
Steven Watts argues, evidencing

a new instinct to identify and uphold Americanued rather than playfully to probe
or lampoon them. Individual achievement, consupnesperity, family togetherness,
celebratory nationalism, and technological prorbiseame the beacons of the new
Disney corpug’

From this point onwards, Disney broadcasted hidadisfor ‘art’ at every opportunit§:
Shortly before he died, he revealed: ‘I've alwagsl la nightmare. | dream that one of
my pictures has ended up in an art theatre. Amakie up shaking®® During the
studio’s financial crisis, ‘only government contt®éor training and propaganda films
kept the studio functioning, its crisis hidden &nhe Disney name before the pubfft'.
Disney was commissioned by the U.S. governmentddyze two animated features as

part of its ‘good neighbours’ policy with Latin Amea, intended to bring South America

18 |bid.
9 |bid, p. 67.
20 Steven WattsThe Magic Kingdom: Walt Disney and the American \Walyife, Boston and New York:
Houghton Mifflin Company, 1997, pp. 448-449.
2L Schickel,The Disney Versiqrp. 38.
22 :
Ibid.
% bid, p. 28.
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“firmly and fully within the United States’ spheoé influence’®* Saludos Amigog1943)
andThe Three Caballero@Norman Ferguson, 1945) were the result, therlatteable for
fusing animation with live-action. Although thesentracts provided financial ballast to
the ailing studio, overall the 1940s were not acessful period for Disney. By the end
of the decade, the Warner Bros. animations depattha overtaken Disney as the
leader in cartoon shorts, and in the late-19508&jisbandoned the format altogetfrer.
Walt Disney later admitted that the unsuccessfst@aar years had been marked by
crippling indecisiorf® In the early-1950s, the studio embraced liveeacés its run-of-
the-mill product, with production of the riskier,one time-consuming animated features

cut back and formally-conventionalised.

The small-town family comedy and the rural/urban dchotomy

In contrast to Disney’s animated features, the ktoaln family comedy just about
weathered the storm of the post-war industry decliMany such films were pitched at
prestige level, often adaptations of successfiglesppoductions. Although an exhaustive
list of this genre would be lengthy and contentjdhe most notable examples from this
period areAh, Wilderness(Clarence Brown, 1935 he Human Comed{larence

Brown, 1943) Meet me in St Loui@/incente Minnelli, 1944)National Velve{(Clarence
Brown, 1945) Centennial Summé0Otto Preminger, 1946)ife With FatherMichael
Curtiz, 1947) Summer HolidayRouben Mamoulian, 1948) Remember Mamgseorge

Stevens, 1948 heaper By The DozdklValter Lang, 1950)Pn Moonlight BayRoy

% Eric Smoodin, ‘Introduction: How to Read Walt Désp, Disney Discourse: Producing the Magic
Kingdom ed. Eric Smoodin, London and New York: Routledg#94, (pp. 1-20), p. 11.

% Schickel,The Disney Versiqrpp. 203, 204.

% \Watts,The Magic Kingdom: Walt Disney and the American \Malyife, p. 264.
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Del Ruth, 1951) anB8y The Light of The Silvery Mog¢David Butler, 1953). Of the five
biggest Hollywood studios — Paramount, MGM, Fox,ri¢a Bros. and RKO — only
Paramount (which had harboured an apparent disdafamily movies since the mid-
1930s, perhaps partly due to its self-serving isgmm&ation of itself as a purveyor of
sophistication) showed no interest in the smallrtdamily movie. The genre is defined
not only by its broad-based audience suitability, thpically by strong production values
and impressive returns at the box office. The tiaa themselves are typically episodic,
cyclical, and nostalgic, and the central familigsi¢ally consist of a strong, financially
solvent and community-respected father figure,agratic, influential, housewife, and a
large, selection of children of varying ages.

Unlike most of the family films from the 1930setmodes of address in the 1940s
small-town family comedy were differentiated, toisly young and old alikeMeet me
in St Louis for example, features a full extended family -6 parents, a large group of
children of varying ages, and even a grand-pare@othabiting. These films, then,
operated within a broad cultural understanding ofiom pictures as ‘family
entertainment’. Positioned as fun for all the figirthey united real-world families in a
physical sense even as they offered pleasing ewvosadf the institution on the big
screen. This reliance upon differentiated direlttrass is particular to the small-town
family comedy of the 1940s and early-1950s, afteictvthe increasing power of youth
audiences forced Hollywood to abandon this modé&wour of multi-demographic
programming. By then, the small-town family coméndy attained a dusty, old-

fashioned air of obsolescence.
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As with most cycles, the small-town family filmtbe 1940s and 1950s reflected
both commercial requirements and contemporary ktrerads. In terms of production,
they were lavish. Usually filmed in Technicolomdaeaturing minutely-observed period
detail, they often utilised a musical frameworldgepen the pleasurable association for
the audience. Beyond these basic aspects, howbegriraded upon social nostalgia for
a bygone age (the period around the turn of thatietl century recurs time and again).
Magnifying and commodifying nostalgia for a perwidrelative social stability, before
widespread industrialisation, global warfare anoneenic depression, the genre posited
an overriding tension between past and presemtnréd by an inherent resistance to
patterns of real or imagined social change. Tdnsibn was often manifested in an
underlying conflict between pastoral and urban @ssions, where industrialisation and
urbanisation were figured as harmful forces ofupsion. The exaggerated opposition
between ‘small-town’ and ‘big city’ was, therefometegral to these films.

The cultural origins of the form are complex. Magtings of de Tocqueville,
Mark Twain and Booth Tarkington, the Eugene O’'Npily Ah, Wilderness{1933) and
the Thornton Wilder plapur Town(1937), are obvious reference points, each refigct
a wider American cultural valorisation of pastosali related to complex ideologies of
liberty and individuality. However, although suedlues reverberate throughout the
fabric of American literature, they surely reachieeir cultural zenith during the 1930s
and 1940s. Emanuel Levy identifies a supposedrindb the soil’ as constitutive in the
rise of small-town narratives in the wake of the&rDepression; a perspective afforded

greater credence by the temporal dislocation thasetives effect’ Equally, however,

27 Levy, Small Town America in Film: The Decline and Fall@dmmunityNew York: Continuum, 1991,
p. 66.



121

there is little historical substance beyond theetogtic; the cheerful invocation of the
Stanley Steamer iAh, WildernessandSummer Holidayor the Negro statue in the front
garden inMeet me in St LouisPut simply, there is a pronounced tendency ah $ims,
as Bruce Babington and Peter Evans suggest, gxtéféality through its most pleasing
representations® However, transitional film adaptations liké, WildernessandOur
Town(Sam Wood, 1940) at least display a greater isténemaintaining plausibility; the
impression that what we segghttruthfully represent a lapsed or former way of lif
These texts are precursors to the more opulent-sowat family comedies of the 1940s.
Such modesty often obscures a coded pretenticart®sprofundity, in which
‘traditional’, small-town communities are held togsess a more elemental relationship
with nature; the ability to tap into some form tilier’ reality. The basis of this
implication is noumenal, rather than substantivigh wo intellectual framework upon
which to valorise pre-industrial small-town lifegolucers justify this position by
invoking emotional intuition. BotAh, WildernessandOur Town two of the most
erudite contributions to the nostalgic small-tovemge, are resolutely anti-intellectual,
but simultaneously position themselves as ‘demaxeat’, possessing an articulated
understanding of the world as it really is, andvthkies which make it special. As such,
they implicitly reject the elitist conviction ‘thatue art is never popular and necessarily
has a coterie audience’, and conform to the baligtulated by Gilbert Seldes and others
that popular entertainment ought to address itsalie majority with intelligence and

maturity, but remain accessible by avoiding precent’

2 Bruce Babington and Peter William EvaB#ye Skies and Silver Linings: Aspects of the hiayd
Musical Manchester: Manchester University Press, 19856p.

% |eo Braudy;The World In A Frame: What We See In Fil@hicago and London: University of Chicago
Press, 1976, p. 6; Gilbert Seldése Great AudiengeNew York: Viking, 1950.
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Figure 4: ‘It's a nice kind of town, know what | mean?’ The stage director addresses the camera in
Our Town (1940).

However, the idealised small-town setting camgrtominence largely as a
response to social anxiety. The first half of threntieth century saw developments in
lifestyle and technology gather momentum at a bemihg pace. Robert and Helen
Merrell Lynd’s sociological account of a small 182@merican community, which they
termed ‘Middletown’, reveals this anxiety in almestery facet of everyday lif&.

Whilst qualitative analysis of the community in gtien revealed a general frustration

30 See Robert S. and Helen Merrell Lyniddletown:A Study in Contemporary American Culture
London: Constable, 1929. The term ‘Middletownuied by the authors to preserve some level of
scientific distancing. ‘Middletown’, in realitysia town in Indiana called Muncie. Numerous foHopv
accounts of life in Middletown by separate authwase appeared since the original, in recognitiorsof
‘middle-of-the-road quality’ (p.7). Despite thite Lynds were keen to point out that they didmake
any implication that Middletown was, in any wayptcal’. However, the term seems to have been
conceived to preserve the universal associatidheofown, as it is presented.
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surrounding the drudgery working (and frequentlgigloand marital) lives entailed, this
was considered normative. The Lynds argue thadd@town’s life exhibits at almost
every point either some change or some stressi@ffisim failure to change’, regardless
of individual dispositiort* They identify a community rife with prejudicejeaiation and
corruption. A resident of Middletown tentativelgserved an insidious but unspecified
form of anxiety in the population: ‘these people aHl afraid of something [...] What is
it?"2 The Lynds viewed the process as symptomaticwifiar cultural trend, rather than
as an isolated or provincial phenomenon:

If, as has appeared over and over again, Middletewds to bear down harder on the
relatively solid ground, it is simply exhibitinge reluctance to changing habitual ways
common to men everywhete.

When the Lynds returned to Middletown in the midQ9 during the Depression, these
ideologies were even more entrenched, reflectingtmnwide trend in which the U.S.
small-town became the cultural metaphor of choorelie containment of progressive
forces, affording the small-town a mythical, ideati quality in the cultural imagination.
Social change, it is said, tends to originatéhdities before projecting outwards.
As Daniel J. Monti suggests, ‘all the problems thatsee in America are problems we
see first and worst in American citi€é’.Comparisons of small-town and city life tend to
be based around differences, rather than siméarigstablishing an intellectual polarity
in which one lifestyle choice represents groupdsolty and tradition, and the other
corruption, social fragmentation and rapid chan8e.an essentially conservative

medium, Hollywood cinema has perpetuated this fapg@sition. The town and city are,

31 bid, p. 498.

32 bid, p. 493.

3 |bid, p. 498.

34 Daniel J Monti,The American City: A Social and Cultural Histpfyxford and Massachusetts:
Blackwell Publishing, 1999, p. 29.
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in many respects, different manifestations of tm@e basic model. Monti illustrates not
only the physical convergence, but charts theaigbe intellectual tradition rejecting the
so-called ‘modern city’, where the widespread mosetrirom rural to urban seems to
represent the lamented societal embrace of indlisation and mechanisatidh.It is
then a small step to attributing other supposetli@llills to the urban environment.
Rarely, in popular culture, are such complex sa@alities mediated with full
consideration of the shades and subtleties oftyeali

The congested urban space has long been rega@eldeus of pressures and
anxieties. Rural or small-town life, when diseng@ddrom its parallel blue collar,
economically-depressed connotations, has beendngiguigured as serene, more
simplistic, less ‘modern’ (when used pejorativeiyconjunction with industrialisation).
As Babington and Evans note, although

a contrary tendency in the pastoral tradition gmises the possibility of rural (or
suburban) imbecility, the mode has mainly a pesitipirit, upholding [...] ‘the thousand
decencies that daily flow’ that Milton’s Adam cetated to his EVE&

The Lynds’ Middletown study revealed a persisteebpcupation with the possibility of
economic depression and disenfranchisement. Inaeel$t turn-of-the-century rural
life provided a symbolic haven from the ravagethefDepression, its effects were
actually badly felt in such areas.

Contrary to the implications of the pastoral faniilm, hard work was rarely

viewed in rural communities as a token of herorodpictive spirit; nor was it seen to

% Most large cities began life as small-towns, lstMonti explains, small-towns have an economic
interest in development into cities, and that nwasrsmall-towns have remained that way because of
failure to seize development opportunities rathanta cultural rejection of the urban. Indeed, the
complexities involved are underpinned by Monti’'sextion that ‘the failure to pursue such opporigsit
when they arise or to create new economic ventumezne’s own...all but ensures that one’s town will
remain small and its residents less than prosperohie American City: A Social and Cultural Histopy,
80.

3 Babington and Evan8&lue Skies and Silver Linings: Aspects of the kialtyd Musical p. 141.
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embody a stoic fight against adversity affiliatedhwhe taming of nature, or other
romantic conceits. Rather,

for both working and business class no other apemiment of getting a living
approaches in importance the money received &r tork. It is more this future,
instrumental aspect of work, rather than themsid satisfactions involved, that keeps
Middletown working so hard as more and more of #utivities of living are coming to
be strained through the bars of the dollar Sign.

Furthermore:

As Middletown has become reluctantly conscioumftome to time of discrepancies in
its institutional system, it has frequently tende@void “doing something about” these

“social problems” of “bad times”, “the younger geation”, “corrupt politicians”,
“housing”, “street traffic” and so on, and blamiting difficulties on “the nature of
things”®

In various ways, the family comedies of this penieflect this fatalistic philosophy,
seemingly acknowledging the existence of a pereasocial problem — excessive
urbanisation, industrialisation, advanced capmahghere the entrepreneurs and small
businesses associated with the small-town givetawayational and international
conglomerates — but offering no solution beyondpsdnto the past. Of course, this
also reflects the Hollywood desire to profit thrbugppular anxieties, a commaodification
which would probably be defended on the groundsitality. Andrew Britton,
discussingMeet me in St Loujswvers that ‘1903/04 becomes the point at whitky’' ‘can
still mean community [...] the freezing of the devmizent of capitalism at a certain
point’.3°

In such texts adh, WildernessMeet me in St LouiandLife with Father

anxieties and uncertainties are manifested in &a&ognpull towards the familiar and

conventional, towards a historical period recemug to elicit familiarity in

37 Lynd and LyndMiddletown: A Study in Contemporary American Cufyop. 80-81.

% |bid, p. 501.

39 Andrew Britton, “Meet me In St Louis’: Smith, ®he Ambiguities’ Australian Journal of Screen
Theory3, 1977, p. 9.
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contemporary adult audiences, yet different encugh era before the widespread
affordability of the motor car, before the widesmtelevelopment of popular cinema,
before the War — to breed nostalgia. When Thorhtilder’s stage director (Frank
Craven) inOur Townsagely intones, ‘we all know, deep in our bonleat something is
eternal, and that something has to do with humargbg he is appealing to viewers’
emotions, rather than their intellects; to the htbyaé there is more to life than the
hardships of day-to-day life. In the pastoral itiad, the privileging of such
metaphysical aspects as spirituality and transceseeften parallels a rejection of
rationalism. Consider Eugene O’Neill’s plah, Wildernessf{and later its filmic
adaptation), introduced as ‘A Comedy of Recollection which distorted memory and
historical reconfiguration serve the purposes ofldraudience appeal.

Nostalgia and memory are tightly bound, and is tfenre, both concepts are
repeatedly invokedCheaper by the Dozeandl Remember Mamare both framed by
voice-overs from the eldest girls of the familypking back on their childhoods from the
perspective of adulthood. The episodic qualitiethe narratives, which move
disjointedly from one childhood reminiscence tothieo, evoke the similarly fragmentary
gualities of ‘real life’. BotH Remember MamandOn Moonlight Bayeveal their
agendas with the opening images. The openingtsrefliRemember Mamare shown
over a montage of overtly nostalgic, old-fashiopedcil sketches showing images from
an imagined historical moment, quite overt in the#ocation of a way of life long
abandonedOn Moonlight Bayopens with the credits displayed over old colour
photographs of small-town life. One of them dep&ttongregation gathered in front of

a large stage, above which is placed a banneringadass of 1917'. We later discover
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this to be the graduation class of Bill Shermanrfda MacRae), the young hero of the
film. The graduation ceremony forms a significpatt of the final act of the movie; the
prefiguring of these events, achieved through #ragioxically faded photograph,
represents a disruption in the ordered linearityroé. The manoeuvring of such events
into faded stills underpins the nostalgically reisdent mood, while establishing the
events to be shown as a matter of relatable histbhe element of recollection inherent
in Ah, Wildernessis taken to its logical intended conclusion —fila@ning device of an
old photograph album. It suggests an excursiantim past, to which the audience are
privileged spectators, filtered through the vidisges of recollection, and equally bound
up with emotion.

Later entries in the genre cultivate an air ofeatity; a dream-like state where
social norms can be subverted and normative rdtiana do not necessarily apply. This
tone of unreality further distances these filmsrfroontemporary anxieties, such as the
effects of the Depression and the Second World VEgually important in films such as
Ah, Wilderness! Meet me in St LoaisdOn Moonlight Bays the youthful romance,
which rarely suggests burgeoning sexuality butaatmminent marriage, domesticity
and children. Marriage becomes an integral naeatomponent because it implies
generational continuity. Crucially, the predictiohmarriage and children, and the
consequent positing of a future narrative beyordstiucture of the film is not a portent
of the unknowable, anxiety-producing dialectic betw unwillingness to change and
individual inability to prevent it, but represenite symbolic transmission not only of

wisdom and experience, but of the ‘traditional’ued embodied by the genre.
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Figure 6: A similar technique is used irLife with Father
(1947) which opens with a still photograph being ewed
through a hand-held slide viewer.

Figure 7: And again in the opening scene @&®n
Moonlight Bay (1951).

Figure 5: The faded photograph comes to life, iMeet mein St Louis (1944)

Life in the pastoral family film is relatively sloand untroubled, and even in
Meet me in St Louji®stensibly located within a large, independetyt the impression of
small-town life is maintained. The ultimate artiedthe World Fair, heralded

throughout the narrative, should have offered tudiéng portent of the wider infiltration
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of advanced capitalism into the semi-pastoral tomstead, it simply becomes an
exaggerated extension of the arcadia, with itshbriechnicolored lights, hazy colours
and distant ambience remaining, as Babington arah&argue,

the most extreme example of a metaphor that holgither both the past and progress in
an impossible image, in spite of reason’s clain the world of the city, by entering the
small-town, must destroy 1.

By this point, the pastoral family film had abanddrthe realism oAh, Wildernessand
Our Town and embraced a mode of appeal which, while stgpghort of the fantastic,
wholeheartedly embraced the impossible. Thus, gwveapproach of industrialisation
cannot pose a threat to this fantasy world; notlg

The ongoing tension in U.S. cultural history betwéhe public and private
spheres lies equally at the heart of the 1940syiwolbd family movie. The 1930s ‘return
to the soil’ paralleled a reversion to a unifiedddiebrow conception of ‘the family”
Historians such as Stephanie Coontz have notedexaeshift towards the protective
qualities of the private realm during periods afiabanxiety. When Thomas Jefferson
talked about ‘the pursuit of happiness’, Coontaiagy he referred not to ‘a subjective or
private state of mind, far less to a retreat in®family. He meant a public happiness
which is measurablé? Therefore, the privileged position of the famaly a private
realm is not, Coontz suggests, a ‘traditional’ idgy. Rather, it was inaugurated ‘little

more than one hundred years ago’ by ‘a middle clzashad retreated from larger

“0 Babington and Evan8&lue Skies and Silver Linings: Aspects of the kialtyd Musical p. 144.

*1 The persistence of the belief that the familyhis ¢entre of the socialisation process can beisebe
rhetorical attraction of functionalist sociologi¢hEory, which maintained its pre-eminent posifion
models of social systems until the 1960s. Seegxample, Talcott Parsons and Robert Bdfamily:
Socialisation and Interaction Procedsondon: Routledge, 1956. It is maintained thia¢ family has
become a more specialised agency than beforethatdince ‘the family is clearly in all societiei’is
therefore ‘an institutionalised system’ (pp 9-16).

“2 Stephanie Coontd;he Way We Never Were: American Families and Tls¢aldia Trap New York,
Basic Books, 1992, p. 99.
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ethical concerns’, and this shift towards the gevephere ‘may be a symptom of
socioeconomic and moral fragmentation, not a renfediy’. 3

This strong emphasis on the public/private dichotdas an overwhelmingly
bourgeois concern. The Lynds found that the canaepommunity spirit in Middletown

was only superficially affirmed, and disintegratgzbn further analysis:

“Middletown is an easy place to get acquainted ieally know everyone in town
now”, remarked the wife of a socially-prominentiister [...] the “every one” of the
minister’s wife included at most the three in téthe population belonging to the
business clas¥.

The Middletown study also revealed that the impogssf a democratic, community-
driven society tended to be expressed almost wallgby ‘our society people’, and that
working-class respondents dissented sharpliy the small-town family comedy, the
almost universal focus upon economically secureiaig-prominent Anglo-Saxon-
descended families purposely obfuscates this feloe working-class do not enter the
equation on any level, beyond the frequent invocatif a vulgar female maid or cook,
whose narrative voice is always subordinate todh#te middle-class family. With the
elevation of the private, supposedly self-contaifadily unit to an exalted position in
contemporary American society, it was, as Coonezgvonly a small step [...] to the
conclusion that building a comfortable home lifeswlae most morally worthwhile act
one could undertak& Whereas earlier entries in the pastoral famiiy f such agh,
WildernessiandOur Town- responded to social ideologies of anti-indubsagion, by

the timeMeet me in St Louas released in 1944, the preoccupation with tivate

3 bid, pp. 97, 101.

4 Lynd and LyndMiddletown p. 478.

“° bid, p. 480.

“6 Coontz,The Way We Never Were: American Families and Tistalga Trap,p. 109.
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realm of the family had become largely a nostailgittilgence, reflecting the steely grip

middlebrow culture then held over American popelatertainment.

The family and the small-town community

Two significant aspects of in the 1940s domestigifiacomedies correspond with this
institutionalised model of the family. The firstthe positioning of the family within the
wider community; almost exclusively, ‘communitydifis portrayed favourably.
Secondly, it is equally crucial that this way délis rendered innocuous and
unthreatening to the inner realm of the family uritar from the invasive connotations of
urban living, such affirmative representations afmenunity reflect a lamented wider
belief that its positive aspects — familiarity, geniality, social cohesion — were
disappearing. Indeed, it is noted®wyr Towns stage manager that ‘in our town, we like
to know the facts about everybody’, but such faamily is regarded as palatable precisely
because, for all the faults of the townsfolk, n@dras anything to hide. The male
protagonists in 1940s family films are usually weibwn publicly; they are hard-
working members of the business-class, widely retsgeand admired. This relates to
the second dominant trope — the representationeofather as symbolic leader. Nat
Miller (Lionel Barrymore), the father iAh, Wildernessis the local newspaper editor;
Frank Gilbreth (Clifton Webb), fror@heaper by the Dozas an internationally-
renowned inventor; Clarence Day (William PowelBrfrLife with Fatheris a well-

known stockbroker and man-about-town; George Wirdwa@on Ames) fronOn
Moonlight Bayis a senior bank executive. The persistenceisffdimily demographic

suggests didacticism, demonstrating the kindsmflf@s which were considered socially
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desirable, as well as representing an idealisedrnvf the U.S. which might be
profitably sold to audiences at home and abroad.

These patriarchs share a number of recurrenbat&s. Aside from the physical
similarities — they are imposing and well-dresssabh has an authority-denoting
moustache — they are the socially-upstanding, nradrend slightly blustering heads of
large families, over which they appear to wield ptete control. Despite their
exaggerated rigidity, they ultimately defer to thehority of their nagging wives. The
matriarchs have an integral role, providing a pragoncounterpoint to the often
intemperate belligerence of their husbandsMéet me in St Louidrs Smith (Mary
Astor) persuades her husband (Leon Ames) again#itadvised move from St Louis to
New York, using little more than her implied ‘ferme wiles’, whilst appearing to leave
the decision solely in his hands. The comediddatftthe sexes is a major theme.ife
with Father where much of the humour derives from Clarentaglare to realise that he
is constantly being manipulated by his long-suffgnwvife, Vinnie (Irene Dunne). In one
sequence, the fastidious Clarence attempts to ¢aldwe family housekeeping accounts.
After enquiring how Vinnie has spent a small sunmoiey, he is eventually befuddled
by her evasive and long-winded replies to the exteat, unwittingly, he ends up giving
hermoremoney. Clarence may like to think that he isuth &nd proper control, but it is
Vinnie who holds the real power. It is a persistamd long-standing trope in Hollywood
movies, particularly from the classical era, thgpaently meek, subservient wives slyly
control their domineering husbands through sulgégetle emotional manipulation.
Sometimes this takes the form of simple level-hdadss in the face of the impetuosity

or buffoonery of the patriarch. lrife with Father this reaches its apotheosis when
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Vinnie, after hearing the shocking news that hesblamd was never baptised,
immediately swoons with an apparently serious flmssibly bogus) malady. Hearing
Clarence’s desperate agreement to get baptisedle man unguarded moment in the
hope that it will cure his supposedly dying wif&nie immediately makes a
miraculous and comically unlikely recovery. Suaimour has its origins in the
recognition that, for a mother/wife to exercisetcohover her family in a more
straightforward, authoritarian manner would be asfiele and absurd.

While such presentations are undoubtedly cometended to offer amusement
through mockery of the intransigent authority figuthey are always presented with
obvious fondness and approval. n Moonlight BayandBYy the Light of the Silvery
Moon, Mr Winfield (credited simply as ‘Father Winfield@mphasising his supposed
universality) displays an interest in marrying-bi$ daughter, Margie (Doris Day), which
verges upon the obsessive. He is told by Margielh is ‘so old-fashioned’; the point is
underlined in the sequel, where Mr Winfield telis wife:

Don’'t make it sound as if I'm trying to get rid bfargie. Being a responsible father, |
happen to be old-fashioned enough to want to segrown daughter take her rightful
position in the institution of marriage.

In context, Father’s ‘old-fashioned’ outlook is Bualy a negative trait, particularly when
the movie is virtually a paean to the joys of thgghologised past. Instead, it is
acknowledged with indulgent patience, even affectibhe New York Timéereview of
Life with Fatheremphasises the reviewer’s receptiveness towaedsgire of Clare:

‘While father goes into a towering rage at thelgigt provocation...he is at heart a very



134

kind, tolerant and sympathetic old man (and wethagterm most affectionatelyy’. It
becomes clear that the term ‘old-fashioned’ funtias an acceptable byword for
‘conservative’.

Later period small-town family comedies descendéul self-parody, with their
nostalgia sometimes appearing forced, rather tht&ural, and producers increasingly
utilised a musical framework. Although the popitlaof Meet me in St Louiwas
undoubtedly a major factor in this embrace, thedasing prominence of song-and-dance
numbers also suggests an attempt to sustain tHetsma family film beyond its
‘natural’ time-span via structural and aesthetimowation. These musical aspects deepen
the pleasurable association, broadening appeabutitispensing with the conventional
attractions of narrativeSummer Holidayfor instance — a late-1940s remakeé\bf
Wildernesst introduces a number of new elements to the Isasig. The vibrancy of
the colour stock, which utilises bright but eartbges; the addition of sprightly musical
numbers; even the inclusion of Mickey Rooney inghatal role, suggest an attempt to
compensate for the excessive familiarity of theemal, whilst confirming the
abandonment of naturalism. In this sense, theeemcreasing proclivity towards
diegetic song-and-dance numbers was not a pouisaiption, but a logical,
commercially-driven development. The increasirfdtration of ‘unreality’ constitutes
the cinematic manifestation of the changing ofgbeial factors that had helped
popularise the form. IMeet me in St Loui€entennial SummeBummer HolidayOn

Moonlight BayandBy the Light of the Silvery Mopthere is a gradual trend of leaving

*" Thomas M. Pryor, ‘Life with FatherThe New York Time&ugust 18, 1947, 6:6. The predominantly
middle-class readership of th\ew York Timesof course, is precisely reflected by the implkedlience for
films of this variety.
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behind some of the motifs and received values®ptist, as they begin to enter into
rather too fundamental a conflict with the present.

The reaffirmation at every opportunity of the @eeges and enduring values of
small-town community spirit became ever more defidrhe recurring trope of the
narrative set during a public holiday over-emplaighat was, in reality, a restricted,
ritualistic aspect of rural lifé& Ah, WildernessandSummer Holidayake place against
the backdrop of the July4elebrationsMeet me in St Louis partly set at Halloween,
partly at Christmas, whil®@y the Light of the Silvery Modeatures both Thanksgiving
and Christmas family scenes. In the first thréedj at least, there is a palpable
suggestion of the Bacchanalian, which sees usupHifanding figures temporarily
behaving outside the usual bounds of decorum, rsgtwi redirect strong associations of
the hard work and productivity ethic in rural lifghile reinforcing parallel associations
of its positive forms of recreation. Urban-centredratives are not able to offer such a
polarised opposition between ‘hard work’ and ‘hplaly’. The carefully-signalled,
rhythmical shifts in time projected Meet me in St LouiandOur Townalso emphasise a
cyclical way of life. The commercial value of tleesarrative settings is considerable.
Public holidays themselves formed a role in farsileing able to watch movies together,
and movies focusing upon the less romantic andsiasgised realities of small-town life
undoubtedly offered reduced vicarious appeal faliences seeking escapism.
Additionally, the structural strategy of locatingses around public holidays — occasions
of supposed unity off-screen as well as on-scregrowvided ballast to narratives which,

by their very nature, were based on nothing vensequential.

“8 See Theodore Caplow et Middletown Families: Fifty Years of Change and Gomity, Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, pp. 225-229.
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Youth appeal and the socialisation process

Whilst these films are clearly largely interestecdult middlebrow audiences, they
make more concessions to younger viewers thanydiimis made during the 1930s.
Exhibiting these films during public holidays wagaily-friendly strategy, and the
generic child viewer was sometimes addressed Hirebteet me in St LouiSummer
Holiday andOn Moonlight Bayprominently feature child figures, whose vaguehoaal
adventures take the form of brief, self-containedad-like episodes. IMeet me in St
Louis the mischievous child figure, Tootie (MargareB@én), is the youngest of the
family’s children. Tootie’s supposed amoralitymanifested in various ways during the
course of the narrative. One particularly well-wmosequence shows the neighbourhood
children erecting a large bonfire, and enactingaidween ritual, in which the children
are dispatched to various households to throw filotine faces of the adult who opens
the door — symbolically ‘killing’ them. When Toetikills’ the particularly feared Mr
Braukoff, she is heralded, to her delight, as st horrible of us all’. Another
sequence sees Tootie sabotage a rail line, anhach witially provokes condemnation,
and then amusement, from her older sisters, E€lhdy Garland) and Rose (Lucille
Bremer). On Moonlight Baywhich owes a sizable stylistic debt\eet me in St Louis
andLife with Father offers child appeal in the character of WeslejyyEsray), the
younger brother of the film’s protagonist, Marjorié/esley carries similarities with the
superficially anarchic spirit of Tootie, in his yibiul disruption of established
behavioural norms. As if to pre-empt intimatiohattthe film does not have a sense of
fun, a po-faced graduation address delivered bypgdwero Bill Sherman, ruminating on

the passage of boyhood to manhood, is interrupgeereated assaults from Wesley with
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a pea-shooter. Earlier in the film, Wesley falgels his teacher that Father is a drunk;
Bill later becomes convinced that George beatédnisly, resulting in a comedic
altercation. 1By the Light of the Silvery MopWesley is responsible for the unfounded
rumour that George is having an affair with a Fremovie star. Comically, in both
cases it is the child that is responsible for undeing the almost exaggerated strength of
the patriarchal head of the family. Importanthough, these children are designed to be
regarded with humour and understanding: their biebayvafter all, is never seen as a
prelude to delinquency, but merely an extreme, cahtepresentation of childish play.
Critic Andrew Britton sees Tootie as a radicalfig of disruption within an
ideologically-conventional narrative. Within the small-town inflection, however, these
apparently disruptive aspects carry deeper suguesstif down-home authenticity and
naturalness. In narratives in which non-confoesitind dissention are entirely effaced,
Tootie’s behaviour is actually received with beniglerance, as the actions of an artless
child yet to learn codes of adult morality and deco— but she will do so by-and-by.
Similarly, Wesley’s mischievous antics seem peribisswithin the tonal and generic
framework established by the film. The figure oé$ley, and indeed the persona of
Billy Gray, consciously recalls the famous 19308dchtar, Jackie Cooper. Described by
The New York Timess ‘the Walter Huston of juveniles’, Cooper tyglig@ortrayed
young street toughs outside the bounds of the yestilicture, often carrying out some
dubious scheme with the aid of a gang of like-méhddolescent® However, whereas
Cooper’s characters verged on parody, invokingsaagst rather than realistic milieu,

Wesley’s actions are designed to evoke childhoatitye This distinction describes a

“9 See Britton, “Meet me in St Louis’: Smith, or tAenbiguities’, pp. 7-25.
0 B.R. Crisler, ‘Boy of the StreetsThe New York Timedanuary 24, 1938, 17:1. Walter Huston (1884-
1950) was a famous character actor of the 19304.8@s, famous for his tough screen persona.
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notable, broader pastoral family film trope — tli@scious rejection of the extraordinary.
Meet me in St LouisndOn Moonlight Bayboth draw heavily upon Booth Tarkington’s
Penrodtales of childhood experience and misadventtiBespite this influence, the
blend of anarchism here is too calculated, tootsamed to bear comparison with reality,
and represents an attempt to appeal to youngeevwsewhile operating within the overall
adult inflection of the narrative. This adult eragls is maintained by the representation
of the various child and teenage characters, wihicariably progress logically and
obediently from childhood rebellion to adult respiility. In this way, they symbolise
the success of the socialisation process.

These themes of generational continuity are cetarihe small-town family
comedy, but are, once again, located within theempdistoral tradition of stressing the
intangible but keenly-felt balance and poetry to life-cycle. For exampléJational
Velvetpromotes the philosophy of a natural order anddapable pattern to life — a
positive, rather than negative quality, as it ipressed. When the protagonist, Velvet
Brown (Elizabeth Taylor), informs her mother (AnRevere) that she intends to train her
horse to win the Grand National, and that therélv@lmany costs and difficulties
involved in bringing the plan to fruition, her methis surprisingly receptive. Despite
having been informed by Dick (Mickey Rooney), anfier jockey, that the plan is foolish
and unworkable, Mrs Brown, the narrative locus efign authority and wisdom, calmly
tells her daughter:

Things come suitable to the time [...] enjoy eachghbut forget it and move on to

the next. There’s a time for everything. A tifoehaving a horse in the Grand
National, being in love, having children. Yeservor dying. All at the proper order at
the proper time.

*1 Tarkington’sPenrod(1914) was followed benrod and Sar1916). Warner Bros. had previously
filmed these tales in the late-1930s, starringMiaeich twins, Billy and Bobby.
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This speech underpins an underlying concept oatibegoverning human existence.
Martha Wolfenstein and Nathan Leites identifieceaeyal trend in classical-era
Hollywood cinema, reflecting a broader societaleotption, that ‘children should
surpass their parent¥. In these films, this expectation is reversedtdchh simply
reproduce the success, beliefs and lifestyle pettef their parents.

To surpassone’s parents, after all, may tacitly imply thiagte is something
unsatisfactory or incomplete with previous generstj or indeed the past as a whole. In
the small-town family film, the implication of progss would be counter-productive.
Within this narrative tradition, the older geneoatis generally regarded with deference,
as the arbiters of a deeper knowledge, wroughixpgrence. Nearly all of these texts
have post-adolescent, pre-adult characters inittogégb role, instead of exploring the
(more creatively and commercially problematic) eigreces of younger children.
Although films likeCheaper by the Dozehife with FatherandLittle Womerdo feature
younger children, they tend to operate on the pemp InMeet me in St Loujsve see a
hierarchy of socialisation, beginning with the aaiity of Tootie and ending with the
prim chastity of Rose. It suggests a form of reakand integration of childhood
rebellion, reminiscent of the ultimate trajectofyAtice in Through the Looking Glass
(Lewis Carroll, 187152 The numerous child figures in such films oftesemable slightly

different versions of the same generic archetyfige fundamental point of tension in

2 Martha Wolfenstein and Nathan Leité4gvies: A Psychological Studdew York, Atheneum, 1970, p.
124.

%3] refer to the postscript of CarrollEhrough the Looking Glasshich presents an image of Alice’s
future — a conventional picture of domesticity,wiihe fiercely individualistic, slightly amoral dtiiof the
fantasy world grown-up, married, and surroundedlaidren. The trope in children’s literature afilchfof
the inevitable transience of childhood — the desioa of the fantasy world to make way for the wioof
adult responsibility — is persistent. It is nowals presented with such a stark dichotomy, however
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this tradition is the period where ‘childhood’ aladulthood’ converge — often expressed
colloquially as ‘that awkward agé®.

These pre-adult figures are usually presented sathe conflict on the journey to
adult responsibility, often manifested as a cheibéch will determine the ideological
correctness of their adult trajectory. Although frarents — particularly the father —
remain symbolic figures of authority, their ultireable is guiding their progeny and
passing on their experience, allowing the pattercontinue in future generationéh,
Wildernessis a good example of this ‘coming of age’ empha3ike first obstacle faced
by the family is the realisation that eldest soohRrd (Eric Linden) has been imbibing
Marxist philosophy, and, equally scandalously, gmg the works of Oscar Wilde and
George Bernard Shaw. Although Richard’s moth&omsified, and his father, Nat,
responds by confiscating the texts, Nat is latensecretly enjoying them. Richard,
meanwhile, has been chosen as a valedictoriarigatligh School commencement class.
However, Nat learns that Richard intends to deneuhe college education system and
capitalism in general, forcing his interjectionhiait proceedings before the denunciation
can begin.

Within the internal logic of the film, Richard’stfeer is acting within the best
interests of his son. He knows that the young msdalliance with radicalism is only
transitory; it should not be encouraged throughripweilitant condemnation. Rather,
mild disapproval and appeal to reason will set Ridtback on to a correct ideological

path. There is a short conversation after thenceng, in which Nat offers to allow

¥ To put it another way, such a conflict is nevesoteed through a rejection of ‘adult’ aspects and a
conscious regression into a symbolic childhoocest&nce childhood is put away, it is put away
indefinitely. This trajectory is slightly revers@dsome of the ‘adult children’s films’ of the 1@8and
1990s.
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Richard to drive the Stanley Steamer, ‘if it's aginst your principles’. Richard
eagerly accepts, abandoning his anti-capitalistesal Indeed, his political idealism is
presented as little more than youthful foolishreass naivety. There is a similar
sequence i®n Moonlight Bayin which Bill Sherman’s graduation address idegian
inevitable trajectory from youthful radicalism tarere proper conservatism through
maturity. Conservatism — encouraged, in its mooeenate aspects by the 1930s and
1940s valorisation of middlebrow culture — is figdras the default position, associated
with wisdom and experience. Socialism and liberajiby their absence, are rendered
aberrant; radicalism is a wild, adolescent flightamcy> At best, leftist leanings signify
the foolishness of youth, the absence of wisdom, parhaps even worse, an unpalatable
form of social ‘progress’ anathema to the ideolegiaderpinning the small-town genre.

Nevertheless, domineering parental authoritariamssrarely invoked, as it would
damage the overriding projection of benevolent raigm. Nat Miller, like Judge Hardy
in the Andy Hardy series, reacts with a temperatietstanding towards the youthful
follies of his son. He is still a strong, patriaat figure, exercising full control over his
family, but this is tempered by a ‘down-to-eartimmely, mischievous streak. He enjoys
getting drunk at the July™celebrations, and slapping his wife’s buttocksrésponds to
her indignation by admitting, ‘I just couldn’t resit’. A further misdeed by Richard,
which sees him frequenting a dance hall and alsiesping with a prostitute, culminates
in a final man-to-man discussion, the success atlis signalled by Richard’s

concession that he is ‘just like’ his father (uefailingly decent but unashamedly

% There is an interesting sequenc®imr Town where Mr Webb, the newspaper editor, reportsoonesof
the town’s social and political demographics. iflly we're 86 per cent republican, 12 per cent
democrat, 4 per cent socialist. Rest indifferertside from the significance of the figures thehss, the
rhetorical point being made is that no-one in thert is politically apathetic; there are no suggestiof
indifference or malfunction in a community of degpkld personal and public beliefs.
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‘human’). Although it takes place several minute$ore the end (and is followed by
Richard’s reconciliation with his sweetheart), théxjuence serves as the effective
conclusion to the narrativd.Remember Mamavhich centres upon a poor Swedish
immigrant family in America, is different; it sedse Americanised childresurpasshe
social and economic position of their foreign paserAlthough the film presents the
parents — particularly the mother — as wise aneébeent, their community standing is
relatively lowly. It is a structural inevitabilitthat the eldest girl, Katrin, and eldest boy,
Nels, achieve bourgeois acceptance and surpasp#rents by becoming a successful
writer and college student, respectively.

In Life with Father based upon the semi-fictional accounts of Clazdday
Junior (the post-adolescent figure in the movieg, marrative is predicated upon the
literal and symbolic qualities of the authoritarfather. Earlier in the film, we witness
Clarence Jr. receiving an old cast-off suit from f@luctant, thrifty father. Humour is
derived from a number of sequences showing the yousm wearing the suit, comically
behaving in the same way as his domineering fagiaticularly towards his romantic
interest, Mary. In desperation, Clarence Jr. tadsmother:

Very peculiar things have happened to me sincartest to wear this suit. | can't
seem to make these clothes do anything fatherdmtudo. Mother, I've got to have a
suit of my own!

When he finally receives his own suit (throughkimg his father, financially), it
represents a finding of his own voice, subtly ansenting the implication of direct
influence; the inferred possibility that he is slgnp carbon copy of his father. He
remains, however, tightly bound by the structures @aditions of his previous
generations, a fact comically underlined by thé fhat all four boys — each of a slightly

different age — have, like their father, red h&mmilarly, although such films often
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conclude with scenes promising love and lastingiage between the young protagonist
and the love interest, these sequences are ldrgebd upon a structural expectation, or a
symbolic token of fulfilment, rather than genuimenantic interest. With the re-enacting
of such romantic aspects, continuity is again reaéd with the promise of children,

future plenitude, and the passing-down of hard-ehexperience.

