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'OLUMBIA PIC-

TURES had this little

marketing problem:

how to peddle its
bloody, psycho-killer movie,
Happy Birthday to Me, in a
marketplace already hip-
deep in gore.

Columbia’s solution was an adver-
| tising campaign that is so blatant in
its try for shock that it borders on
parody. The movie's poster, which
is used in newspaper advertise-
ments (see right), features the horri-
fied countenance of a young man
confronted with the implement of
his death — a fully loaded shish
' kebab.

‘“‘John Will Never Eat Shish
Kebab Again,’’ the ad’s headline
proclaims. “