The decline of the small-town family comedy, and th emergence of suburbia

Although such films retain some critical respetts in spite of their ideological
didacticism. To contemporary critics, who werdiglly receptive to these nostalgic
artefacts, the small-town family comedy came twibaed as derivative, exploitative
and increasingly old-fashioned:he New York Timéseview of On Moonlight Bay
criticises the appropriation of Booth TarkingtoRsnrodstories, highlighting both a
valorisation of the apparent authenticity of Tagton’s source material, and the contrary
artificiality of the adaptation® The review concluded that ‘although it strivesiavelop

a genuine nostalgic mood, all that “On MoonlightyBaeems to create, sadly enough, is
the feeling that this film format is old hat'. Bosley Crowther's appraisal B the Light
of the Silvery Moonwhich is described bluntly as a ‘Technicoloredmeato’, was
equally guarded, and scarcely more positive:

Despite the obviousness of the humour and the ctiovality of the small-town
tone — achieved and directed by David Butler asigh he were reading from a prop
department catalogue — the singing of severasoid) hits [...] is agreeably
melodious’®

:j A.H. Weiler, ‘On Moonlight Bay',The New York Timeduly 27, 1951, 23:1.
Ibid.
%8 Bosley Crowther, ‘By the Light of the Silvery MogiThe New York Time#arch 27, 1953, 28:2.
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Such responses underline the fact that it was moeiynthe storylines to which audiences
responded, but rather the combination of the appigthle visuals, characters and
situations in a period in which there was a sizatéeket for wistful but essentially

happy and untroubled nostalgia. The tension betweality and lived experience in the
wake of the Second World War is perhaps a factthherdecline of the genre, although
the burgeoning popularity of the family sitcom etearly-1950s, and the increasing use
of audience research, also suggests a shift iruptimoh patterns and standards, rather
than merely a cultural renegotiation.

Nevertheless, the emergence of the concept — atespread actualisation — of
‘suburbia’ was a powerful factor in this declin€&mall-towns’ and ‘suburbia’ share a
number of common attributes. Aside from the obsicejection of ‘the urban’, both
embody a controlled equilibrium between the unaansed forces of the wilderness and
the overly intrusive, mechanised qualities of ‘thtg’. Shifts within artistic conventions
in Hollywood have brought forth quirky, macabrehasstile representations of suburbia
and small-town lifeBlue Velve{David Lynch, 1986)Edward Scissorhanddim
Burton, 1990) an®isturbia (D.J. Caruso, 2007), to name three relativelymece
examples. Such films go some way, perhaps, t@ssdrg the hostile representation of
the big city that has otherwise prevailed. Emaruasly is quick to point out that:

With few exceptions, the portrayal of suburbae \ifas almost from the beginning an
object of criticism and satire. Gradually, theémf the movies changed, from light
satire in the early 1950s to criticism in the [4850s, to outright scorn, ridicule and
condemnation in the 1960s and 1970s.

But whereas both small-town life and suburbia, fittve 1950s onwards, have been open

to accusations of stifling conventionality or bgrebncealed dysfunctionality, their

%9 Levy, Small Town America in Film: The Decline and fall@dmmunityp. 110.
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position within family films has been generallyiaffative. Indeed, despite the positive
aspects of ‘the city’ displayed most notably in manban-based romantic comedies,
city-based life is frequently deemed unsuitabletii@ purposes of raising a family.

It becomes increasingly clear that the symbolsoamtions of concepts like
‘small-towns’, ‘big cities’ and ‘suburbia’ are remkably persistent, tending to resist the
integration of more problematic realities that ntightract from their mythical
connotations. Kenneth Jackson points out that:

The 1980 census revealed that more than 40 pestémt national population, or more
than 100 million people, lived in the suburbsjghkr proportion than resided either in
rural areas or in central citi€’.
As much as suburbia has been embraced as a lgestgice, especially by the middle-
classes, it is a concept which defies acceptabiieitien. It is ‘both a planning type and
a state of mind based on imagery and symbolfénThe distinction between suburbia
and ‘the city’ reflects ideological as well as $ifgle changes:
Suburbia symbolises the fullest, most unadulteratedodiment of contemporary
culture; it is a manifestation of such fundamenteracteristics of American society as
conspicuous consumption, a reliance upon the ferimatomobile, upward mobility, the
separation of the family into nuclear units, thideming distinction between work and

leisure, and a tendency toward racial and econenttusivenes¥
Despite these similarities with urban living, sutars relative freedom from the
pressures of urban living is held over from the Istoavn tradition.
The parallel existence of suburban and urbanespastablishes an ongoing
dichotomy. Whereas the term ‘suburban’ once sugdéea relationship with the city, the

term today is more likely to represent a distinetimm the city’®® The avowed self-

€0 Kenneth T. JacksoiGrabgrass Frontier: The Suburbanisation of the diStatesNew York and
Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1985, p. 4.

L Ibid.

%2 |pid.

8 Ibid, p. 272.
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sufficiency of suburban living precludes the comitynrientation regarded as the
bedrock of the small-town lifestyle. It is intetieg to note that, as late as 1980, ‘the
decision to live in Middletown, a voluntary one foost of its adult residents, is a vote
for custom and against innovatidtf’.People who choose to live in small-town and
suburban communities in the post-industrial ageoételn motivated by a rejection of
social change, and suburbia is the ultimate phisieaifestation of the resistance to
urban culture and its influences. With a miniatpastoral retreat in every suburban back
yard, as Jackson wryly notes, ‘there are few plasedesolate and lonely as a suburban
street on a hot afternoofr. Indeed, the predominance of the nuclear familpath
social pattern and cultural concept seems to pdeclutsiders’ in any form. The self-
contained, self-sustaining realm of the suburbanéhallied to increasing ideologies of
privatism, becomes the perfect domain of the fantilg institutionalised system
determinately free from outside interference. phst-war explosion of suburban
development is roughly coterminous with the decbhéhe small-town family movie.
While the suburban family is often figured as@al incubator for the young, not
all associations are positive. Suburbia — whittaets and resists comparisons to the
small-town in equal measure — seems to lack ngt thiel authenticity but also the
strength of the small-town. Following the U.S. sxasigration to the suburbs from the
late-1940s onwards, suburban families became theatdéocus of live-action family
films. One of the pivotal didactic elements to fimall-town family movies of the studio
era is the centrally-important, powerful fatheniig. Despite its mainly positive

associations, suburban representations of therfaguee differ markedly from the small-

& Caplow et alMiddletown Families: Fifty Years of Change and Quuity, p. 5.
8 JacksonCrabgrass Frontierp. 280.
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town figuration, acquiring metropolitan, white-anllovertones. Middle-class suburban
families lack the pastoral associations of autlgpdontinuity, and wisdom affiliated with
natural surroundings, and although suburban farersften presented as loving and
attentive towards the needs of their children, ihisomething of a back-handed
compliment from a culture that valorises ‘strongr@gnthood. Such weak fathers may
attract a begrudging respect for their devotior, doarcely the same levels of admiration
afforded the powerful father-figures of the studia:family features. George McFly
(Crispin Glover) inBack to the FuturéRobert Zemeckis, 1985) is perhaps the ultimate
impotent patriarch, derided by his family, endlgsselnipulated, and unable to maintain
a healthy conjugal relationship with his bored wife rather milder, less exaggerated
precursor to such figures can be seen in early< 854s, mirroring the rise of the
suburban community in the popular imaginatidn.

Unsurprisingly, early-1950s family films moving awfrom the small-town
setting evidence a marked decline in the importatitduted to physical surroundings.
Douglas Sirk’s trio of family comedies from the joel, Weekend with Fathg951),

Has Anybody Seen My G@I952), andrake me to Tow(iL953) reflect, in various ways,
the weakening of the ties binding the family to Wider community. The nostalgic aura,

emanating from the belief that community life erab$pecific patterns of family unity,

% The U.S. Housing Act of 1949 contributed to sulamrigrowth through its stated aim of ‘housing
production and community development’, ‘the elintioa of substandard and other inadequate housing’,
particularly within built-up areas, and ‘the reatisn as soon as feasible of the goal of a decameland a
suitable living environment for every American féynthus contributing to the development and
redevelopment of communities and to the advanceofehe growth, wealth, and security of the nation’
Cited in Howard P. Chudacoff ediajor Problems in American Urban Histqgriexington and Toronto:
D.C. Heath and Company, 1994, p. 352. Kennethsdackonfirms that the suburbanisation of the United
States was a result of government policy rather ttistorical inevitability, pointing to the ‘natiah

purpose to build subsidised highways and utiliiesof cities’, in addition to the changing conditiof the
family unit itself, towards a ‘nuclear’ model. S€eabgrass Frontierpp. 293, 300. It is crucial to note,
however, the stated social significance of suckcjgd at the time, which can be seen to be inangasi
reflected in contemporary family films.
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is also absent. Correspondingly, the symbolic etgtns associated with fatherhood
are repeatedly interrogateWeekend with Fathdocuses upon two lone parents, Brad
Stubbs (Van Heflin) and Jean Bowen (Patricia NeBhth are widowed from their
previous marriages, and are raising young childiBmey meet in the opening scene of
the movie while dropping-off their children at susmtamp, and the early sections of the
film focus largely upon their burgeoning mutualrattion. Despite their romantic
interest, they decide to place the requirementbeaf children above their own needs.
Problematically, Brad is involved in a casual rielaship with Phyllis Reynolds (Virginia
Field), a woman preoccupied with her professioifi@l(lonce in a while | wish you could
forget about that career of yours’). Brad's dithgreveals an internal conflict between
the possibility of romantic fulfilment — or the kaadhereof — and the desire for a complete
family unit. Both Brad’s housekeeper and Jean'slmepeatedly reinforce the idea that
they need to remarry, but whilst the fulfilmentrofnantic union is preferable, it seems to
pale into insignificance when compared to the needise a successful family.

By the time the children are introduced to theaiare, the parallel expectation
for a loving but authoritative father has been etpdly underlined. Like many studio-
era family films, much of the intended juvenile aarte appeal comes from the light
mockery of the father figure. However, the variefysatire here is more biting, arising
from Brad’s comic inability to be the athletic, ioging father his adopted sons, Gary
(Jimmy Hunt) and David (Tommy Rettig), want himb®. Brad and David are
persistently defeated, humiliatingly, in the camfather-and-son outdoor activities,
invariably because of Brad’s comic incompetencemfiaging any practical challenge.

Although Brad appears the correct marital pairimgJiean, his credentials for assertive
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fatherhood are undermined by his haplessnessypgssid white-collar image. This is
ironically underlined by the fact that whereas Jedead husband was a marine, Brad is
an office executive who lives by the mantra, ‘whéeel like taking some exercise, | lay
down until the feeling goes away’. He is eventuahosen over his rival for Jean’s
affections, the athletic, cocksure Don Adams (RidH2enning), but only when it
becomes clear that Don is a health-food fanati@adBikes hamburgers and ice cream,
demonstrating his kinship with the boys, and tliegygsome way to effacing his
embarrassing lack of pragmatism and potency.

The relocation to the artificial wilderness of thhanmer camp in the second half
of the film can be seen as an ironic comment omuhad/urban opposition. Notably,
although Brad and Jean live in the city, visudlglays a very small part in the film.
Indeed, the city is symbolically rejected in twgrsficant ways. Firstly, the retreat to the
summer camp and subsequent camping adventure hillhdisplays an aesthetic
preference for the (more picturesque) countrysiglecondly, the corrupt spirit of the big
city, as embodied in the character of Miss Reynakleejected by Brad in favour of the
more comfortable Jean, who represents the victbhysdfamily’s long-term security over
his own carnal desires. Brad and Jean are, famtalhts and purposes, a suburban
couple. White, middle-class, politically conseivatand ill at ease in either wilderness
or big city, they are yet to discover their natdrabitat. Where ‘the city’ is presented
without any apparent attempt to ruralise or subnides its labyrinthine, dizzying and
bustling qualities are exaggerated, and presentedart counterpoint to the relative
serenity of the country. When later family filmsadl with the issue of raising a family in

urban conditions, as ifihe Courtship of Eddie’s Fath€vincente Minnelli, 1963), the
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response is ambivalent, recognising its convenidnaedistrusting its perceived
influence upon social interaction and collectiveriorality.

Changing social mores and lifestyle patterns weeadtéhe format, but the coming
of television dealt a final hammer blow to the stuera family film — at least as a
consistent high grosser at the box office. Hollpdanitially hoped to weather the storm
of television in the post-war period, but graduaiiyoecame apparent that Hollywood
could only hope to survive as a prosperous industrgltering its production strategies to
accommodate areas that television could not. T&emstudios cut down on production
considerably, and the second-feature movie wasskigal. Thereafter, movies tended to
have higher budgets and greater levels of speciaalegurating the age of the
blockbuster. Television, though, was able to rehethighest number of viewers of all
ages, and replaced the need for modest family-bédsedas on the big screen, as viewers
could watch material of similar thematic contend antistic standard from the comfort of
their own homes. Television was in a positiondbiave what Hollywood had long
sought — cross-demographic audience saturatiom. filfh industry was forced to seek
alternatives, and the popular emergence of teetidgee in the mid-1950s prompted the
proliferation of the teen pic (which will be lookatlin detail in the next chapter). The
teen film simultaneously divided the audience, deyeed the potential subject matter and
permanently altered the style of the American papoiovie, confirming what various
polls and marketers had been telling Hollywooddweer a decade: the largest audience
for movies was teenagers and young people, not soiersalised, archetypal nuclear

family.
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Chapter 3: The Family Film in Decline, 1953-1968

In the previous chapter, | argued that variousucaltand industrial changes brought a
decisive and fairly swift end to the big-budget astic comedies of the 1940s and early-
1950s. This decline was paralleled by a numbecohomic blows to the film industry
in the post-war years. The period dealt with is thapter was, above all, marked by
transition in relation not only to family films, btlollywood cinema in general. Having
begun the 1950s as an increasingly dubious bogeoffiospect, family films declined
further to the point that, by the late-1960s, theye in danger of disappearing entirely
from mainstream Hollywood production schedulesis Thapter examines the reasons
for this decline — most notably the emergencegle/ision and the teenage consumer in
the 1950s and 1960s — and analyses Hollywood'sicesgesponses to the financial
downturn which ensued. Although Hollywood survitbis period of transition, | would
argue that it also lost touch with an increasinglyth-orientated mainstream audience
that was, by the mid-1960s, beginning to assumé&aoof U.S. popular culture. Family
films made during this period became more aduksddted than ever, a fact brought into
sharp focus by the increasing commercial powerootly culture, in its various forms.
The decline of the traditional family film can tvaced to the late-1940s, at which
point television was beginning to emerge as a mesium, and enormous swathes of
the U.S. population moved to the suburbs, fundaafigrthanging recreational habits.
The emergence of television was swift:

By 1948, there were 250,000 [television] sets ig; asyear later, a million. In 1951
televisions outsold radios for the first time, dd1952, 15 million television sets
were in usé.

! Charles ChamplifThe Flicks: Or, Whatever Happened to Andy Hardy@sadena, California: Ward
Ritchie Press, 1977, p. 28.
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Douglas Gomery notes that Hollywood'’s rapid butauned decline from its peak in
attendance and revenues in 1946 eliminates thefrigdevision as the major catalyst for
industry decline. Instead, he points towards &bgling of the suburbs... [as] one of the
great postwar historical phenomena’, with Americemiscentrating their income on
housing and raising children, and ‘suburbanisdfiorating] more and more families
away from the downtown location of the movie patiéeOther historians have
variously pointed towards the 1948 Paramount Cdriegree, whereby the major
studios were ordered to divest themselves of thetically-integrated theatre chains, and
the 1952 reversal of the 1915 Supreme Court Fins¢Adment ruling, as significant
watermarks in Hollywood's declirfe. These same cultural and industrial changes
drastically affected Hollywood production stratagythe 1950s, and changed the nature
of the family film forever.

Most critics agree that Hollywood was forced taidradically, both creatively
and technically, to survive. As Gordon Gow noteith cinema audiences declining
sharply, ‘'something new was needed, and, in a cacept industrialised art, something
fresh had been long overdueCharles Champlin argues that ‘it appeared obvibes
survival for the theatrical motion picture suredy lin doing what television could not do

so well, or could not do at aft’.And Murray Pomerance suggests that:

2 Gomery, DouglasShared Pleasures: A History of Movie Presentatiothe United State$Madison:
University of Wisconsin Press, 1992, pp. 85, 87.

3 Bruce A. AustinJmmediate Seating: A Look at Movie Audien&smont, CA: Wadsworth, 1989, p. 38.
Austin argues that the ruling, which affirmed ttre¢ movies did enjoy the protection of the First
Amendment, and therefore should not be subjeattsarship, ‘had the effect of lessening moviemakers
inclination to produce family films precisely wharboom in families was under way'.

* Gordon GowHollywood in the FiftiesLondon: A. Zwemmer Ltd, 1971, p. 7.

® Champlin,The Flicks: Or, Whatever Happened to Andy Hardy®.
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The horizons Hollywood showed us in the 1950s jvete little short of sublime, and
they had to be, for the movie industry to surviBy the early 1950s, theatre
attendance had dropped to only 50 percent aflitime high in 1946.

It was very much a case, then, of change being seghérom the outside. As Gow notes,
the decade saw two critical developments in Hollgds internal policy:

On the one hand, a last big stand was mountedexavirelm the public with
demonstrations of the cinema’s superiority as dinme, by complex technical devices
aligned with a subject matter of a primarily siigfit kind. At the other extreme, more
interestingly, the outdated formulae of the bighpanies began to give place to
independent producers, while the companies sexsdihancial backers and distributdrs.

The latter development was more significant in teohthe wider history of Hollywood
production. Hitherto, under what Bordwell, Staigad Thompson have called the
‘producer-unit’ system, films had been made in-leolog producers in charge of units
specialising in specific areas, a system whichnalbfor a quick turnover of standard
program films® The gradual introduction of this new ‘packagetusystem gave further
creative control to independent producers, andsystem has remained in Hollywood
ever since, with various modificatiosHowever, the attempt to compete with the
growing threat of television underpinned Hollywosdreative endeavours during the
decade. The major studios invested heavily inspige’ or ‘epic’ productions, often
Biblical in theme and setting. Although the bloakter is commonly thought to have
originated in the mid-1970s, Steve Neale has moearately traced its introduction to

the early-1950s, a period which saw the increasbrapndonment of small-scale

® Murray Pomerance, ‘Introduction: Movies and th&0®, American Cinema of the 1950s: Themes and
Variations ed. Pomerance, London: Berg, 2005 (pp. 1-2Q), p.
" Gow, Hollywood in the Fiftiesp. 7.
8 David Bordwell, Janet Staiger and Kristin Thompskme Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and
!a\/lode of Production to 196@Qondon: Routledge, 1985, pp. 320-330.

Ibid.



154

productions in favour of the extraordindfy As Champlin indicates, ‘there were fewer
pictures, but the biggest of them were really,lygaify’. *

The three top earners at the U.S. box office duttre 1950s were all ‘epic’ films:
Ben-Hur(William Wyler, 1959),The Ten Commandmer{t3ecil B. DeMille, 1956) and
Bridge on the River KwgDavid Lean, 1957)? These productions were designed to
curb the decline in admissions, which had seen enattendance as a percentage of U.S.
recreation expenditure drop from around 25 per wetite mid-1940s to just 5.2 per cent
by 1960™ With television providing more modest, everydaatenial, these epics
‘carried significance in excess of box office as lbci of quintessential Hollywood
spectacle™ Ben-Hur for instance — the decade’s most successful mdeipite its
massive budget — ‘[brought] greater prestige tonte MGM company than profits
could measure™ Interestingly, Babington and Evans trace thermggy of this ‘golden
age’ of the Biblical Epic to the release of DeM#l&amson and Delilam 1949, long
before Hollywood had reached a point of widely-amkfedged crisis® At least in
generic terms, then, the pre-eminence of the epm fn the mid-late 1950s was not a
strategic decision taken by Hollywood to combatriglrevenues, but it did provide a

suitably grandiose showcase for such technologicavations as Cinerama and 3-D.

19 Douglas Gomery has pointediawsas a watermark, and he is undoubtedly correcbingiso, as the
film took the financial limitations of the ‘blockister’ to a different level. However, lesser bloakters
had been released long before. See Gorfiéwgy Hollywood Studio System: A Histolcpndon: British
Film Institute, 2005, p. 214. See also Neale, BAwbod Blockbusters: Historical Dimensions’ Movie
Blockbustersed. Julian Stringer, London: Routledge, 2003,4%60.
1 Champlin,The Flicks: Or, Whatever Happened to Andy Harqy 6.
12 See Joel W. Finler, ‘Box-Office Hits 1914-200Zhe Hollywood StoryLondon and New York:
Wallflower Press, 2003, pp. 356-363. Finler's figsi it should be noted, reflect the U.S. ‘reniglife’,
which is based upon the size of the audience foin pacture. It constitutes around half the tota office
gross, with the other half going to exhibitioners.
13 Austin, Immediate Seating: A Look at Movie Audienges6.
14 Bruce Babington and Peter William EvaBihlical Epics: Sacred Narrative in the Hollywoodn@ma
Il\élanchester: Manchester University Press, 1993, p. 5

Ibid.
18 Ibid, pp. 5-6.
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The 1950s was also the decade in which the regeines of foreign audiences
began guiding production strategy. Between the 18iti0s and late-1940s, as Kristin
Thompson suggests, Hollywood commanded a hugelygdaivdomestic theatre-going
audience which often allowed production costs tpdie off during the American
release; many films, she notes, ‘might begin egrpnofits apart from revenues coming
in from other countries’’ The turning point, as Thomas Guback has arguesd the
Paramount anti-trust case, which removed the ‘sutlet’ that had been supplied by
block-booking practices and the studios’ hegemoaidrol of the domestic exhibition
sector. In conjunction with the decline in attemcks, these factors forced Hollywood to
consider an international taste consensus, albheitlonited scale. For the first time,
exhibitioners were encouraged to open theatresiogféart and foreign pictures in a
small way''® More significantly, in 1956, a United Artists repentative informed a
U.S. Senate Committee that without foreign reventinesindustry would soon face
insolvency and bankruptcy, or would have to chatgymethod of production in such a
way that the type and nature of its films wouldicatly change™® A Columbia
executive noted that ‘it has become necessarydyae pictures palatable to tastes in
England, Italy and Japan as well as here at héMm#iitially, the influence of foreign
audiences upon film content was rather modest. é3reutive admitted that ‘if in

making an American story [...] we could insert somedent that might take place in

Paris, we would be glad to do it, because it waald flavour for the foreign market.

" ThompsonExporting Entertainment: America in the World FiMarket 1907-1934p. 1.

8 Thomas H. GubacK;he International Film Industry: Western Europe akmierica Since 1945
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1969, p. 71.

9 |bid, pp. 10-11.

2 Ipid.
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Although this incremental interest in foreign audie tastes was crude and transparent, it
no doubt dissuaded producers from making big-bufiges appealing predominantly to
domestic audiences, such as traditional family fatiee very definition of self-absorbed

Americana.

Cultural change, the teen film and the emergence aélevision

The impression that small-town family comedies badome passé was reflected in
Douglas Sirk’s family musicallas Anybody Seen My G&|P952). A transitional film, it
evokes many of the tropes of 1940s family musiaaksle anticipating, in several ways,
the imminent emergence of the teen film. Despigearances — the small-town 1920s
setting, the presence of the full extended fanailgpstalgic visual texture, and energetic
numbers -Has Anybody Seen My Gakessentially an adult- rather than family-
orientated comedy-drama, making heavy use of swbiitilyg satire. Earlier family-
orientated features had betrayed an obvious foisdioeshe modest small-town lifestyles
depicted. Although nostalgic elements still remai®irk’s film, the small-town family
setting has become less a medium for reassuriragpssc than a backdrop for a thinly-
veiled denunciation of greed and class consciogswéhin the U.S. middle-classes.
The film centres upon the character of SamueloRul€harles Coburn), an
impossibly rich, elderly bachelor whose failurestart a family is brought into focus
when he is told that he may be dying. As a yourdjaspiring entrepreneur, Samuel had
been rejected by his sweetheart, Millicent, in favof a ‘penniless’ book-keeper, whom
she married, and started a family. In the absehea heir-apparent, Samuel decides to

visit Millicent’s family, the Blaisdells, to gaugehether they are deserving recipients of
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his fortune. Incognito, he inveigles his way itheir house as a lodger, calling himself
‘Mr Smith’, and is given a job by the family patrih (Larry Gates) as a soda jerk in the
struggling family drug store. Despite his grutintankerous exterior, Samuel is a
sentimentalist at heart, and is soon smitten bgiisogate family. Whilst alone in his
room, staring into an old portrait of his now-desmhformer lover, Samuel exclaims:
‘You've got a lovely family, Millicent. Could’ve &en mine if you hadn’t been so darned
obstinate!” However, the warning signs pointinghe family’s avarice are apparent to
the audience from the beginning. Mrs Blaisdellr{hyBari) is seen attempting to fix-up
her daughter, Millie (Piper Laurie), with rich saliie Carl Pennock (Skip Homeier),
despite Millie’s attachment to working-class soeikk jDan (Rock Hudson). When Millie
protests, her socially-ambitious mother asserteushould be flattered. The Pennocks
are the most important family in town’. In anotiseene, Mrs Blaisdell, recounting some
family history for the benefit of ‘Mr Smith’, lamésithat her mother had turned down the
advances of Samuel Fulton in favour of a mere daedper. Only Roberta (Gigi
Perreau), the family’s youngest daughter, appeaspailed by mercenary concerns
(another instance of the Hollywood trope of thepailed, artless child).

Not yet convinced of his adopted family’s resttaire tests them by anonymously
sending the family a cheque for $100,000, andssitk to observe the results. Mrs
Blaisdell immediately swoons upon hearing the neamsouncing that: ‘all my life, I've
dreamed of suddenly becoming wealthy. And nowdtmse true! Whoopee! Hot
diggity-dog! To Samuel’s dismay, the family begiingtering away the money, buying
an expensive mansion and a seemingly-endless @irfepperies. He is also hurt by Mrs

Blaisdell’s insistence that now the family is wegltthey have no need of his board.



158

Samuel is forced to share a bedsit with Dan, feNastim of the family matriarch’s status
anxiety. Dreaming of ‘a new house up on the hiligre all the best people live’, Mrs
Blaisdell twice manages to offend her husbandtlyitsy lamenting her failure to marry a
man of substance, and secondly through her blasstence that he sells the drug store,
which he has spent twenty years establishing. i3 olbjections, Mrs Blaisdell can only
respond: ‘Now that we have money, we’re going &uase our proper position in
society’. There are certainly shades of ‘keepipguvith the Joneses’ in Mrs Blaisdell's
behaviour, but the satire extends to coded attaskaythologies of the U.S. cultural
consciousness. Soon after the family moves irgdtige, opulent mansion, she hires a
French dance teacher in an effort to learn a ‘stjglated’ set of moves, in a sequence
apparently intended to imply attraction to contir@pretention lurking just beneath the
surface of the small-town psyche, despite Amerisajgposed immunity to facile
extravagance. As a European noted for his sopatstli melodramas, this hypocrisy may
have particularly resonated with Sirk. Robertanse® be the only family member truly
immune to the corrupting power of money. The p&rane radically transformed into
elitist snobs; children Howard (William ReynoldsijdaMillie are led astray by their high-
society lifestyle, introduced to gambling and alalbinespectively. Roberta merely
bemoans the absence of the old family dog, replanednotably symbolic gesture, by
two French poodles.

Because of artistic and commercial restraintsfithres ideologies are admittedly
ambiguous. The film certainly launches a doublediied attack on the institution of the
North American family and more long-standing cuduralues, as the valorisation of the

rural lifestyle, particularly as portrayed in th@40s family comedies, gives way to
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criticism levelled towards the U.S.’ blind faith ilne pre-eminence of its moral and
spiritual integrity over greed for material wealthhe 1940s family comedies, set in a
time before industrialisation had irrevocably attifestyles, embraced modest, pre-
industrial pleasures which implied superiority otleg vicissitudes of post-industrialism.
This film’s coded rejection of such values repreésenpartial shift in the ideological
climate. On the other hand, the vibrant colouclst@and minutely-detailed set designs
seem calculated to elicit (perhaps unconsciousjoajapwithin audiences. The aesthetic
richness of the visuals highlights the nostalgialdy of the semi-pastoral small-town
setting. It is perhaps significant that Sirk’slearfamily comedyWeekend with Father
(1951), which was set partially in the relativeiald confines of the urban landscape,
was, by contrast, shot in black-and-white.

The continued emergence of youth culture accadreathanges in production
standards, and was one of the pivotal social coisaer1950s North America. Youth
culture was defined, variously, in terms of soogpal and economic parameters. The
idea of the teenager, which lies at the heart attyaulture, was relatively new, at this
point. As Thomas Hine explains:

Standard references cite a 1941 articlBapular Sciencenagazine as the first published
use of the word ‘teenager’. The term came indwging World War Il and first turned
up in a book title in 1945. It seems to have éghianto the language from the world of
advertising and marketing, where demographic médion was becoming an
increasingly important part of predicting whichesaapproaches are most effective with
particular buyeré?

Unsurprisingly, the concepts of the ‘teenager’ ahd burgeoning ‘youth culture’ —
which seemed to place themselves in oppositiohé@bminant ‘adult’ culture — were

matters of concern to social scientists and theggmpublic alike. Although the teenager

% Thomas HineThe Rise and Fall of the American Teenaddew York: Avon Books, 1997, p. 8.
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is ‘a social invention’, it also rests quite fundamtally upon ‘the idea of the adolescent as
a not quite competent person, beset by stress@natbhnes’, and therefore not to be
trusted®® Nevertheless, the concept is expressly North Agaerin origin, and ‘America
created the teenager in its own image — brashnish&d, ebullient, idealistic, crude,
energetic, innocent, greedy, changing in all softsnsettling ways>*

Within the climate of distrust and discontent togigayouth culture fostered by
politicians and the popular press, teenage delmgyibecame a moral panic in the U.S.
during the mid-1950s. As Jon Lewis notes:

The adult public’s morbid interest in the delinqugvenile [was] fanned by [newspaper]
headlines like “Two Teen Thrill Killings Climax BaOrgies”, “Teen Age Killers Pose A
Mystery — Why Did They Do It?” and “Twenty-Two Jeniles Killed in Gang War®

Public anxiety concerning this supposed moral gabprompted, and was in turn
exacerbated, by Estes Kefauver's Senate Committasstigation into juvenile
delinquency, which ‘saw disorder, chaos, filth, @de@tion, and corruption everywhere it
looked’?® The social science community, meanwhile, wasraitsng more temperate
investigations into juvenile behaviour and youtltune, but its liberal humanistic
conclusions were arguably no more attuned to thkties of teenage culture than
conservative, reactionary response®espite this fact, what is now referred to as the
‘teen film’ has its origins in what were explicitadult reactions to social stimuli. As

Lewis argues:

% bid, p. 4.

24 1bid, p. 10.

% Jon Lewis, ‘Movies and Growing up...Absur&merican Cinema of the 195@sdi. Pomerance, (pp.
134-154), p. 151.

% pomerance, ‘Movies and the 1950s’, p. 3.

27 See for example Fredric WerthaSeduction of the Innocertiew York: Associated Faculty Press, 1972
(1954).
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[1955] was year zero for the modern teen film dnydextension, the modern teenager.
Wertham’s book, the Kefauver State hearings omitleeof juvenile delinquency, and the
1954 release dfhe Wild Onea film about youthful offenders, all set the st&

Rebel without a Caugdlicholas Ray, 1955) is now regarded as a watdtiinahe
development of the teen film. Although its thezdtiposter describes ‘Teenage Terror
Torn from Today’s Headlines’, explicitly highlighnig the movie’s sensationalist,
exploitative qualities, the movie’s content wasedig sympathetic to the teenage
protagonists.

Rebel without a Caugevolves around troubled teenager Jim Stark (Jdieas).
Lacking a strong patriarchal role-model (with raghier [Jim Backus] emasculated by his
overbearing mother), Jim has numerous run-ins thighpolice before falling-in with a
gang of delinquents. After a cliff-top ‘chickerfuesults in the death of his rival, Buzz
(Corey Allen), Jim begins spending most of his timaaging out with a psychologically-
disturbed schoolmate, Plato (Sal Mineo) and Bume&dy girlfriend, Judy (Natalie
Wood). As Jim’s relationship with Judy intensifi@ascomplex chain of events
culminates in a police shoot-out, in which Plat&iieed. The film ends with Jim
cradling the body of his friend, as his father,rfianakes a faltering attempt to finally
play the authoritarian patriarch Jim desperatedyes. Jim’'s sense of anomie is reflected
in his hazy admission that he ‘can’t even rememdet happened yesterday’, and the
film places much of this emphasis not only on aaltpressures but also the changing
institutional role of the family. The film brutglidissects the Hollywood trope of the
strong father, most strongly emphasised in the Isimah family comedies of the 1940s.

By contrast, ‘Frank’s continued inability to takentrol of his family, his inability to set

2 |_ewis, ‘Movies and Growing Up...Absurd’, p .144.
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an example for his son’ is placed at the core middenly-rudderless institutiGh. The
only adult authority figure with any credibility 8m’s juvenile officer, Ray (Edward
Platt), who symbolically signifies his greater kdfiion with Jim by politely but pointedly
refusing Frank’s offer of a cigarette — a charastieally ineffectual token gesture of
ingratiation from a father hopelessly out of towath the new generation.

There are various reasons for the film’s critgtaltus as a proto-teen film. The
three young leads, particularly James Dean, imfist iconoclastic role, are the clear
moral and emotional centres of the movie. TheysAmvn to exist outside the bounds of
adult culture and authority, and their identitiesntike those of the teenage protagonists
in the family comedies — are not seen in relatmtheir impending integration into adult
culture; nor do they aspire towards adulthood. Jtoey, devised by director Ray, clearly
tries to identify with youth culture, rather tharaely condemning it. In filmmaking
terms, however, the directorial treatment has adramatic leaning, while the
widescreen presentation and vivid colour paletteregrounding an often-striking
contrast between red and black — are similar teghdilised by Sirk itWritten on the
Wind (1956). AlthoughWritten on the Windn keeping with Sirk’s other socially critical
films from the period, carries stronger deconstwacélements than the more
conventional melodrama &ebel without a Causéoth films articulate a similar sense
of unresolved cultural discontent. The content ipaylifferent, but the stylised, auteurist
means of communication are similar. These stglsitnilarities are significant; despite
Rebels clear empathy for youth culture, it is essehtiah adult melodrama; a movie

aboutteenagers, but not necessafdythem.

2 |bid, p. 145.
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The film remains a colossal influence upon 1958#ly culture. However, youth
culture was not simply innate and self-supportingias a commodity, directed towards a
large exploitable group with a massive combinegalsble income. The nostalgic
allusions Pomerance makes to

the icons of James Dean, Montgomery Clift, and MaBrando [and] the sounds of
Elvis Presley, Little Richard, the Platter, anarshy Paul Anka

are apposite, with each of these individuals hawmginated through adult marketing

and exposure strategigs What emerged as the teen film was born from @miiuterest
in the teenager consumer, which transcended cimaaanfiltrated all U.S. consumer

markets. As Thomas Hine explains:

The man who had the facts on how powerful [teermadtare] could be, and who is
frequently credited with shaping it, was Eugeni@&t [...] By the time mainstream
manufacturers and retailers were willing to pagrtton to the young market, Gilbert had
5,000 teenage pollsters throughout the countityegeg information for his corporate
clients and providing data for his syndicated ooy ‘What Young People Are

Thinking’, which ran in more than 300 newspapers.

By 1958, Gilbert estimated that the purchasing pafiéeens was ‘$9.5 billion — ten
times the total receipts of the movie industry -6 thirds of which came from their
parents, and the other third from their own earsiiig The teenage demographic, then,
was a vast, exploitable audience which Hollywood higherto failed to address directly.
As | have argued in previous chapters, Hollywoadt lits reputation during the
studio-era upon propaganda attesting to its ureedemocratic qualities, and there is
considerable evidence that industry executiveebed their own propaganda. Market-
researcher George Gallup, whose Audience Reseastitute (ARI) was used by various

studios during the 1930s and 1940s, argued thgtdteanding senior executives such as

%0 pomerance, ‘Movies and the 1950s’, p. 3.
31 Hine, The Rise and Fall of the American Teenage237.
%2 bid, p. 238.
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Nick Schenck, Louis B. Mayer, Harry Cohn and Spy8&suras were the most resistant
to adopting new methods for appealing to audiences:

In every field [...] when it goes from an art to@esice, the old boys always hate to
make the change, hate to accept the new, hatrtit they don't have all the answers
[...] we could never get on with some of the old $fy.] couldn’t communicate with
them at all; to them this was some kind of blacigin®

Industry executives had a firmly ensconced distofiscientific’ methodologies when
applied directly to flmmaking. As audience res#aibegan — in limited form — to be
adopted by the studios in the 1940s, reports byHawdel (founder of the Motion
Picture Research Bureau) and Paul F. Lazarsfeld ageealed what Hollywood was
unable to accept: that audiences were dominatgwinyg people. Such reports ran
counter to the conventional wisdom espoused bysingexecutives. As Thomas
Doherty notes, ‘despite pleas from exhibitors, MieAA [formerly the MPPDA] refused
to abandon its concept of moviegoing as a familising for Mom, Dad, and the kid&".
Handel recalled that ‘in 1942, there was [sic] oalyandful of persons who did not reject
film research outright. Most condemned it withtial’.** During the industry
prosperity of the early-to-mid 1940s, though, Haibpd saw no reason to change the
techniques that had brought profits for nearlytyhyears. Only the sharp downturn in
receipts during the 1950s finally forced its hand.

Given the industry’s innate conservatism, it isunprising that the first big hit
that specifically targeted the teenage audiencemate by an independent producer. As

Doherty notesRock Around the Clodlred F. Sears, 1956) ‘[showed] that teenagers

3 Susan Ohmer, ‘The Science of Pleasure: George@alid Audience Research in Hollywood’,
Identifying Hollywood’s Audiencetondon: British Film Institute, 1999 (pp. 61-80),66.

3% Thomas DohertyTeenagers and Teenpics: The Juvenilisation of AraerMovies in the 1950s
Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 2002, p. 50.

% Austin,Immediate Seating: A Look at Movie Audiengest.
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alone could sustain a box-office hit’ and ‘pushedtign Picture Production strategy
toward the teenpic¢®® The producer in question was Sam Katzman, who had

[Worked] at Monogram in the 1940s, and later v@thlumbia [...] He specialised in
B-movie matinee fare pitched alternately to thetgen ‘cap pistol set’ (the serials

Atom Man vs. Supermgh950] andCaptain Vided1951]) or to a slightly older group
comprising mostly adolescent males (the BowerysBanyd Jungle Jim series). As early
as 1946, he had become especially attuned tattee group, billing himself in
Monogram trade ads as a producer for ‘Teen Agérs'.

Rock Around the Clockas the first in a series of semi-fictional movéarring DJ Alan
Freed and featuring a selection of popular conteargaock 'n roll stars.Don’t Knock
the RockFred F. Sears, 195630ck, Rock, RodiVill Price, 1956) Mister Rock and
Roll (Charles S. Dubin, 1957) ab, Johnny, Go{Paul Landres, 1959) followed the
blueprint. The films are dominated by live musipatformances, but the pretence of
narrative is still maintained. Lightweight, soapgnage storylines are used as
connecting material between performances, andtwélexception of Freed, all the
leading characters are teenagers. As the beneé\m@esfactor of teen culture, Freed
operates as a mediator between the worlds of yandradulthood. Although replete
with blatant self-publicising, these otherwise feosive films correspond with the
general tone of the rock 'n roll music: energejimythful and predominantly carefree.
Doherty identifies various different strains oémepic in addition to the ‘rock 'n
roll pic’, including ‘the delinquent movie’, the rdg-strip cycle’ ‘weirdies’, and ‘clean
teenpics™® In spite of generic differences, of course, theye all essentially doing the
same job; they were exploitation films, cashingmthe cultural zeitgeist. Doherty

argues that:

% Doherty, Teenagers and Teenpics: The Juvenilisation of AraerMovies in the 1950p. 57.
%" bid, p. 56.
% |bid, pp. 90-158.
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As a production strategy, the 1950s exploitatiomida typically had three elements: (1)
controversial, bizarre, or timely subject mattereaable to wild promotion [...] (2) A
substandard budget; and (3) a teenage audienogied/of this ilk are triply exploitative,
simultaneously exploiting sensational happenifgsstory value), their notoriety (for
publicity value) and their teenage participants tfox-office value§®

The movement towards demographic targeting on & sae (as opposed to the limited
confines of child-orientated B movies in the 193@8% undeniably facilitated by the rise
of independent production:

Attracted by freedom as well as finance, big-nameglpcers, directors, and stars rushed
to form independent production companies, ‘indiegrade jargon. In 1958, United
Artists Vice President Max E. Youngstein hailediadependent revolution’ that had
supplanted ‘the one man studio tsar system’. iBydtkoning, independents accounted
for only 1 percent of Hollywood output in 1951;1858, their share had risen to at least
50 percent?

Companies such as American International PictukéR)(directed their attention towards
low-budget teen films (specifically horror films this case), and thrived. AIP’s owners,
James J. Nicholson and Samuel Z. Arkoff, believed teenagers made up the only
market that could sustain the modern Motion Pichursiness*' With the meteoric rise
in independent production, it is unsurprising timainy of the formal and ideological
practices of studio-era Hollywood were subjectadical change.

Hollywood production strategy became increasirigigmentary and polarised.
Although most movies still conformed to studio-aams, the divergence between the
adult-orientated epic form and the youth-orienesghtfilm demonstrated the industry’s
weakening grip on the ‘family audience’. Televismas now catering to the family
market with the sort of modest, homely fare that tlaaracterised family films
throughout the 1930s and 1940s. Television styatagnlike that of cinema — was

innately geared to tapping the family audiencelevision networks also believed that

¥ 1bid, p. 7.
“%bid, pp. 17-18.
1 bid, p. 125.
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women, specifically housewives, were the key tmakihg the profit potential of the
family as a whole:

It was in 1951 that CBS, NBC and, to a lesser exf&BC first aggressively attempted to
colonise the housewife’s workday with regulariheduled network programs. One of
the central reasons for the networks’ move intgtidee that year was the fact that prime-
time hours were fully booked by advertisers arad, thy this point, there is more demand
for TV advertisers in gener#.

Lynn Spigel argues that NBCRodayprogram (1952- ), broadcast daily between 7.00am
and 9.00am on weekdays, emerged as one of thaditwbrk TV shows calculatedly
targeting the ‘family audiencé® It ‘attempted to lure men, women and childrerhwit
discrete program segments that addressed theareliff interests and meshed with their
separate schedule¥’. A network poll calculated that ‘the audience wamposed of 52
percent women, 26 percent men, and 22 percentrehil® With advertising space on
major network television at a premium, programmaas designed with maximum
possible demographic broadness, the exact oppaiditellywood’s strategy at this point.

The two most popular television forms in the 1&2850s were soap operas and
sitcoms. Soap operas were produced by commeadal as early as the 1930s, with
similar subject matter and audience composition:

In a 1935 article entitled ‘Daylight and Drama 4€Sanen for Flour’, a writer for
Broadcaster(the unofficial organ of commercial broadcastingpiests) described an
early soap opera as followstdday’s Childrerdiffers from many women’s programs in
that each broadcast is a chapter or episode ilivdseof a typical American family, their
friends, and the sweethearts of the younger mesrdfehe family [...] It is drama,
homey drama of the type that appeal to ‘just folike mothers, the homemakef§”.

“2 Lynn SpigelMake Room for TV: Television and the Family IdeaPbstwar AmericaChicago and
London: University of Chicago Press, 1992, p. 77.

3 bid, p. 81.

* Ibid.

* Ibid.

6 Robert C. AllenSpeaking of Soap Operashapel Hill and London: The University of Nortla®lina
Press, 1985, pp. 10-11.
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In the 1950s, television simply assumed contrdahaf market, and with it the reputation
as the dominant medium for family viewing. As Sgigotes, ‘between 1948 and 1950
the family comedy was a marginal genre’, but thecess of Love Lucy(1951-1957)
changed this:

Whenl Love Lucycame to the CBS network in 1951, it was a hugeul@osuccess,
soaring to number 1 in the Nielsen ratings. CB&essively developed the genre over
the course of the early-1950s, and its succesdas®tgo unnoticed by the other
networks, which also increasingly turned to sitsand other films formats. By 1960,
there were about twice as many sitcoms as there veziety shows’

The family sitcom did not merely reproduce the lk&y formula of the movies. Instead,
early television was much closer to radio, in thattone was often self-aware and, in
spite of the prosaic subject-matter, inherentlyeahistic. As Spigel argues, ‘some early
family comedies used studio audiences in orderdwgige the sense of spontaneity that
spectators enjoy at the theatte’Furthermore, Spigel does not believe that shiked |
Love LucyandMake Room for Daddfi1953-1964) were ‘realistic’. Instead, ‘Lucy’s
slapstick clowning, trick costumes, and wild antitade for highly unrealistic depictions
of domesticity (and, in fact, many critics disapged of the show for that reasofiy'.

In spite, or perhaps because of, the extreme gexated depictions of
domesticity in such massively popular, long-runrnshgws as$ Love Lucy The
Adventures of Ozzie and Harrigt952-1966) an@ather Knows Bedt1954-1960), they
outstripped the popularity of Hollywood'’s familydeires. Pitched very broadly, both
thematically and comedically, they relied heavitypratfalls and unsophisticated or
visual gags, easily accessible to viewers of alsaglheir popularity was also derived

from their longevity. Long-running family sitcomgere unfolding texts in which events

" Spigel, Make Room for TV: Television and the Family IdeaPostwar Americapp. 137, 141.
“8 |bid, pp. 154-155.
9 bid, p. 173.
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and characters were afforded time to grow and develassuming, that is, that they
attained high enough ratings to avoid cancellatiBecause of its transparent populism,
the family sitcom has, like the soap opera, beegigtently denigrated. Whilst Gerard
Jones contends that ‘the most successful [sitcoswglly display a particularly shrewd
insight into the concerns of the vast American mudhd a special kind of integrity of
their own’, he concedes that ‘the bulk of sitcomg farely display either, and that was
never truer than in the flood of '52, '53 and 54’ Most were utterly devoid of genuine
conflict, and in this way, ‘characters were allowwedease each other in an authentic-
feeling but completely safe mannét’ Because of this, Stedman vieWise Adventures

of Ozzie and Harrieas ‘one of the most determinedly bland progranes broadcast®
Nevertheless, this lack of conflict and essenbindness’ was intrinsic to audience
appeal, not only making the shows broadly-suitdbliecomfortingly escapist.

Inoffensive productions are better-suited to ted®n than commercial cinema. One may
passively watch a bland, sentimental televisiomsli@mne is bored, has nothing better to
do, or desires comfort. One is far less likelyit a cinema and pay money upfront for

the same low-key amusement.

The decline of the traditional family film

Most film industry insiders continued to suppo ithea of family films. In November

1954, Elmer C. Rhoden, the newly-elected presidéN@ational Theatres, Inc., called for

*0 Gerard Jonegjoney, I'm Home! Sitcoms: Selling the American Dneblew York: St. Martin’s Press,
1992, p. 86.
*1 bid, p. 93.
*2 bid, p. 92.
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an increase in ‘family fare® Rhoden felt that the responsibility fell upon guaers,
suggesting:

I'd like to see [family films] come back [...] we hexa need for more pictures such as
‘Penrod and Sam’ and the ‘Hardy Family’. Thosd hppeal for the whole famif}.

Producers, meanwhile, blamed exhibitioners foirfgito provide adequate support for

the family films thatvereproduced. As Doherty points out:

By 1960, Glenn Norris, Twentieth Century-Fox's sateanager, could seriously
complain that a distributor peddling traditionairfily fare had “to go out and [often]
knock his head against the wall in order to petsiwan exhibitioner that by booking and
promoting a family film he may well be able to madome good money as well as
perform a tremendously important public relatiisfor the entire industry.

Norris’s words reveal just how important the idéahe ‘family film’ was to Hollywood.
Its value was not only seen in relation to its indiaé&e rental returns, but as propaganda,
standing as a symbol for audience inclusivity aogypar art. By the mid-1950s,
however, the family film was creatively anachroigistMGM'’s extraordinary attempt to
resurrect the Andy Hardy series windy Hardy Comes Hon{eloward W. Koch) was a
resounding critical and commercial failure. As Man J. Zierold notes,

just as none of the old gang were there to welchlickey Rooney back to the studio
where he had been the top box-office draw, so thewne were few of the
audience left to welcome Andy Hardy back to thees?®

The planned re-launch was quietly abandoned. Wakie critics and reformers still
clamouring for morally-upright, traditionally-comstted family entertainment, producers
and exhibitioners bemoaned its absence, blamedahehfor the decline, and failed to

constructively develop the format.

*3 Thomas M. Pryor, ‘Family Film Fare Urged by Rhodew National Theatres’ Head Cites Need for
Appealing to Children in AudiencesThe New York TimeMonday November'8 1954, p. 25.
54 H
Ibid.
% Doherty, Teenagers and Teenpics: The Juvenilisation of AtaeMovies in the 1950pp. 149-150.
¢ Norman J. ZieroldThe Child StarsLondon: MacDonald, 1965, p. 227.
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There have been moments in the history of postg@merican commercial
cinema — the 1950s, the late-1960s and the ean@sl9 in which Hollywood family
movies have simply failed to chime with the (Noftimerican-driven) cultural consensus.
During each of these periods, an abundance of conatoes — industry insiders,
religious leaders and movie critics — supplicatadain increase in family film
production, but these calls fell on deaf ears, bseadlollywood makes family movies for
profit, and not as a public service. From a conuiaéperspective, such public appeals
seem absurd. It must be remembered, though,hibatiéa of the ‘family film’ — because
of its broad entertainment value, because it témdsflect changes within society’s most
venerated institution, and because of its propgfsitnostalgia and conservatism —
transcends normative dimensions of production asdanse. The concept may have
emerged in the early-1930s as a commercial ensesdsut family films were soon
adopted by a range of bodies for pedagogical, adgcdl and recreational purposes.
More precisely, the term carries a multitude of megs, and although the films
themselves may be privately owned, the concegt isseery much public property. The
fervency the concept of the family film tends tomote perhaps blinds commentators to
its origins as a commercial product, and its ralesimply as entertainment, but in
reflecting changes in the mass market and socierge. It is an obvious point, but an
important one that Champlin makes: ‘it is not siynghlat the movies have changed. We
have changed and the world has changed: they d@kKé movies the way they used to
because the world isn’t the way it used toBe’.

With continual advances in special-effects tecbgy] and the need for

Hollywood to differentiate itself from televisiohjg-budget family-orientated fantasies

" Champlin,The Flicks: Or, Whatever Happened to Andy Hardy711.
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seemingly pointed the way to the future. Howewgery big hit like20,000 Leagues
under the SeéRichard Fleischer, 1954) ardgound the World in 80 Day#Michael
Anderson, 1956) was balanced out by a costly meigliike The 5,000 Fingers of Dr. T
(Roy Rowland, 1953), dom thumh(George Pal, 1958). Such productions were nat onl
extremely risky and time-consuming, but also vietathe established ethos of
Hollywood family entertainment, which had almostays been founded upon principles
of naturalism, conventionalism and didacticismddpendent and television producers
were proving themselves more open not only to foinrevation, but also to
guestioning the nature of mainstream Hollywooddriunderstanding of audience
demographics. Unsurprisingly, it was through teevmedium of television that the
concept of the ‘kidult’ audience — which was sesm@mprising not only children but
childish adults — emerged. In November 1956, GpiRBranton, president of Interstate
(a subsidiary of Monogram Pictures) announceddtsaries of TV adventure movies
starring Indian actor Sabu would be ‘kidult’ progrsc® It is now widely accepted that
intelligent adults enjoy entertainments which apply ‘regress’ them to childhood. At
the time, however, although it was not dissimitatite age-old concept of tpaer
aeternus- the eternal boy — the idea of the ‘kidult’ wasalutionary in its breaking-
down of the rigid divisions between the adult ahddcin mass entertainment.

Perhaps the first explicitly-marketed ‘kidult’riil was the Ray
Harryhausen/Columbia productidine 7' Voyage of Sinba(Nathan Juran, 1958§.

‘Kidult’ films were predicated on adventure and gfaele in favour of dialogue and

%8 Oscar Godbout, ‘Sabu, Indian Actor, Will Star iSeries of Adventure Movies for Televisioithe New
York TimesNovember 8, 1956, p. 70.

%9 Ray Harryhausen and Tony Daltém Animated Life: Adventures in Fantaspndon: Aurum, 2003, p.
121.
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sentiment. The fact thahe 7" Voyage of Sinbadias a notable box office hit was a
testament not only to its broad-range audienceappet also skilful marketing, which
also emphasised its pioneering of a supposedlyrgitaneaking process, Dynamation —
which was, in reality, simply an extension of tiepsmotion animated techniques that
had been used to great effect as far badkirag Kong(1933). This was a film in which
the special effects came first, quite literally:rij@ausen’s inspiration for the movie was
a piece of concept art in which his hero, Sinbaght$ a sword-wielding skeleton on top
of a ruined spiral stairca8®.Given the prevailing critical distrust of spedeaat the
apparent expense of sophisticated narrative uimssirprising that the film was generally
received as little more than an exploitation reteas hindsight, Harryhausen'’s films
from this period — particularlyhe #' Voyage of Sinbadvlysterious IslandCy Endfield)
andJason and the Argonau(Pon Chaffey, 1963) — can be seen as early exangble
mainstream, live-action family entertainment in eththeimplied audiencevas
undifferentiated. It is ironic that the screenegtgginment Harryhausen'’s films most
closely resembled Fhe Thief of Bagda(l940) — was a British film, whose spectacle-
orientated undifferentiated address was totallyodstep with Hollywood'’s
contemporaneous approach to family entertainmgath films targeted the symbolic
child, the ‘child of all ages’, the ‘kidult’. Naintil the late-1970s would cinematic
entertainment of this ilk become widely-adoptednainstream Hollywood. At this
point, mainstream popular culture was still predwenily middlebrow, and would remain
so until the following decade.

By the turn of the early-1960s, teen films weredeing established, and

producers were adapting to accommodate the absétite teenage demographic.

0 Ray Harryhausen and Tony Daltdfe Art of Ray Harryhausehondon: Aurum, 2005, p. 159.
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Addressing teenage audiences in family films n@éwnmmade logical or financial sense,
so family films refocused to accommodate the sumg\pre-teen and adult middle-class
demographics. Previously, in spite of the coneditn upon the entire family, family
film narratives had relied heavily upon the centeginage figure, but without this
mediatory influence, 1960s family films became pskd; either strongly child-centred,
or adult-dominated family ‘epics’, and teen appiahppeared from family films. The
‘juvenilisation’ of Hollywood films in the late-19%s was paralleled by a period of
‘adultification’ in mainstream family movies whigemained until the mid-1970s. In the
1960s, there were two main varieties of family filfhe first were large-scale,
blockbuster musicals such ety Fair Lady(George Cukor, 1964T,he Sound of Music
(Robert Wise, 1965 hitty Chitty Bang Ban¢gKen Hughes, 1968) ar@liver! (Carol
Reed, 1968). Like the small-town family films dft1940s, they were primarily directed
towards adults, but were calculatedly inoffensiVée second were more child-
orientated live-action films produced by the resmtgDisney studio, notabywiss

Family Robinsor{Ken Annakin, 1960)Pollyanna(David Swift, 1960),The Parent Trap
(David Swift, 1961) andary Poppins(Robert Stevenson, 1964). Unsurprisingly, the
more adult-orientated family blockbusters foundsidarable favour with the Academy
Awards — a useful register of industry approvabllyvood’s need for such elderly
filmmakers as George Cukor and Carol Reed suggesiful — though not entirely
unprofitable — disconnection with contemporary ardt Ultimately, though, the success
of such anti-authoritarian independent filmEasy Ride(Dennis Hopper, 1969) and
WoodstocKkMichael Wadleigh, 1970), coupled with the lukemareception that greeted

the release dDliver!, served to heighten the impression that such fafiihs were
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anachronisms. The establishment of the MPAA's\gasiystem in November 1968
prompted further industry changes, and few faniiflyd were made in the immediate
aftermath. The ‘juvenilisation’ of blockbuster retives in the mid-to-late 1970s
reintegrated the teenage demographic, and finalkgd the dominant consumers of

Hollywood cinema, but it was a long, difficult jowey to renewed success.

Disney and the child-orientated family film

Unlike its impact on the other Hollywood majorse #tmergence of the teenage consumer
was not detrimental to Disney’s fortunes. Disniéys never appealed substantially to
teenagers, so no radical creative overhaul appemesssary when the teen film rose to
prominence. Instead, the studio used the mid-1858gpand its recreational and
synergistic outlets. Disney pioneered a movievisien synergy with ABC television in
which, as Jon Lewis explains,

Walt Disney offered a television show (which hmbelf hosted for years) and
licensing agreements whereby the network wouldestfeature films made by the
studio. The other studios, many of which werdire financial condition, followed suit
and exploited their film libraries through licengiagreements with the netwofKs.

The show was originally known &sneyland(1954-2008), and its revenues were
invested in the famous amusement park of the same$f In 1956, the park’s first year
of business, it received about 3 million visitdeg; 1966, nearly 7 million people were
attending Disneyworl@ By this point, Disney was truly a family-oriergdtcorporation
— reportedly three-quarters of theme park attendees adults — but another successful

television showThe Mickey Mouse Clud955-1959), kept the Disney brand ubiquitous

:2 Lewis, ‘Movies and Growing Up...Absurd’, p. 136.
Ibid.
83 Schickel,The Disney Versiqrpp. 19, 316.
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amongst young childrel. In addition to the studio’s animated featuresrigy

pioneered live-action child-orientated family filpethough Walt continued to insist that
the studio ‘was not a producer of children’s ertiarnent’® Treasure IslandByron
Haskin, 1950) was Disney’s first totally non-anietafeature, and its production of live-
action films rapidly accelerated during the decade.Schickel notes, ‘just five animated
features emerged from the Disney studio in thesy#863-1968, while in the same
period over fifty live-action features were reledis€ Disney apparently realised that the
required outlay for animated productions, in teohboth time and money, was
uneconomical. Live-action features, by contrastid be rapidly produced, and
designed to fit the company ‘house style’. As 8kéi notes, ‘the Disney [live-action]
films tended to look alike’ — they adhered to @firhoned formuld’

By intensifying the rate of production of childendly live-action family films at
precisely the point at which the teenage demogcaduil found its own niche, Disney
again capitalised on circumstance. In the liveeacfiims of 1960 and 1961 starring
Hayley Mills, the child is the focal point. Waltdhey was reportedly enraptured by the
child-star qualities of Mills, and was committed'¢get[ting] as much out of Hayley as he

could while she was still that certain age, onwége of womanhood, but not quite there

yet'.®® However, Walt felt thalPollyannas title damaged revenues: ‘girls and women

% ‘Theme Parks: The American Dream and the Greaas¢The EconomistSaturday January 111986,
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went to it, but men tended to stay away becausetinded sweet and sticly}. Later

films stress more of an equal balance by presefamgies in which the strong, paternal
father is strongly emphasised. Mills’s next Disifegture, The Parent Trapcentres

upon an estranged family, literally split into tlalves, which ultimately reunites, and in
Swiss Family Robinsgas in the family features of the 1940s, screme is divided
between the parents and children (although hertotieeis decidedly lighter and more
carefree). The latter film centres on a family owared on a desert island during the
Napoleonic era. Faced with the likelihood of ag@mforced stay, they determine to
tame the wilderness and build a new, happy lif¢hensland. The first half of the movie
plays like a wish-fulfilment fantasy, as the family the style of an exaggerated
Robinson Crusoe, manufactures a huge, resplendgenbhduse, more than large enough
for the family of five (and two dogs). The treeulse even features a retractable staircase,
‘to keep out the neighbours’, as Father (John Mplsts it, recapitulating the suburban
fantasy of the self-contained, self-sustaining fgmnit. It is a pastoral idyll, a
wilderness truly tamed by human ingenuity, wherenethe fierce animals which threaten
the family upon their arrival later mysteriouslgdppear; a private sphere insulated from
the unwanted intrusion of society.

The function of the parents is universalised amdilial, rather than sexual.
Underlined by the fact that they only ever refee&mh other as ‘Mother’ and ‘Father’,
their position is not that of lovers, but genergzgnts, projecting authority but
benevolence. The casting of English actor JohtsMitarcely the most sexually-potent

or charismatic screen leading man, seems designeatpbse a level of benign,

69 Jerry Griswold, ‘Pollyanna: Ex-Bubbleheadihe New York Time©ctober 285, 1987.
<http://lwww.nytimes.com/1987/10/25/books/pollyareabubblehead.html?sec=&spon=> [accessed
31/3/09.]
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unthreatening masculinity upon the story. This tyagcal of the Disney studio’s overall
casting strategy, in which performers were hiradofasic competence rather than force
of personality. As Schickel argues, ‘the stara @fisney movie are utterly
interchangeable with others of their typ&’Just as the teenage boys are predictably
brave and resourceful, displaying stereotypicakativre-story hunger for daring-do, the
parents are archetypes of traditional North Americeology surrounding the required
roles of parents. The only moment in the film wehBtother (Dorothy McGuire) and
Father seem to possess any degree of intimacy cemoetly after the family complete
the tree house. Father shows Mother to the higbest in the tree house, their
bedroom, which is open to the night sky:

Don’'t you remember? That summer we went to Intem&kY ou said that some day, if
you could have your wish, you'd sleep each nighyau could see the stars.

The scene is a curious, but isolated allusiondeeper, more romantic relationship, in a
film generally uninterested in the intricacies dtii concerns.

Father appears totally naive concerning the adetgsieeds of his three sons,
whilst Mother becomes all too concerned at the t#ck young woman:

Father: Don't you sometimes feel that this is the kindifef we were meant to live on
this Earth? Everything we need. Everythingihtihere, right at our fingertips.
You know, if only people could have all this dmelsatisfied, there wouldn't be
any problems in this world.

Mother: Apart from future generations.

As with the small-town family comedies of the 1930sl 1940s, women satisfy the need
for generational continuity; for the procreativathrer than recreational aspect of sexual
intercourse. A brief allusion to teenage hormar®Esirs in a scene where the two

teenage boys — Fritz (James MacArthur) and Erratinfily Kirk) — begin exploring the

0 Schickel,The Disney Versiqrp. 344.
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island to seek possible escape. They are seeningobn the shores of the desert island,
both topless:

Ernst: Fritz, listen: do you think if we get to New Gem, if we ever do, there’'ll
be any girls our age?
Fritz: By the time we get to New Guinea, we won't catet age they are!

The boys are behaving within the bounds of adyeetation, a fact made explicit by
Mother’s earlier concerns regarding the lack ofaanan on the island. Their sexual
drive is heavily mediated by the bounds of decoroemce its complete absence in the
family sections. Their relatively short passage manhood, framed by a brief
discussion between the teenagers in which thegalio their greater physical strength
and bravery, is heavily sanitised and unproblemat&al youth into ideal manhood.
Like the island, their burgeoning sexuality is sinaw be unaffected, natural, and free
from the weight of social intrusion.

Teenagers, we might speculate, were unlikely te Heeen attracted by such
conventional representations of adolescence ateawhen more accurate depictions
were being offered directly to teenage consum8rgccessful independents such as AlP,
although limited by modest resources, often haldsec understanding of demographic
targeting than did more established majors like M@NDisney. By the 1960s,
television and independent film producers alike gesped the value of the male
teenager, both as consumer and opinion leader.déVeloped a useful syllogism
(dubbed the ‘Peter Pan Syndrome’) which they agdpbeteenage audience tastes when
deciding upon film content:

a) a younger child will watch anything an oldeil@hvill watch;

b) an older child wilhot watch anything a younger child will watch;

¢) a girl will watch anything a boy will watch;
d) a boy willnot watch anything a girl will watch; therefore,
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e) to catch your greatest audience you zero ither19-year-old mal€-
By the mid-1960s, the music and television indesthiad adopted this philosophy on a
grand scale, resulting not only in the massiveifen@tion of rock ‘n’ roll, but such cross-
over hits a¥’he Monkee$1966-1968). In comparison, Walt Disney’s quamsistence
that he made movies ‘to suit myself, hoping thel also suit the audience’ seems
positively prehistorid? The major studios failed to learn by these exaspersisting
with wholesome family movies concentrating uponnggehild protagonists and their
parents; a time-tested formula, but no longer gmative of popular culture.

Regardless of their anaemic reception with yolngconsumers, such films
grew into a position of high approval within thelirstry itself’® By the 1960s, the
Production Code was being regularly disregardeavirtty been amended several times
over the years to make it marginally less rigi& @ode remained, throughout its various
re-writes, a restrictive force upon filmmakétsThe success of such films as
Preminger’'sThe Moon is Blug¢1953) — one of the first films released withowio@
approval — and Elia Kazan’s controverd®alby Doll (1956) in heavily Catholic areas
confirmed that cultural attitudes towards motioctpie permissibility were shifting,
Stephen Farber reports that:

Before 1948, it is estimated that about ninety-free cent of all flms shown in America
were made with the cooperation of the Code and lieseal. By 1966, only fifty-nine
per cent of films released in the United Statesezhthe seal®

"I Doherty, Teenagers and Teenpics: The Juvenilisation of AraerMovies in the 1950p. 128.

2 Schickel,The Disney Versiqrp. 354.

3 Leo A HandelHollywood Looks at Its Audience: A Report of Filodience Researchurbana,
University of lllinois Press, 1950, p. 89.

4 Stephen FarbeThe Movie Rating Gam#&Vashington, D.C., Public Affairs Press, 197213.

> See Gregory D. Black’s discussion of attitudesammls the motion picture in the Catholic Church:
‘Changing Perceptions of the Movies: American ChtisdDebate Film CensorshigHollywood
Spectatorship: Changing Perceptions of Cinema Anatig eds. Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby,
London: British Film Institute, 2001, pp. 79-90.

® Farber,The Movie Rating Game. 12.
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The increasing irrelevance of the Production Caae,the appointment of a new, more
progressive MPAA President in Jack Valenti, ledht® creation of the modern
Hollywood rating system, which came into effecNiavember 1968’

As Geoff King notes, the advent of the rating egstheightened and
institutionalised’ the ‘targeting of different filsrto different audience&®. In a sense, the
MPAA rating system had precisely the opposite idezheffect as the 1934 Production
Code. The Code was designed to symbolise the ahlpllywood’s ‘great audience’
and underline the industry’s credentials as a deatiecsystem. In contrast, the movie
rating system constituted an open manifesto ofysabd’s new democratic selectivity,
and was designed to regulate the already-immutddxyp divisions in Hollywood’s
audiences. The rating system was the culminaticeweral years of increasing division.
It was a requirement of MPAA membership that stadi@re prohibited from releasing
films without the seal of the Production Code,ls® $tudios, recognising the commercial
value of ‘adult’ films, set up ‘subsidiary compasi@ distribute their unapproved
movies'”® While this hypocritical strategy was widely actbin Hollywood, the
Oscars still defiantly rewarded films designed ¢oshitable for everyone. Notable big
winners at the Academy Awards in the 1960s inclutieel Sound of Musidlary
PoppinsandOliver!, all of which recalled a less contentious styléioflywood movie-
making.

But for several stylistic factors which identitystrongly as a Disney production,

Mary Poppinsmight have been made twenty years earlier. Tirergceived five

7 i
Ibid.

8 Geoff King, Spectacular Narratives: Hollywood in the Age of BleckbusterLondon: I. B. Taurus,

2000, p. 9.

9 Farber,The Movie Rating Game. 13.
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Oscars: ‘Best Actress in a Leading Role’ (Julie Aavis), ‘Best Effects’, ‘Best Film
Editing’, ‘Best Music — Score’ and ‘Best Music —fRdar Song’. Overall, Academy
Award recognition foregrounded the film’s techniead aesthetic elements, rather than
its content. The film centres upon a ‘practicg@érfect’ but eccentric nanny, reluctantly
enlisted by the rigid patriarch of a slightly tréedh Edwardian family. The nanny, Mary
Poppins (Andrews) has a firm grasp of magic, amngses to re-instil order in the
family through a mixture of kindness and firmne$&ost of the family’s problems
appear to originate with stuffy, autocratic fatMarBanks (David Tomlinson), an
executive who believes that since ‘a British bakuin on efficiency, a British home
requires nothing less’. Eventually, Mary, aidedchymney-sweep Bert (Dick Van
Dyke), manages to convince Mr Banks of the errdrisfways, thus revealing the true
value of the nuclear family. It is therefore sigrant that, like the small-town comedies
of the 1940s (which were also produced during sodesf social anxiety regarding the
family unit), Mary Poppindgs set in the distant past. The action is reledad Edwardian
England, a supposed bastion of etiquette, highespaind family unity. To borrow
Fredric Jameson’s termVlary Poppinsshares much of the ‘feeling tone’ of such 1940s
American family-life films ad.ife with Father(Michael Curtiz, 1947§° In both cases,
the mood of overt nostalgia is heightened by tak@nperiod detail, such as horse-drawn
carriages, gaslights and family servants.

However, although the similarities between the tarmns are clear, closer
examination reveals an important difference: in1Bé0s family comedies, the family
unit operated as a bulwark against external pressufhey focused upon individuals

about to enter the adult social sphere and frigihtesf making mistakes, and wise,

8 Fredric Jamesorgignatures of the Visibl&lew York and London: Routledge, 1992, p. 13.
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benevolent fathers who help them overcome theireties in preparation for adulthood.
The families were the locus of kindly wisdom angsort, capable of overcoming all
problems if their members pulled together in a cammause. IMary Poppins
problems do not reside with individual family memyet is the family as amstitutional
systemwhich must be rehabilitated. The rehabilitativeqess is twofold: the on-screen
salvation of an unhappy, malfunctioning family, ahd behind-the-scenes attempt to
restore ‘the family’ to its prior, exalted positiomthe national consciousness. The very
thrust of the film, and specifically the charaaéMary, can be seen as symbolising the
projected re-instigation of order and ideologicatmality upon an institution widely
regarded as disintegrating. Indeed, the radicatlosions of such social scientists as
R.D. Laing, whose argument stemmed from the prethisteself-interest was the
governing force behind the family, were disquietiog society that has long valorised
the nurturing qualities of the family as the fulerof the socialisation proce$sThe idea
of the family, as Stephanie Coontz has arguedc@naept far more abstract than r&al.
In the 1940s films, family serves as the solutimtife’s problems. Here, familig the
problem.

With its greater focus upon the family unit, Digrveas now displaying a more
pronounced ideological stre&k.Mary Poppinsstill attempts to tap into a more juvenile
mode of appeal with the special-effects-heavy ansequences, the musical numbers
and elaborate dance choreography, the man-boyefigiuBert, and the presence of the

child protagonists (Karen Dotrice and Matthew Garbé&lowever, the scene in which

81 R.D. Laing and A. EstersoBanity, Madness and the Familyondon: Penguin Books, 1964.

82 Coontz, Stephani@he Way We Never Were: American Families and ttstaNpa Trap New York:
Basic Books, 1992.

8 See WattsThe Magic Kingdom: Walt Disney and the American \Malyife, p. 452.
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Bert chastises Mr Banks for the neglect of hisdrieih, pointing out that ‘childhood slips
like sand through a sieve’, merely reflects famiadult regret at the transience of
childhood. The persona of Julie Andrews, who sthin bothMary PoppinsandThe
Sound of Musicadds a further level of didacticism to proceedinghe first scene sees
Mary sitting on top of a cloud, beautifying herseith make-up and inspecting her
precise image in a hand-mirror (a display of vamigking her later claim of being
‘practically perfect’ slightly ironic). The scefrmamediately establishes her elevated
sensibility, separated from the wider social aréatwer through nature or design, whilst
implying her superiority.

As Bruce Babington argues, this didacticism is@urrent trope in Andrews’s
performances, and is deeply imbedded within herpgesona: ‘her typical modes of
address [are] teacherly, gentle, solicitous, carmidasionally commanding®. Her
authoritative, ‘teacherly’ manner is exaggeratedhéy‘precise enunciation [which]
carries messages of the importance of order anness> Furthermore, as a famous
Hollywood star, her on-screen impact is heightdnethe ‘pronounced sense in which
Julie Andrews is always Julie Andrew§’.Babington argues that:

What emerges [from a reading of Andrews’s pers@a]characteristic high bourgeois
mixture of altruism and self-advancement, whitlough in an English inflection, has its
meanings in American culture, where for the Anamiaudience (remembering that
Andrews’s films are American) her Englishness atsdves historical parent-child
relations, and combines with Hollywood's tendesdieassociate British female stars
with cultivation and educatidH.

8 Babington, Bruce, ‘Song, Narrative and the Mothafbice: A Deepish Reading of Julie Andrews’,
British Stars and Stardom: from Alma Taylor to S€mmneryed. Bruce Babington, Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2001 (pp. 192-204)9¢.

8 |bid, p. 203.

8 |bid, p. 194.

8 bid, p. 203.
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The ties binding the early-1960s Disney films watbckbuster family musicals such as
The Sound of Musiare stronger than they may appear. Although Iisréms retained
a more obvious child emphasis than the offeringh@fther major studios, the success
of Mary Poppinsappeared to convince Disney that the biggesttgrefere to be captured
replicating the basic structure of their most atdhflected film to date.

Walt Disney may have protested that he never radden ‘that did not have, as
its primary criterion of success, its ability tepse him’, but the creative direction of his
studio in the 1960s casts that statement into dBubt attempting to reproduce the
successful formula dflary Poppins- the decade’s second most successful film at the
domestic box office behin@ihe Sound of Musie the studio manoeuvred itself even
further towards the adult-orientated mainstréardmittedly, the studio’s products
were alwaysaestheticallyattuned to mainstream audience taste; as Schelsahoted,
Walt Disney appeared to possess ‘some almost mystid between himself and the
moods and attitudes and styles’ of the pufflitiowever, by positioning itself within the
creative confines of the family unit, the studiosredmost bound to articulate the fears
surrounding that institution, thereby reflecting ideological concerns of the adult
establishment as never before. Not helped by ¢haéhdof its founder in 1966, the studio
began a slow commercial decline which lasted tinéilearly-1980s. As Schickel argues:

To see how the Disney Product could suffer fromlly tonscious attempt to have, as
Roy Disney put it in 1967, “at least one Mary Piogpevery year”, viewers had to wait
until the following yuletide season wh&he Happiest Millionaire&came crashing

down on them. Based on Kyle Crichton’s modeseljplay of the same title [...] the
film was a nightmarish blend of dull songs, flatily comedy, fraudulent period charm
and insipid juvenile romance, directed by Normakar — a contract craftsman at the
studio — as if twenty years of movie history haser happenet.

8 Schickel,The Disney Versiqrpp. 362-363.

8 Finler, ‘Box-Office Hits 1914-2002’, pp. 356-363.
% Schickel,The Disney Versiqrp. 361.

1 Ibid, p. 304.
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Douglas Gomery suggests that a major factor irstheio’s decline lay in the fact that
Roy Disney never possessed the intuitive insigiwatft:

Roy never learned from the success of his brothiskstaking; he remained always the
fiscal realist. He and Walt complemented eaclkrotiNow only one side of that balance
was left. And it was not the side that had pughedcompany forward.

Gomery is also correct in arguing that the studit@sline was exacerbated by the
strategic failure in the late-1960s and 1970s terda the teenage audience, ‘consistently

refus[ing] to produce hard-PG and R-rated filffis’.

The Sound of Music, and the 1960s adult-orientated family blockbuster

In the short-term, during the mid-1960s, pitchiigné more towards the adult elements
of the ‘family audience’ was a sound financial &gy which paid dividends. The
window of opportunity for these films achievingaite box office success lasted just
over four years: the period between the releaddany Poppinsn 1964 and the
implementation of the MPAA rating system in Novemb®68. During this time,
although the Code’s influence was considerably we#ian in its heyday, it was still
widely observed. Furthermore, the influence oftéen film had not yet supplanted
many of the formal and ideological constraintshaf studio era, and the large-scale,
blockbuster epics of the 1950s and early-1960s detrated that size, scope and
spectacle still attracted large mainstream auden€®llowing Disney’s success with
Mary Poppins Twentieth Century-Fox scored massively with itsduction ofThe
Sound of Musicwhilst MGM's Chitty Chitty Bang Bangnd Columbia’©liver! did

reasonable business. These films were adult-teitedig-budget family musicals. The

92 Gomery,The Hollywood Studio System: A Histopy 269.
% bid.
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‘epic’ treatment, song-and-dance numbers and becoatedy showed a prevailing faith in
the studio-era belief that broad suitability wilkwvitably capture a broad range of
viewers. In most respects, these films were aduheir ideological content. It is surely
significant thatChitty Chitty Bang Bang comfortably the most juvenile of these films in
theme and approach — received far less attention fhe Academy Awards than the
others.

| would argue that the high esteem with which ¢he®vies were received
stemmed more from their inherent conservatismtima of social and industry upheaval
than their intrinsic merits as popular entertainmerhe massive commercial and critical
success ofhe Sound of Musigrovided ballast to Hollywood in the mid-sixtiesid was
admittedly a factor in this growing approbationheTtilm won Academy Awards for
‘Best Picture’, ‘Best Director’ (Robert Wise), ‘Befdm editing’, ‘Best Music’ and ‘Best
Sound’. Its domestic rental figure has been plate®V2 million, making it the highest-
grossing movie of the decade by a considerableim3tgulie Andrews was nominated
for the second consecutive year for ‘Best Actress Leading Role’. The U.S. Library
of Congress selected the film for preservatiorheoNational Film Registry in 2001,
another noted measure of establishment approv@liver! received six Oscars,
including ‘Best Picture’ and ‘Best Director’ for @d Reed, and was nominated for a
further six awards. In contradfieet me in St Loui@/incente Minnelli, 1944), arguably
the most famous and well-regarded family film of #940s, only received four minor

Oscar nominations. The divergence is easily erpthiby the 1960s, such family-

 Finler, ‘Box-Office Hits 1914-2002’, pp. 356-363.
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friendly productions were exceptions to the ruléke the early-1930s literary adaptation,
the 1960s prestige family film served a public-ielas function, and, consciously or
otherwise, served to affirm middlebrow culturalues in an era in which the film
industry was heading into uncertain territory. ffansive films still ascribing to the
prescriptions of the Production Code were undouypt@@moted in favour of more
challenging fare which disregarded industry conigerst byonly addressing the ‘adult’
and ignoring the ‘family’.

By the mid-1960s, these defiantly old-fashionedifa films were an identifiable
bulwark against the emergent, ideologically-threetg ‘youth culture’, a phenomenon
still dimly understood and often misrepresentecanlconservatives associated youth
culture — as represented by the emergence of rockll and a large stratum of
independent cinema — with liberalism and the cauotétural movement. In what
Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazin have descrilseal second American civil war, the
1960s were marked by a number of political anducaltoppositions, in which

many Americans came to regard groups of fellow tgumen as enemies with whom
they were engaged in a struggle for the natioaty woul. Whites versus blacks, liberals
versus conservatives (as well as liberals vemdisals), young versus old, men versus
women, hawks versus doves, rich versus poor, y@xparersus welfare recipients, the
religious versus the secular, the hip versustitagght, the gay versus the straight —
everywhere one looked, new battalions took tditd, in a spirit ranging from that of
redemptive sacrifice to vengeful defiariée.

Hollywood'’s creative response to these oppositiwas ambiguous, reflecting the
increasing political diversity within cinema andpptar culture. However, middlebrow
family entertainment is peculiar in that it natlygresupposes the existence of an

undifferentiated ‘public’ driven by conservativesals. Aside from the greater

% Maurice Isserman and Michael Kazkmerica Divided: The Civil War of the 196@xford and New
York: Oxford University Press, 2000, pp. 3-4.
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commercial appeal of custom and sentiment overgdand realism, most family film
producers were themselves middle-aged and politicahservative. If —in the midst of
a cultural and political revolution apparently ingal to these ideals — producers dug
their heels and defended themselves against pect@igurgency, it is hardly surprising.
With youth culture and liberalism flourishing, amiddlebrow culture under constant
assault, the family movie was a bastion of aduksdated popular culture. The resulting
productions further disassociated themselves Wihréalities of childhood and
adolescence, descending deeper into self-indufgatdsy.

This insularity can be seen in the developmetiheffamily blockbuster, which,
at this stage in Hollywood’s development, was stifisely-identified with adult
audiences. As Thomas Schatz argues:

The biopics, historical and biblical epics, literadaptations and transplanted stage
musicals of the 1950s and 1960s differed fronptiestige pictures of the classical era
only in their oversized budgets, casts, runninges and screen width.

During the 1960s, particularly lengthy films wersakily associated with high-minded
‘event movies’ Birth of a Nation[D.W. Griffith, 1915], Gonewith the WindVictor
Fleming, 1939] an@en-Hurare notable examples). Such films neglect the
entertainment needs of children in two importaspeets. Firstly, the narratives
themselves are emphatically ‘adult’ in orientatiqtust as significantly, it had long been
acknowledged in Hollywood that particularly lontnfs disengage children, whose
attention spans are markedly shorter. The senéserials of the 1920s and 1930s,
many of which were made specifically for childrarere usually under one hour in

length. Even the more mainstream family films @bRey and Temple were usually

° Thomas Schatz, ‘The New Hollywood/lovie Blockbustersed. Julian Stringer, London: Routledge,
2003 (pp.15-44), p. 21.
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little over one hour long, as were Disney’s anirddeatures. Although the average
length of features had increased considerably &y1860s, emphasising the motion
picture’s grander design over television, a runringe of three hours was reserved for
large-scale prestige productions targeting thetadidience demographics.

The Sound of Musiguilds on the emerging formula of the middlebrow
blockbuster. Such prestigious source materiaRedgers and Hammerstein stage
musical, premiered in 1959 — is a rarity, demandixgloitation with lavish screen
treatment. In this case, hiring high-profile di@dRobert Wise and leading lady Julie
Andrews — fresh from her box office succesMiary Poppins- were financially-astute
moves, as were retaining the songs from the staggon. The extended length, which
ran to approximately three hours, suggests a margresentation, as does the
intermission halfway through the film. These stgas paid off for the studio; although
Barry Keith Grant regards the film as ‘a work ofotdated sentimental claptrap’, he
notes that amongst contemporary critics, only Pautiael disapproved, dubbing the film
‘the sound of money® Although its defining qualities — crystalline ghgraphy,
didactic songs, Julie Andrews, sweet sentimene-atibroadly suitable, they are hardly
specifically appealing to young children or teenmagd.ike the domestic comedies of the
1940s,The Sound of Musimay have been imposed upon children by misty-age#s.
Relatively few children, surely, would have maderatependent decision to see a three-
hour musical, heavily foregrounding an adult rongmeith a roster of virtually
undifferentiated, impeccably-behaved children. ®cene shows the children enacting a

complex song-and-dance routine for the benefit gfoaip of adult party guests, one of

% Barry Keith Grant, ‘Introduction: Movies and th@6Ds’, American Cinema of the 196@s]. Barry Keith
Grant, New Brunswick, New Jersey and London: Rtdmiversity Press, 2008 (pp. 1-21), p. 16.
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which eulogises: ‘is there a more beautiful expoessf what is good in this country of
ours than the innocent voices of our children?heathan identifying with youth culture

on level terms, it imposes a nostalgic, mythologjigew of children as a homogenous

entity.

Figure 8: The Sound of Music (1965) — an expensive family blockbuster addressetiiefly to adult
audiences.

The European settings Mary Poppins The Sound of Mus@&ndOliver! may be
viewed as attempts to extend film content beyoedugual North American inflection in
order to appeal to foreign audiences. In redlitgjr old-timey, bourgeois respectability
constitutes a continuation, rather than disruptadrthe cultural imperialism Hollywood
was supposedly abandoning in response to econamicwdtural globalisation. In 1956,

a prominent exhibitioner argued that ‘American progts now rarely make pictures



192

especially adapted to American audiences’ andthiispolicy ‘has virtually eliminated
the American family-type pictures and those featyifamiliar American sports and
customs™?® In actuality, though, the supposedly radicaltsioiivards movies featuring a
‘continental’ tone — evident in such 1950s musieal&n American in ParigVincente
Minnelli, 1951) andSigi (Minnelli, 1958) and continuing in these 1960s ilgm
blockbusters — was almost entirely cosmetic. Ha¢ concessions to overseas markets
were industrial, rather than thematic; Hollywoodmbrace of the blockbuster was
pivotal in attracting greater numbers of foreigaliaaces. Schatz se€ke Sound of
Musicas a crucial step in the development of what He tee ‘New Hollywood’:

the movie industry underwent three fairly distidettade-long phases after the war —
from 1946 to 1955, from 1956 to 1965, and from6l8651975. These phases were
distinguished by various developments both ingiake outside the industry [...] The
key markers in these phases were huge hitSlieeTen Commandmerits1956,The
Sound of Musiin 1965, andlawsin 1975, which redefined the nature, scope, and
profit potential of the Blockbuster movi&.

Moreover, there is reason to consider it as orthefirst hybrids between ‘epic film’ and
‘family film’, a combination constitutive of a prament facet of the modern blockbuster.
The Sound of Musitarks back to former periods of Hollywood prodaatin terms of
content, style and ideology, but also anticipatesftiture emergence of the mainstream
family blockbuster.

Like The Sound of Musi€hitty Chitty Bang BangndOliver!, both released
three years later, reveal an industry caught betvapeosing styles of filmmaking.
Champlin argues that ‘of the major films released968,Oliver! was one of the few

that would have been done in exactly the same wayykars before, or five years

% GubackThe International Film Industry: Western Europe akmerica Since 194%. 12.
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later’ °* This is not strictly true: likdhe Sound of Musi€hitty Chitty Bang Bangnd
Oliver! are unusually long at 144 minutes and 153 mingggectively, and both contain
an intermission. They were also released shoefgrie the establishment of the MPAA
rating system, which, in conjunction with the energe of a new generation of
challenging independent films and filmmakers, dadiammer blow to the old-style
family musical. Althougiwillie Wonka and the Chocolate FactdiMel Stuart, 1971)
emerged three years later, it was far more fantaigytated than any of these 1960s
films, and, with a running-time of well under twodrs, much shorterChitty Chitty
Bang Ban{s credentials as an early family blockbuster gmgaaent not only from the
on-screen treatment, which foregrounds fantassigatial-effects, but from the personae
involved in its production. It was overseen by éarBond producer Albert R. Broccoli,
designed by Bond designer Ken Adam, and adaptettiéoscreen by Bond script-writer
Roald Dahl from a novel by Bond creator lan Flemifigne make-up of the production
crew demonstrates the movement away from the sterdionodel of creative personnel
having particular generic specialisations, towdh#sincreasing generic irrelevance of
the blockbuster — a phenomenon | will examine imexdepth in later chapters.
Between the mid-1950s and late-1960s, Hollywoadiss were forced to make
radical changes, industrially and creatively. §hewth of television and the mass-
migration to the suburbs damaged Hollywood, but akrved to consolidate its strengths.
Enormous scope and visual spectacle became the-s&jiog points in the 1950s,
followed by greater artistic freedom and creatiweethity in the 1960s. It became
apparent that the film industry could no longepsedfto overlook specific sections of its

audience, namely the teenage and young adult dayploigs. Although recognising that

191 Champlin,The Flicks: Or, Whatever Happened to Andy Hardy85.
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certain films were more appealing to certain typlegewer, Hollywood failed to cater to
younger viewers on a mainstream level before thergemce of the teen film. Its
response to this emergence, though, was reactiofather than attempting to
reintegrate the younger audience sections into stra@m product by providing more
youth appeal (as it finally learned to do in theea970s), Hollywood re-focused its
attention towards the middlebrow domestic audienidas strategy worked for a time,
and defiantly old-fashioned family musicals, infldtby huge budgets and sustained by
overwhelming critical support, were again brieflicsessful. However, the failure of
Disney’s follow-ups tdVary Poppinsdemonstrated the difficulty faced by less
distinguished examples of the form. The MPAA rgtaystem brought a new freedom to
filmmakers, and finally acknowledged the existeatdeep boundaries in audience
composition. However, the family films of this gt have had a lasting impact upon the

‘New Hollywood’, as | will argue in the followingrapter.
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Chapter 4: The Modern Family Film and the New Hollywood, 1977-
1995

As the 1960s drew to a close, the traditional Hedlgd family film had reached crisis
point. As the previous chapter illustrated, treneege demographic acquired its own
cinematic space in the mid-1950s. The developraedipopularisation of the teen pic
disrupted the supposed all-age, cross-demographatibn of the family film. The
1960s was a decade of renegotiation; it was dlasah for the traditionally-made family
movie and by its close, U.S. popular culture watheprocess of transitioning from an
adult- to a youth-orientation. The MPAA’s moviding system, introduced in
November 1968, served to finally acknowledge lotagrding divisions in American
audiences, confirming and institutionalising thevging trend towards demographic
segmentation. The fact that this major institugiocthange paralleled changes in the U.S.
cultural consciousness can be gaugeWanetys review ofChitty Chitty Bang Bang
(Ken Hughes, 1968), which reveals frustrationsfailure to achieve all-age appeal:

Since [producer Albert R.] Broccoli has publiclykaowledged the production of
“Chitty” as deriving from the success of “Mary Raps”, it doesn’t seem amiss to
explore where the current entry fails in relatitipgo the Disney smasharoo. For one
thing it lacks the sort of “magnetic” star perf@nte so important to the all-ages success
of “Poppins” and, for that matter, “The Wizard®%", perhaps the only other children’s
fantasy to achieve adult appéal.
By the end of the decade, it seemed a very reailpbty that securing a trans-
demographic, trans-cultural mass audience — a demalbodied by the family film — was
now an absolute impossibility.
In 1969 the film industry was hit by a fiscal ¢sisvhich almost brought it to its

collective knees. As David A. Cook explains, tlésession

! ‘Chitty Chitty Bang Bang’Variety, November 28, 1968.
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had produced more than $200 million in losse$N&EM, Warner Bros, and United
Artists under new management; and brought Univarsé Columbia close to
liquidation?

A.H. Howe, a Bank of America executive in charggudduction financing, argued that
the recession was matched ‘in seriousness, digbocahd change by only two events in
film history, the sound revolution of 1930 and takevision upheaval of the 19505’

The crisis ‘lasted until the end of 1971 and getegtanother $300-400 million in losses’,
forcing Hollywood into ‘another period of retrencnt’.* There were several reasons
for this recession. Firstly, the introduction bfde ‘instant majors’ — television networks
ABC and CBS, and theatre chain National Generate-the film production industry
increased competition and thereby inflated pricgess the board, whilst ‘glutting the
market with pictures®. Secondly, network television’s ‘insatiable demdiod feature
films during the mid-1960s triggered both over-preiibn and over-spendiffgin 1968,
with the networks’ rapid demand for buying-up feattiims temporarily sated, the
bottom fell out of the market. Finally, Hollywoadstrategy of investing in ‘a large
number of expensively produced musicals biddingah in on the misleading
popularity’ of The Sound of Musi@grobert Wise, 1965) proved a disastrous misreaoling
the market. Films likeCamelot(Joshua Logan, 19673tar! (Robert Wise, 19685weet

Charity (Bob Fosse, 1969) arttello, Dolly! (Gene Kelly, 1969) were rapidly becoming

2 David A. Cook,Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofatgmate and Vietnam, 1970-1979
Berkeley, Los Angles and London: University of Galnia Press, 2000, p. 9.
3 Cited in Tino BalioHollywood in the Age of TelevisipBoston: Unwin Hyman, 1990, p. 259.
* Cook, Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofatgate and Vietnam, 1970-1979 9; Balio,
Hollywood in the Age of Televisipp. 259.
Z Balio, Hollywood in the Age of Televisiop. 260.
Ibid.
" Cook,Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofatgate and Vietnam, 1970-1979 9.



197

creative and commercial anachronisms, and the st#teir collective losses contributed
significantly to a recession facilitated by rectrgh interest rates of around 10 per dent.

ABC, CBS and General Cinema dropped out of theangticture industry, but
the major studios, as Balio notes,

learned some valuable lessons from the reces3iba.most important was that
attendance had stabilised in size for all pratpoaposes, meaning that the market
could only support a finite number of blockbusters

Picking up on the success of low-budget youth-adaied films likeBonnie and Clyde
(Arthur Penn, 1967) antihe GraduatéMike Nichols, 1967), the major studios
temporarily reduced production budgets and refattiseir attention towards the youth
audience. A 1968 Yankelovich and Associates suceeymissioned by the MPAA
revealed that

48 percent of the box-office admissions for trednywere from the 16-24 age group,

and concluded that “being young and single isotrerriding demographic pre-

condition for being a frequent and enthusiastiviexgoer”°

Initially, it appeared that the MPAA rating systevould not substantially affect
production trends. The rating system comprised ¢ategories of supposed audience
suitability: G (all ages admitted; general audie)c® (suggested for mature audiences —
adults and mature young people; later amended tar@Rinally PG — parental

guidance), R (restricted; under sixteen requiresmpanying parent of adult guardian)
and X (no one under sixteen admittét)As Peter Kramer notes, ‘early reports in

November 1968 seemed to indicate that G would éertbst frequently used rating (44

8 .
Ibid.
° Balio, Hollywood in the Age of Televisiop. 260.
19 Cook, Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofafgate and Vietnam, 1970-19%9 67.
1 Stephen Farbefhe Movie Rating Gam&Vashington, D.C: Public Affairs Press, 1972, %. 1
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per cent of all films)*? The G rating was designed ‘to serve the motictupé wants of
youngsters 6 to 12, their parents, and those iwdsst’, but by November 1969, ‘it
became clear that G-rated films were a clear mingd2 per cent)*® This trend
continued in the early 1970s. Whereas in 1969 &G films comprised 71 per cent of
all film ratings, by 1970 ‘there were more filmskh(approximately thirty-seven or
thirty-eight per cent) than in any other categdfyThis can largely be attributed to the
growth in films directed towards teenagers and ygoanfults.

The youth-film movement in mainstream cinema wiak-ktarted by the success
of Easy Rider(Dennis Hopper, 1969), described by critic Ryath&j as ‘the film that
helped liberate American cinema’.Grossing over $19 million from a miniscule budget
Easy Rides positionwithin U.S. film history is perhaps more symbolian reaf® It is,
as Gilbey argues,

a work that you are moved to applaud more fomtlgies that it made possible, than for
what the film is or ever was [...] [But] other filnted, in turn, made Hopper’s picture
possible. Its immediately forbears were the dand-dirty biker movies churned out by
Roger Corman'’s exploitation empire along with nuoos other sensationalist or
opportunistic quickie$’
Bringing exploitation genres like sci-fi, horrommography and blaxploitation into the
mainstream, the industry turned to a new direatibfiim school-educated writers,
producers and directors to exploit the youth matkddowever Easy Ridermnd

Midnight CowboyJohn Schlesinger, 1969) transcended the pejerasgociations of

12 peter Kramer, “The Best Disney Film Never Madehildren’s Films and The Family Audience in
American Cinema since the 196068enre And Contemporary Hollywooed. Steve Neale, London:
British Film Institute, 2002 (pp.185-200), p. 191.
13 H

Ibid.
14 Stephen Farbefhe Movie Rating Gam&Vashington, D.C: Public Affairs Press, 1972, 9. 3
15 Ryan Gilbey|t Don’'t Worry Me: Nashville, Jaws, Star Wars anelyBnd London: Faber and Faber,
2003, p. ix.
16 Cook, Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofafgate and Vietnam, 1970-1979 25.
7 Gilbey, It Don’t Worry Me: Nashville, Jaws, Star Wars anelyBnd p. ix.
8Cook, Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofétate and Vietnam, 1970-197%2 6.
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mere exploitation, marking a notable convergenagittal and commercial approval.
Balio suggests that the success of such pictuvesied that ‘a segment of the public
wanted intellectually demanding and emotionallyillig pictures’® Although he
traces the demise of the ‘youthpix’ cycle to 19k, socially-critical slant of such
pictures lived on in more adult-orientated 1970ssilike Robert Altman’sicCabe and
Mrs Miller (1971) andrhe Long Goodby@ 973), Arthur Penn’slight Moveq1975),
Hal Ashby’'sShampod1975), Alan J. Pakula’all the President’'s Mei1976), Martin
Scorsese'Taxi Driver (1976) and Michael CiminoShe Deer Huntef1978)°

Motion picture taboos were being broken on varievgls. Beyond the
increasingly anti-authoritarian slant of a certstirata of mainstream movies since the
late-1960s, the ratings system allowed for rapaiwiin in screen violence, nudity,
sexually-explicit material, and swearing. MPAA sickent Jack Valenti — who oversaw
the transition from the Production Code — insigtet the rating system was designed to
protect children, aiming ‘to give parents the imhation that will enable them to make
decisions about their children’s moviegoifiyy'It is somewhat ironic, therefore, that the
filmic representation of children and families be@amarkedly critical during this
period, both in earnest comedy-dramas Rleger Moon(Peter Bogdanovich, 1973) and
controversial horrors lik&he Exorcis{William Friedkin, 1973).The Exorcistan be
seen as a key text in an emerging genre in thel@80s and mid-1970s, the ‘family-
horror’ film. Kathy Merlock Jackson traces the imegngs of this cycle tlRosemary’s
Baby(Roman Polanski, 1968), continuing wikhe ExorcisendThe Omer{Richard

Donner, 1976), before declining in the 1980s, dyarperiod of avowed ideological

Zz Balio, Hollywood in the Age of Televisiop. 261.
Ibid.
2 Farber,The Movie Rating Game. 24.
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retrenchment in American sociéfy. The shift in the ideological climate was illuséd

by The Exorciss success at the Oscars — the film won two Acaddmgrds and

received a further eight nominations. Neverthelsssh films predictably aroused the ire
of pedagogues such as Ruth M. Goldstein and Edithdv, who deliberately omitted
the movie from their 1980 bookhe Screen Image of Youth: Movies about Childreh an
Adolescent$® They regarde@he Exorcisis a film ‘of little profit except to the box-
office’ and concurred wittNew York Timesolumnist Vincent Canby’s assessment that
‘the $10 million it cost might have been betterrgpgibsidising a couple of beds at the
Payne Whitney Clinic?* The Omemwas dismissed as ‘a movie utterly without class’,
and Brian De Palma’s 1976 high-school shockarrie was similarly condemneq.
Despite the clamour of such morally-motivated digses, things had changed within
Hollywood cinema, decisively and irrevocably. Tdeys where Hollywood producers
felt compelled to show restraint, much less adbesaveet sentiment when representing
children and adolescents, were long gone.

By 1972, former MPAA Code and Rating Administratimember Stephen Farber
could confidently — if prematurely — claim thatwer and fewer movies have [the] mass
appeal’ to ‘cut across all segments of societyetirh a huge, undifferentiated
audience®® Certainly, in the context of the early-1970s filmdustry, it appeared that

the family film was dying a slow death. A 1970wy found that 68 per cent of

22 Kathy Merlock Jacksorimages of Children in American Film: A Sociocultufmalysis Metuchen, N.J.
& London: The Scarecrow Press, Inc, 1986, pp. 18B-1
2 See Ruth M. Goldstein and Edith ZornoWhe Screen Image of Youth: Movies about Childreh an
ﬁdolescentsMetuchen, N.J. & London: The Scarecrow PressQ 1p8Vviii.

Ibid.
% |bid.
% Farber,The Movie Rating Game. 3.
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respondents were unhappy ‘with available childréars’?’ Although the 1970s was, on
the whole, a period of fiscal expansion for Dismeth the success of its Walt Disney
World and Disneyland operations, in terms of feafiim production the company was
floundering. The success of the 1969 live-actidveature filmThe Love BugRobert
Stevenson) — the top-grossing film of the yearevpd something of a false dawh.The
live-action films which had become Disney’s stooktiade were returning modest

profits, as were the relatively-infrequent animaieatures, but not on a scale comparable
to the worldwide success bfary PoppingRobert Stevenson, 1964). Tellingly, perhaps,
Disney’s releases were no longer receiving muchd@ogy Award recognition. Both
factors were a sure sign of the company’s everdoiog grip on mass mainstream
audience$’? Moreover, by this point, Disney’s position withtime film industry was
increasingly isolated. Other studios had harnetfs=g@otential for artistic freedom
offered by the new ratings system, producing edgier tailor-made for youth audiences.
In the early 1970s, with Disney now the only studigularly releasing films with a G
rating, the rating ‘began to be understood as @l il films “that are unfit for adults™°
Donn Tatum and Card Walker, Disney’s co-managersmguhe early-1970s,

‘consistently refused to produce hard-PG and Rdril@s, although they knew that the

%7 Cited in Peter Kramer, ‘Disney and Family Entemaent’, Contemporary American Cinemeds. Linda
Ruth Williams and Michael Hammond, London: McGrawkF2006 (pp. 265-279), p. 268.

28 Kramer, “The Best Disney Film Never Made’: Chitalr's Films and The Family Audience in American
Cinema since the 1960s’, p. 189.

2 Despite its massive succe$he Love Bugvas ignored by the Academy, as was the 1970 aitimiahe
Aristocats(Wolfgang Reitherman); the 1971 part-animated oal@ledknobs and BroomstickRobert
Stevenson) was more successful, winning 1 Oscarea®iving two nominations; the 1973 animation
Robin Hood(Wolfgang Reitherman) received 1 nomination, wtokher notable live-action films from the
period likeHerbie Rides AgaifRobert Stevenson, 1974) aBdcape to Witch Mountaif@ohn Hough,
1975) were also overlooked.

30 Kramer, “The Best Disney Film Never Made’: Chitalr's Films and The Family Audience in American
Cinema since the 1960s’, p. 191.
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new teenage audience wanted more sex and violeanghe G rating would allow™
Even though the company’s profits rose from $21il8an in 1970 to $135.1 million in
1980, it went the entire decade without a major difice hit?

Reactively, the studios attempted to re-engagérdwditional’ small-town family
audience with movies thought to possess ‘familyéadure elements’, such as Warner
Bros.’ Billy Jack(T.C. Frank, 1971) anderemiah Johnso(Sydney Pollack, 19775
Robert B. Radnitz’s low-key family films from thgeriod were distributed by various
studios, including Universal, Paramount and Twehnt{@entury-Fox. The most
interesting of these small-town family films, hoveeywas the Readers’ Digest
collaboration with United Artists to produce mugiadaptations of Mark Twain§om
Sawyer(Don Taylor, 1973) antliuckleberry Finn(J. Lee Thompson, 1974), starring
Johnny Whitaker as Tom and Jeff East as Huck. {Dgewith the tagline ‘The Great
Family Musical’, Tom Sawyewas a notable critical success, receiving Oscar
nominations for ‘Best Art Direction’, ‘Best Costuniesign’ and ‘Best Music’. These
nominations, it should be noted, are aesthetiaaiigntated, recognising the film’s fine
period atmosphere, rather than its value as masg&nment. The musical emphasis
and general style are similar to the literary ad@pbs of the studio era, as is the pastoral
setting. In movies of the 1930s and 1940s, whemthjority of people lived in small-
towns and pre-industrialism was a fairly recent mgmsuch invocations did not enter
into such a polarised conflict with the cultura¢pent. By this point, urban and suburban

living had become the North American norm, diwin Sawyestands as a cultural relic

31 Douglas GomeryThe Hollywood Studio System: A Historgndon: British Film Institute, 2005, p. 269.
32 Kramer, “The Best Disney Film Never Made’: Chitalr's Films and The Family Audience in American
Cinema since the 1960s’, p. 188.

33 Kramer, ‘Disney and Family Entertainment’, pp. 258.
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of a bygone age, notably free from self-consciossrue irony in its presentation. The
absence of swearing and the staunch refusal teagaten mild violence appear
pregnant with defiance against the status quo pulao entertainment. However
wholesome, engaging and tuneful (with music byreitalockbuster specialist John
Williams) it may be, there is a world of differenioetween family entertainment of this
ilk and the family blockbuster titles to come.

Things changed dramatically — for the family figmd for the entire industry — in
1975, with the release daws(Steven Spielberg). Although blockbusters hadaaly
been around for some timéawsredefined the methods of construction and scdles o
success. Described by David A. Cook as ‘the pgradiic “event” film of the
seventies’Jawswas also pivotal to the formation of what has beafed ‘the new
Hollywood'.** The keys to its success, beyond its perceivedtsras a piece of
action/adventure filmmaking, were the marketingtstgies deployed before release in
order to maximise audience awareness. As Coolaegilaws‘pioneered the practice
of saturation booking, combined with massive tedieni advertising®> This pattern of
distribution ‘was new to the mainstream but hadhbesed by exploitation producers for
years’, and ‘helped institutionalise market reskarithin the industry®® The wider
industry significance adawsis neatly summarised by Gomery:

Suddenly one film, largely marketed through the&fi medium of television, could
break box-office records, generate millions ofalsl in ancillary sales, fashion a
profitable year for its distributor studio, anchgeate a rise in stock price which made
investors into instant millionaires. Studiosimtiéd a new way of doing business, never

34 Cook, Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofétgate and Vietnam, 1970-1979 40; see
also Thomas Schatz, ‘The New HollywoolMlpvie Blockbustersed. Julian Stringer, London: Routledge,
2003, pp. 15-44.
2: Cook,Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofefémte and Vietnam, 1970-197%2 15.

Ibid.
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“killed” by TV, but aided by it. A new era fordustry practice had begun as studios
looked for that single film with which to converipoor year into a record offe.

Films that had previously been regarded as sulistdits now appeared comparatively
small-fry. As Thomas Schatz argues, ‘these blostdihits are, for better or worse,
what the new Hollywood is all about’, and ‘if ariinf marked the arrival of the New
Hollywood, it wasJaws.*® Such enormous success — and from a relativelyl bondget
— raised the ceiling of feature film profit poteaitseveral notches.

Yet there were still many variables in formulatimgblockbusters. Famed
producers Dino De Laurentiis and Peter Guber, s@dy, oversavKing Kong(John
Guillermin, 1976) and’he DeefPeter Yates, 1977). Both were heavily orchestraind
calculatedly designed to exploit the succes¥agis They also embody traits typical of
what has become known as ‘high concept’, as Jifgyiatt explains:

High concept can be understood as a form of difféated product within the
mainstream film industry. This differentiationcocs in two major ways: through
an emphasis on style within the films, and throaghntegration with marketing and
merchandising’
More bluntly defined by Steven Spielberg as ‘&stg, easily reducible narrative which
also offers a high degree of profitability’, highrcept has become synonymous with
high-end mainstream Hollywood filmmaking since thiel-1970s*° As Wyatt suggests:
King Kongoffers an unusual number of high concept trait&lwintegrated the film with
its promotion. Primarily, a pre-sold classic gtdhe visual presence of Kong as a
character, and the simplicity of a beauty andbist story:

Additionally, however, De Laurentiis attempted ap the movie’s merchandising

potential:

37 Gomery,The Hollywood Studio System: A Histopy 214.

3% Schatz, ‘The New Hollywood’, pp. 17, 24.

39 Justin WyattHigh Concept: Movies and Marketing in Hollywqaklstin: University of Texas Press,
1994, p. 7.

“%bid, p. 13.

1 bid, pp. 149-150.
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Adults were to be attracted by to the Jim Bd€img Kongcocktail and the Jim Beam
King Kongcommemorative bottles; the youth market was tadyetthKing Kongcups,
King Kongpeanut butter cups, aking KongGAF viewmaster slide¥.

In manufacturing his blockbuster, Guber concentrate marketing the film as fully as
possible prior to release. Cook suggests that Grdised the marketing of event movies
to a level of perfection that all Hollywood admired] in the process, the film itself
became largely irrelevant®. In the event, both movies were sizable hits teyjous
standards, but scarcely approached the succdssvsf Blockbuster hits still depended
heavily upon the content of the film itself, ane tpublicity created by favourable word-
of-mouth. John Friedkin, former vice-presidenfTefentieth Century-Fox’s advertising
department, once remarked:

All that [exhibitor] guarantees and promotions bary is a couple of weeks’ business and
after that it has to be word of mouth. If thetpie is bad, you might as well shoot
everybody coming out of a theatre — they will gyycenough kill any film**

Nevertheless, the intensification of movie markgtivas one of the defining innovations
of late-1970s Hollywood filmmaking. As Cook notésyents [...] were no longer
enough — films had to offer something approachinuyatical experiencé® In this

regard, the Holy Grail for studios is the film tltaits across boundaries, tapping into so-
called ‘all-age’ appeal by simultaneously attragtahildren, teenagers, young adults and
parents.Jawshad illustrated the potential for galvanising amdies beyond the regular
cinema-goers; now the marketing and promotionahé&aorks were in place to exploit a

potential blockbuster as fully as possible. Aditadio needed was the right film.

*2 |bid.

3 Cook, Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofékgate and Vietnam, 1970-1978 46.
“4 Cited in Bruce A. Austinimmediate Seating: A Look at Movie Audien@smont, California:
Wadsworth Publishing, 1989, p. 3.

5 Cook, Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofékgate and Vietnam, 1970-1979 46.
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Reassembling the family audience for contemporary bllywood: Star Wars and the
family-adventure movie

The film wasStar Warg(George Lucas, 1977), and the studio Twentieth@g+ox.
Created on a $9 million budget and expected toueb@tween $16-25 million at the box
office, Star Warshad an inauspicious production hist8fyFresh from writing and
directing his first featurefHX 1138 for Warner Bros. in 1971, Lucas pitched an early
version ofStar Warsto United Artists, which rejected4f. Two years later, in February
1973, following completion of his second featukeperican Graffitj Lucas approached
Universal with the idea, and again, the pitch wajsated*® When Twentieth Century-
Fox executive Alan Ladd Jr. finally gave Lucas g¢ineen light, it was allegedly on the
strength of Lucas’s obvious talent, rather thanttiéeved merits of the film conceft.
Lucas originally envisageSitar Warsas ‘a modern myth’, as well as an update on the
child-orientated serials of the 1940s and 19808lis decision to develotar Wars
which had been put on the back-burner followingéheejections, was prompted by his
failure to acquire the rights to Alex Raymonéssh Gordor® After the enormous box
office success ohAmerican Graffitj Lucas declined the opportunity of a higher fee fo
writing and directindstar Warson the condition that he retained ownership ofsiéaguel,
television, music, soundtrack, and merchandisiglatsi this astute piece of bargaining
cemented his position in the upper echelons ofilimenaking industry>> However,
during the film’s production, Lucas became concénmegarding its potential audience

appeal. Fearing the movie — with its brash, piggon, B movie overtones, comic book

“% |bid, pp. 47-48.

;‘; Marcus HearnThe Cinema of George Lugddew York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc, 2005, p. 80.
Ibid.

9 bid, p. 81.

* bid, p. 78.

*1 Gilbey, It Don’t Worry Me: Nashville, Jaws, Star Wars aBeyond p. 46.

*2Hearn,The Cinema of George Lucgs 82.
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villains, space battles and colourful aliens — wicaphpeabnly to children, Lucas
lamented, ‘I've made a Walt Disney movie [...] It'srqna do maybe eight, ten milliot?.
These concerns appeared justified when he showaapa cut of the completed film to a
group of friends and fellow filmmakers. Only JagdRs — a critic foTimemagazine —
and fellow filmmaker Steven Spielberg liked thenfl* Fox studio executives were
similarly unimpressed, and did not believe they ldaacoup their investment.

In the event, when it was released in May 1%t@r Wars

wasn't just an immense successAaterican Graffitihad been, it watheimmense
success of the 1970s, setting box-office recaplsrking the merchandising revolution,
providing a sanctuary for family audiences left imuthe cold by the last (or rather first)
big blockbuster, Spielberg’s 1938ws and generally redefining mainstream cinéfa.
A large part of the movie’s success was down toatessal merchandising campaign,
which redefined the meaning of ‘ancillary marketsd effectively inaugurated franchise
cinema. As Cook notes, before the releasstaf Wars
it was not uncommon for studios to give merchandisights away for free
publicity [...] even when licensed for profit, asthre case afawsandKing Kong
product tie-ins like T-shirts, jewellery, and carithd little life or value apart from the
film once its run was completed. But wiltar Wars— known to industry analysts as
“the holy grail of licensing” — merchandising bewaan industry unto itself, and tie-in
product marketing began to drive the conceptiahselling of motion picture products
rather than vice versa.
At the root of all this success was the basic dppietae film itself. It is easy to
misconceive the relationship between the film d@adnany ancillary products as a
sprawling, incoherent web of related products,tbatextension of the franchise
depended, in the first instance, on audience resptinthe movieStar Warstranscended

boundaries of suitabilitgnd appeal. It satisfied the initial criterion of bgisuitable for

%3 Cited in Kramer, “The Best Disney Film Never Madghildren’s Films and The Family Audience in
American Cinema since the 1960s’, p. 190.

**Hearn,The Cinema of George Lucgs 107.

% |bid, p. 110.
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viewers of all ages, particularly children — théycaudience demographic automatically
barred from certain films. It also satisfied thersproblematic criterion of successfully
appealingto a wide demographic cross-section. Arguably anhandful of prior films
had approached this commercially-ideal state, ss@now White and the Seven Dwarfs
(1937),The Wizard of O#1939) andrhe Thief of BagdaflL940), primarily because

they, too, were based around technical innovati@hsensorial appeal. Such mid-period
family films asMary Poppins The Sound of MusiandThe Love Bugalthough highly
successful, made very little play towards the tgerend young adult audienceStar
Warscan, in retrospect, be seen as the movie thaeggated the teenage demographic
into the mass audience, bringing AIP’s so-callestelP Pan Syndrome’ and television’s
‘kidult’ from the relative obscurity of the teenigkie and low-budget family movie to
the very heart of mainstream Hollywood audience@skl From this point, nearly all
family films have been constructed with this pivaiass-demographic potential.

If the manner of its extraordinary success sedmesd childishly simple, then it
is only because the conditions were exactly rigkive primary factors present
themselves. Firstlylawshad opened up the possibility of reaching a genmass
audience in contemporary cinema, showing the inapog of heavy marketing given the
right film. Secondly, because of the abandonméttie‘family audience’ following the
adoption of the rating system, there had been dygtcstarvation in this sector. Thirdly,
Hollywood’s audiences were becoming demographicalliynger than ever before.
According to one source, by 1976, 62 per cent effilim audience were aged between

16-29 years old® Cook reports that between 1977 and 1979, ‘thebmurof tickets sold

%8 Cited in Gary R. Edgerto\merican Film Exhibition and an Analysis of the MotPicture Industry’s
Market Structure 1963-1980lew York and London: Garland Publishing, Inc.829p. 175.
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to 12 to 20 year-olds increased by 8 percent, vihdse sold to 21 to 39 year-olds
declined by the same numb&?.Fourthly,Star Warsemerged at a point where
Hollywood'’s technical capacities had just reachedlgoint where the complex visual
demands of the script could be realised. In thetmovie pioneered various processes
that later became standard industry practice. @ariinotes, Lucas

knew that some sequencesToke Star Wargsic] — notably the attack on the Death Star
in the final act — were so unlike anything thad lh@en seen before that he would have to
develop groundbreaking techniqués.

Finally, the increasing conglomeration of the Halbod studios more easily enabled the
creation of film franchises. The movement begah962 when MCA acquired
Universal, after which studios became just onei@edf media conglomerates holding
interests in broadcast media, publishing compameschandise manufacturers and other
synergistic outlets.

The modes of appeal 8tar Warsare comparatively — perhaps misleadingly —
straightforward. Lucas described the film as beamgthe same intensity level as a
Roger Corman movie only a hundred times biggert,Gilbey argues that the plot and
narrative are ‘actually even more rudimentary t@anman’s most ramshackle rush
job’.®! Star Warsis essentially an action-adventure film. The baét is simple enough
—ayoung man, Luke Skywalker (Mark Hamill), witretassistance of a gang of fellow
rebels, battles to overthrow a tyrannical galaetigire. In the process, he learns about
his own abilities, specifically how to harness plosver of ‘the force’, a pseudo-mystical

energy field used by a powerful, ancient order afvers, known as the Jedi. Ironically,

the complexity of the back-story (which necessddtacas dividing the over-arching plot

%9 Cook, Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofékgate and Vietnam, 1970-1978 23.
0 Hearn,The Cinema of George Lucgs 89.
%1 Gilbey, It Don’t Worry Me: Nashville, Jaws, Star Wars aBeyond p. 47.
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over nine separate movies, the final three of whiahe remained unfilmed) makes a
mockery of the high-concept notion that a plot $tidne simple enough to articulate
‘using a key phrase of ten or fewer worffs’At the core of the film’s success, though, is
the drive towards universal appeal. It is intdlady undemanding — an important
quality for a film targeting mass audiences — whelgoking well-established patterns of
fantasy in its resurrection of the tone and padgheftudio-era serials.

Many of the action sequences, such as the climassault upon the Death Star,
are standard action-adventure set-pieces transposedeep-space setting. The shoot-
‘em-up scenes consciously invoke B movie westeragienre that Lucas admitted
influenced his approadi. The violence, however frequent, is as ‘cleanmass-
slaughter gets; the laser battles are bloodlessmath of the fighting involves the
mystical, invisible energy of ‘the force’. The chaters of Chewbacca (Peter Mayhew)
and C-3PO (Anthony Daniels) are broadly comedionter-pointing the heroic
archetypes of Luke and Han Solo (Harrison Ford)e 3pecial-effects are calculatedly
designed to evoke exhilaration rather than wonisecdntrast to Stanley Kubrick’'s 1968
epic,2001: A Space Odysgeylike Lucas, it seems, the audience ‘wantecetothis
incredible aerial ballet in outer spaéé’ The Academy — always disproportionately
inclined to reward the box office smash — appayesttared the audience’s approbation,
awarding the film six Oscars from ten nominations.

Later the same year, Steven Spielbe@jsse Encounters of the Third Kind

emerged. Although markedly dissimilarStar Wars it similarly galvanised mass

82 Austin, Immediate Seating: A Look at Movie Audienge22.
8 Hearn,The Cinema of George Lucgs 78.
% Ibid, p. 89.
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audiences, partly as a result of a hugely sucdagsdtrelease marketing campaign. As
Cook points outClose Encounters

had no pre-sold elements except the gasisreputation of its director. Therefore,
Columbia allocated $9 million to saturation adiging intended to burn the film’s
“expectant skies” into the consciousness of esentient Americaf®

Like Star Warsthe film’'s popularity can partly be attributedite® modes of appeal.
Described by Gilbey as ‘surely the most intimatecpi of flmmaking ever to merit the

label “blockbuster”, the pace is determinedly sJa@sadually building-up anticipation,
and finally releasing it spectacularly with theeation of the alien mothership in the
final sequenc& Thematically-speaking;lose Encounteris a drama about the
psychological impact of extraordinary events ugantiuman psyche. The story centres
on a group of resolutely demographically-‘averagsidents of small-town Muncie,
Indiana — the ‘Middletown’ of the Lynds’ classiccsological texts of the 1920s and
1930s — who each experience a close-up UFO sigh@ingan aesthetic level, the film
presents an overwhelming amount of visual infororatd feed the senses, creating a
heightened dialectic between the ordinarinesseffographical location and
interpersonal relationships with the extraordinaoptext of alien visitation.

The central concept evidently resonated with tineniaker on a personal level. It
is an oft-repeated piece of biographical trivia tBpielberg believes in both UFOs and
poltergeists, and for a director who has built @eaon reconciling technical virtuosity

with a more intuitive aptitude, his contention thatevery movie I've ever made I've

essentially believed in what the films were abdsiprobably a true reflectioH. Only

8 Cook,Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow otékgate and Vietnam, 1970-1978 46.

% Gilbey, It Don’t Worry Me: Nashville, Jaws, Star Wars aBelyond p. 56.

67 Susan Royle, ‘Steven Spielberg in his Adventure&arth’,Steven Spielberg: Interviepsds. Lester D.
Friedman and Brent Notbohm, Jackson: UniversitWlississippi Press, 2000 (pp. 84-106), p. 94.
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during the post-production process, it seems, gidlBerg realise that mass audiences
wanted the same thing. As the director explains:

OnClose Encounterd had a very important decision to make: whetirarot to use the
Walt Disney song, “When you Wish upon a Star'hat ¢nd of the movie, with Jiminy
Cricket’s actual voice performing it. And the pmbay | could tell was to have two
different previews, on two different nights: oright with the song, and one night
without it. |then analysed the preview cardsnarefully, interviewed the people who
left the theatre, and made a determination theatldience wanted to be transported into
another world along with Richard Dreyfuss as hé&eaabout the mothership. They
didn’t want to be told the film was a fantasy, dhid song seemed to belie some of the
authenticity and to bespeak fantasy and fairy®ale

Spielberg’s camera alternates between evocatiose@éping grandeur and intimate
probing of ordinary people. Roy Neary (Richard yuss), whose marriage and family
are seen falling apart as he obsesses over diseg\be truth behind the UFO, is
established as the viewer’s emotional and sens@taa As one of the first people to
spot the UFO, the camera tracks his emotional pyfrom uninterested family man, to
introverted, agonised fanatic, and finally libechgymbolic child. The manner of this
probing suggests a creative desire to tap basieersalised emotional responses. Roy’s
bedazzled, inarticulate responses to emotionalditame not those of a mature, reasoning
adult. They are more intuitive, reactive; Roy $eeland the audience feels with him —
but he does not reason. Like many other Spielpetagonists, Roy is a ‘man-boy’; ‘the
man who never quite abandons his boyhood althoudrhe may have sufficient trouble
understanding i®? As he boards the mothership as the credits nallthe music swells,

Spielberg’s identification is with his protagoniahd the viewer is similarly directed.

68 H

Ibid, p. 97.
% Murray Pomerance, ‘The Man-Boys of Steven Spig/bathere the Boys Are: Cinemas of Masculinities
and Youtheds. Murray Pomerance and Frances Gateward,iDaticb Michigan: Wayne State University
Press, 2005 (pp. 133-154), p. 137.
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Close Encounters perhaps the first ‘regressive’ family film dfet New
Hollywood. What I will call ‘regressive’ texts abest summarised in Robin Wood’s
description of

the curious and disturbing phenomenon of childréiss conceived and marketed
largely for adults — films that construct the dadydectator as a child, or, more precisely,
as a childish adult, an adult who would like tosbehild’®

From the late-1970s onwards, regressive (or ‘kigfilins have been dominant forces in
Hollywood, and Spielberg perhaps their keenest egpb Close Encounters, in many
regards, a childish film — or, perhaps more acelyat a film for the childlike. Roy’s
evident lack of empathy with his wife and son sws@ individual ill at ease with the
complexities of adult life. An early scene shousumsuccessful attempts to help his son
with homework, with an awkwardness totally abserttis later, intuitive responses to the
alien arrival. Shortly before his wife leaves, Reyghastised by his son as a ‘cry baby’
because of his emotional immaturity. In factsibnly when Roy is freed from the
distractions of family life that he is able to deduhe location of the alien landing. In

the final analysis, it is not only Roy’s ordinargsebut his childlike view of the world that
makes him the perfect candidate for ‘abductionatiBof these qualities mark him out as
the representative of the mass audience: thosa@mally regressed to childhood, and
those still inhabiting it. Roy’s departure wittethliens is certainly figured as the
narratively ‘correct’ option. His guilt-free exmson of childlike wonder as he enters the
mothership confirms that he has found his trugrgall His uncomprehending family

have been narratively effaced — a positive thisgt & presented, for they represented
the chains of adult culture preventing his compltetgession to symbolic childhood.

Roy’s ultimate trajectory confirms his everymartssatextually and contextually

% Robin WoodHollywood from Vietnam to ReagaNew York: Columbia University Press, 1986, p. 163
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(childhood being a universal human experience}thiglight, Nigel Morris’s contention
that the film carries a ‘children’s adventure toaad goes to inordinate lengthmot to be
taken seriously, certainly not to present itselfemist’ seems somewhat hard to crédit.
On the contrary, it is at the very core of the nets/appeal that it presents the
intersection between the ordinary and extraordiaargeriously as possible.

AlongsideStar WarsandSupermar(Richard Donner, 1978%lose Encounters
pioneered a new type of family movie that has deeid the American box office ever
since. Critics coined terms like ‘bubblegum blogkters’ and ‘all-age blockbusters’ to
describe such films, but Peter Kramer has morerately dubbed them ‘family
adventure movies” In their infancy during the late-1970s, they warspecialised type
of family film, far beyond the run-of-the-mill famyiproduct, but they have since
broadened-out considerably to a position of boiceflominance. Despite this,
Hollywood continues to differentiate its family phact between high-end blockbusters
and lower-budget offerings, catering for differemae age, culture and taste within
family film audiences. Family-adventure moviesdéo contain a relatively high
action/adventure quotient, and are typically rengdoivem the domestic environment,
whether through utilising a fantasy or sciencedictframework, or simply through an
extremely heightened representation of ‘reality’.

Notable examples of family-adventure moviesudel thelndiana Joneg1981-
2008),Star Warg(1977-20055upermar(1978-1987; 2006) anBatman(1989-1997;

2005- ) franchises;host Busterg¢lvan Reitman, 1984)Gremlins(Joe Dante, 1984),

"1 Nigel Morris, The Cinema of Steven Spielberg: Empire of Ligbhdon and New York: Wallflower
Press, 2007, p. 16.

2 peter Kramer, ‘Would You Take Your Child to SeésTRilm?: The Cultural and Social Work of The
Family Adventure Movie’Contemporary Hollywood Cinemads. Steve Neale and Murray Smith,
London: Routledge, 1998, pp. 294-311.
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Back to the Futur¢Robert Zemeckis, 1985)urassic Park'Steven Spielberg, 1993),
Men in Black(Barry Sonnenfeld, 1997), and, latterly, tharry Potter(2001- ),TheLord
of the Ringg2001-2003) andheChronicles of Narnig2005- ) franchises. Successful
family-adventure movies will usually produce atdeane sequel, with the probability of
a successful multimedia franchise. By the late@s9&e expectation for hit sequels to
yield hit movies had escalated to the point wi&hest Busters I{lvan Reitman, 1989) —
released five years after the original and grossirey $100 million at the box office —
was considered a disappointméhtOne of the key executive decisions now made when
planning major blockbusters is whether a moviefrarxchise potentidl* The higher the
budget, the greater the necessity to extend tespfin of a given movie product. The
increasing proliferation of movie franchises is do¢he importance of ‘synergy’ (which
refers to the cooperation between diversified sastbf the same horizontally-integrated
conglomerate in marketing and perpetuating a gpreduct). As former Disney CEO
Michael Eisner suggested, ‘if you don’t have sygesgpu have nothing but new products
[...] If you have synergy, it goes on and i’ SinceStar WarsandJaws theatrical
revenues have been just one component of a wigemescial enterprise.

While Lucas and Spielberg successfully demonstratev to produce wildly
successful family films, their methods were not iediately replicated. Disney’s films,
in particular, were still mired in excessive anaemonistic juvenility. The studio

virtually abandoned animated features — none wedemsed between 1977 and 1981 —

73 Jennifer Holt, ‘1989: Movies and the American DréaAmerican Cinema of the 1980s: Themes and
Variations ed. Stephen Prince, New Brunswick and New JeRetgers University Press, 2007 (pp. 210-
231), p. 212.

" Thompson;The Frodo Franchise: The Lord of the Rings and Moddollywood p. 5.

> Robert C. Allen, ‘Home Alone Together: Hollywooddathe “Family” Film’,Identifying Hollywood'’s
Audienceseds. Melvyn Stokes and Richard Maltby, Londoritigr Film Institute, 1999 (pp. 109-131), p.
121.
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concentrating instead on quirky live-action prodwuts such aReturn from Witch
Mountain(John Hough, 1978) anthe Cat from Outer Spa¢Blorman Tokar, 1978).
Disney'’s biggest gambit was the 1979 productidre Black HoldGary Nelson).
Conceptualised as a space-opera versi@d@fO0 Leagues under the S&855), the
film’'s gestation period was lengthy, having origipdeen announced in 1975.In

1978, Walt Disney’s son-in-law and former foothqaib Ron W. Miller succeeded Card
Walker as studio president. For Miller, luring@lder (i.e. teenage) audience back to
Disney movies was high on the agenda, and he red@ite Black Holeas a film capable
of re-engaging the mass audience,

that slightly older crowd — the audience we useldae in the 1950s with films like
20,000 Leagues under the Jed] Ideally, this is the film that will take Disyeo the all-
important 15- to-30 year old group. The peopl®\Wwhve seeStar Warsor Close
Encountergwo or three time$’

Disney'’s public perception as a purveyor of juvemhtertainment was an acknowledged
problem within the corporation. Audience testirsglievealed that ‘the Disney name
was actually off-putting to young adults since tlasgociated it with a world of

childhood from which they were trying to gradudte'With this is mind, and considering
thatStar WarsClose EncounterandSupermarhad succeeded by galvanising an older
audience demographithe Black Holaevas released under a PG rating — a notable
watermark in the studio’s production history. e tevent, it was not a success at the box
office. Hindered by poor reviews, its receptiorsered that Disney failed, as Peter

Kramer suggests, ‘to break out of the children’stgii.”® Fortunately, motion pictures

8 Kramer, “The Best Disney Film Never Made’: Chiéalr's Films and The Family Audience in American
Cinema since the 1960s’, p. 192.

" Ibid.

8 Christopher FinchThe Art of Walt DisneyNew York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc, 1995, p. 372.

9 Kramer, “The Best Disney Film Never Made’: Chitalr's Films and The Family Audience in American
Cinema since the 1960s’, p. 193.
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were no longer the company’s main source of revetmmstituting less than 10 per cent
of the operating income of $200 million in 1982By 1984, Walt Disney World was
reportedly the world’s most popular tourist attract but three-quarters of Disneyland’s
patrons were adulf&. Miller was heavily criticised for ‘los[ing] toucith the core
movie-going audience’ and was eventually oustddta 1984 by a corporate team
headed by former President of Paramount Picturebdédil Eisner, and backed by Walt's
nephew, Roy E. Disne%. Only after Eisner and new president Frank Weltsktover

did Disney’s fortunes begin to improve.

Adapting to the demands of the new mainstreameaedi was a problem faced by
all the major studios. In December 1980 — one maifter the 1970s auteur movement
took its last gasp with the spectacular failuréothael Cimino’'sHeaven’s Gate-Flash
Gordonwas released. Produced by Dino De Laurerilssh Gordonwas one of the
most significant flops of the period. Its failullestrated the growing importance of style
and tone over generic orientation; had it beenyeed by George Lucas with the same
spirit he imbuedstar Wars this 1950s comic-book adaptation might well hagen
enormously successful. As it was, no doubt mintfat a straight adaptation may have
jarred with the comic aspects of the story, tharilakers adopted a tone of high camp,
all but guaranteeing its failure in a mainstreanmk@agrown accustomed to earnestness.
The ironic mood was reinforced by deliberately etge casting: former football
professional and Playgirl centrefold Sam J. Josdalash — with all his dialogue dubbed

by an uncredited voice artist; Max von Sydow agatd$y inter-galactic villain Ming the

80 “Walt Disney Grows Up’The EconomistSaturday July 23 1983, pp. 86-87.

81 ‘Theme Parks: The American Dream and the Greaas¢The EconomistSaturday January 111986,
pp. 83-84.

82 Gomery,The Hollywood Studio System: A Histopy 270; FinchThe Art of Walt Disneyp. 268.
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Merciless; veteran British film actor Peter Wyngardnrecognisable as Ming's right-
hand, Klytus; Israeli actor Topol as a mad sci¢mignt on saving the world; and the
notoriously over-the-top Brian Blessed as a swtalelligerent bird-like prince.

Flash Gordormakes no attempt to replicate the polisiStdr WarsandClose
Encounters The wide-eyed wonder of Spielberg’s and Lucéibiss mirrored the tone
of national optimism surrounding the possibilitegspace travel, bllash Gordon
trades on their inherent pomposity and lack ofaelareness by offering faux-glitzy,
cheap-looking sets belying the film’s large budgenstantly underscored by the campy
soundtrack by rock band Queen. By imbuing the filith a mood of arch ironylash
Gordoninvites a sophisticated viewer response, butitsasy narrative and vibrancy
suggest an incompatible youth audience. If theeedonclusion to be reached regarding
postStar Warsgenre movies, it is that family audiences willgaicalmost any generic
form: science-fiction$tar Wars Close Encounter8ack to the Future fantasy
(SupermanHoney, | Shrunk the Kiggoe Johnston, 1989); pulp action-adventure
(Indiana Joney horror ArachnophobiaFrank Marshall, 1990); domestic comedies
(Uncle BuckJohn Hughes, 1988lome AlongChris Columbus, 1990) and even
westernsBack to the Future IJIRobert Zemeckis, 1990). The generic varietyuzhs
commercial hits shows that the key to successhullfafiims are the methods of
communication; the broad modes of appeal emplayedttact mass audiences.

By the early-1980s, the family-adventure movie wa#l established. Lucas’s
and Spielberg’s unique position in the industry wasiented by the rapturous reception
engendered by the release of their franchise awi¢dion,Raiders of the Lost Ark

(Steven Spielberg, 1981). Their lucrative rappath the tastes of mass audiences
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afforded them considerable power. Having decitiat they wanted to retain financial
and artistic control of the franchise, they brokiea@ unprecedented deal with
Paramount, wherein the studio operated solelydistabutor®® Paramount’s concern
that it might not receive much of a profit for distribution services proved unfounded.
Like Star WarsRaidersconsciously evokes early twentieth century puttidin,
specifically the age of the comic strips and cheapie serials of the 1930s. Perhaps to
an ever greater extent than the flmmakers’ eapiiejects Indiana Joness an explicitly
North American fantasy. Mild-mannered universitgteaeology professor by day and
gung-ho adventurer by night, Indiana (Harrison frasdar from infallible. It is part of
the film’s self-conscious comedy that Indiana’sasional clumsiness belies his image of
phallic omnipotence. Indeed, there is delibenairyi in the exaggerated double life he
leads, a duality consciously evoking such all-Ameni heroes as Superman, Spiderman
and Batman. Perhaps the homage is too blatantarcise in technique; box office
aside Raiderswas not received with quite the same chorus titaftiapproval as
Spielberg’s earlier works. As Morris notes, ‘shyaickly and under Lucas’s supervision
and with Lucas retaining final cut, it was [...] Sibierg’s least personal effoff*. Other
critics regarded it as playing to the lowest comrdenominator — a criticism associated
more closely with Lucas’s work (Spielberg havintaneed some credibility as an
auteur)®® The film’s four Oscars seem to validate this pecsive: each emphasises its
visual and aesthetic qualities, recognising ithimézal supremacy but relative lack of

gravitas.

8 Royle, ‘Steven Spielberg in His Adventures on Eagi. 86.
84 Morris, The Cinema of Steven Spielberg: Empire of Ligh81.
% Ibid.
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In spite of such critical judgements, mainstreardiences continued to adore the
films of Lucas and Spielberg. As the family filmasserted its dominance during the
1980s, the duo became ever-more identified witifdh@, extending their influence to
near-hegemonic proportions. Both worked extengiweproducing other people’s films.
Spielberg’s production credits during the decadtunted the following movies tailored
towards the family audiencBoltergeist(Tobe Hooper, 1982§;remling The Goonies
(Richard Donner, 1985Back to the FutureAn American Tai(Don Bluth, 1986)Harry
and the Hendersongohn Dear, 1987jpatteries not includedMatthew Robbins, 1987)
andwWho Framed Roger Rabl{lRobert Zemeckis, 1988). Aside from his o8tar Wars
andIndiana Jonedranchises, Lucas oversaw the productiohaifyrinth (Jim Henson,
1986),Howard the DucKWilliam Huyck, 1986) an®illow (Ron Howard, 1988). The
notion of two men dominating the family market uglcapable of exerting a sizable
influence upon children’s culture as well as poptdates — would doubtlessly elicit
distaste in some quarters. However, as Stephand’niotes, during this period ‘both
filmmakers fashioned work that went against thyesiand exercised their influence to
develop the sometimes-unorthodox work of less ésta filmmaker$® Although
‘Spielberg’s work as producer generally emphasggegtial effects fantasy and
adolescent adventure’, Lucas’s work included:

Co-produc]ing] Akira Kurosawa's samurai epgi@agemushg1980), Francis Ford
Coppola’s period filmTucker: The Man and His Drea(®988), Lawrence Kasdan’s film
noir updateBody Hea{1981], and, most remarkably, Haskell Wexldratino (1985), a
pro-Sandinista film that was one of the few pietuin the period to explicitly criticise
U.S. support for the contra rebels fighting theaiaguan governmeftt.

By the end of the decade, Spielberg had sickeneddii of family films:

8 Prince, ‘Introduction: Movies and the 1980s’, p. 1
8 bid, pp. 9-10.
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Hitting 40, | really had to come to terms with wittae been tenaciously clinging to,
which was a celebration of a kind of naivety thas been reconfirmed countless times in
the amount of people who have gone toEsdg Back to the FuturandGoonieg...] |

just reached a saturation pofift.

Likening repetitive family film production as anglaus to over-indulging on sweets,
Spielberg conceded, ‘I have been in the candy fadtw the last three years as a
producer making sugar substitutes, and I've gaggeitd myself'®® Reflexively, he
attempted a more adult film witBmpire of the Su(iLl987) and even stated his intention
to abandon his well-known desire of mounting adavadaptation dPeter Pan This
disenchantment proved only temporary, however,larvds and Spielberg continued to
lead the way in family-adventure movies into th&a<£

A less obvious but equally important developmaertdollywood family
entertainment during this period was the multigleatre, which coincided with the
emergence of the 1970s U.S. shopping mall. Shgppil multiplexes arose from
economic practicality. A larger number of smatlegatres, each showing different films,
allowed for greater product differentiation, whilee location of multiplexes was
designed to increase accessibility and approadtyabMultiplex theatres are now found
in economically-developed countries across thegloblongside accessibility, their key
characteristic is uniformity. Theatres are snfalitureless, and architecturally, almost
impossible to differentiate from one another. Ryesly, conditions of exhibition had
been pivotal. The ‘picture palaces’ of the clasisara were identifiably middlebrow,
designed to make the film-going experience as cdatifte and prestigious as possible.
Their architectural splendour, great size and iteesl overtly positioned audiences as

privileged observers, secure in the comfort ofrthll-furnished seats, rather than active

8 Myra Forsberg, ‘Spielberg at 40: The Man and thédZ Steven Spielberg: Interviews. 129.
8 Ibid, p. 131.
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participants in the action. The multiplex theatr#irough its absence of distinct,
identifiable surroundings — forces audience attentowards the movie. There is no
pleasant architecture or in-house orchestra tongémiudiences that they are simply
spectators; rather, audiences watching immersivekblisters are encouragedaoget
their surroundings and position themselwéthin the film. Clearly, this immersive
potential only works if there is correlation betwebe mode of spectatorship and the
film being exhibited. Because contemporary farfilims privilege sensorial appeal
based on dazzling visual spectacle, they are béststo exploit this shift in film
spectatorship. | will discuss the intricaciesrafersion in more depth in the final

chapter.

The family film in the 1980s: generic proliferationand innovation

The family film exploded into the release schedwlesll the major studios in 1984. The
development of ancillary markets in the early-ta+hB80s was one the major factors
stimulating immense growth in the family sectotloé entertainment industry. With
family-adventure movies illustrating the potent@ massive profits in family-orientated
programming, ancillary markets — notably cable Mérchandising and especially home
video — took this trend to a new level. In the @€8he family film became the most
lucrative production type in Hollywood cinema. Wdugh the potential audience had
been there since the 1970s, the technologies hadAsoBalio notes:

Home video and pay television [...] extended bothntizeket and the revenue stream for
filmed programming. It all started with the labintg of geosynchronous satellites in the
mid-seventies. As Michelle Hilmes states [...] ‘@litie transmission capability finally
began to transform television into a true “broatitemedium, loosening its dependence
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on the nineteenth-century technology of wiredgnaission and giving it the ability to

offer an almost limitless variety of channels aedvices™

The VCR became commercially available in the 19B0swas highly expensive, and
did not achieve widespread market saturation. Bwghhardware and software became
more affordable in the 1980s. In 1984,

VCRs had been installed in 15 percent of Amertvames; by 1986, the percentage
reached 50 percent, and for the first time, tlvemae from the sale of videocassettes
equalled the box-office gross.

To put the impact of these new technologies ingextve:

With the explosion of ancillary markets in the digh [...] box office returns accounted
for just 28 percent of total income — down fromg&tcent in 1978 — with another 12
percent from pay cable and 40 percent from haiaeoy which had contributed only a
combined 4 percent in 1978.

Paramount was the first studio to risk loweringesi for videotapes to stimulate demand,
retailing Airplane! at $29.95 — much lower than the average priceafral $70° The
strategy was successful, triggering a general fghtop and, as Thompson argues,
inaugurating the common practice of buying rathantrenting videotapes. This move
had the biggest significance in the family marké&ids could watch [family films] time
after time on the electronic babysitt&t’ The dominance of the family market in the
home video sector prompted a broader industry erelwfamily film production.

As Kramer suggests, the period between 1977 a&d 48w family entertainment
returning to ‘the centre of Hollywood'’s operatiofts’ Considering the incubation period
for a large-scale Hollywood film is typically atdst two years, the beginning of the

industry-wide family film craze can be more accebhatraced to 1982, a key year for

0 Balio, Hollywood in the Age of Televisiop. 262.
1 bid, p. 268.
92 Cook, Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofétate and Vietnam, 1970-1979 65.
zj ThompsonThe Frodo Franchise: The Lord of the Rings and Modéollywood p. 219.
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Cinema since the 1960s’, p. 193.
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several reasons. Special effects and computeradioimwere continuing to develop
rapidly. Star Trek Il: The Wrath of KhafNicholas Meyer), released in early June 1982,
featured sixty seconds of computer grapfiicsdore significantly, the following month
saw the release diron (Steven Lisberger) — Disney’s attempt to re-egthbtself at the
forefront of industry innovation — which containfedity minutes of computer graphics.
These films ‘signal[led] the dawn of the age ofidibspecial effects’ and illustrated the
continued technical strides the industry was takingating imagery that would have
been thought impossible only a decade betdrBy far the most significant development
of the year, however, was the release of Spielb& . Although Spielberg claims that
E.T. was a ‘personal film’ and expressed surprisésdiax office success, it was
perfectly timed, and apparently calculated for masdience appedi. E.T.had
considerable marketing potential and tie-in merdisalone ‘grossed $1 billion, nearly
half as much again as the fill°

The proliferation of family films in the mid-198@sought a wide diversification
of genres. Befor&tar Warsfamily films were marked by relative product
standardisation Since then, family films have been charactertsgdtylistic and generic
differentiation Loose generic patterns operating under the fafthih umbrella include:
1) the family-adventure movie, as noted ab®&)he family fantasy film, e.g=. T, The
Dark Crystal(Jim Henson, 1982 he NeverEnding StoWolfgang Petersen, 1984),

The GooniegFlight of the Navigato(Randall Kleiser, 1986),abyrinthy 3) the family-

% Stephen Prince: ‘Timeline: the 1980s’, Americand®ha of the 1980s, p. xi.
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friendly science movie, e.§VarGamegJohn Badham, 1983%hort Circuit(John
Badham, 1986)4) the family-friendly teen pic, e.gremling Back to the Futurand its
sequelsBeetlejuicgTim Burton, 1988)Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventu(8tephen
Herek, 1989)Wayne’s WorldPenelope Spheeris, 1998);sword and sorcery films, e.qg.
Conan the BarbariarfJohn Milius, 1982)|_.adyhawkgRichard Donner, 1985),egend
(Ridley Scott, 1985)The Black CauldrorfTed Berman and Richard Rich, 198bhe
Princess BridgRob Reiner, 1987)illow; 6) the body-swap film, e.d.ike Father Like
Son(Rod Daniel, 1987)ice-VersaBrian Gilbert, 1988)Big (Penny Marshall, 1988),
18 Again!(Paul Flaherty, 1988Y,) the adult-driven domestic family film, edncle
Buck(John Hughes, 1989)ational Lampoon’s Christmas Vacati@leremiah Chechik,
1989),Home AlongChris Columbus, 1990Hook (Steven Spielberg, 199 Hather of
the Bride(Charles Shyer, 1991¥irs Doubtfire(Chris Columbus, 19935tepmon{Chris
Columbus, 1998)3) the slapstick family domestic comedy, &K@idergarten Coglvan
Reitman, 1990)Ghost Dad(Sidney Poitier, 1990Beethover{Barry Levant, 1992),
Getting Even With Da¢Howard Deutch, 19949) the family-friendly literary classic
adaptation, e.gl'he Secret GardefAgnieszka Holland, 1993).ittle WomenGillian
Armstrong, 1994)A Little PrincesgAlfonso Cuaron, 1995}t0) the Christmas family
movie, e.gNational Lampoon’s Christmas Vacatidhiome AloneThe Muppet
Christmas Carol(Brian Henson, 1992} he Grinch(Ron Howard, 2000EIf (John
Favreau, 2003); antil) the animated family feature, eTthe Little MermaidRon
Clements and John Musker, 198Bgauty and the Bea@Bary Trousdale, 1991),
Aladdin(Ron Clements and John Musker, 1992)e Lion King(Roger Allers and Rob

Minkoff, 1994), Toy Story(John Lasseter, 1995).
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As will be seen, there is some overlap, and tkisd intended to be indicative
rather than exhaustive. Its usefulness lies usitating not only the stylistic variation
within family entertainment of the 1980s and 1994ig,also its culturally-determined
intermittency. The concept of commercially- anttunally-driven development seems
particularly valuable when considering contempofaryily films. From the early-to-
mid 1980s, family entertainment was dominated byilfigzadventure movies and fantasy
films. Although ‘real-world’ concerns (like divoe¢ and the threat of outside forces
infiltrating family harmony) play a part in suchnfasy family films a€.T.andFlight of
the Navigator their narratives are still largely driven by #eriences of the child
protagonists. In the mid-to-late 1980s, this beigarhange. Narratives became
increasingly driven by the experiences and angaifeadults, particularly middle-aged
men. The seeds were sown by the body-swap cydikensfin 1987 and 1988 (most
famously typified by Penny Marshallgig). By the following year, even renowned teen
film director John Hughes had moved into adult-enifamily films with the release of
Uncle Buckand a spate of similar movies followed over tegtriew years. This shift
from child- to adult-centric narratives was ondld defining features of late-1980s and
early-1990s Hollywood family entertainment.

The reasons behind this preoccupation with adulterns are complex. A
dominant factor appears to be the size, power @fiukence of the baby boom generation,
and its relationship with mass audiences. Thallpower of the baby boom
generation has been best explored by Landon Y sJevie provides the following
definition:

For two centuries the birthrate in the United Stated the world has steadily declined. It
is still declining. There is only one exceptitime single, unprecedented aberration we
call the postwar baby boom. It was not, as isrofhought, a short rise in the birthrate
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caused by returning Gls making up for lost tinttebegan that way in 1946, but instead
of stopping in the 1950s (as in Europe), the tidabe of births continued, affecting all
races and classes with astonishing uniformityis Tlational euphoria — what | shall call
the “procreation ethic” — peaked in 1957, whenerthian 4.3 million babies were born.
At least 4 million babies were born in each of isenper-crop years from 1954 through
1964, the last real year of the baby binge. dtthited, 76,441,000 babies — one third of
our present population — arrived in the 19 yeamm 1946 through 1964*

Through sheer force of numbers, Jones arguesathelimbom drove the explosive
emergence of the teenage market in the 1950s. , Tihére 1960s, ‘teenagers accounted
for 55 percent oéll soft drink sales, 53 percent all movie tickets] 48 percent of all
records sold*®* The power of the baby boom generation was thigeifo addition to its
demographic size, it was also the richest and &éstated in U.S. history’

As the older sections of the baby boom maturethild-rearing age, the
generation continued to be the dominant voice . Qulture:

In the 1980s, the boom children are continuingrtimeperious ways. They are turning a
youth-centred society into an adult-centred onthag make their particular concerns,

whether housing prices or tax reform, into natimisessions. They are a generational

tyranny**

By the 1970s, however, the birth rate was in skiagine. This ‘baby bust’ coincided
with a period in U.S. history where long-establgimerms of social behaviour appeared
either outmoded, or in terminal decline. The msibn of the family was at the forefront
of this development. Most notably, the divorcergtew dramatically. Reynolds Farley
suggests that North Americans in the 1970s ‘adopésdviews about personal
fulfilment and about whether unhappily married desphould stay togethéf> Baby
boomers were getting married and having childréegr llnan previous generations,

partially a corollary of gender-role reassignments the counter-cultural movement of

101 | andon Y. JonesGreat Expectations: America and the Baby Boom Gatimr, New York: Coward,
McCann & Geohagan, 1980, p. 2.

192 pid, p. 73.

193 |pid, p. 1.

194 |bid.

195 Reynolds FarleyThe New American Realjtjlew York: Russell Sage Foundation, 1996, p. 113.
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the 19603% Although sociologists such as Theodore CaplowStephanie Coontz

have argued that actual changes in familial andabstructures were less significant than
is commonly thought, psychologically the baby bomsrentered the 1980s, as Jones
argues, as ‘a generation of uncertainty, unsuretabeir role in society, unsure about
marriage and family, unsure even about reproduitismselves*®’ But while anxiety
may have been widespread amongst baby boomerstips@egarding the relationship
between self and family changed significantly:

The Good Times Generation never doubted its pigsrifirst family, then marriage, and
finally self. But the baby boomers turned it wigsdown: their first priority was the self.
Then came marriage, if it worked. And finally filynif that worked, tod®

In the 1970s and 1980s, ‘the cult of the child frae] the cult of the adult®®

There were, however, significant socio-politicehsons for this social retreat into
domestic self-interest. The failure of the Vietn#far and subsequent resignation of
President Nixon in 1974 following the Watergate smracy sapped U.S. confidence in
its own supremacy. Historian Irving Louis Horowétrgued that:

Watergate is more than a historic event in Amerigalitics. It is an apocalyptic event in
American morality. It represents a benchmark pityderminating 200 years of
innocence, empirical confirmation that providehes abandoned America for parts as
yet unknown'*°

Although such statements now may appear excesgpeetgntous, U.S. anxiety
regarding the state of society ran deep durindatte21970s. In July 1979, President

Carter broadcasted his now-infamous ‘crisis of mmrfce’ speech to the nation. This

198 pid, p. 110.

197 See Stephanie Coonfhe Way We Really Are: Coming to Terms with Americhanging Families
New York: Basic Books, 1998, and Theodore Caploal éliddletown Families: Fifty Years of Change
and Continuity Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 198MesGreat Expectations: America
and the Baby Boom Generatiqup. 1-2.

198 JonesGreat Expectations: America and the Baby Boom Gaiet, p. 212.

199 pid, p. 207.

19 rving Louis Horowitz,Ideology and Utopia in the United States 1956-19#%don, Oxford and New
York: Oxford University Press, 1977, p. 46.
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sense of anomie was a poorly-understood phenomandrCarter’s response to the
crisis was correspondingly nebulous, identifying

a fundamental threat to American democracy [...]tklneat is nearly invisible in

ordinary ways. It is a crisis of confidence.slt crisis that strikes at the very heart

and soul and spirit of our national will. We cgge this crisis in the growing doubt about

the meaning of our own lives and in the loss ohiy of purpose for our natioh®
In retrospect, Carter’s speech was a politicalratrat contributed to his defeat to Ronald
Reagan in the Presidential elections of the follmyear. Reagan ‘turned this crisis of
confidence into a successful presidential campamml came into office promising to
‘cut income taxes, boost military spending, and enAknericans “feel good™*?

Under Reagan, the U.S. became a far more conservettion. Warren
Buckland argues that:

Reagan rhetoric became synonymous with the follgwinster of terms: nostalgia,

populism, anti-intellectualism, aggressive selffidence, spiritual uplift, and

reassurance, all focused around an attack oraliber and secular humanish.
The worst economic recession since the 1930s herfa in 1981, and lasted almost
two years, yet the Reagan years were marked byeaaedening gap between rich and
poor!** Although Reagan professed to believe that ‘Anagsitrue greatness lay less in
material riches than in its values that gave pr&ence to individual freedom’,
monetary income ‘became the accepted measure &f valee to society’® The so-

called ‘cult of conspicuous consumption’ is perhbpst exemplified by the yuppie class,

who ‘plunged joyously into the American mainstreasady to consumé™® By 1988,

11 Jimmy Carter, ‘The “Crisis of Confidence” Speechily 15, 1979.
<http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/carter/flmmore/pssis:html> [accessed 24/02/2007].

112 Michael SchallerReckoning with Reagan: American and its Presidetié 1980sOxford: Oxford
University Press, 1992, pp. 66, Vii.

13 warren Buckland, ‘1982: Movies and Other Worldsherican Cinema of the 1980s: Themes and
Variations p. 63.

14 SchallerReckoning with Reagan: American and its Presideiihé 1980spp. 49, 76.

15 pid, pp. 3, 72.

18 pid, p. 75.
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‘yuppie’ had become a sluNewsweelannounced that the group were ‘in disgrace’ and
even suggested that ‘the 1980s were over, two yearg ' In spite of the public
dishonour of the Iran-Contra affair, which impliedtReagan in the secret selling of arms
to Iran to fund right-wing Sandinista rebels ovesth the democratically-elected
communist government of Nicaragua, the Presidenaiged overwhelmingly populdt®

It has becomee rigeurin film criticism to invoke ‘Reaganism’ as the ki&y
unlocking a deeper understanding of 1980s Hollywfdots. Many critics have noted
that the socially-critical auteur movement, whicudHlourished in the 1970s, withered
and died during the Reagan era. Cook argues that:

The election of Ronald Reagan to the Presidenakedeahe loss of two illusions
fabricated during the decade that preceded it fias the illusion of a liberal political
consensus created by the antiwar movement, thergée scandal, and the subsequent
resignation of Richard Nixon as President of tinétédl States [...] The second illusion,
intermingled with the first, was that mainstreamétican movies might aspire to the sort
of serious social or political content describbdee on a permanent basis.

Cook concurs with Robin Wood, who contends thaeBprg’s and Lucas’s family-
adventure movies typify ‘Reaganite entertainméfft’ Cook argues that such movies
privilege ‘a juvenile mythos of “awe” and “wonddari movies that embraced
conservative cultural values’, mirroring Reagandetf who ‘still exuded the boyish
charm and facile optimism of a Saturday matine&.itfo Reagan became ‘the perfect
simulacrum of blockbuster heroes like Luke Skywakked Indiana Jones?? Both
critics have a point, although the analogy is peshaleological. After all, these films —

emerging several years before Reagan swept tecffltardly rode the crest of a tidal

7 bid, p. 76.
118 pid, p. 66.
119 Cook, Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofatgate and Vietnam, 1970-197. xv-
XVi.
120\Wo0d, Hollywood from Vietnam to Reagam 162.
121 Cook, Lost lllusions: American Cinema in the Shadow ofatgate and Vietnam, 1970-1972 xi.
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wave of Reaganite conservatism. However, populnie and popular politics certainly
fulfilled a cultural need, playing the emotionsh&t than challenging the intellect of the
U.S. public.

Hollywood films continued to reveal cultural antyién the socio-political context
of 1980s America, but the ideologies of unease \i@renore displaced. By 1980, as
Edward Reiss explains,

“Middle America” was concerned about relative UsSonomic decline; loss of U.S.
strategic superiority; the failure of détente, gedceived vacillation among NATO allies.
Events in Iran, Afghanistan, and Nicaragua coiedidith a wave of militarist
revanchism in the USA and the resurgence of a “Rétt” which sought a technical or
military solution, unilaterally enforceable by tbeS., to the problem of super-power
relations [...] Presenting itself as the party afgence, the Republican platform of 1980

called for a massive military build-up, “more moaleABM technologies and “overall

military and technological superiority over thev&b Union” %3

Culture and politics became powerfully intertwinethe most significant expression of
this symbiosis was Reagan’s conception of the &jratDefence Initiative (SDI),
nicknamed ‘Star Wars’. The SDI began life as a.thiiitary initiative designed to
combat the threat of ballistic missiles. Under ¢ags regime, its scope was widened
considerably. Dubbing the program ‘Star Wars’doaobt as a public-relations exercise,
the President announced the SDI to the nation oriv23, 1983 Reagan outlined a
vision of using advanced technology to make nuchesapons ‘impotent and obsolete’,
promising to change ‘the course of human histonghwhe program’s supposed ability to

maintain an impervious ‘shield’ against nuclearsités:>°

123 Edward ReissThe Strategic Defence Initiativ€ambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992 38p.
40. Reiss provides a rigorous technical and cailtuistory of the SDI from its origins, its popukation in
the 1980s, and its increasing marginalisation dteagan left office due to recognition of its inder
limitations as conceived.
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The proposal was founded upon the idea of usibgiog satellites to shoot down
enemy nuclear missiles upon launch, but Reagaeteric greatly exceeded the abilities
of the technology. On the day of the speech antiagrit to the world, ‘the head of
directed energy weapons development had told dessnh-committee [...] that, because
of disappointing performance, the SDI did not mexitra funds®?® The whole concept
of ‘Star Wars’ rested, as Reiss has observed, stramge mingling of science and
culture, expertise and populisi. Despite the paradox of the ultimate super-weapon
being presented as ‘inherently defensive’, Reagaifés of a water-tight defensive shield
offered rhetorical appeal ‘to all those who yearndecurity, or subconsciously hope that
the Absolute Bomb should be matched by an Absdbefience’*?® Furthermore, the
promise of ‘Star Wars’ tapped into deeply-held noytigies surrounding U.S. cultural
history, such as intellectual and technologicaremacy, and the desire to expand the
frontier (in this case deep space, rather than nageest). The ‘Star Wars’ initiative
also played on the nation’s perceived vulnerabibypearing — falsely — to offer a
scientific solution to a scientific problem. Althgh the scientific community widely
discredited Reagan’s public conceptualisation efSBI, recognition of its failure was
more of a slow realisation for the U.S. publicofrthe start, therefore, ‘Star Wars’ was
a rhetorical fabrication; an attempt to gain poéticapital from two dominant cultural
themes of the period: unease surrounding the dondf U.S. society, and the escapist
promise of a better future as embodied in the fesaof Lucas and Spielberg.

In this context, it is unsurprising that familynfis of the early-1980s reflected

unease in Middle America regarding state-regulatgehtific advance, intensified in its

126 pid, p. 38.
127 pid, p. 153.
128 pid, p. 159.
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relationship with the domestic sphere. Mick Brackeand Tim Shary have both noted
the abundance of early-1980s Hollywood films conedrwith either the uses of nuclear
power or the relationship between science and tengocial arena. Shary considers
the ‘science film’ one of the five key genres imtamporary teen films, typified by such
productions adVeird SciencéMartha Coolidge, 1985) ariReal GeniugJohn Hughes,
1985)*2° Whilst Broderick concedes that ‘most nuclear ree\éschew direct action by
children in challenging the military-industrial cptax’, he argues that a selection of
1980s films reverse this trefitf. Citing WarGamesThe Manhattan ProjediMarshall
Brickman, 1986)Project X(Jonathan Kaplan, 1987) amdrminator 2: Judgement Day
(James Cameron, 1991) as key examples, Broderggests that

a repeated fear in such movies is the removaliofdm choice from the nuclear
decision-making “loop”. This becomes a narratiape that the “wisdom” of
children and adolescents narratively seeks tessir"

Noteworthy family films from this period which asemilarly preoccupied with the use of
scientific technology includE.T, Back to the FuturgFlight of the NavigatoandShort
Circuit. This variety of unease might be regarded aslipuwtorld’ anxiety, as opposed
to the more emphatically ‘private-world’ anxietythie later adult-driven family films.
The beginnings of this complex textual relatiopstan be traced t6.T: perhaps
the archetypal modern family film. It purportsamss demographic boundaries not by
addressing children and adults as separate enbtiedy tapping into an appeal of the
senses, consciously drawing upon ‘awe’ and ‘wondsveeping orchestral music,

cutting-edge visuals, and an avowed naivety inatie and sentiment. Its wide appeal

129 Timothy SharyGeneration Multiplex: The Image of Youth in Conterapy American CinemaAustin:
University of Texas Press, 2002, pp. 2, 181-208.

130 Mick Broderick, ‘Rebels with a Cause: Childrensis the Military Industrial ComplexYouth Culture
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stems partially from its appeal to the emotiontheathan the intellect: even a critic as
hardened as Robin Wood is forced to admit thaeh@ys being reconstructed as a
child’.**? | would, however, tend to agree with Kramer'sesssnent that the pleasures of

regressive texts for adults are far from ‘mindldasiature'

On the contrary, the act of
an emotionally-mature adult sitting down to watategressive family film has the
capacity to be emphatically self-conscious. Furttzee, | would argue that the adult
appeal in films likeE. T. emanates partially from the textual dialectic besw aspects of
so-called ‘pure fantasy’, and the occasional irgtlon of real-world adult anxiety. All of
Spielberg’s family narratives maintain this dialedietween the fantastic and the
mundane; perhaps this suggests the influence @iuheur principles, specifically the
need to give his fantastic narratives some sobdiiggding. Alternatively, perhaps
Spielberg is himself aware of the audience appitli® real world/fantasy world
dialectic. In either case, his narratives persityallude to such emphatically adult
concerns as divorce, family breakdown and outsittasion, before usually drawing
back and allowing the fantastic, the magical, intph.

These agendas ultimately serve to deepen theypddds association, particularly
amongst adult audiences, as they concede the mogsté an unpalatable alternative to
utopian fantasy which is vanquished in the ends iltonic, given that Columbia’s

market researchers allegedly found that the filnnldnterest no-one over the age of 4

and advised scrapping the production, that:

132\Wood, Hollywood from Vietnam to Reagam 164.
133 Kramer, ‘Would You Take Your Child to See Thisrf#: The Cultural and Social Work of The Family
Adventure Movie’, p. 297.
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Children were not the primary makerskoT.’s successThe New York Timesn 30
December 1982 reported a “significant increasedvier-25s attending movies. The
headline was unequivocal: “Adults lured back tm$§ by E.T."***

Morris, in fact, argues th&t.T.s success stemmed from its appeal spacificsection of
the adult audience:

E.T's New York audiences queuing around the block aisagd not families but
heterosexual childless couples in their late 2@530s. Many belonged to the emergent
yuppie class, wealthy manifestations of enterprideure, identified by power dressing,
expensive eating tastes and designer acces&dries.

All family films must maintain a dialectical balamof appeal between the needs of
children and adults to maintain profitability, aimdthis sensek=.T.is a model production:
offering cross-demographic appeal, it was hugetgsssful at the domestic and
international box office, and on home video, andniillary markets. Moreover, it was
more than merely a film; it was a cultural phenoorerenabling the manufacture of a
franchise that endures long after the film hasredvie theatres.

The story begins when a suburban schoolboy c&lleatt (Henry Thomas)
discovers a small alien in his back yard. Accidéiytstranded on Earth by his mother-
ship, the alien — E.T. — is adopted by Elliott dunsifamily. Before long, the government
becomes aware of the creature’s presence andhake&lliott and E.T. — whose
relationship has somehow become symbiotic — foegrgentation. Ultimately, Elliott,
with the assistance of a gang of friends, managtake the alien back to the forest in
which he landed, and the alien ship promptly retdoncollect him. In an ending closely
mirroring the final sequence @flose Encounterghe mother-ship departs in a blaze of
special effects and grandiose music, as the hutoak®on in amazement. There is,

however, a key difference between the films. Tena inClose Encounterdowever

134 Toby Miller et al.,Global Hollywood 2 London: BFI Publishing, 2005, p. 266; Morrig)e Cinema of
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benevolent their intentions, are explicitly ‘otheE.T.’s ‘alienness’ is more cosmetic.
As reflected in his simpatico relationship withi&i, E.T. is symbolically a small child,
moving between the contrary poles of innocenceexp@rience as the narrative
structures of the films demands. His occasiomalvgig red heart is highly suggestive.
But even where the film’s regressive trajectoryegp most strongly defined — the
relationship between E.T. and Elliott — the conflietween the public and private
spheres powerfully emerges. It is soon establighathis domestic environment is far
from healthy. Elliott’'s unseen father has recestyup home with another woman in
Mexico, leaving his emotionally-stressed motheryy®ee Wallace) struggling to cope
in his absence. Her refusal to believe that Elhas met an alien prompts the sullen
response, ‘dad would believe me’, a piece of diadodoubtlessly reflecting adult
remorse over the culpability of family breakdowfss Mary walks out, tearfully, Elliott’s
older brother, Mike (Robert MacNaughton) strikeskawhy don’t you grow up and
think about how other people feel for a change?’

The most significant scene in the movie — darkbyongruous in tone, if not in
underlying message — occurs later in the film, leetwMike and Elliott. The brothers are
seen sifting regretfully through artefacts of theung childhood, at a time when their
father was still present:

Elliott: Remember the time when he used to take us ohetbdll games, and
take us to the movies, and we had popcorn fights?

Mike: [reassuringly] We'll do that again, Elliott.

Elliott: [disbelievingly] Sure.

Unbeknownst to the boys, their conversation is ¢p@nonitored. Although the precise
identity of the intruders is not revealed, and wendt see their faces, we are left to

assume that they are government operatives inegistipe. T.’s arrival. As signalled by
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unusually ominous music, this is one of the few ranta of genuine unease in the film.
Surely it is no coincidence that the flmmakerssdhito portray this intrusion taking place
at the moment of greatest family intimacy. Theuders clearly represent state abuse of
power. This theme is later reinforced when Ellasttl E.T. are taken for
experimentation, and hordes of scientists — remtl@nenymous by their full-body
protective suits — invade the house. Only onensisie Keys (Peter Coyote), identifies
with the family and eventually helps E.T.’s escapéthough the alien’s departure
signifies the ultimate triumph of fantasy over paia, these anxieties are not entirely
effaced. Most 1980s family films are located, pmachantly, not in a Tolkienian world

of imagination, but in the contemporary adult woxdtth all its attendant threats,

concerns and complexities.
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Figure 9: An assortment of government scientists ahofficials invade the suburban home irE.T.
(1982).
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WarGamesandShort Circuitexplicitly confront abuses of powewarGames
centres on school-age computer hacker David (MatBwderick). Accustomed to
breaking into the school computer records to chémggrades, he comes across a system
containing a folder called ‘Global Thermo-Nucleaaiywhich he misinterprets as an
innocent computer game. In reality, he has haakedan automated government
computer system regulating nuclear weapons. Spgekimilitary panic, David is taken
into custody, and the situation escalates to theklmf nuclear war before the boy uses
his computing faculties to shut down the systenthdugh an interesting text in its own
right, WarGamess positioned more towards the teenage than allragrket; Badham’s
later film, Short Circuit explores similar territory, but is more overtiniily-orientated.
As with WarGamesShort Circuitcentres on a highly-advanced government-affiliated
scientific endeavour that spirals out of contrabtigh irresponsibility and abuse. In this
film, it is a private computer technology corpooati Nova Laboratories, whose project is
being developed for the U.S. military. Nova is eleping a specialised type of heavily-
armed robot for use on the battlefield. AsNMarGamesthis technology is explicitly
offensive, with the potential for destruction omassive scale.

The filmmakers obviously mistrust the governngentotives and competency to
handle dangerous technology. An early exchangeteeeunscrupulous head of the
facility, Howard Marner (Austin Pendleton) — sigo#ntly, a former scientist who has
renounced his principles and now describes hinaselh businessman’ — attempting to
secure support for the project in the Senate. riitieary’s plan to use the robots as
weapons is ineffectually but bitingly reproved bg trobots’ creator, Newton Crosby
(Steve Guttenberg):

Military official: It is the ultimate soldier. Obeys orders, newsajuestions.
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Crosby: Originally, | had non-military purposes in mintddesigned it as a
marital aid.

Marner : [laughing nervously] Very funny. No, | think wkall agree that Dr.
Crosby has designed a weapon that will keepworld safe for all time.

Crosby: Howard, what's safe about blowing people up?

This exchange evokes Reagan'’s rhetoric surrourtiemgupposedly-defensive function
of the ‘Star Wars’ program. The mood changes shafterwards, as a laboratory
accident accidentally makes one of the robots —Ib&rrd (Tim Blaney) — sentient.
Escaping from the lab, Number 5 encounters theyditegphanie (Ally Sheedy), who
mistakes him for an alien. Their early scenesttayein which Ally attempts to educate
him in the ways of contemporary North American,ldeniably recalE.T. Much of the
film centres upon the pursuit of Number 5 by Novaititary arm, which believes the
robot has gone rogue and represents a threat futilie. As with the pursuit of David
in WarGamesthe military have mistaken an innocent partydatangerous foe, implying
not only a dangerous lack of perception, but thayrepresent more of a threat to public
safety than the supposed enemies they determihestooy. Tonally, the film fuses
socially-relevant themes like the use of technoliogy responsible way; domestic and
military worldwide armament; adult relationshipsidsudding romance — with a rather
juvenile treatment in the scenes featuring Number &eation clearly designed to thrill
and amuse young children. Leaving aside the cartecaction between the robot and
his human friends, the cultural frames of refereseestrikingly grown-up.

Back to the Future- one of the highest-grossing films of the decadan be seen
as an intermediate step between the overt fantfaSyloand the adult-driven domestic
narratives of the late-1980s. The film centreslown-to-earth teenager Marty McFly
(Michael J. Fox). Although his school career amahify life are floundering, Marty has a

stable relationship with his long-term girlfrienddaa close friendship with eccentric
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local inventor Doc Brown (Christopher Lloyd). Aftgears of botched attempts and
scrounging for materials, the Doc has finally sect=l in piecing-together a fully-
functioning time machine, retro-fitted to the chasd a DeLorean sports car. Through a
complex series of events, Marty succeeds in actatlgtiransporting himself thirty years
back in time, to his own neighbourhood, circa 19%8ere he meets his own mother and
father, and discovers the reasons behind theingaiklationship in the present: his
mother, Lorraine (Lea Thompson), behind her dereuterior, is actually a devil-may-
care rebel, whilst his father, George (Crispin @Igus comically gauche, passive and
inept. Realising that his own future — and thahtisfentire family unit — depends on him
reshaping the present and forging a successfulaeship between the pair, Marty
begins match-making. In the process, he must eéagethis father to become a more
assertive, responsible figure, more attractivedodine and a better father to himself.
He must also figure out a way of transporting hilfisack to 1985, with time running

out and the prospect of being marooned in the 18608creasing possibility.

Like the adult-driven, small-town family dramastbé 1940sBack to the Future
uses nostalgia for a bygone age as a form of scoramentary on the inadequacies of
the present. As Coontz has argued, U.S. socisty ffixation with the 19505° It was a
period of relative social and ideological stabilibgfore the counter-cultural movement
of the 1960s. Polls have also shown that North #caas regard the decade as ‘the best
time for children to grow up™®’ The 1950s embody more masculine than feminine
fantasies of ideal domesticity, which is unsurpgsigiven that career opportunities for

women were fewer, and that ‘a number of studiegssigthat the 1950s style of

136 Coontz,The Way we Really Are: Coming to Terms with Amé&ri€hanging Familiespp. 33-43.
137 (i
Ibid, p. 33.
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marriages were good for men’s health and well-BeftfgIn an era of supposed family
crisis, this nostalgic yearning can be seen heeerapetitive, blatant identification with
1950s archetypes. Marty possesses an affinity Jathes Dean denim jackets and rock
‘n roll, and a disregard for overbearing authorit the same time, his apparent
proclivity towards rebellion is deeply-rooted inndormity. His relationship with his
girlfriend is stable and loving (according to thed)freshly returned from a trip to the
future at the end of the film, the relationshiplweiventually result in marriage). He also
has a steady job, drives a car and still attendeadc A more clean-cut rebel can scarcely
be imagined. Although he is bafflingly regardecaasemi-delinquent by the
authoritarian school principal, his actions andatjae tend to mark him out as adult
masquerading as child.

As if to disavow suggestions of an ideologicadiadg ill-befitting its self-
appointed status as popcorn entertainment, theféiétures a number of satirical
references to contemporary politics. The 1950&maof the Doc, disbelieving Marty’s
contention that he has travelled back through tes&s the name of the President in
1985. Upon hearing the response, the Doc exclaRasiald Reagan? The actor? Then
who’s vice-president? Jerry Lewis?’ Later, the Demarks, ‘no wonder your president
has to be an actor. He has to look good on tetevis Such comments may have chimed
with viewers cognizant of Reagan’s admission that job was “something like shooting
a script” in which characters appeared, departeditze plot advanced®® Moreover,
these humorous allusions to political currents s¢ovdivert attention from any actual

agenda the film may be seen as promoting, cre#ttmglusion that it is both apolitical

138 Andrew J. Cherlin, ‘The Changing American FamihdaPublic Policy’, The Changing American
Family and Public PolicyWashington: The Urban Institute Press, 1988 1g29), p. 16.
139 SchallerReckoning with Reagan: America and its Presideiihén1980sp. 57.
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and open regarding its political affiliation (iiedoes not have one). This theme is
reinforced by a sub-plot concerning the electoaahpaigns of two mayoral candidates,
one from the ‘present’ and the other from 1955 thBwromise ‘progress’, the 1950s
candidate offering ‘more jobs, better educatioggbr civic improvements and lower
taxes’. Such scenes suggest a preoccupation létkind of social galvanisation Reagan
offered the electorate. In all cases, howevegdlatlusions take place in the background,
and the film is careful to show Marty’'s disconnentand apparent lack of interest in this
dull and corrupt arena. Instead, Marty is closdfifiated with the Doc, whose
homespun and benign eccentricity delineates hithe&cceptable’ face of scientific
innovation and technical advance. The Doc stamd®arp contrast to the shady and
morally-dubious state-regulated activities depicted/arGamesndShort Circuit

Back to the Future family drama unfolds against a striking backdodpantasy
and expensive-looking special effects. This adstimenovation, however, ultimately
serves to obfuscate the conventionality and idecédgonservatism of the narrative.
This is not really a fantasy movie; the impresgimealised time-travelling car is little
more than a framing-device which allows the filmmeskto differentiate the disparate
ideologies of past and present. The dissatisfactidhe heart of Marty’s 1980s family is
quickly established. The 24-year-old Lea Thompsaonake-up depicts Lorraine as tired
and downtrodden, and her emotional need for lodeadiention is obviously left
unfulfilled by the pathetically ineffectual Georgehose guffaws at inane television
shows drown-out the plaintive sentiments of hisswiNothing short of a reversal of
established history, as it is configured throughrtyla brittle 1980s family unit, is

satisfactory to the creative team behind the movViee success of Marty’s mission is
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signalled by the ending, which depicts a happyctional family unit, underpinned by
George’s transformation into a confident, assempagiarch. The purportedly feel-good
emphasis of the movie is actually little more tlaaveneer, masking the unsubtle
remodelling of the family unit to a state of idegilwal acceptability. With this in mind,
the apparent guilelessness of the protagonist Igeliverts audience attention from the
blatancy of the film’s agenda®ack to the Futureafter all, holds a well-established
reputation as a feel-good drama and special-efietigle. However, the
conventionalism of its narrative, if recognisedpmaere likely to be seen as another
pleasing evocation of its nostalgic qualities, eatthan as a form of social commentary.
This shift towards the domestic arena was confiringthe body-swap series.
1988 was year zero for the contemporary adult-dril@mestic family film, a genre that
continued to hold sway well into the 1990s. Thdykswap cycle responded to two
major social concerns in the late-1980s. The Wuas the visible emergence of the
yuppie class, and the question of how this groupaoéer-minded individuals would
respond to the demands of parenthood. There aréaivtors to consider here: the
obvious distaste the yuppie class provoked in cestctions of the U.S. media and
general public, contrasted with its size, econoamd social influence, which ensured
that its issues as a dominant social group remairssille. The second major concern,
heavily related to the first, was the social antitigal obsession with childhood and
parenthood in the late-1980s. These issues mavibe: forefront of U.S. political
campaigning. The debate surrounding the contempoaaditions of childhood and
parenthood was, as Coontz contends, highly asdilfininature. By 1994, according to

TheLos Angeles Time&kandidates of both parties were “lining up” tan the family
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values bandwagon’, while in 1996, politician Dana@le reported that ‘America has
truly reached a new consensus’ to ‘support thaeohiihodel of father, mother, and
child’.**® In the late-1980s, much of this attention surdmechthe contemporary role of
the father. In 1988, sociologist Frank F. Furseglrould confidently proclaim that
‘fatherhood is in vogue** Furstenberg argued that late-1980s fathers wisiect to a
labelling process dividing them between ‘good dash&l ‘bad dads’. The phenomenon
emerged because ‘the good provider role is onatg eut [...] but its legitimate
successor has not yet appeared on the s&&n&he growing realisation that ‘more than
half of all children growing up today will spendlagst part of their childhood in a single
parent childhood, usually headed by a woman’ predatonsiderable unea%€. This
social preoccupation with the family provoked aoadsgting, cyclical relationship
between popular politics and society-at-large. lywabod cinema, often a barometer of
social trends, was quick to address these issues.

Although a number of body-swap titles emerged betw1987 and 1988, the film
which made the biggest impact — and grossed thé maisey — wa8ig. Like Back to
the Future Big utilises a pseudo-fantasy framework as a narraixéce with which to
manoeuvre its characters into impossible situatidrie story centres on thirteen-year-
old Josh Baskin (David Moscow). Denied many pleaswof adulthood, and lacking the
courage to speak to older girls, Josh fantasisestaululthood. Encountering a
mysterious contraption at the local fairground pisong to grant wishes, he asks to be a

grown-up. He is informed that his wish has beemtgd, but nothing appears to happen,

140 Coontz,The Way we Really Are: Coming to Terms with Am&riChanging Familiesp. 6.

141 Frank F. Furstenberg, ‘Good Dads — Bad Dads: Tae§ of FatherhoodThe Changing American
Family and Public Policyed. Andrew J. Cherlin (pp. 193-218), p. 193.
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so he returns home. The next morning, howeveawskes to find himself in the body
of a thirty-year-old man (Tom Hanks). Terrified turns to his mother for reassurance,
but she runs him out of the house, believing hirbe@ burglar. Fortunately, Josh is
spotted by successful toy manufacturer MacMillaol{&t Loggia). Impressed by his
spirit, charm and vitality, MacMillan immediatelyfers him an executive position
evaluating new toy lines. Also impressed by tesliness of the newcomer, fellow
executive Susan (Elizabeth Perkins) quickly falléove with Josh and they begin a
relationship. Although initially successful, theationship gradually falls apart, due to a
combination of Susan’s insecurities and Josh’s ematimmaturity. He finally tells
Susan the truth about his true nature. Theyquarpany, and Josh — suddenly
transformed back to childhood — returns home tddnsly.

As may be gauged from this synodig,is highly convoluted. Concerned with
exploring the relationship between childhood andlthdod in the contemporary world,
the film certainly struck a chord with audiences #me Academy (who nominated the
film for Best Screenplay) alike. The blurb on theck cover of the home video release —
‘You'll never forget Tom Hanks in “Big” — a speciebmedy that’ll make you feel years
younger’ — heavily implies a largely adult targatlence. Indeed, Josh is not really a
child: he is an adult’s conception of childhood,iahocent frozen smiles and awkward
mannerisms, ignorant about sex and adult relatipashnd obsessed with mindless play
to an extent bordering on caricature, especialyaftt2-year-old. Josh is the polar
opposite of such cocksure, wised-up and cynical @ protagonists of the eighties
such as Ferris Bueller and Jeff Spicoli, charaatelg a few years older than Josh on-

screen, but clearly concocted for very differerdiance demographics. Even child
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protagonists such as Elliott i T. or David (Joey Cramer) iRlight of the Navigatoare
not shown to be as naive or — for want of a bétten — ‘childish’ as Josh BaskirBig
emerged in a period in which Hollywood was makingpacerted effort to engage more
realistically with the intricacies and complexitiéfsadolescence — and not solely for
commercial purposes. Hollywood’s depiction of dhgin, though — at least in films
supposedly intended for younger audiences — wasisgly becomindessrealistic.

The movie’s agendas become apparent soon afteradssmes his position on
MacMillan’s executive board. His success in thepoaation, it is implied, stems from
the fact that he alone retains the innocence erelddal the ‘essential’ child. He can still
have fun, and he is usually generous and lovingially, Susan is only slightly more
sympathetic than her joyless, soulless colleagWés.learn that she has had several
unfulfilling affairs with office co-workers, and @sents herself to Josh as bored with the
lifestyle and looking for something more. Miscansgtg her interest as purely platonic,
he innocently invites Susan to spend the nightsafl&. When they arrive at the
apartment, which is littered with childish toys,s8u is introduced to his bunk-bed and
allocated the bottom bunk. Josh wishes her ggbdnwithout so much as a kiss on the
cheek; Susan misunderstands his naivety for regpectestraint, and her fascination
with him deepens further. As the narrative unfoldsvever, Josh begins to lose his
childish innocence as he becomes more deeply emth@gkhin the back-stabbing
corporate structure inhabited by the high executiVlee implication is clear — the yuppie
lifestyle is inherently harmful on two levels: uptire individual, and upon society-at-
large. At the same time, the qualities he emboalieshemselves equated with ‘ideal’

adulthood. When Josh'’s rival Paul (John Heard} &lsan ‘what is so special about
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Baskin?’ Susan can only respond, ‘he’s a grown-Uyaiter, as the cracks in Josh’s and
Susan’s relationship begin to widen and he dedlesveal that he is only a child, Susan
again misunderstands, replying, ‘Oh, and who is¥t® think that there isn’t a
frightened kid inside of me, too?’ By implicatiathen, the self-aggrandisement and
excessive professional ambition constitutive ofythppie are not only corrupt, but
inherently immature. It takes the artless, unaéfiéc¢wisdom’ of childhood to bring that
fact into focus. In the midst of such observatienshich purport to offer a therapeutic
function for adult audiences, but which were sutest on many child viewers — the
realities of childhood become obscured to the pafimtvisibility.

1989 was a very strong year for the family filRon Howard'sParenthoodan
adult drama concerned with the intricacies of ngsa family in contemporary North
America, was highly successful critically and comanaly, underscoring the importance
of ‘family’ to U.S. society at the time. Corresmbingly, adult-driven domestic family
comedies, which traded upon similar preoccupativese gathering pace withncle
BuckandNational Lampoon’s Christmas Vacaticand this genre would continue to
flourish during the early-1990s. There were twesieely successful franchise-based
family-adventure movieBatman(Tim Burton) andndiana Jones and the Last Crusade
(Steven Spielberg), alongside lesser entries igémee such adoney, | Shrunk the Kids
andGhost Busters lIBill and Ted’s Excellent Adventuveas an important step in an
emerging genre of films with dual teen- and fanaifypeal. Most significantly of all,
animation had made a successful mass-audience reiilr Disney’sThe Little
Mermaid All in all, the Hollywood family film was in fie health as the 1980s drew to a

close. The foundations had been built solidly.
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Consolidation vs. innovation: the family audiencen the 1990s

The final section of this chapter is a tale of whstinct halves. On the one hand, family
movies as an entertainment format did not dramlgtichange during the 1990s. The
1970s and 1980s had seen the reconfiguration dj\obd’s entire conception of family
movies, as production became attuned to develogmem¢chnology, demographic
composition and popular culture. Although Hollywloembraced family entertainment
on a much wider scale in the early-1990s, in tesfomposition the trend was more
towards consolidation than innovation. On the ottand, seismic changes were
occurring within the fabric of Hollywood’s corpoeastructures. Almost imperceptibly to
casual observers, the major studios become pgtobél entertainment systems, through
a seemingly endless series of mergers and partpsrsBeginning in the early-1960s and
gathering pace in the mid-1980s, the merger movéenwerinued into the 1990s and
beyond, offering major film producers verticallyegrated access to a variety of other
media to fully exploit the power of the movie brand/hile the fruits of such corporate
deal-making did not become wholly apparent ungl tiew millennium, family
entertainment became increasingly important toeheternational conglomerates,
desperate to capture the broadest cross-sectitve global audience.

In front of the camera, however, Hollywood congduo exploit successful
production trends from the previous decade. Thiy-4890s were dominated by adult-
driven domestic comedies, most notallyme AloneHook andMrs Doubtfire
knockabout family comedies lik€ndergarten CopGhost DadandBeethovenDisney
animated features, notalleauty and the BeggtladdinandThe Lion King and family-

adventure blockbusters likehe Addams FamiliBarry Sonnenfeld, 1991Batman
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Returns(Tim Burton, 1992) andurassic ParkSteven Spielberg, 1993). There is little
more to be said of the family-adventure movie, Wipcogressed along similar lines to its
late-1970s and 1980s predecessors. However, ¢deminance of adult-driven domestic
comedies, and the continuing emergence of aninfatgdres, requires further
discussion. After failing to capture the mass-reaik the 1980s, the return of animation
to the big-time was kick-started by the enormouxsss of the Disney/Warner Bros.
collaborationWho Framed Roger Rabbivhich fused animation and live-action to high
acclaim. By mid-decade, Disney had a major cortgrati the animation field in
Dreamworks SKG, co-founded by director Steven $pigj, producer Jeffrey
Katzenberg and music mogul David Geffen. Compgtaphics technology continued to
develop at a rapid pace, and 1995 saw the relddke orst totally computer-animated
feature,Toy Story By mid-decade, the adult-driven domestic comedy in decline,

and the family market became dominated by animi@aires such as Bug’s Life

(John Lasseter, 1998)he Prince of EgypBrenda Chapman and Steve Hickner, 1998)
andToy Story 2John Lasseter, 1999), and family-adventure movilesth of which

were now perennial forces in Hollywood becauséneirtgeneric flexibility and the
constant demand for blockbusters. During thisqekriDisney also managed to reassert
its place in the mainstream live-action family nmetrkemaking many of its 1950s and
1960s films, such aBhe Nutty ProfessdiTom Shadyac, 1996flubber (Les Mayfield,
1997),Doctor Doolittle (Betty Thomas, 1998) anthe Parent TragNancy Meyers,
1998). Overall, family film production methods aswub-generic developments in the

1990s ran along a reasonably safe, linear, anddbgath.
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After the massive successkddme Alonan 1990, the adult-driven family
comedy reached its apotheosis with Spielbdrgiekand Chris Columbus®irs
Doubtfire The release dflookin December 1991 saw Steven Spielberg finallydhis
vision of Peter Panto the screen. Watching the film now, it seenesicthat Spielberg
intended the film to be a grand modern parable tath&ucondition of the family in
contemporary America. At the timdpokwas ‘reputedly the second most expensive
production ever’ aftef erminator 2: Judgement Dawith a $79 million production
budget** Perhaps Spielberg felt that the prestige treatnadirstar cast, and even the
long gestation period were necessary to give thetfie gravitas demanded by the
strength of sentiment. Spielberg has admittedhiiteg to film the story as early as 1985,
but lost enthusiasm for the project after the bafthis son: ‘suddenly | couldn’t be Peter
Pan any more. | had to be his fathér'.Like Big — another movie sacrificing clarity of
story in order to fully express its socio-politi@gendas — the plot of the movie is
markedly convoluted. The movie centres on PetenBeay (Robin Williams), a
beleaguered American yuppie who devotes so mubisdime to his stressful job that he
rarely sees his family, and often misses out oniiggint moments in the life of his
children. As the narrative unfolds, it emergeg feter Banning was once Peter Pan.
Many years earlier, in one of his occasional viitthe real world, Peter encountered
Moira (Caroline Goodall). Falling instantly in leyvhe renounced Never Land, married
Moira, started a family and gradually lost his meynaf his fantastical past. Peter is
forced to return to Never Land when his old nemé&3aptain Hook (Dustin Hoffman),

kidnaps his children, Jack (Charlie Korsmo) and dlagAmber Scott). This forces him

144 Morris, The Cinema of Steven Spielberg: Empire of Ligh1.76.
145 Ana Maria Bahiana, ‘Hook'Steven Spielberg: Interview@p. 151-156), pp. 152-153.
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to let go of his uptight-executive identity anderegage with his inner child; with the
identity he has renounced.

Peter Banning ultimately succeeds in working tigiohis problems. He uses his
visit to Never Land as a therapeutic self-corregtimechanism, a timely reminder that his
essential child — the values of play and fun regmésd by Pan — has been lost, but can be
re-discovered. Perhaps more significantly, in eeahthe film’s blatant address to the
adult sections of the audience, Peter’s childlikaligies are ultimately able to co-exist
with his adult skills. One of the most cathartieises in the film is Peter's war of words
with his successor as head of the lost boys, Rifamte Basco). It is his ‘adult’ skills
with wordplay, using his expertise as a lawyer,clhallow him to defeat Rufio and re-
emerge, victorious, as Peter Pan. Spielberg hagtaed personally identifying with the
figure of the modern father who is too busy with bareer to give the required attention
to his children. He admits feeling ‘guilty and wiaig to do something about it’, and
Hook serves as his platforfi® In this light,Hookbecomes, at least conceptually, a
release valve for the anxieties of a generatiomfelars and failures that had, perceptually
at least, bedevilled the baby boomers for overcade. It also attempts to resolve these
anxieties, for whilst Banning may have temporalalst touch with his inner self, he has
also gained skills as an adult to compensate &irltiss. The ideal state, the film self-
servingly implies, is a composite between the worahel imagination of childhood with
the responsibilities and skills of an adult man.

The film had a mixed reception upon release. as$ vgeverely panned by critics

for excessive blockbuster values’ and ‘became symmus with Hollywood’s

148 pid, p. 154.
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shortcomings™*’ Christopher Frayling founHook‘a deeply regressive experience’ that
‘should have been the apotheosis of Steven Sp@lbat was instead ‘a “filming by
numbers” version of a work he has done many tinedésrb. And better”® On the other
hand, after a sluggish start, the film made stqoragits and obviously ‘contained
something family audiences responded'fd’It was those same audiences, presumably,
that also mad®lrs Doubtfire— again starring Robin Williams as a patriarchpéeately
trying to make good on his family obligations — agsive hit.Mrs Doubtfirecentres on
Daniel Hillard, an out-of-work actor. Although d@ed to their three children, Daniel
and his wife, Miranda (Sally Field), have fallert ofilove. Daniel is perennially
childish and irresponsible in his demeanour, wiNlstanda is stolidly earnest. After a
hostile divorce played out in the courts, Miranslgiven sole custody of the children, a
ruling which devastates Daniel. Ever the perforrttesugh, and not to be outdone,
Daniel learns that Miranda is seeking a nanny ¢f kfter the children after school, and
sees his opportunity. With the help of his brother prosthetics expert, who makes him
a rubber mask and full-body suit — Daniel inventharacter called Mrs Doubtfire, a firm
but kindly elderly Scottish widow, and the perfaanny. Before long, the whole family
has embraced Daniel’s creation.

As withUncle BuckNational Lampoon’s Christmas VacatiandHook Mrs
Doubtfireexpends far more time developing convincing cheragations for its adult
protagonists than for its children. Earlier filinsthe cycle privileged adult agendas with

a self-preoccupation bordering on the obsesduies Doubtfire whilst retaining themes

147 Morris, The Cinema of Steven Spielberg: Empire of Ligpt 176, 178.
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of divorce and social breakdown, fuses these prguatons with a recurrent strain of
grotesque humour, emphasising sight gags and sllapdthe film is replete with the
kind of visual comedy widely assumed to appeal ifipally to children. There are a

number of sequences showing Daniel's body sugap@rdy, including a comic

sequence where he sets fire to one of his rubleasts whilst cooking.

Figure 10: Mrs Doubtfire (Robin Williams), complete with body suit, prosthetics and wig.

In another scene, Daniel accidentally knocks hiskwaut of a window on to the road
below, and looks on in horror as it is destroyedlpassing truck. To maintain the
masquerade for the benefit of a visiting coursliai officer, he sticks his face into a
cream pie. All of these sequences establish Dasialfigure of safety and fun, and it is
surely significant that Daniel is, by trade, a dhéin’s entertainer. Although his
irresponsible character traits are clearly defiriteid, equally established that he is a

morally-good man who never transgresses the pegjdobntier between childishness as
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foolish bravado and childishness as familial diardg In fact, Daniel emerges in a better
light than Miranda, whose po-faced rejection ofdish play threatens not only Daniel’s
sense of fun, but also that of the audience. MiadHillard exemplifies the patronising,
misogynistic belief, identified by Susan Faludatfwomen are unhappy precisely
because they are free. Women are enslaved byatheitiberation**® Women'’s
increased freedom to embark upon successful caseerss to have done little for
Miranda but make her as tense and guilt-riddereasnale yuppie counterparts. As
parents, Daniel and Miranda resemble the opposimgconstructed facets of Peter
Banning'’s persona iHook one is happy and fun but lacking in responsigilihe other
is miserably aware of the impossibility of recomul professional and domestic duty.
Despite its massive success, a number of elerrelMtss Doubtfiresuggest the
impending end of the adult-driven domestic famiynedy. Firstly, the abundant
presence of the grotesque embodied by ‘Mrs Dowbifarries the film away from the
self-absorption of earlier films in the genre. @wmdly, the film seems to reflect a greater
sense of acceptance regarding new social structBigsandHookimplied a need to
regress to the symbolic properties of childhood aseans of coping with modern life. In
Mrs Doubtfire a film more grounded within realistic pragmatighe difficulties posed
by family breakdown and status anxiety are simpbtd of life which must be accepted.
There is a sense that the social issues and cancgggering the emergence of this cycle
of films had either dissipated or changed theinfothe political battle for equality
between men and women, for instance, has not sb treen won or lost, as obscured.
Moreover, attitudes towards divorce and family cinees were changindirs Doubtfire

is the first mainstream family film willing to coade the potentidlenefitsa divorce

150 sysan FaludBacklash: The Undeclared War Against Wonisondon: Vintage, 1993, p. 2.
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might bring to the long-term welfare of a family¥he film does not end with Daniel and
Miranda reconciling — for a film that places su@iue upon the truth of its social
representations, this would place too great arstraiaudience credulity. They do arrive
at an understanding, though, based upon theirdtawve for their children. Although
Daniel’s/Mrs Doubtfire’s direct-to-camera addresthe end of the movie — in which, via
his new television show, he gently explains thabdie (and, by implication, the
emergence of alternative social structures) neeégpell the end of family — is ostensibly
directed to his own children watching at home]sbappears designed to impress the
message upon children watching in theatres ardumavorld.

The natural end of the adult-driven domestic coyraiemonstrates that
production patterns are determined not solely byddtice, but also by the cultural and
political concerns of the social context. The gé&nabsence from production schedules
after the early-1990s, though, left something ghp within the family film market,
which animation quickly filled. As Tino Balio nate

animated feature production increased yearly. deAngeles Timesalculated that the
output in 1999 would be “roughly equal to the nembf features produced in America
during the 13 years betwe8now White and the Seven Dwanf4937 andCinderellain
1950. Not only did the number increase, but ttigovarieties of animation including the
traditional cell, computer-generated, stop motiad Claymatior>*

After a prolonged slump in the 1970s and 1980sp®jsvas brought decisively back
into the Hollywood mainstream by a fresh and conumadly-astute new creative team
during the mid-to-late 1980s. Both Christopherchiand Tino Balio have remarked

upon the new-found ability of Disney films in thete-1980s to engage with the mass

audience.The Little Mermaidvas, as Balio notes, ‘Disney’s first open attetoptourt

151 Tino Balio, ‘Hollywood Production Trends in thegEof Globalisation, 1990-1999Genre and
Contemporary Hollywooded. Steve Neale (pp. 165-184), p. 172.
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baby boomers and their childreii® Like family-adventure movies, though, well-
constructed animated features have an ability tbilse audiences cutting across
normative demographic boundaries.

Beyond superficial taste- and technically-reladeglelopment, it is clear that both
animated features and family-adventure movies avepermanent fixtures in
Hollywood production schedules. Their strengtfigsibility, transcending the taste-
specific limitations of genre, and adapting to mheres of the cultural context. Both
formats emerged suddenly: the family-adventure mexth Star Warsand the
contemporary animated feature withe Little Mermaid Both films offered audiences
broad-based appeal — spectacle, uncomplicatetsflamd aesthetic innovation — but
crucially, they also gave mass audiences whatrigyired at the time of releas8tar
Warsoffered basic and uncomplicated pleasure in age social unease and
ponderous, excessively-mature mainstream filifise Little Mermaidffered successful
engagement with the baby boom generation, as welier children. The major legacy
of the 1980s family film was generic proliferatidiitns adhering to the commercial
philosophy of the family film but spanning numer@esires and styles of filmmaking. A
corollary of this was the introduction of low- andd-budget family films. These mid-
range offerings plug the gap between family-advenblockbusters and big animated
features, and entail considerably less risk foramsjudios. With a generally lower yield,
they operate roughly as the modern equivalentunfistera programmers.

Such films cannot be viewed in isolation, but ag pf a broader Hollywood
trend which saw major studios’ corporate structams global entertainment products

evolve co-dependently. It is a fundamental regquést of capitalist enterprise that

152 pid, p. 171.
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successful businesses continue to expand theiatipes exponentially, and the media
merger movement was not an articulated, industdewtrategy, but logical cooperative
expansion. From a creative perspective, thouglermnment was increasingly
manufactured to exploit the global reach of thelywabod studios by targeting
international, rather than merely domestic, audéencro this end, several studios formed
family film divisions during the 1990s (as | wilethil more comprehensively in the next
chapter). Although this strategy produced a nunobéox office flops, the homely,
saccharine domesticity éfome AloneandMrs Doubtfirebegan to make way for
blockbusters of a more international flavour, legiurally-specific and more
aesthetically-orientated, building upon the tengdaif successful family-adventure
franchises. At the start of the decade, the maymisally released about thirty films a
year, but only around half that number by the ¥idAs Balio suggests, ‘the goal of
every studio was to gross $1 billion worldwide egehr’, and blockbusters provided
much of this incomé>* However, he also notes that ‘no studio had therftial means
to produce blockbusters exclusively’ so mid-rantred and indies still held a prominent
position in release scheduf&s. Overall, ‘familiar formulae in familiar productictrends
aided by increasingly sophisticated computer-geadranagery and attuned to changing
pop-culture trends kept audiences entertain€d’.

Beyond these corporate developments, a numkeclbhologies originating in

the 1990s have since proven particularly significdfirstly, in November, 1990, the first

153 |bid, p. 165.
154 bid, p. 171.
135 |bid.

158 pid, p. 181.
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known webpage was writténl! It is now almost impossible to conceive of thebgil
entertainment business without invoking the Worl@l&Web in some sense, with its
almost limitless potential for publicity and commiat enterprise. Secondly, videogames
emerged as a mass-market home entertainment I98@s. In August 1991, the Super
Nintendo games system was released in the U.&wkedl by the rival Sony PlayStation
in 1994°® Both platforms took videogames to a new levelthdugh the immediate
significance of this rival medium upon the film istry was slight, since the turn of the
century, videogame ports of Hollywood movies hagedme a valuable ancillary market
for major franchise$>® Finally, computer graphics made giant leapsyatig for the
creation of hitherto-impossible visions, and palpaleepening aesthetic spectacle in
Hollywood movies. In the first decade of the twehist century, Hollywood made good
use of these emerging technologies to extend dwhrand life-span of the movie brand.
Family blockbusters are now the major weapon irbttie for the global entertainment
audience, as films with non culturally-specificvitaurs and easily-exploitable branding
opportunities have become increasingly importad.the following chapter will show,
domestic family comedies floundered as the powdh@fylobal audience increased

exponentially.

12; Chris Holmlund, ‘Timeline: the 1990sAmerican Cinema of the 1990s: Themes and Variatipns.
Ibid.
159 See Thompsori,he Frodo Franchise: The Lord of the Rings and Mndéollywood pp. 226-228.
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Chapter 5: The Family Audience and the global medi&nvironment,
2000-2010

The first decade of the new millennium saw bothHlodlywood studios and their family-
orientated products become positioned even mardyfiwithin global mechanisms.
There will, undoubtedly, be further corporate sges within these organisations,
technological developments enabling further formatlia progression, and the opening-
up of currently inaccessible foreign markets. Heevethe major battle — formulating a
type of entertainment capable of captivating irkional audiences — appears to have
been won.

To understand both Hollywood filmmaking in the nealennium and the current
status of Hollywood family entertainment, we musttour attention to the 1980s media
merger movement, which has continued apace int@988s and 2000s:

The current wave began with the premature purcbfs8GM by Turner Broadcasting in
1985. A more enduring merger in that same yeartha takeover of Twentieth Century
Fox by Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation. CocdaCGmught Columbia Pictures the
next year and sold it again to Sony in 1989. Wafommunications took over Lorimar
in 1988 and merged with Time-Life in 1989 to fofime Warner. Matsushita bought
MCA/Universal in 1991 and sold it again to Seagiarh995. The 1993 takeover of
Param;)lunt by Viacom was significantly financed®bgckbuster. The trend continues to
this day.

The late-1980s and early-1990s were key periodg#®Hollywood majors, which
increasingly concentrated on vertical integratiod aynergy. As Paul Grainge notes,
Hollywood ‘has been seen as an exemplary modehtalist restructuring in its move
from a studio system to a flexibly specialised jpd global image business'Taking

their place within international entertainment sys$, these media empires turned their

! Frederick WasseKeni, Vidi, Video: The Hollywood Empire and the V@&stin: Texas, 2001, pp. 185-
186.

2 Paul GraingeBrand Hollywood: Selling Entertainment in a Globaédia Age London and New York:
Routledge, 2008, p. 6.
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attentions towards the family audience in an efforeach the broadest international
market. Warner Bros. and Twentieth Century-Foxige their own family film units in
1993 in an effort to compete with Disn&yniversal, Sony and Paramount followed suit
in 1998, 1999 and 2002, and in 2007 Universal eckatspecialised independent unit,
lllumination, headed by Chris Meledandri, formeati®f Fox Animatiorf.

The point, of course, is that the increasing disation of the major studios’
industrial organisation and the increasing gloladilis of their filmic products are far
from separate phenomena. The most cursory glarnmexaoffice statistics confirms that
movies pitched at the ‘family audience’ have bdenrhost successful blockbusters
worldwide over the last three decades. As Gramaies, ‘family entertainment has been
at the forefront of Hollywood’s contemporary indisitstrategies and branding efforts’.
By the turn of the century, only around 30 per a#rtiollywood’s revenues derived
from the global box office (with television accoung for 46 per cent, and home video 25
per centf Both TV and home video depend heavily on famifientated product, and
Hollywood family movies carry significance far beybtheir formidable box office

value. Corporate recognition of the increasingisicance of family movies has led to

% Christian Moerk, ‘Family Volume at WBVariety, Friday May 14!, 1993.
<http://lwww.variety.com/article/VR106838.html?cabegd=13&cs=1> [accessed 16/10/2009]; Kathleen
O’'Steen, ‘Matoian Makes Fox His Familyariety, Monday November 18 1993.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR115672.html?cabegd=30&cs=1> [accessed 16/10/2009].

4 Adam Sandler, ‘Feola Tops U Family UnWariety, Wednesday February 4th, 1998.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117467391.htrd®egoryid=18&cs=1> [accessed 16/10/2009]; Dan
Cox and Cynthia Littleton, ‘Sony in Family Way: Né@wision Aimed at Kid-Friendly Pix, TV Fare’,
Variety, Friday February 261999.

<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117491707 .htmdPegoryid=13&cs=1> [accessed 16/10/2009];
Charles Lyons and Cathy Dunkley, ‘Paramount, Predirca Family Way’Variety, Sunday April 14th,
2002. <http://www.variety.com/article/VR11178654a®|?categoryid=13&cs=1> [accessed
19/10/2009]; Michael Fleming, ‘Meledandri, Univelr3am on Deals: lllumination Puts Focus on Family
Fare’,Variety, Wednesday March 5th, 2008.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117981911.htmd®egoryid=13&cs=1> [accessed 16/10/2009].

® Grainge Brand Hollywood: Selling Entertainment in a Glotaédia Age p. 49.

® Toby Miller et al.,Global Hollywood 2 London: British Film Institute, 2005, p. 22.
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studios remorselessly pursuing this line of promugtwhich in turn has stimulated some
interesting shifts in Hollywood in recent years. 2004, TheNew York Timesited a
Harvard School of Public Health study which argtleat film ratings were becoming
more lenienf. The study demonstrated that ‘a movie rated PBG+13 today has more
sexual or violent content than a similarly ratedvieon the past’ and accused the MPAA
of tolerating more extreme content in family-frigncatings® The following year,

Variety reported that R-rated films, ‘once the studiosimatay, are on the decline, both
in numbers and in luré'.

Equally significantly, in 2004 PG-rated films oatformed R-rated films for the
first time since 1984° PG-13 films have also become more common, andatey
proportion of family films, such aBhe Simpsons Mov{®avid Silverman, 2007) he
Golden Compasf&Chris Weitz, 2007) anHarry Potter and the Order of the Phoenix
(David Yates, 2007), have fallen into this categofys demonstrated by a 2007 MPAA
market statistics study, the most lucrative categaurrently are PG and PG-13, with G
and R-rated films lagging far behifti.This is despite R-rated films having constituted
59 per cent of all MPAA-rated films between 1968 2007 (G 6 per cent, PG 20 per
cent and PG-13 13 per cefft) Most family-suitable blockbusters are releasedenG
or PG-13 tags; in fact, this is almost a preredgiifsir non-animated blockbuster success.

The G rating, as Peter Kramer has argued, hasitraaliy carried an unfounded

" Sharon Waxman, ‘Study Finds Film Ratings are gnowhore lenient' The New York Time$Vednesday
January 14, 2004. <http://www.nytimes.com/2004/07/14/moviasdy-finds-film-ratings-are-growing-
more-lenient.html?fta=y> [accessed 24/8/2009].
8 .

Ibid.
° Gabriel Snyder, ‘Don’t Give me an ‘R’: Film Ratifgjips in Light of Political Climate'Yariety, Sunday
February 20, 2005. <http://www.variety.com/article/VR11179181ml?categoryid=13&cs=1>
[accessed 19/10/2009].
9 1bid.
1 ‘Entertainment Industry Market StatisticMption Picture Association of America007, p. 13.
12 :

Ibid.



262

reputation for ‘children’s entertainmelit. However, with the meteoric rise of animated
features, and hits likilonsters, Inc(Peter Docter and David Silverman, 20Hijding
Nemo(Andrew Stanton, 2003) afWall-E (Andrew Stanton, 2008), this rating now
carries far less of a stigma than in previous desadi\ll of this data suggests that
Hollywood is seeking greater product standardisatidlthough R-rated films remain
potentially good box office business, positionifigné within a broadly family-suitable
milieu increases the chance of a large generakaadi One studio marketing executive
wryly suggested: ‘you’re leaving tens of millionsdwllars on the table with an R rating.
Why? For artistic integrity? Get reaf. In 2009, there was even debate concerning the
tenability of the MPAA, the film industry trade @mgisation, formed in 1922. In an era
marked by divergent interests and agendas frorm#tdia conglomerate member
companies, there is, at least, widespread accepthatthings are changing rapidly, and
that the film industry must continually adapt tesk change’s.

Despite the Hollywood family film’s increasing dglal dominance, the path has
not always been straightforward. At the beginrohthe decade, the format encountered
something of a commercial blip. Disney in partazulwas criticised for losing its
creative spark and under the short-lived regimeetér Schneider, the company cut not
only its production schedule but also 4,000 jok#t]ing on a more conservative roster

which saw it slip to fourth position in major stadharket shar&® In 2003, Roy E.

13 peter Kramer, “The Best Disney Film Never Maddiil@ren’s Films and the Family Audience in
American Cinema Since the 19608enre and Contemporary Hollywoed. Steve Neale, London: British
Film Institute, 2002 (pp. 185-200) p. 193.

*Ibid.

15 Ted Johnson, ‘Is MPAA 2.0 Next? As Glickman ExBiz Mulls Org’s Future’Variety, Monday

October 18, 2009. <http://www.variety.com/article/VR111801@14tmI?categoryid=13&cs=1> [accessed
22/10/2009].

% Rick Lyman and Geraldine Fabrikant, ‘Suddenly, $iekes are high for Disney’s Film and TV
BusinessesThe New York TimeMonday May 21, 2001.
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Disney, Walt's nephew, publicly criticised the mgament:’ By this point, the studio
was relying heavily upon its alliance with Pixdre tcompany which had inaugurated the
computer-generated animated feature viibly Storyin 1995. It was Pixar and
DreamWorks, not Disney, that were pushing boundanideature animation. In 2003,
the Disney animation department had no new handsdraovies in the pipelin&
Meanwhile, live-action family blockbusters wereatied with suspicion. As Tribeca
Films executive Jane Rosenthal observed, ‘thefe/ays been an interest in family
entertainment’ but ‘if you make these big, spedicmovies [...] you've got to make
sure that the market is going to ignite [...] Thisid a business that comes with
guarantees*? The pivotal movie in this regard whisrry Potter and the Sorcerer’s
Stone(Chris Columbus, 2001). The rights to J.K. Roglnimmensely-populadarry
Potterseries of books (1997-2007) were acquired by WaBnes., which decided to

give the film the prestige treatment befitting #stablished cultural status of the
franchise. Neverthelesdarry Potterwas apparently viewed in the industry as ‘a unique
cultural phenomenon whose worldwide success isudlimpossible to duplicate’; that is,
prior to release, the series was regarded as @apt&ac, and not as the magical key to

unlocking the global potential of family entertaient®

<http://www.nytimes.com/2001/05/21/business/sudgltiné-stakes-are-high-for-disney-s-film-and-tv-
businesses.html?scp=26&sqg=direct-to-vide0o%20fani@ttm&st=cse> [accessed 17/10/2009]; Charles
Lyons, ‘What’s Disney’s Tomorrowland? Mouse Hunt $fi$toke Creative Fires as Execs Vie for Power’,
Variety, Tuesday June 262001.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117801968.htrmd®egoryid=18&cs=1> [accessed 16/10/2009].
" Sharon Waxman, ‘Bitter Parting Words from a Disn@jie New York TimeFuesday Decembef%
128003. <http://www.nytimes.com/2003/12/02/busineesiia/02studio.html> [accessed 2/11/2009].

Ibid.
19 Jonathan Bing, ‘Pottermania Lures H'Wood to Kids Execs Backed off Genre Due to Pricey F/X,
Young Casts'Variety, Wednesday January32001.
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In the event, three films released in 2001 shapedrajectory of family
entertainment for the entire decaddarry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stqriéhe Lord of
the Rings: The Fellowship of the RiReter Jackson, 2001) aStdrek(Andrew
Adamson, Vicky Jenson, 2001) generated almost L0y of the $8 billion worldwide
gross for the yed. What is more, all three films spawned immensabcessful
franchises and have prompted Hollywood to pursogepts of a similar type. Equally as
important as theatrical revenues, though, areythergistic opportunities these franchises
allow vertically-integrated media corporations.amehises focusing on the family market
are ‘the perfect fuel for the synergy machiffe’All three films were received by critics
and audiences with overwhelming enthusiasm, antevimey share a number of
common attributes, they are sufficiently differemtdemonstrate the insignificance of
genre to the success of family blockbustétigrry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stoney
have been ‘the most highly awaited movie of tha'yéat its defining characteristic,
aside from the impressiveness of the expensivaveftects, is its fidelity to the source
material?® This literal-minded fidelity was, no doubt, acahted strategy on the part of
the producers, who realised that audiences werectixg less an independent movie
event than a tie-in with a well-established frasehiIn contrast, much of the discourse
surroundinglhe Lord of the Ringsentred upon its status as a ‘cult franchise’,aathan

a ‘calculated franchise’, as Grainge describesittieotomy®*

2 Jonathan Bing and Cathy Dunkley, ‘Kiddy Litter BslH’Wood: Tyke Tomes Ascendant in Studios’

Post-Potter ParadeVariety, Tuesday January'82002.

2<2http://www.variety.com/article/VF21117858043.htr‘njt‘t?«e:goryidzzl&cs:1> [accessed 19/10/2009].
Ibid.

2 Elvis Mitchell, ‘Wizard School without the MagicThe New York Time&riday November 1% 2001.

<http://www.nytimes.com/2001/11/16/movies/16POTmht [accessed 27/10/2009].
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In truth, of courseThe Lord of the Rings every bit as calculated Hsairry
Potter, and its bespoke authenticity derives from sevadbrs. A filmic adaptation of
J.R.R. Tolkien’s complex 1950s fantasy trilogy Wa@sy considered impossibfe.
Directed by New Zealander auteur Peter Jacksoanded by ‘independent’ studio New
Line (actually owned by Time Warner) and filmeddyVellington-based production
crew, the franchise possessed attraction as ashoémtioHarry Potter (which was
released only one month earlier). Thompson obsdha many of the cast and crew
working on the film regarded the project as a ‘omca lifetime’ experience, whilgan
Francisco Chroniclecritic Mick LaSalle affirmed that ‘watching it, ercan’t help but get
the impression that everyone involved was steepdaikien’s work, loved the book,
treasured it and took care not to break a cherigfiad in it'.?® The Lord of the Rings
franchise, then, trades upon its paradoxical intyndn contrastShreks success stems
partially from its self-awareness, the flauntingtefartificiality. Drawing on fairy-tale
convention for comedic, ‘postmodern’ effect, it wasognised upon release as a
landmark in computer animation and was awardedndnegural Academy Award for
Best Animated Feature in 2002, a measure of theiggpappreciation of animation’s

significance to contemporary Hollywodd.

% Kristin ThompsonThe Frodo Franchise: The Lord of the Rings and Modéollywood Berkeley, Los
Angeles and London: University of California Pre2807, p. 2.

% Thompson;The Frodo Franchise: The Lord of the Rings and Mnddollywood p. xiii; Mick LaSalle,
“Lord’ Rings True: Tolkien’s Epic Fantasy SpringsWondrous Life OnscreenThe San Francisco
Chronicle Wednesday December,@2001. <http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-
bin/article.cgi?f=/c/a/2001/12/19/DD208022.DTL&typeovies> [accessed 30/10/2009].

%" Dade Hayes, ‘Kudos Crown a Rich Run for ‘Shreldoh Nabs Inaugural Oscar for Best Animated
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Global appeal and audience immersion

The relationship between the global audience aaah#ture of appeal requires some
analysis. The global audience for family filmgerticularly large, and has continued to
grow since the turn of the century. In 200@sietyannounced that ‘family fare’ is
‘golden around [the] globe’, citing the worldwidecgess of thélarry Potter(2001- ),
The Lord of the Ring®001-2003)Chronicles of Narnig2005- ) andce Age(2002-)
franchises® In 2008, the adaptation of Philip Pullmaifse Golden Compassade the
headlines because of the extraordinary superiofitis international box office
performance over that of the U.S. domestic matkdthe Golden Compasgas the first
film to gross $300 million in foreign revenue withtchitting $100 in North Americ.
Variety suggested that overseas distributors marketechtivéee more effectively as a
family movie than did domestic marketétsThe Italian distributors claimed that they
targeted the 8-13 demographic, whilst accordingdoety, in the U.S. ‘the pic’s biggest
demographic was young adult males, who came lodkinthe next “Lord of the Rings”,
left disappointed and told their friends not tohwat3? It is undoubtedly true, though,
that family-friendly fantasies are the biggest bass in the global market. How has
Hollywood tried to accommodate this internationadi@nce? Largely the global strategy

has again succeeded through an appeal to universals

% Dave McNary, ‘Family Fare Golden around Globee‘fsge’, ‘Narnia’ Trump Conventional B.O.
Wisdom and Join $100 Mil ClubVariety, Sunday June 182006.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117945463.htmd®egoryid=2236&cs=1> [accessed 19/10/2009].
29 Adam Dawtrey, “Compass’ Spins Foreign Frenzy: Fl@verseas Success Raises Questions in U.S.,
Variety, Friday March ¥, 2008.
;http://Www.variety.com/article/VR1117982066.htnﬁﬂe:goryid:13&cs:1> [accessed 24/8/2009].
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On a purely practical level, overseas audiencegspecially attuned to family
blockbuster titles because, on average, they aftamelr movies than their U.S.
counterparts. Movies are more significant eveamsl, international audiences tend to
privilege ‘event’ movies with family suitability? Additionally, numerous foreign
markets enforce strict codes of censorship, stethst offensive Hollywood films stand a
better chance of avoiding censure. However, tgebange in Hollywood's family
blockbusters since the millennium has been a remuat the socio-cultural specificity of
movie content.The Lord of the RingandTheChronicles of Narnidranchises, although
inevitably retaining a Western emphasis, are nadexstifiably ‘American’ in origin as,
say,Star Warsor Indiana Jones Disney executive Mark Zoradi argues that ‘thatdsy
genre travels exceptionally well, partly becauszdls nothing that makes it
geographically unique [...] and its themes are prettiyersal — good vs. evil, loyalty, the
family sticking together®* Beyond this thematic and tonal broadness, viappéal
operates as a leveller; everyone appreciates isigeespectacle. Domestic comedies
from Meet me in St Loui® Home Alonedemarcate appeal between the representational
demographics, offering sub-plots and strains of tunelearly divided between child and
adult audiences. The international conglomeratiaihe studios, the increasing
economic power of foreign markets, and developmientischnology, particularly CGl,
have all contributed to the shift towards an appé#he senses.

Immersion and the intentional disavowal of soditttaal specificity are closely

related. Effacing social, cultural and politicaleotones makes products more globally

% Dave McNary, ‘Fantasy Movies a Hit Overseas: ‘Cas® is Latest Family-Friendly Pic to Thrive’,
Variety, Friday March % 2008.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117982057 .htmd®egoryid=19&cs=1> [accessed 28/8/2009].
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accessible, facilitating audience immersion ongedential level. The desire for
audiences texperiencdilms rather than merely observe them has alwagnlpresent,
to a certain extent. Big screens, low lighting &mutiness — ever-present conditions of
movie exhibition since the early twentieth centargre all designed to hold audience
attention. The more involved audiences are, tlepelethe experience, and the more
likely they are to part with their money in retdar an experience they cannot find
anywhere else; that is the theory, at least, lerethre some caveats. Immersive cinema
is still fairly primitive, and not yet sufficientlgleveloped to elevate cinema far above
competing media, in terms of the allure of film,conditions of exhibition. It must also
be emphasised that while effacing socio-culturatgity is an ongoing agenda on the
part of Hollywood filmmakers, it is scarcely a fullealised reality. It relates mostly to
local humour, and to parochial allusions to intépwitics and culture, such as the
concerns regarding divorce and family breakdowtirdisishing the adult-driven
domestic comedies of the 1990s. References tmatienal political currents — such as
the climate change allegory Avatar (James Cameron, 2009) — remain acceptable, as
they trade on international, rather than simply dstic, matters of importance. This
agenda does not extend to populist and cosmeticlbrased aspects of national identity
— the comic-book Americana bidiana JonesandStar Wars or the genteel
‘Englishness’ oHarry Potter— forms of exoticism which might be profitably exped.
However, it is apparent that since many of thelioigies running through
Hollywood family films take place below the conagsathreshold, they cannot be easily
expunged. Whether globally-consumed or othervigsaijly films remain products of the

society in which they are manufactured. Their alaum potential as vehicles for political
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and ideological ideals is a quality many wish tegarve. Right-wing U.S. Christians
have staked their claim on the family film since #930s interventions of the Catholic
Legion of Decency. Since then, they have beenhsgaporters of family films —
unsurprisingly, as family movies have often funeéd as vehicles for ideologically-
conservative Americana. Now that such blatantlmoal emphases are being
deliberately removed to facilitate appeal to muitigral, multiethnic audiences,
conservative Christian film producers are resortmgaking their own family movies.
While The Golden Compagsa largely secular narrative, was denounced bytirestian
establishment as being ‘anti-religioushe Lion, the Witch and the Wardrolie
contrast, was financed by evangelical Christialdni&ire Philip Anschutz, owner of
producer Walden Media. According¥Millage Voicecritic Anthony Kaufman, the
Christian establishment regarded the film as aidisship tool’, relating to a 2004
announcement from Anschutz that Walden Media wpubtdluce ‘family films that are
“entertaining” but also are “life affirming” and &ry moral messages®. Didi Herman
argues that ‘the Christian right has adopted amcgmh that involves attempting to
reshape dominant culture from the inside [...] Getsapvative Christians into the media,
into the film industry, and the values and politi¢shose institutions will changé®.
Although the incursion of political agendas intasa entertainment is a subject of
persistent concern, perhaps what is most strildrggitics’ and audiences’ lack of
awareness of such aspects. Liberals may fearigtatwing Christians are co-opting the

format for their own devious ends, but criticaleption to theNarnia franchise has

% Anthony Kaufman, ‘Heavenly Features: Moving irtie tMainstream, the Christian Right Tells
Hollywood to Have a Little Faith'illage Voice Tuesday November $92005.
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tended to focus more on the films’ worth as fanai#enture material, making obvious
comparisons with thelarry PotterandThe Lord of the Ringsanchises. This suggests
one of two things: either religious messages ankiwg, and are so insidious that they
are not being recognised for what they are, orenadis do not really care one way or
another. The latter possibility seems the morelyik Nevertheless, it is equally apparent
that certain well-made family blockbusters havedapacity to transcend ideology, even
when recognised and disparaged. A classic examplebin Wood’s analysis @&tar
Warsin his famous monogragtollywood: from Vietnam to Reagdh A Marxist,
Wood admits to enjoying thetar Wardfilms even as they articulate ‘values and
structures my adult self has long since repudiatedh other words, even when they
betray their cultural and political origins, thdaeily blockbusters may yet emerge
unscathed because of their powerful, primary fumcés ‘total entertainmerit’.
‘World-building’ is an increasingly important tofdr producers eager to make
their family films as generic as possible. Oridiynaoined by David Bordwell, the term
describes the intricate construction of a fictiomaiverse, intended to make fantasy
narratives as plausible as possible. This phenombas reached its apotheosis in the
fantasy franchises of the new millennium. Althowgrdwell traces the filmic origins of
world-building t02001: A Space OdysséStanley Kubrick, 1968), it really started on a

wide scale wittStar Warsin 1977° This extended fictional universe not only helps t

37 Robin WoodHollywood from Vietnam to ReagaXew York: Columbia University Press, 1986, p. 164
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immerse viewers deeply within the multivalent exgece of the movie, but also creates
almost endless merchandise opportunities. As Geasniggests:

Warner Bros. intensified its concern at the turthe millennium with serials, spin-

offs and genres that were based quite specificallthe filmic realisation of a pre-

sold, inveterately marketable, narrative universbis governed the studio’s primary
investment in animation [...] fantasy [...] comic boa#taptations and science fiction.
Seeking films that could be targeted at a globdience and that could mutate into other
products, Warner Bros. amplified its stake in negvihat could imagine inhabitable
worlds (and generate licensable characters) ftniren, teenagers and adults alfke.

With its stake in thédarry PotterandTheLord of the Ring$ranchises, Warner Bros. led
the way in world-building. Perhaps the key to éippeal of world-building is the way it
fuses elements of our own world with familiar forofdantasy and dense layers of back-
plotting.

If blockbusters are indeed becoming increasingimersive, then it follows that
the fictional world must be as plausible and fulbalised as possible. But although
Thompson suggests that ‘the Middle-earth creatéitlkien’s novel is perhaps the
epitome of a fully-realised world’, it still drawgon our own collective historical
traditions (such as the Crusad&s)n Harry Potter, the parallels are more obvious. For
the Hogwarts school of Wizards, with its archaadttions and rigid caste system, read
the British public school. For the fictional ga@eidditch, read traditional gentlemanly
sporting pursuits, like cricket or polo. Althoutihs relative world-building undoubtedly
carries narrative and ideological functions — whdte point of a fictional world that tells
us nothing about our own? —ktarry Potter, The Lord of the RinggndChronicles of
Narnia, it invites the complicity of the viewer in manataring a fictional meta-universe

which might almost be real. The active viewer ipgrates by recapitulating these

“! Grainge Brand Hollywood: Selling Entertainment in a GlobaédiaAge p. 59.
*2 Thompson;The Frodo Franchise: The Lord of the Rings and Modéollywood p. 84.
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elements through word-of-mouth via social netwakd fan-clubs, and by purchasing
the merchandise, extending the life of the mediadhise and simultaneously giving it a
new life of its own. In this sense, although thiellectual property is retained by the
copyright holder(s), the fictional universe becoraeste of negotiation between the
producers who own the property, and the milliongaok who participate in the
experience. World-building is integral to this ppenenon, allowing the property to
transcend the confines of theatrical exhibition emd the experiential realm of
individuals and social groups across the globe.

The contemporary family blockbuster is preoccupigth audience immersion.
Narrative and aesthetic components, such as they/ lusa of CGlI, increasing reliance
upon 3-D, world-building, and the falling away afcgo-cultural specifics, all point to a
desire to reconfigure the relationship betweerfitheand the spectator. More precisely,
such films require a sensual as well as intelldcesponse. As cognitive theorist Torben
Grodal notes, ‘when we watch a film, our heart nmys change, we sweat, and our
muscles alternately tense and relax throughBuNMovies always had this capacity, but
family blockbusters intensify physical and emotiomsponses. In this regard, James
Cameron’s CGl-heavy, 3-D blockbustevataris a landmark movie. The convoluted
narrative concerns humanity’s attempts to plundeenal wealth from a fertile alien
planet after exhausting its own resources. Theiplscarcely worth detailing; many
critics viewed it as a crude allegory of the U.9&snicious exploitation of less powerful

nations possessing precious natural resourcesg wttiers identified criticism of U.S.

3 Torben GrodalEmbodied Visions: Evolution, Emotion, Culture, dildn, Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2009, p. 4.
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neo-conservatisiif. Perhaps the most important lesson to be taken Awataris that
while immersive, regressive blockbusters do notrdgsarrative, they make éppear
irrelevant. Although 3-D is far from a new innowatt, CGIl has considerably deepened
its potential. As Kenneth Turan ©he Los Angeles Timesthused:

In Cameron's hands, 3-D is not the forced gimritlsloften been, but a way to create an
alternate reality and insert us so completelysgaimlessly into it that we feel like we've
actually been theré®

The success of the CGI and 3-D can be seen in 'Buaasessment of the film as ‘a total
immersion experiencé® Other critics have drawn even more grandioselosiuns

from the success of the phenomenon. Scott Fowsabashe movie as a ‘rebirth’ in
context of the supposed ‘death of cinema’, whilevét Levy declared, portentously:
‘starting today you live in a post-“Avatar” movieonwd’.*’

Avatarmay indeed be a milestone in the developmentisfithm of experiential
cinema, but its significance is scarcely epoch-mgkiThe successful integration of 3-D
is just one step in the ongoing campaign of usintgrgy-edge technology to draw
audiences more deeply within the fictional worldollywood is fixated by technology; it
is at the very core of contemporary family moviescause technological advances not
only facilitate viewer immersion, but they arouseemormous quantity of publicity and

hype. Viewers marvelling at aesthetic technicetlnasity are less likely to be concerned

4 Shawn Levy, “Avatar” is a Movie-Movie That Mighust Change All MoviesThe Portland
Oregonian Thursday December 172009.
<http://blog.oregonlive.com/madaboutmovies/20096déw _-- avatar_is_a_movie-mo.html> [accessed
12/3/2010]; Scott Foundas, ‘Avatar: On Top of at&is World’, LA Weekly Thursday December 17
2009. <http://www.laweekly.com/2009-12-17 [film-&watar-on-top-of-a-distant-world> [accessed
12/3/2010].

5 Kenneth Turan, ‘AvatarThe Los Angeles TimeBriday December 17 2009.
<http://www.calendarlive.com/movies/reviews/cl-etatar17-2009dec17,0,7145753.story> [accessed
12/3/2010].

© Ibid.

*" Foundas, ‘Avatar: On Top of a Distant World’; LeViAvatar” is a Movie-Movie That Might Just
Change all Movies'.
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with narratives that are too childish, too derivatior too pedestrian. A regressive,
immersive movie experience is a great levellerudience response, going a long way
towards effacing social and cultural boundarieschihology makes this possible. As
Warner Bros. executive Kevin Tsujihara explainguyhave to stay in front of the
technology [...] If you don’t, consumers will findveay to get what they want®. This
preoccupation with using technology to push baekidbundaries of the movie-going
experience is as old as commercial cinema itsetfrddatively recent advances in CGI
have allowed blockbusters to tap into the aestisetsibilities of mass audiences in a

manner never before achieved.

Figure 11: Audiences in China watching James Camends 3-D blockbusterAvatar (2009).

The embrace of CGI has allowed traditional, firdhawn distinctions between

live-action and animated filmmaking to fall awa&nimation is no longer an anomaly

“8Marc Graser, ‘Hollywood Tickled By Technology: Digi Lockers and Home 3D Pose Growth,
Hurdles’, Variety, Friday January 10th, 2010.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1118013861.htmdegoryid=3866&cs=1> [accessed 12/3/2010].
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within mainstream entertainment. As the bounddrets/een ‘traditional’ live-action
and ‘traditional’ animation have broken down, itsllaestablished, slightly pejorative
association as ‘children’s entertainment’ has alsen largely dispelled. As a result,
competition between rival companies has intensifidd noted above, Disney began the
decade in a period of slight disarray, outpacedal DreamWorks and distribution
partner Pixar. In the second half of the decadené&y worked to extend its media
empire and re-assert its dominance via a seriggeafers and partnerships. In January
2006, Disney announced that it had acquired Pixamation Studios for approximately
$7.4 billion?® Pixar executives John Lasseter and Ed Catmult wiearged with

reviving Disney’s fortunes, and executive Dick Caskhused, ‘you can’t come close to
calculating what [this acquisition] means in thedderm for the company in terms of
new characters, stories, and lands for films amiispand publishing and moré. In
February 2009, Disney and DreamWorks announcddalfstribution deal, and in
August of that year, Disney acquired Marvel Eniartent for $4 billion, further
extending its synergistic outlets.Following news of the acquisitiofhe New York
Timesappraised Disney CEO Bob Iger as ‘now firmly ohéhe media world’s most

powerful dealmakers?

“9 Jill Goldsmith, ‘Disney Confirms Pixar Acquisitiodobs Joins Mouse Board/ariety, Tuesday January
24" 2006. <http://www.variety.com/article/VR111793&7html?categoryid=18&cs=1> [accessed
29/9/2009].
%0 Ben Fritz, ‘Disney Animation Gets Pixar-izationatull Thinks a Radical Shift is needeWariety,
February 2%, 2007. <http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117968@0html|?categoryid=1019&cs=1>
[accessed 29/9/2009].
°1 Brooks Barnes and Michael Cieply, ‘DreamWorks &iishey Agree to a Distribution Deallhe New
York TimesFebruary 8, 2009.
<http://www.nytimes.com/2009/02/10/business/medididney.html?scp=8&sq=dreamworks%20family%
20filmsé&st=cse> [accessed 17/10/2009]; Brooks Bsuarel Michael Cieply, ‘Disney Swoops into Action,
Buying Marvel for $4 Billion’, The New York Time#&ugust 3%, 2009.
5<2http://WWW.nytimes.com/2009/09/01/business/medjdiﬁney.html'?_r:1> [accessed 29/9/2009].

Ibid.
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Although Disney has succeeded in re-establishsedfias the main player in
feature animation, several other majors have deeeloheir own animation divisions,
opening-up the market. Again, this is partly do¢hie general shift from hand-drawn to
computer-generated animation. Hand-drawn animaéquoires a great deal of resources,
expertise, and time. It is also strongly idendfia the popular consciousness with
Disney. Computer-generated animation is morele¥al playing-field, less associated
with a specific house style. Chris Meledandri w&dey figure in Fox’s successful
incorporation of animation in the early part of thecade, and his recently-established
production company lllumination allows co-owner Werisal rapid entry into the market.
Again, advances in technology have made the forattaactive investment. CGI
animations are easier to adapt for digital 3-D getipn than live-action films, and 3-D is
also a popular innovatioti. DreamWorks announced that all of its films, friMonsters
vs. AliengRob Letterman and Conrad Vernon, 2009) onwardsbesmade in 3-0* As
Variety suggests, CGI animations ‘remain the industry’stmeliable genre’, despite
such box office failures as DreamWorlgushed AwayDavid Bowers and Sam Fell,
2006) and Disney’'Meet the Robinson@tephen J. Anderson, 2067).

One of the main reasons for this reliability is ffower of the home video market.
Family entertainment has been central to home sileze its emergence in the early
1980s. Initially, Disney was reluctant to releaseanimated classics on video, fearful

that glutting the market with such products wowduce revenues for future theatrical

%3 Ben Fritz and Pamela McClintock, ‘Animation Wofkéts Competitive: Studios Challenging Pixar for

Toon Throne’ Variety, Friday March 2%, 2008.

;http://Www.variety.com/article/VR1117982758.htnﬁﬂe:goryid:1019&cs:1> [accessed 16/10/2009].
Ibid.

% Ibid.
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re-release?® By the mid-1980s, however, under a new managenregithe, Disney
embraced the home-video strategy of sell-throughcing the video cheaply in order to
sell the maximum number of copies — starting whith 1940 featur®inocchia®’ The
entire run of 300,000 copies sold out, earningcthrepany $8 million, and from that
point, home video has been an integral componetiteofamily market® However, it
was not until the early-1990s that studios beganufeeturing what became known as
‘kidvids’. In 1994, Disney releasebhe Return to JafafTad Stones), a direct-to-video
sequel to its 1992 theatrical Witaddin (Ron Clements and John Musker). The venture
was highly successful, selling over 7 million capiplacing it within the top-10 all-time
best-selling videod? Direct-to-video animations can be made relatioigaply. The
budget ofThe Return to Jafawvas estimated as $6 million. Producer-directat $tones
admitted that ‘we didn’t have Disney’s best animsatworking onJafar, but pointed out
that ‘you don’t compare a TV movie-of-the-week3chindler's List ®°

Direct-to-video has since become common industagtce. Variety noted in
2000 that ‘even a modest-selling video premieregearerate $25 million-$50 million in
revenue for a studi§" Despite the development of direct-to-video inestenres,

families remain the dominant market. By 2000, it$’ had generated over $1 billion

%6 Wasser\eni, Vidi, Video: The Hollywood Empire and the VPR 163-164.
57 i

Ibid.
%8 |bid.
%9 Kenneth M. Chanko, ‘Who Says a Movie Sequel Cha'Made for Home Video?The New York
Times Sunday June 191994. <http://www.nytimes.com/1994/06/19/moviiés-who-says-a-movie-
sequel-can-t-be-made-for-home-video.html?scp=3&siyrn%20to%20jafar&st=cse> [accessed
17/10/2009].
% Ipid.
®1 Scott Hettrick, ‘Video Bows Mint Coin: Pic Franskis Mine Straight-to-Video GoldVariety, Friday
June 2%, 2000. <http://www.variety.com/article/VR111778Bohtml?categoryid=20&cs=1> [accessed
1/11/2009].
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in international revenue for Disney, despite adirigg reputation for inferiorit$? This
dominance actually accelerated as DVD replaced ®sithe leading home video
technology?® DVD allows for higher returns because of lowasdarction costs than
videocassettes, and by 2004 the annual revenue'lfidwids’ had increased to $3
billion.®* One of their major strengths is relative immunéyheatrical market forces,
such as the industry recession of 2008/2009. Mashba, Vice President of marketing
for Sony Home Entertainment, suggests that ‘familgiences, even in this sort of down
market [...] continue to support family titles ovérah DVD'.%° Strategically, they are a
safe bet, because they do not require large inwgsof capital, and because many
‘kidvids’ are sequels to theatrically-released 8lrmuch of the marketing and
development work has already been done. Furthernioeir appeal to parents arguably
stems more from their practical function (as aec#lonic babysitter’) than content.
Hitherto, ‘kidvids’ have largely been an Amerigaimenomenon, but international
producers are increasingly attempting to explatgbtential of the format. In October
2003, the British Broadcasting Corporation (BB@g tJ.K. Film Council and the
Children’s Film and Television Foundation (CFTFhaanced a collaboration to produce

a series of British family films, promising £900(06ver a three-year period to develop

%2 Don Grover, ‘Made-For Kidvids Become Global Goldes for Disney’s CoffersVariety, Sunday
September®, 2002. <http://www.variety.com/article/VR11178B30html?categoryid=13&cs=1>
[accessed 16/10/2009].

®3 Scott Hettrick, ‘A DVD Family Affair: Demo is thEormat’s Main Attraction’Variety, Wednesday
September 1, 2002. <http://www.variety.com/article/VR111787&6html?categoryid=13&cs=1>
[accessed 28/8/2009].

® Marc Graser, ‘H'Wood's Direct Hits: DVD Preems BmfBut Biz Frets over Sequel-Manid/ariety,
Sunday September 1st, 2004.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117910286.htmd®Pegoryid=20&cs=1> [accessed 30/9/2009].

% Thomas McLean, ‘Family Fare Does Well in Down Metrkn Tough Economy, Original DVD Titles
Chug Along’,Variety, Wednesday January 7th, 2009.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117998133.htmd®egoryid=3510&cs=1> [accessed 28/8/2009].
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both live-action and animated productidfislenny Borgars, head of the Film Council
development fund, explained: ‘big-budget successeh as ‘Chicken Run’ and ‘Harry
Potter’ have shown that there is an audience &iimditively British family-friendly

films’.®” The fund is now closed, although the CFTF websiperts that five projects

are in development as of mid-20%0In 2006, the Australian government-funded Film
Finance Corporation announced its intention to bigvenore home-grown ‘broad-appeal
movies and children’s pic&®. Effectively a public body because of its statersmrship,
Chief Executive Brian Rosen toltariety that the Corporation was responding to a public
call for greater family films® Such films are also being strongly encouraged in
Scandinavian countries, which offer state subsittidsome-grown productiorfs.

Denmark produced nine such movies in 200&harlotte Giese, head of the Danish Film
Institute’s Children and Youth department, admitteat ‘it means a lot to us that Danish
children are watching Danish film&. Certainly, a backlash over the near-hegemony of
Hollywood productions in the global arena is almastitable. As Hollywood's
productions have become more global and less alilgtspecific, a growing number of
smaller industries have directed their family mevi@ewards local markets, rather than

the generic culture of international mass entemntaint.

66 Adam Dawtrey, ‘U.K. Trio Funds Family Pix: BBC,|fi Council, Children’s Foundation Pool Cash’,

Variety, Sunday October 122003.

6<7http://Www.variety.com/article/VR1117893816.htnﬁt7te:goryid:13&cs:1> [accessed 24/8/2009].
Ibid.

®8 Children’s Film and Television Foundatiorchttp://www.cftf.org.uk/> [accessed 23/6/2010].

%9 Michaela Boland, ‘FCC Broadening its Scope by iiglthe Shots: Org Wants to Fund More Broad-

Appeal Movies, Children’s PicsVariety, Sunday May ¥, 2006.

7<0http://Www.variety.com/article/VR1117942616.htrn?lt‘tke:goryid:2226&cs:1> [accessed 28/8/2009].
Ibid.

"L Nick Vivarelli, ‘Scandi Markets Drive Kidpic BiZ:aws Set Aside Coin for Children’s Film/ariety,

Friday February®' 2007.

7<2http://Www.variety.com/article/VR1117958607.htrn?lt‘tke:goryid:1444&cs:1> [accessed 28/8/2009].
Ibid.
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Cultural tradition and globalised family entertainm ent

Ironically, one of the few markets capable of sigant independent profitability is

North America. Arguably the most interesting —ugb by no means the most lucrative —
family film cycles of the decade was the returnhef slapstick domestic comedy.
Twentieth Century-Fox’s remake of the 1950 cométigaper by the DozgShawn

Levy, 2003) was a surprise success, and re-laurttieegenre, which — in its most recent
incarnation — comprised such films@addy Day CargSteve Carr, 2003Johnson
Family Vacation(Christopher Erskin, 2004%;heaper by the Dozen(Adam Shankman,
2005),Yours, Mine and OurfRaja Gosnell, 2005Are We There Yet{Brian Levant,
2005),RV: Runaway Vacatio(Barry Sonnenfeld, 2006)\re We Done Yet(Steve Carr,
2007) andaddy Day CamgFred Savage, 2007). These films, unsurprisirghjeve
the majority of their success in the U.S. markat,ib general, even the domestic critical
consensus has been explicitly hostflevarietys reviewer comparedohnson Family
Vacationunfavourably tdNational Lampoor®> Are We There Yet®as described as ‘a
dismal kiddy slapstick sag&®. RVwas criticised ifiThe New York Timésr its

broadness, the reviewer noting ruefully that ‘noasgdno family movies is complete
without a values-oriented agend&’ Like previous American family comedies, such

films are admittedly didactic, but the recurren€éhés didacticism pertains less to an

" Cheaper by the Dozemas a partial exception, drawing respectable fiatéonal audiences, perhaps due
to a Christmas opening and advance publicity comgahe film toHome AloneandParenthood- two
commercially-successful films now critically regatas pinnacles of the genre. See Bill Higgins,
“Cheaper’ Flies Against ‘Pan¥ariety, Monday December 1%52003.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117897198.htrd®egoryid=1237&cs=1> [accessed 28/8/2009].
7S Brian Lowry, ‘Johnson Family Vacatior¥ariety, Wednesday April 7, 2004.
<http://www.variety.com/review/VE1117923532.htmlfagoryid=31&cs=1> [accessed 27/10/2009].
78 Scott Foundas, ‘Are We There Yet%ariety, Monday January 17 2005.
<http://www.variety.com/review/VE1117925904.htmltagoryid=31&cs=1> [accessed 27/10/2009].
" Jeannette Catsoulis, ‘Robin Williams Hits the Rdaaily in Tow, with ‘RV’, The New York Times
Friday April 28", 2006.

<http://movies.nytimes.com/2006/04/28/movies/28mlk [Accessed 28/10/2009].
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inherited motif than the films’ defiant insistengpon promoting conservative, avowedly
‘American’ values and traditions as a counterptorthe international inflection of the
most profitable Hollywood family entertainment.

Correspondingly, each of these films possessaegsentially ‘American’
protagonist, generally male, and often the heallafge family. Cheaper by the Dozen
Daddy Day CareandRV star Steve Martin, Eddie Murphy and Robin Williams
respectively — three of the biggest Hollywood starthe 1980s and 1990s, each now
approaching late middle-age and settling down liegs anarchic, more paternalistic
personae. Steve Martin, particularly, has repd&areturned to the same archetype,
having largely divorced himself from the subversstand-up which launched his career.
Having been hand-picked to play the family pattiaaod college baseball coach in
Parenthoodbecause of his ‘everyman’ qualities, and starimipe 1991 remake of
Father of the BrideMartin’s role inCheaper by the Dozeas a family patriarch and
college football coach appears calculated. Robiliams’s return to family
entertainment ifikRVis similarly noteworthy. Unlike Martin’s role i@heaper by the
Dozen RV offers Williams the opportunity to play againspextation, before finally
reaffirming ideological and formal conventionality.

The opening sequence RV sees Williams playing to type. We see a younly gir
Cassie (Erika-Shaye Gair), sitting on her bed laughnd enjoying a puppet show
performed by a familiar voice, just out of sighttbé camera. The performer, of course,
turns out to be Williams — or rather his charadBah Munroe — ever the doting,

seemingly asexual patriarch, comfortingly familawiewers because of his famous
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performances in family films over the years. AfBab’s wife, Jamie (Cheryl Hines)
comes in to complain about him keeping Cassie ayakexchange ensues:
Cassie I'm never gonna get married.
Bob: Why not?
Cassie Cause | always wanna stay with you.

Bob: Well, you know, one day you're gonna grow up, treeevonderful guy and you're
gonna get married. But you and | willays be best friends.

Immediately thereafter, the narrative jumps a degatb the future. We see Bob, driving
his now-dysfunctional, argumentative family arouadn. Cassie is how a rebellious
teenager (as played by JoJo Levesque) and Bobeamd dow also have a teenage son,
Carl (Josh Hutcherson). Bob and Cassie are neeldhgst friends’; far from it:

Jamie: You know, you used to know all her friends. Yeere funny and charming.
Bob: Well, she doesn’'t want me to be ‘charming’. Sht5 — she finds it creepy.

Clearly, the opening scene’s image of domestic bagnis ironically situated, lulling the

audience into the mistaken belief that proceedwif$e as warmly comforting and

sentimental as Williams’s 1990s family movies.

Figure 12: Robin Williams receives a dose of unpleant reality in RV (2007).
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Over a decade on frorlook Mrs DoubtfireandFlubber, RV positions itself as
revealing what happerdter the ‘happy ever after’, as experience replacesdence and
domestic sentiment gives way to contemporary neali$his is not to say that
sentimentality does not reassert its dominanchesdrrative unfolds, and likéheaper
by the DozemndAre We There Yetthe film offers a jarring juxtaposition of sengmt
and gross-out humour. One sequence loaded withaism sees the hapless
Bob/Williams sprayed with raw sewage as he triedréon a septic tank, as the cosy
idealism of the 1990s family comedies gets assawith a hefty dose of unpleasant
reality. And yet, the film ultimately presents emding as saccharine as any presented in
Williams'’s earlier films. Would it be overly cyratto suggest that the filmmakers
position an illusion of down-and-dirty realism tefléct attention from the ideological
conventionality? Consider the plot. Bob’s job a®da company executive is under
threat from a younger, hungrier employee backeli®wpdious boss. Bob decides that
he will be on hand for an all-or-nothing businesseting out in the sticks to convince a
small, independent soda company to merge withalngel organisation, where he will
face-off against his professional rival in a battlehis boss’s affections. Bob, under
pressure to reunite his increasingly-estrangediyaiécides that he will bring them
along under the pretext of a road-trip holiday,dteg them in the dark about the nearby
business meeting, intending to keep the two watgrmrate. Ultimately, after a series of
slapstick set pieces, the family manages to readnrigob’s conscience finally gets the
better of him and he quits the environmentally-goesable soda company. He is

serendipitously offered an executive position i@ tmore environmentally-friendly firm,
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which is persuaded to remain independent — an abwagmbol of the widening
dichotomy between domestic- and international-flaed family entertainment.

Instrumental to his rehabilitation is a familyaduntry hicks, the Gornickes,
initially reviled by Bob and his family but finallgccepted as decent, honest folk. The
film ultimately serves as a parable, in which thetenialistic suburban family see the
error of their ways and reconnect with the valudsomesty and spiritual wealth — the
crucial ingredients for happiness and family unidithoughVariety applauded the
introduction of the Gornickes as ‘steer[ing] “RMWito more mature, emotionally
grounded territory’, their role as harbingers & ttiue spirit’ of American social
tradition and decency revives a long-standing Pr8occupation with the antagonistic
relationship between the suburb and the small-t6wAs | suggested in earlier chapters,
this dichotomy was one of the defining charactmssof Hollywood family films of the
1930s, 1940s and 1950s. RW, despite most of the screen-time being devotekeo
Munroes, it is the Gornickes that are the emotitwealrt of the movie. They show Bob
and his family — and by extension the audiencewlife ought to be lived. In a world
of increasing globalisation, their life is defiantlstic and basic. They do without their
televisions and laptops and foreign holidays, dwdf tives are immeasurably rich as a
result. Just as the Gornickes offer a radicaleggmtational alternative to current social
domestic normsRV offers the domestic audience an alternative tbajléamily
entertainment. Critics and audiences found netitffering especially palatable.

The Hollywood slapstick family comedy often poiflierejects international

media culture, invoking local and domestic culturares as a bulwark against

78 Justin Chang, ‘RV'Variety, Thursday April 27, 2006.
<http://www.variety.com/review/VE1117930347 .htmltagoryid=31&cs=1> [accessed 28/10/2009].
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encroaching globalisation. This calculated paralgdin manifests itself in a neatly
symbolic scene idre We There YetRrotagonist Nick Persons (Ice Cube) runs a sports
memorabilia store, immaculate and full of classitectables from the sports of baseball,
basketball and American football. His shop isréual tribute to twentieth-century U.S.
recreational history. As if to deliberately distijick’s reveries, a couple of kids walk in
asking for Yu-Gi-Oh! (Japanese manga). Nick fusiguetorts:

Look, you come in here every day asking the sanestoqpns. We ain’t got no Pokémon,
no Digimon, no Buffy, no SpongeBob, no Beanie Babi

When Nick angrily chases the children from his shop co-worker, Marty (Jay Mohr),
sarcastically notes, ‘you know, you really got aywath kids’. He makes a good point.
Nick’s disdain for contemporary children’s medidtate apparently reflects that of the
filmmakers, who have crafted an old-fashioned fgmibvie driven by adult
protagonists, sentimentality, a romantic subplat amlose of slapstick comedy to keep
the children entertained. There are two pointsetanade regarding this genre. The first
is that family movies have moved on since the ea890s international successHdme
AloneandMrs Doubtfire international audiences accustomed to fantasids a
blockbuster spectacles no longer appear satisfidtdoomedic representations of North
American family life. The genre does not offerlgatly-marketable brands attractive to
different cultures, and some such films are so-Waging in their U.S. cultural inflection
that they automatically discount a sizable inteomat! audience. The second point is that
the genre is activelytendedfor the domestic market, and can still yield angigant

profit if outlay is kept to a minimum. Such maggrhas traditionally found a popular
niche in the south, and in more rural areas whenservative politics exercise a firmer

grasp. U.S. fundamentalist religious organisatidesthe Christian and Film Television
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Commission andlovieguidealso strongly petition for ‘wholesome’ and ‘tradital’
family fare. The problem faced by producers igédy negative critical reaction, which
in turn triggers negative word-of-mouth. The bdfice failures ofAre We Done Yet?
andRVtriggered the end of the domestic family comedthia decade, but the rhetorical
attraction of its core values endures.

Such socio-culturally-specific entertainment isdo@ing increasingly isolated in
a media marketplace where family entertainmentsakany different forms. The
diversity of product attests to the strength anatlief the market, but also the range of
platforms now available. The explosion in childsstelevision is a significant factor.
Nickelodeon, a twenty-four-hour channel showingeps&approved programming,
changed children’s entertainméntBefore Nickelodeon, the main provider of childeen
entertainment was the Sesame Workshop, but Nickeloevas distinguished by

the same bravura shot of energy that transformel Mo a cultural force. Not
coincidentally, liftoff for both was achieved afthey were sold to Viacom, still their
parent company, for $700 million in 19%5.

In 1996, Nickelodeon ranked number 1 in the U.$tidee ratings for the first time, its
strength increasing ‘as the networks have lost tjreisp on the child audiend®’.In
recent years, Disney has established itself as@usecompetitof? The Disney Channel

was launched in 1997, and in 1998 Showtime and KB@mily Channel announced

"9 Dade HayesAnytime Playdate: Inside the Preschool Entertainnsom, or How Television Became
g\ély Baby’s Best Friend\New York, London, Toronto and Sydney: Free Pr2g868, p. 32.

Ibid, p. 33,
81 Heather Hendershot, ‘Introduction: Nickelodeon #mlBusiness of FunNickelodeon Nation: The
History, Politics and Economics of America’s only Thannel for KidsNew York and London: New
York University Press, 2004 (pp. 1-12), p. 1.
82 Hayes Anytime Playdate: Inside the Preschool Entertainnsom, or How Television Became My
Baby’s Best Friendp. 36.
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greater investment in original programmifigBy the turn of the decade, Disney was
operating four platforms, each aimed at a differeahe, allowing the company to reach
‘every conceivable demo’: ABC Family (est. 200hg Disney Channel (est. 1997),
Toon Disney (est. 1998; now Disney XD) and ABC Kidst. 1997}

This increasing competition has led to greatedpob diversity but also
intensified the need for precision in demograpargéting. Television networks have
begun to focus more aggressively upon younger deapbges, which led to the
increasing prominence of the pre-school and ‘tweewliences from early-to-mid
decade. As Dade Hayes points out:

In the kids-and-family racket, business has booaofédte, and yet the old label “fun for
the whole family” is about as relevant as a GiatiNielsen’s long-established,
overlapping age ranges — 2 to 11 years old, @ tant 9 to 14 grow more archaic by the
hour?®

Preschool entertainment has seen the most drabwaiio in the children’s media
marketplace. By 2007, ‘one in three DVDs boughhie United States (51 million units)
was intended for the pacifier crowd’, whilst ‘dosesf companies [...] have collectively
altered child-rearing by marketing to viewers framage they chillingly call ‘zerd®

The emergence of the ‘tween’ is almost as strikiAghough definitions of this
demographic vary, it is usually regarded as theesmeg ‘in-between’ childhood and

adolescence. Nickelodeon executive Cyma Zarghaiaiis 2002, ‘I feel like this demo

8 Richard Katz, ‘Focus on the Family: Showtime Upsdeiction of Kidvid Originals’Variety,
Wednesday Jund"81998. <http://www.variety.com/article/VR11174B28html?categoryid=14&cs=1>
[accessed 28/8/2009].

% Lily Oei, ‘ABC, Disney Net in Kiddie Synergy: Quat to Announce P’gramming Sked¥ariety,
Wednesday March 17 2004.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117901865.htrd®egoryid=1238&cs=1> [accessed 1/11/2009].
8 Dade Hayes, ‘Kids Play in Fractured Media PlaygdiuFun for All Ages’ Label Doesn't Apply
Anymore’, Variety, Thursday October"? 2008.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117993360.htmdegoryid=3262&cs=1> [accessed 28/8/2009].
8 Hayes Anytime Playdate: Inside the Preschool Entertainnsom, or How Television Became My
Baby’s Best Friendpp. 5-6.
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has been around for a long time, but attentiort basn’t been as focused as it is n8{v’.
Although the ‘tween’ demographic arose from netwankl cable television, it made a
successful transference to theatres Widlirspray (Adam Shankman, 200Hiannah
Montana: the Movig¢Peter Chelsom, 2009), and tHegh School Musicalranchise.

The influence of children’s television on theafitamily entertainment is plainly
apparent. It should be noted, however, that timeodgaphic fragmentation characterising
children’s television has not extended to Hollywaitema, which continues to favour
productions aimed at the mass audience to maxipatntial return. Where the
influence of children’s televisionasbeen apparent is in the greater stylistic range no
employed in contemporary family films. Severalniadly-unconventional children’s TV
shows have been adapted into successful featu@sasThe Rugrats Moviéigor
Kovalyov and Norton Virgien, 1998],he Wild Thornberrys Movig€Cathy Maskasian
and Jeff McGrath, 2002],he SpongeBob SquarePants Mq®eb Hillenberg, 2004)
andAlvin and the Chipmunkdim Hill, 2007). Other playfully eccentric fangimovies
includeCharlie and the Chocolate Facto(yim Burton, 2005)Night at the Museum
(Shawn Levy, 2006)Coraline (Henry Selick, 2009) an@ihe Fantastic Mr FoXWes
Anderson, 2009), while many DreamWorks and Pixanations rely on offbeat humour
for their appeal. The ‘unusual’ family blockbusparhaps began with the wilfully weird
films of directors such as Tim Burton, whd3atmanlegitimised the genre, but a more
obvious reference point would be Nickelodeon’s soegr-appeal programs, such as
SpongeBob SquarePar{t999-). A show centring on the under-water atiwess of an

intelligent sea sponge, Heather Hendershot nosStongeBolis ‘equally loved by

87 David Bloom, ‘Targeting Those Tricky Teenagers:Nillion Strong “Tweens” an In-Demand Demo’,
Variety, Sunday April 28, 2002.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117866102.htmd®egoryid=14&cs=1> [accessed 19/10/2009].
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both adults and kids’, and praises its charm agdrinity®® Producers now realise that
family entertainment need not be uniform and fotyrabnventional to achieve big
success, but also that playful eccentricity canvdaadiences resistant to family
entertainment pitched at the lowest common dendimina

Charlie and the Chocolate Factogjearly demonstrates this trend. The film
bears interesting comparison with the 1971 origallie Wonka and the Chocolate
Factory (Mel Stuart). Burton’s version, however, addsesal/new plot elements, as well
as reconfiguring the central figure of Wonka (hgleeyed by Johnny Depp). Although
Gene Wilder’s portrayal in the original is certgimlccentric, Depp is uncomfortably,
almost distastefully weird. Made-up to look likadiael Jackson, Depp makes Wonka
camp and childlike, almost sinister. There is lpgale sense of ironic detachment from
the weird-and-wonderful action: in contrast to tlediberately immersive experience
provided by blockbuster franchises suciasLord of the RinggandHarry Potter,
Charlie and the Chocolate Factomvites the viewer to take a step backwards, eserc
their analytical skills and look beyond the surfgtess, just as the visitors to the
chocolate factory are forced to interrogate théeuticity of the sights with which they
are presented. When Wonka introduces the bizalmest alien Oompa-Loompas and
reveals that they originate in ‘Loompaland’, oneld visitors immediately denies the
existence of such a place. Later, when the Oongmaripas finish their first song and
Wonka praises their performance, the guests remaiadulous:

Wonka: Bravo! Well done! Aren’t they delightful? Arerthey charming?
Mr Salt [James Fox]: | say, that all seemed rather rekdars

Mike: [Jordan Fry]: Like they know it was gonna happen.

Wonka: Oh, poppycock.

8 Hendershot, ‘Introduction: Nickelodeon and theiBass of Fun’, pp. 2-3.



290

These days, of course, consumers are assuredigised/y, and the fact that the
visitors feel compelled to air their cynicism ingimanner reflects common awareness of
the technological possibilities of, say, computepdics, to create such fantastic
environments. In a later scene, viewers are steoflashback of Wonka’s unhappy
childhood, in which he was prevented by his authden father (Christopher Lee) from
eating sweets. Afterwards, the camera cuts to \Wsrdkstracted face, whereupon he
explains, ‘I'm sorry, | was having a flashbacktomgue-in-cheek reference to the clichéd
Hollywood ‘flashback scene’. In the 1970s film, Wa was a ruthless moraliser, who
for all his bizarre eccentricity, was clearly agroup figure of authority. As played by
Depp, Wonka is more of a child than Charlie (Freddighmore). He is impulsive and
amoral; perhaps even dangerous. One of the nfastmial auteurs currently working
in Hollywood, Burton can rarely allow the sweet@re narratively-conventional
sequences to pass without ambiguity, even at limésfconclusion, where the childlike
Wonka is adopted by the Bucket family. In thisserBurton plays with double-voiced
discourse, providing the conventional happy endglst offering a coded implication
that all is not as it seems. In this way, the filays to mass family audiences and to fans
of fantasy and genre filmmaking alike, as welllasse who regard Johnny Depp and Tim
Burton as cult heroes of left-field Hollywood.

Indeed, the success Gharlie and the Chocolate Factgrgnd Burton’s/Disney’s
Alice in Wonderland2010), indicate that there is a sizable marketrfainstream family
entertainment which appears to eschew the obviessared vulgarity of the lowest
common denominator by offering pleasing spectactean emotional hit, while

simultaneously appealing to more sophisticateds/oiedia-literate audiences raised on a
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richer, more varied entertainment diet than previgenerations. While Burton’s films
have always walked the line between artistic intiomaand populism, and his more
recent, family-orientated films reveal a preoccigratvith mainstream blockbuster
success, the attraction of stylistic and themadidness is surely not confined to the
intelligentsia or the artistically-aware, but ikdiy to appeal to anyone who does not like
to think of themselves as an unsophisticated coeswflowest common denominator
entertainment. That said, the relative commentisicurity ofCoralineandThe

Fantastic Mr Fox- two relatively-recent Hollywood family films pdactions that are
genuinelyunusual — illustrates that eccentricity is onlgliea marketable commodity

when it is little more than a veneer, in films wiiemain overwhelmingly conventional.

Cross-media synerqy

The nature of some of Hollywood’s recent synergidgal-making suggests that style
and spectacle will continue to be the central famfudollywood’s family films for the
foreseeable future. Aside from books and telewisitollywood has recently targeted
three areas for cross-media synergy in the fanmtgrgainment market: comic books,
toys and video games. The comic book adaptatierbban one of the most profitable
genres of the decade, emerging as a sub-genre wfitler superhero movie boom which
began withX-Men(Bryan Singer, 2000). Since then, Bgider-Man(2002- ) and
Batman(2005- ) seriesiulk (Ang Lee, 2003)Fantastic Four(Tim Story, 2005) and
Superman Return®ryan Singer, 2006) have, alongside fantasiesyidated the global
box office. Although some superhero movies argioal properties, most derive from

Marvel’'s and DC Comics’ archives. Because of #rge, hitherto-unexploited range of
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licensable characters they own, these companies desirable targets for acquisition.
Disney’s announcement in August 2009 that it haaight Marvel for $4 billion created
such a furore in the media and general publicitratershadowed Warner Bros.’
purchase of DC Comics the following moffthAnnouncing that the publisher will now
be known as DC Entertainment, Warner Bros. CEO Alam explained:

It's no secret that DC has a myriad of rich anthpped possibilities from its deep
library of iconic and lesser-known characters.e Tdrmation of DC Entertainment
will help us bring more DC properties across addél platforms to fans around the
world

Although comic book fans responded to the news afdl’s sale to Disney with general
disgust, these mergers are continuations of gemetastry trends, rather than dramatic
breaks with traditioi> Paramount, Sony and Fox already have long-tesilolition
deals based on superhero characters, with Soninigdhie rights tdSpider-Manand Fox
to X-MenandFantastic Four Irrespective of the longevity of the superheyole, the
durability of these properties across different ilmedbooks, comics, action figures,
computer games, theme park rides — makes thenbleebad enduring sources of capital.
Instant box office success is scarcely the solevaitbdn for these acquisitions.

The second major synergistic development in regealts is between motion
picture franchises and toys. The biggest U.Sctoypanies, Hasbro and Mattel, have
developed high-profile film adaptations of sometadir biggest toy properties. For many
years, toy manufacturers have held a tight grigtuldren’s television. Early children’s
television shows of the 1950s and 1960s explofiedack of regulation by presenting

obvious padding between the advertisements andrtlgtadvertising commercial

8 Mark Graser, ‘Warner Bros. Creates DC Entertairtm@tudio Taps Premiere Exec Diane Nelson as

Chief, Variety, Wednesday Septembét, 2009.

;)http://Www.variety.com/article/VR1118008299.htrmm:goryid:1236&cs:1> [accessed 29/9/2009].
Ibid.

1 ‘Readers’ Comments’, Barnes and Ciepley, ‘Disnep&s into Action, Buying Marvel for $4 Billion’.
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products within the fabric of the shows. In 196%& Federal Communications
Commission (FCC) increased regulation in U.S. chités television after finding that
ABC'’s Hot Wheelsvas nothing more than a ‘program length commeréfalnder
Reagan’s administration in the 1980s, though, B€ Beregulated children’s television,
and toy-driven shows likile-Man and the Masters of the Univefsmirished® Today,
marketing consultant Gary Pope argues that ‘childreelevision shows are just giant toy
ads’®* Nevertheless, early attempts by toy and game faafurers to exploit the
synergistic potential of motion pictures, suclChse (Jonathan Lynn, 1985) amdiasters
of the UniverséGary Goddard, 1987) proved unsuccessful, antbthand filmmaking
industries did not successfully collaborate onaabrscale until recentfj. A word has
been invented to describe motion pictures thatipgeogasily-transferable properties for
the toy market — ‘toyetic’. The most famous andcassful ‘toyetic’ franchise, to date, is
Transformerswhich started life as a successful toy range yeced by Hasbro. The
company licensed the toys to a Japanese animaimopany, which produced a
successful, syndicated TV show based on the prpPettiasbro then struck a
distribution deal with DreamWorks for a motion pi based on the toy liflé. Steven
Spielberg served as co-executive producer with eSO Brian Goldner, ensuring a

high-profile incubation period, and blockbuster@pkst Michael Bay was signed to

:z Hendershot, ‘Introduction: Nickelodeon and theiBass of Fun’, p. 9.

Ibid.
% Hayes Anytime Playdate: Inside the Preschool Entertainn®som, or How Television Became My
Baby’s Best Friendp. 127.
% Marc Graser, ‘Hollywood’s Toy Plot: He-Man, VoltipBratz Slated for Adaptatior¥/ariety, Friday
June &, 2007. <http://www.variety.com/article/VR111796®6html?categoryid=2520&cs=1> [accessed
30/9/2009].
% Hayes Anytime Playdate: Inside the Preschool Entertainnsom, or How Television Became My
Baby’s Best Friendp. 123.
" Graser, ‘Hollywood'’s Toy Plot: He-Man, Voltron, &z Slated for Adaptation’.
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direct®®

The film was finally released in 2007 to box offisuccess and predictably
mixed critical reaction, and Goldner, evidentlyisi&d, congratulated Bay for making an
‘extremely toyetic picture®?

Although such synergies may appear to be orieshiatedominantly towards
children, in actuality they are carefully desigrtedut across demographics. | have
already discussed how high-profile family blocklaustpossess an almost universal
appeal to the senses, but these synergies areaatsally demographically targeted,
exploiting not only nostalgia for the original tbges and television shows (Hasbro’s
Transformersand Mattel’sHe-Manfranchises began in the 1980s) but also the large
number of adults who still buy toys themselves.nilagiewers offransformersand the
forthcomingHe-Manadaptation were raised on these products aha@asty notes,

‘adult toybuyers don't just drive toy sales, thewd enthusiasm that can be turned into
films’.*° There was an 8 per cent increase in action figewrenue in 2008 from the
previous year, which was attributed partly to

a growing — and increasingly lucrative — trend: magnufacturers and their showbiz
partners are rolling out toys for people who, ornight gently suggest, are too old for
toys. Some of the product is breathtakingly expe or based on R-rated movies or
painfully obscure characters — and they're seltiiggime***

Modern synergistic expansion is based on the pbyllog that very few demographics are
a closed market for any given product. Animatedifees, children’s TV shows and even
toy lines are demonstrating that demographic grameg considered inaccessible are in

fact eminently viable, given the correct promotiorarketing and stimulation.

% |bid.

% Hayes Anytime Playdate: Inside the Preschool Entertainn®som, or How Television Became My

Baby’s Best Friendp. 122.

199 5am Thelman, ‘High-End Toys are Aimed at AduliateS of Action Figures are Up 8% This Year’,

Variety, Friday February 2%, 2008.

;)Qttp://Www.variety.com/article/VR1117981311.htrmm:goryid:1019&cs:1> [accessed 30/9/2009].
Ibid.
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This disintegration of demographic boundaries alsolies to another
traditionally child-identified format targeted féeature film synergies — videogames. As
technologies have advanced, videogame produceesliemome able to render lifelike
virtual environments, and this has led to an ineeda narrative-driven games which play
like movies. As Kristin Thompson has observediriga are becoming more like films,
and at least some films more like games. Techiyadtpngly links the two medid®?
As the stylistic mechanisms behind movies and gdméser align, perhaps the formats
will eventually enter direct competition. At presehowever, the media are sufficiently
differentiated, and their interests complementapnsidering the eventual fate of earlier
‘rivals’ to the major film studios, like televisicemd home video, independent videogame
companies may simply be absorbed into these polgidhal media conglomerates as
their market share increas&3. Revenues from videogame movie tie-ins are an
increasingly lucrative part of a franchise’s arailincome. As Thompson notes:

In 1995 a game firm might have paid a few hundhedisand dollars for a minor title and
$2 or $3 million for a major one. By early in thew century, the game rights for big
franchises like “James Bond” and “Harry Potterraveeportedly going for more than
$10 million [...] By 2005, a hit title's licence amdyalties could generate around $40
million for a studic*®*

Although Thompson rightly points out that even $dilion would not be a major
proportion of overall revenue for a top franchige IThe Lord of the Ringsr Harry

Potter, this sector clearly possesses considerable paitémt growth.

122 ThompsonThe Frodo Franchise: The Lord of the Rings and Modéollywood p. 227.
Ibid.
194 bid, p. 228.
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One of the most interesting recent cross-mediargyas occurred in 2007, when
videogame producer Electronic Arts signed a mudtsypartnership with Hasbt®> EA
announced their intention to adapt almost all o$lbta’s properties, including Nerf,
Scrabble, Monopoly, Yahtzee and Trivial Pursffit What is most significant about such
deals are not the nature of the collaborationsyen the quality of the finished products,
but the strength of the brands. When EA suggbstsiirough these products it hopes to
engage ‘non-traditional gamers such as young @rldnd women’, its weapons are not
the artistic merits of the adaptation, but the poefea trusted, decades-old brafid.In
2009,LA Timeswriter Ben Fritz argued that multimedia brandsgess the same pulling-
power of movie stars from the studio era:

In exchange for what's essentially a well-knownraoraame with a setting or theme and
nothing more, studios are typically paying milkoof dollars upfront and, should a movie
get made, several percentage points of the mogie'ss receipts. That's the kind of
money that used to be offered only to A-list&fs.

‘Brands are the new stars’, according to UniveRetures Chairman Marc
Shmugert®® Occasionally, these brands possess such a pafitiack-story that ‘the
decisionmakers have a hard time wrapping their faaound it’ — a problem with toy
and board game adaptatiori$.However, since it is the bram@methat consumers are
buying into with such films, stories can often bevwen around them without alienating
the core consumers. A good example is DisnBirates of the Caribbea(2003- ), a

massively successful franchise built upon nothimgersubstantial than a Disneyland

195 Ben Fritz, ‘EA Develops Hasbro Properties: Upcagn@®ames Will Include “G.1. Joe” Tie-InVariety,

Monday February 1, 2008.

;)Qttp://www.variety.com/article/VR1117980627.htwﬂ?@goryid:1079&cs:1> [accessed 30/9/2009].
Ibid.
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198 Ben Fritz, ‘Hollywood Sees Star Qualities in Clagdames and ToysThe LA TimesSeptember 28

2009. <http://www.latimes.com/business/la-fi-caids28-2009sep28,0,1264698.story> [accessed

1/10/2009].

109 pid.

10 Graser, ‘Hollywood's Toy Plot: He-Man, Voltron, &z Slated for Adaptation’.
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theme park ride. With virtually no back-story, stedio manufactured a narrative
around little more than the brand property. Predugy action-adventure specialist Jerry
Bruckheimer, the films fulfil most of the usualteria for ‘'summer blockbuster’ success.
They are crowd-pleasers, featuring plenty of actienpieces, CGIl, some supernatural
thrills ‘n spills, rousing musical scores, romaee a charismatic, wilfully eccentric
performance from Johnny Depp as the roguish Captgik Sparrow. These adaptations
do their best to replicate the breathless exhitamaif a rollercoaster ride. The
comparison between action movies and rollercoastes has been made many times
before, buPirates of the Caribbeatakes it to another level by creating a financial
interdependency between these two apparently-in@leadle forms of entertainment.
This growing practice of working a narrative arowndrand constitutes a sharp reversal
of prior industry practice, where viable brands \ddoe extracted from narrative cinema.
As the multimedia corporations producing globaldibusters continue to
embrace synergistic expansion and brand licensieg;ome to assess the present
condition of the family film. It will be fairly @ar that the ‘family film’ in its traditional
sense is long dead. Despite the best effortsvaf l@aders, community organisations and
religious pressure groups between the 1930s an@sli®goortray family entertainment as
the province of white, middle-class nuclear farsilétending movies as a unit, the
studios have always worked upon a broader, motesive conceptualisation. For the
film industry, the family audience denotes the ldest possible demographic cross-
section; the largely fictional ‘great audience’aaded by Gilbert Seldes. For the
Hollywood studios, the huge global success enjdyeitis contemporary blockbuster

franchises represents the culmination of a stratdggh began in the early-1930s. |
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have suggested that many of the major battleseinvtdr to exploit the potential of the
‘family audience’ to its fullest — many of whichdb place in the first decade of the new
millennium — have been won. The Hollywood studiase integrated themselves firmly
within a global entertainment industry framewonkgddhey have learned, with the help of
technology and media synergies, how to tailor theaducts to satisfy international mass
audiences, finally exploiting fully the global distution avenues which have been
available since the early part of the twentiethtegn

Whilst we must acknowledge the dominance and fogmice of twenty-first
century family entertainment, we must also condbdéethe products positioned within
this over-arching category are disparate. For soinservers, the formal diversity which
has always existed within Hollywood family ententaient may render it difficult to
characterise. For others, the attempt to unifgeféms under a central banner might be
seen as misguided or fallacious. Throughout tiesis, though, | have maintained that
the family film is not a genre, and we should matd for formal connections between
films when frequently none exist. Rather, sucmdilare connected by the idea of the
family audience, a vast, cross-demographic, crafistal audience which can be united
and exploited through a specialised form of massremnment. It is likely that the
future will see a continuation and perhaps deepgeoirthe present dichotomy between
the big international blockbusters — of which fanfilms constitute a large proportion —
and smaller-scale films more affiliated with loeald national cultural traditions,
eschewing the universalised tone of the internatlgpitched productions. Low-budget
films and ‘indies’ remain potentially good busined&'e have seen indications that the

indie movement, which hitherto has seen its biggestesses in comedies, horrors and
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left-field thrillers, will develop their own formsf family-orientated product. Numerous
national film industries have, over the past decattempted to develop their own forms
of family entertainment. Such small scale operaticannot, at present, realistically
compete with the resources of Hollywood, and witceed only by differentiating their
product to appeal to smaller niches within the ‘ilghmarket (the most notable example
of which has been the Europeasterix and Obelix1999- ] franchise, which has proven
highly popular in Western Europe), or with fundeugd distribution from Hollywood. It
remains to be seen whether the indie strategypnoNe successful with audiences
accustomed to the most mainstream fare. Hollywwasishown that there is a viable
‘middle way’, with the largely-domestic succesdilmhs like Cheaper by the Dozeand
Johnson Family VacationAlthough respectable, however, the returns ohdilms are
distinctly small-fry compared with the global fagnblockbuster.

Some audience sections, of course, remain imraitiee perceived pleasures of
family entertainment. Other consumers of familiepntated product continue to
simultaneously enjoy entertainment forms like tbe,rthe art house, the erotic, the
perverse; genres and styles existing outside sfrtiust mainstream facet of media
culture. Moreover, the nature of family entertagmnhand the styles utilised in its
construction are subject to flux, as cultural maed technological advances impose
their own changes. Throughout these changes, f@wsyectacle remains constant, as
does the philosophy behind it. This philosophy] #re commercial products it shapes, is

now the dominant motivating force in global cinema.
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Conclusion

In Hollywood family entertainment, styles are camdly changing, but the mission —
selling entertainment to the masses — remainsaime s It is useful, at this juncture, to
return to the points made in the Introduction regay the importance of historical
analysis. Only by examining their entire histagytipossible to recognise the overall
patterns to Hollywood family film strategy and puation. Certain aesthetic styles and
social values have changed over this historicabdenf course, and the films reflect
these changes, but when the surface gloss is paefeg the ideological and narrative
continuities between family films across this bréestorical period are striking. As
such, it is important to evaluate the relationdiepveen change and continuity, and
examine how this dialectic functions in contempgfamily films, looking towards a
future in which their dominance is likely to furthextend.

Unquestionably, the most important historical &ake in family films has been
the shift from an adult-orientated to a youth-oté&ed model of popular culture. Family
films from the 1930s to the 1960s were made forea@l@minantly adult-centred, U.S.-
based middlebrow public, and this was reflectedhieyadult emphasis of the dual
address. Since the late-1970s, family films —drfsl popular culture in general — have
been made to satisfy a youth-orientated market,jmmbed by undifferentiated address.
This shift underscores the importance of the seaitural environment in shaping film
content. It is tempting to conclude that 1930slyWabod filmmakers made a major
strategic error when they failed to develop broaipealing movies — such as prestige
fantasies and animated features — into generalptmoh policy. To an extent, this is

true, but we cannot apply contemporary standarasasiby; family films in the modern
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style would not have been possible during the steda because of technological
limitations and the absence of a cultural conseistle way youth culture now
dominates Western societies. Crossover hits, asShow White and the Seven Dwarfs
were very much exceptions to the rule. In genenaltropolitan, small-town, middle-
class and working-class audiences all wanted éiffiethings, and Hollywood lacked the
technological resources to bring these audienagsher through sensorial appeal. The
‘family audience’ in its broader extension remaimeaccessible until North American
society abandoned the self-consciousness of thélelicow movement and embraced a
less stratified taste consensus. The emergertbe gbuth audience as a powerful
consumer group is certainly pivotal in this regaithough the suburbanisation of the
United States (which brought greater uniformityifiestyle) and the popularisation of
television (a more democratic format which enalgezhter cultural interaction) were
similarly important in effacing these cultural gesions, and finally elevating the
entertainment requirements of the many above tbbte few. The universality of
television prepared U.S. audiences for the undiffeated address of post-1970s family
films in a way which would not have been possibla period of cultural class-
consciousness.

The most significant changes which have elevatsilydilms above other
entertainment formats, therefore, have been saniindustrial, rather than textual.
Changes in lifestyle, particularly in the U.S., Bded to greater conformity of cultural
taste, and developments in mass communication dévaafeled increased cultural
interaction on a global scale. As a result, altfoaultural diversity still remains on

many levels, a globally-active mass audience nastgxmotivated by increasingly
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uniform entertainment impulses. As technologiesgehmproved, mainstream films are
now able to engage global audiences on a fundaimeatmitive level. Bypassing more
sophisticated thought processes, contemporaryyditmis are capable of temporarily
suspending many — though not all — of the diffeesnia age, race, religion, culture and
class separating potential consumers across thHd.weamily blockbusters are tailor-
made for this role. Although movies have alwaysvpted some quantity of immersion,
modern family blockbusters actively bombard thesesrwith CGI special effects, even
projecting outwards into the theatre via 3-D. S&&-heavy fantasies, in fact, delight
in the spectacle of huge, fearsome monsters leapwards the camera, mouth open, as
if to consume the screen and in so doing eradtbédghysical barrier between film and
audience.

It is well to keep in mind that spectacle has gsviaeen important in family
movies, dating back to the feature animations anthties of the 1930s (the tornado that
swept up Dorothy Gale’s houseThe Wizard of Owas remarkably sophisticated in its
day). In doing so, we can resist the temptatioregard the spectacular spectacle in
contemporary family movies as epochal, and instéad it as logical technological and
aesthetic progression, in which techniques thatwatleeper forms of audience
immersion have grown progressively more sophigitatHowever, the increasing
prominence of spectacle certainly doeseftdcenarrative, nor the expectation for good
stories well told, well paced, and excitingly pmit Geoff King is correct when he
argues that we must resist a superficial analyattg that ‘narrative is in some way

absent or displaced by spectacle’ — this is a comenitical confusion which, when
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interrogated, has little basis in realftywith such films ag\vatar, spectacle may be what
peopleremembeifrom the viewing experience, but it remains laygegdsmetic. In fact,
technological sophistication notwithstanding, thisran enduring desire for a good story,
and this is one of the most important continuitiesonly between films past and present,
but the broader cultural histories of literaturel aarrative.

Instead of concentrating solely on content, itgsful to comment upon the
continued importance of family films to Hollywooddto Western culture. Almost from
its very beginnings as mass medium, Hollywood’e sizd resources, and the strength of
its international distribution, suggested its ptitdras a mass medium capable of uniting
audiences from all walks of life through a formagipeal that — unlike other dominant
arts such as literature and the theatre — was tinilyersal in scope. Hollywood's agenda
of mass audiences united by mass-appeal moviesfreg been fully appreciated in
academia, partly because until the 1970s it wasnaftvisible. Critics have instead
lauded classical-era Hollywood genres such as dilms, sex films and screwball
comedies for their creative diversity, lamenting #bsence of such sophisticated
maturity in the ‘New Hollywood’. In doing so, thégil to appreciate sufficiently the
commercial side of Hollywood’s operations. Hollywgbexists to make money, not to
win the hearts and minds of film critics. To sweviand prosper, it needs to address as
large an audience as possible. The only reagmodluces left-field or niche movies is
because no film is capable of appealing to everyane there will always be a demand
for the unusual and the sophisticated. To suggestwise risks misconceiving the

industry’s true identity, for although strong aitiprinciples patently continue to flourish

! Geoff King, ‘Spectacle, Narrative, and the SpedarcHollywood BlockbusterMovie Blockbustersed.
Julian Stringer, London: Routledge, 2003 (pp. 124)1p. 119.
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in Hollywood, they reside not with the accountaantsl executives who wager vast sums
of money in the hope of reaching the largest ptessibdiences. The prospect of family
films ultimately eradicating minority-appeal filnis remote, but this has not prevented
them from banishing ‘niche’ filmmaking to the pdrgyy of mainstream consumption.
With the emergence of the ‘global village’ and agible taste consensus, the market for
such products has declined commensurately.

However, family films are equally defined by thee®-cultural values they
represent. These U.S.-inflected values are botinaiderable asset and an
insurmountable obstacle in terms of attracting gl@udiences. For much of their
history, their potency and appeal were at the heart of Hollywood family films. Since
the shift towards globally-orientated modes of @ppnese values — many of them
explicitly deriving from the U.S. national conscgmess — have proven to be awkwardly
incongruous with the supposed universality of treniat. Family films have always tried
to give mainstream audiences what they want andatx@ heir conservatism tends to
reflect an ideological populism which adheres ®ttost important tenets of the United
States’ national identity — freedom, individualignolitical and racial superiority, the
importance of family and community, and the ‘Amandream’ of meritocratic self-
advancement. Family films usually reflect the péred requirements of their dominant
consumers: social and economic recovery durind @89s Depression; the nostalgic
‘return to the soil’ during the 1930s and 1940s; thjection of youth culture during the
1960s implicit in the renewed production of traafital entertainment; the surge in
escapist fantasy in the late-1970s period of natioralaise; the preoccupation with baby

boomer anxieties in the late-1980s and early-1980d;the conservative rejection of
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globalised popular culture in 2000s domestic coemdiFor most of their history, family
films have been made for a largely North Americadience, and only relatively recently
have their modes of appeal been reconfigured toraswdate international audiences.
Although it is true that many foreign audiencedinglly buy-in to a branded
representation of ‘America’ when they consume Hetgd movies, and producers want
to preserve this aggressively confident self-imaggially they wish to avoid both the
mundane qualities of day-to-day life in their fayrtllockbusters, and elements of the
national character that may detract from the prapdg of ‘pure entertainment’. There
has also been a clear trend towards a more libelaisivity with regards to race and
gender — though not, as yet, sexuality. Whethewbdthese concessions have gone far
enough to fully satisfy international audiences-well as critics of the format — is
debatable.

Much of this thesis has addressed family filmgemmns of the consensus they
seem to represent, and their ability to reflectangj tastes and values. Increasingly,
though, as Hollywood reconfigures its family-origtetd products for global tastes, there
are points of opposition. Firstly, we must consitthe North American marketplace. In
Chapter 5, | talked at length about recent Hollyd/éemily films that reject fantasy and
universality in favour of traditional studies of$J.domestic life, such a#se We There
Yet?andR.V. These narratives are almasiti-blockbuster in spirit, both in terms of
filmmaking style and the cultural values they ark&te. Whereas family blockbusters
disavow associations of strong, flag-waving Amarisen, these domestic comedies
reaffirm ‘traditional’ U.S. ideologies of the strgmuclear family. Many low-budget,

low-key independent productions are similarly de€irby their opposition to blockbuster
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production values and mainstream tastes. For neadartistry as well as commerce,
such films are rarely family-orientated, but segkobilise audiences whose interests lie
outside mainstream action/adventure material. Algh contemporary domestic-
orientated family comedies usually embody conserggiolitical ideals, and independent
films are often liberal, these politically-oppodedtions are — to some extent — unified by
their shared disdain for the family blockbustdrisIno coincidence that indie films
exploded on to the market in the 1990s at almastipely the same time as the major
Hollywood studios embraced media conglomerationfandly entertainment as in-built
principles.

However, cultural resistance to family entertaintrie most strongly marked in
overseas territories. Although Western Europedyood’s most lucrative foreign
theatrical market, and has, in general, assistéd gdominance by actively encouraging
Hollywood co-productions, a big-budget, pan-Europkanily-orientated venture —
Asterix and Obelix vs. CaesfClaude Zidi, 1999) — curbed the trend by achigvin
substantial box office success without U.S. fundingistribution, or, indeed, a wide
release in U.S. theatres. A French, German ahdriteo-production based on the long-
running French comic strip, the film returned o$&00 million, less than $1 million of
which stemmed from U.S. theatredt has since spawned a successful movie franchise
although it is very much the exception to the rblgth in terms of its extraordinary
success and its populist approach (which appr@s;iaather than counterpoints, the style
of Hollywood family movies). Furthermore, becatiseAsterixfranchise is seemingly a
one-off which is neither threatening Hollywood’'sndimance nor damaging its revenues,

it is debatable whether it can truly be regarded Bem of ‘resistance’.

2 Toby Miller et al.,Global Hollywood 2 London: BFI Publishing, 2005, pp. 190-191.
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Far more important to Hollywood'’s future in th@lgal arena are China and India.
Both are enormous markets, but despite repeatatlosg, they have proven
frustratingly difficult to crack. U.S. commentasdrave been anticipating China’s
imminent arrival as a massive foreign market fargd It was felt that the internet
would force China’s development towards democradych would, in turn, lead to a
loosening of existing trade restrictions, but thés not yet materialised (partly because of
the local dominance of the state-operated Integeatch engine, which censors a great
deal of politically- and culturally-sensitive conte Furthermore, the Chinese state only
allows domestic distribution of 20 foreign filmsrpeear, and piracy is rifé.Although
Avatarbroke the all-time Chinese box office record inya010 with grosses of
approximately $70 million, this only equated towand half its U.K.’s theatrical grosses,
which, in turn, amounted to a fraction of its UpBrformanceé. India seems more
politically and commercially open, but importedrig have struggled to overcome the
domestic hegemony of Bollywood productions. Irpmsse, Hollywood has resorted to
manufacturing Bollywood-style films for the Indiamarket, hoping to compete with local
producers, but this initiative has achieved ontyitéd succes$. Ironically, the real
challenge Hollywood studios now face in extendimgit global market share is
producing films capable dbcal — rather than global — appeal. Hollywood familgné

are doing their job very well; they are dominatgigbal box office charts and keeping

3 Edward A. Gargan, ‘Waiting for China: Anxious Atis — Flowering in the Face of a Giant Unknown’,
The New York Time§ebruary 18, 1997, p. 31.

* Ben Child, ‘Avatar Smashes Chinese All-Time Boxi&f Record’, The Guardian Tuesday 18 January,
2010. < http://www.guardian.co.uk/film/2010/jan/a@atar-smashes-chinese-record> [accessed
21/3/2010].

> |bid.

® Tim Arango, ‘U.S. Media See a Path to India inr@fé Snub’ The New York TimeMay 3¢ 2009.
<http://lwww.nytimes.com/2009/05/04/business/mediai®dia.html> [accessed 23/3/2010]; Anupama
Chopra, ‘Stumbling toward BollywoodThe New York TimeMarch 26", 2009.
<http://www.nytimes.com/2009/03/22/movies/22chomibt [accessed 23/3/2010].
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the U.S. film industry firmly on top (with a greatdan 60 per cent stake in the global
box office)! What family filmscannotaccomplish is serving minority needs for
localised, culturally-specific entertainment indan territories, and in this area
Hollywood has proven less than successful. Indnfdir example — a territory dominated
by domestic productions — Hollywood's market sHara mere 5 per cefit.

To a large extent, successful foreign distributdiiollywood movies depends
on politics and ideology at the local level. Hitiwg family films have been too
capitalistically ‘American’ to fully succeed in Gta for reasons of state ideology, and in
India for reasons of national culture. Many otimernational territories are
economically underdeveloped and therefore neghgihérkets. Historically, as poorer
countries have expanded their economies withintaksti frameworks and foreign
trading has increased, Hollywood has simply assueonetrol of the film market.
Advanced global capitalism, no respecter of cultdeanocracy and diversity, generally
allows the largest and most powerful corporati@anexpand their reach, either through
absorption or eradication of competitors. A notadstample of this process is post-
communist Russia. After the fall of the Soviet dmilong-standing restrictions on
Hollywood films were dropped. Hollywood rapidly encame local competition: by
2003, its market share in Russia had reached 7&gp¢(as compared with 82 per cent in

Britain, 70 per cent in Spain, 65 per cent in liahd 52 per cent in France), and by 2006

" carrie Rickey, ‘Americans Are Seeing Fewer and IFereign Films’,The Philadelphia InquirerSunday
May 9", 2010.
<http://www.philly.com/inquirer/entertainment/2018I®_Americans_are_seeing_fewer_and_fewer_foreig
n_films.html#axzz0r7gJ2McM> [accessed 17/6/2010].

8 Derek BoseBrand Bollywood: A New Global Entertainment Orddew Delhi: Sage India, 2006, pp.
207-208.

° Peter J Dekom, ‘The Global MarkeThe Movie Business Baadd. Jason E. Squire, New York: Fireside,
1992, pp. 418-430.
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the country was, according ¥ariety, ‘the hottest theatrical [film] market in Europ@'.
For the same reasons, Western capitalist enteripressgerly awaiting the end of
communist China, not for ideological reasons, mdduse a democratic government
could conceivably pave the way for unlimited comondraccess to the world’s most
populous nation. Of course, is equally possitdeyiechael Curtin argues, that emerging
economies — most notably China and India — wilsahe point, be able to launch serious
challenges to Hollywood’s dominante.Currently, it seems that any legitimate
challenge is still a distant possibility, continggen overcoming considerable obstacles
such as language, filmic style, the lack of budget&chnical and creative resources, the
lack of worldwide distribution, and Hollywood's eslished hold over the world market.
Between 1990 and 2005, Hollywood's proportion & torld market actually doubléd.
That this is the case is unsurprising, given thatl.S. possesses what has been called
‘the most protectionist culture in world history’. For the moment, then, the key
guestion in contemporary cinema, looking to thefeitis whether other countries will to
resist Hollywood’s global expansion, or — as hasfsen been the case — ultimately
acquiesce, and incorporate U.S. media productdtlieio cultural identities?

The fact that China and India — the two most pogpsiicountries in the world —

continue to resist Hollywood entertainment is teli It reveals an irresolvable paradox,

19 Miller et al.,Global Hollywood 2p. 11; Celestine Bohlen, ‘Reality Conspires talbiRussian Films’,
The New York Time&ebruary 28, 1994. <http://www.nytimes.com/1994/02/28/movieality-
conspires-to-undo-russian-films.html> [accessed/P®/10]; Elizabeth Guider and Tom Birchenough,
‘H'w'd Heat Hits Russia’ Variety, Thursday February'® 2006.
<http://www.variety.com/article/VR1117937325.htmd®egoryid=1236&cs=1> [accessed 12/4/2010].
1 Michael Curtin,Playing to the World’s Biggest Audience: The Glaztion of Chinese Film and TV
Berkeley, Los Angeles and London: University ofif@ahia Press, 2007, pp. 284-285.

2 Miller et al.,Global Hollywood 2pp. 10, 25.

13 |bid.

4 The word ‘acquiesce’ implies, of course, that th8sed cultural imperialism is undesirable, a vigw
no means universally held.
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namely that no matter how internationally-flavoukéollywood family films become,
they will always respond to U.S. values, custontastes. At this point, it is well to
remember that around 35 per cent of the globaldffise still derives from the U.S.
domestic market; for home-grown films, this figisemuch higher stilt> This
necessitates a certain pandering to local culttadltion in order to satisfy the desires of
an enormously powerful domestic audience whichwkietmingly rejects imported
entertainment (foreign movies now constitute lésstl per cent of the American film
box office, down from around 10 per cent in thed$)8° When asked for his
predictions regarding the future trajectory of fanfiims, Disney executive Andy Bird
replied:

‘Family films’/entertainment/brands are going ®cbme even more important/relevant
in the future. As the world becomes more fragmeéntfamily time’ will become more
precious. In my house, some nights all four membéthe family (I have two boys aged
12 and 14) are on their individual computers. Wehstilled family time to watch films
together or play ‘Scrabble’...It's the only time wet together and | think this will
become even more of a premium going forwdrd.

His response tells us two things. It seems thdlylood executives perceive
traditionally-flavoured family entertainment asallative for economically-developed,
Western societies in which social fragmentation famaily togetherness is a concern — an
image which, not entirely coincidentally, evokes tieleaguered nuclear families
depicted in movies such &®okandMrs Doubtfire Equally significantly, Bird’s
description strongly evokes traditional, consematamily fare (e.g. Disney animation,

American domestic comedies) rather than family-teah'total entertainment’, with its

15 ‘Theatrical Market Statistics 2009The Motion Picture Association of Amerijca
<http://www.mpaa.org/> [accessed 17/6/2010].

1% Rickey, ‘Americans Are Seeing Fewer and Fewer igor&ilms’; Miller et al.,Global Hollywood 2p.
94.

" personal interview with Andy Bird, Chairman of Béy International, Thursday 2@/arch, 2009; see
appendix.
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undifferentiated address, acceptance of moderatenge and swearing and generously
distributed PG-13 ratings.

The divergence between these two manifestatioresate an internal conflict
regarding the uses of the family brand. The groefttiotal entertainment’ may
ultimately become problematic for its survival;egdy, there are intimations that the
industry is having difficulty reconciling the brasdeasy familiarity with the blatant
corporatism of the product. Disney head of prodmcOren Aviv, speaking of the next
instalment in théirates of the Caribbeafranchise (scheduled for release in Summer
2011), spoke of the need to ‘get the story rigketduse

you can't get bigger [...] The movies got bigger &mgher and very complicated [...] |
want to kinda reboot the whole thing and bringdtvn to its core and to its essence
which is the charactet8.

Aviv's response indicates that Hollywood is coneslabout brands becomisglely
defined by spectacle, recognising the harm suatepépns might entail. There is a
desire to preserve the ‘integrity’ of such multineeftanchises by establishing an
opposition between family films still supposedlygmed by principles of co-viewing
(‘for all the family’) and social usefulness, agstithose which are lamentably brand-
based, purely escapist and socially worthless éiaryone’). Given that all the major
studios continue to release both family-adventuogies and more child-orientated,
wholesome fare under the ‘family’ banner, the diohoy is entirely artificial, but the
distinction surely appeals to the many fans anitsrivho still believe — as did the moral
and educational reformers of the 1920s and 193Bat-popular culture ought to project

authenticity, solidarity and demonstrate socialsoience. Such is the current value of

18:SDCC Redux: Disney's Head of Production, OrenvAvComingsoon.neiugust ¥, 2009.
<http://www.comingsoon.net/news/movienews.php?id3E? [accessed 26/10/2010].
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the ‘family’ brand that — in contrast to its coniaating associations before its
rejuvenation in the 1980s — marketers are eagappdy it to their products as often as
possible, sometimes inappropriately. As JennifeerGotes, the American DVD release
of the adult-orientated period melodrafiading NeverlandMarc Forster, 2004) overtly
— and erroneously — positions it as a family fifinThis practice is now commonplace
and is perturbing for consumers, who may be misleduch cynical marketing, but also
potentially for the Hollywood studios, which musisere that the brand is not misused,
and retains its credibility and potency.

Ultimately, these questions boil down to a bdtikebrand ownershipAs |
suggested in Chapter 5, the brands and intelleptoglerties are owned by producers,
but as artefacts of American popular culture arfiéctors of social mores since the
1930s, family films also belong to their consumeBecause awareness of these movies
is almost universal in the Western world, ownershipxtremely valuable. Both the
North American media — ostensibly on behalf ofplblic — and political/religious
bodies regard the family movie as a cultural, nathan commercial format. The concept
of the ‘family’ has enduring political appeal, araigious organisations, particularly the
Christian right, have always supported ‘traditiofamily films because they represent
society freed from perceived threats, such as devand family breakdown, career-
minded women, gays, racial and ethnic minoritiesl, freigners. Certainly, it is hard to
imagine a form of popular culture more attractivestich bodies than family films, so
explicitly ‘American’, pro-‘family’, pro-tradition hostile to change and, through

conspicuous absence, implicitly hostile to outsdeall filtered through a facade of

19 Jennifer Geer, ‘J. M. Barrie Gets the Miramax Tmeexit: Finding (and Marketing) Neverland’,
Children’s Literature Association Quarterly/olume 32, Number 3, Fall 2007 (pp. 193-212).
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amiability. As family films have become less id&ably driven by socio-political
agendas, organisations such as Walden Media heppest in to plug the gap. The battle
for ownership of the family brand, the desire tplex its potential for ideological uses,
and the ongoing need to extend the scope of itsfsigtion for commercial uses, may be
defining characteristics in family entertainmenthe years to come.

For popular and academic criticism, now is theldene to take notice of family
films, not only because of their enormous histdrsignificance (which is more than
reason enough), but their increasingly importatdg no popular entertainment. A very
pertinent question is which critical and theordtfcameworks are best suited to such
investigation. Genre criticism has shown littlenorinterest, and excessively formalist
interpretations of its scope serve to impede thdysof such a pluralistic format. In
contrast, socio-cultural approaches seems feasl@€loes cognitivism, which is invaluable
when applied to contemporary family films which gisestimulate physical and
emotional audience responses. ‘Children’s films’'theorist Torben Grodal argues, ‘are
shaped both by innate emotional needs and cogmitimstraints and by specific cultural
norms'?° Grodal therefore rejects ‘both the blank slattly of the human mind — the
strong version of culturalism — and the argumeottsfrong biologism?! If, as | would
suggest, the appeal of family films derives fromitlexploitation of innate needs,
coupled with their reflection of society and cuéipan approach which fuses elements of

culturalism and cognitivism would best suit fut@aeademic study into internationally-

orientated family films.

% Torben GrodalEmbodied Visions: Evolution, Emotion, Culture, dildn, Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2009, p. 25.
2 Ibid.
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Leaving aside the current and probable future damge of the Hollywood
family film, its position in U.S. culture and filimistory since the 1930s has been
enormous. Any history of Hollywood cinema that doeks the family audience and the
family film is, to my mind, inadequate, for theyMeaplayed a huge part in film industry
policy. On a social level, family films have, agmide books, been one of the most
important cultural formats for children, and untied as the dominant medium for a dual
audience of adults and children, while their samittural function in U.S. culture, to say
nothing of their impact on international audiendess always been far more than simply
escapist. Family films have functioned on pedagggescapist, reflective, aspirational,
regressive, demagogic, conservative and utopiaidevi his does not mean we should
lose sight of their basic function as productsafamced capitalism. Family movies exist
to make money; cultural significance is a forturiaggoroduct which keeps the
bandwagon rolling, and their appeal to childrenudthimot risk obfuscating this fact.
However, their continued success, throughout tin@iny incarnations, points to a cultural
need for basically affirmative, happy stories whistoke pleasure in many forms,
emotional and aesthetic. Their cultural and conemaklimitations may only be fully
appreciated with the benefit of further historipalspective, but for the moment, their
grasp over popular culture is immense and showsgmof loosening. While family
movies remain primarily North American in origilgly respond to basic, innate human

needs, which is why they exert such a powerfuhetion to global audiences.



315

Appendix: Interview between Noel Brown (NB) and Andg Bird (AB:
Chairman of Disney International), Thursday, March 26, 2009.

(NB) Would you be able to briefly define ‘the faynillm'?

(AB) | think ‘The Family Film’ is a film that candenjoyed by the whole family together, as well
as a film that can be enjoyed by a broad audieeo@draphic. The true test, in my mind, is if a
child and his/her grandparent could go togethereanally enjoy a film.

(NB) It seems from observation that the ‘familyrfilis a term favoured by the Hollywood studios
for marketing purposes, whilst the ‘children’s fiterm tends to be critically imposed from the
outside by critics, etc. Do you think this is traad if not, do you think that there is a differenc
between the ‘family film' and ‘children's film'?

(AB) | think that your observation is largely carteand, as you can see from my response above,
| think there is a difference between the two gentdsing our own films as examples, clearly
‘Pirates of the Caribbean’ or ‘WALL-E’ can be engmiyon different levels by a broad audience...
A ‘Thomas the Tank Engine’ film is clearly targetgdmarily at children. I'm not sure the term
‘family film’ is favoured by studios for marketingurposes per se...l think sometimes critics
assume that, say, an animated movie is a kids metieh is not strictly true if you look at Pixar
movies or indeed some DreamWorks movies...Crigns to try and compartmentalize things

into their boxes.

(NB) Walt Disney used to comment that the studidience-tested all of its films with adults,
rather than children. Does audience testingatitur, and if so, in what form?

(AB) We test every film with a variety of differeatidiences before release. We test with a wide
range of demographics, not just adults. In todaysld the instant response of the movie-goer is
as important as marketing. If a blog on a Fridgyhnhsays your movie is good/bad, that has an
impact on weekend attendance...In many respectgdtwer is becoming the ultimate reviewer!

(NB) Should the idea of the 'family audience' Hetaliterally, or should it be understood as
essentially meaning 'suitable for all'?

(AB) I think the latter, as | described above.

(NB) How important is the ‘family film' in contempry Hollywood, and how do you see it
developing over the next few years?

(AB) | think that ‘family films’/entertainments/brals are going to become even more
important/relevant in the future. As the world bees more fragmented, ‘family time’ will
become more precious. In my house, some nightswalimembers of the family (I have two
boys aged 12 and 14) are on their individual coensut We've instilled family time to watch
films together or play ‘Scrabble’...It's the onlyne we get together and | think this will become
even more of a premium going forward.
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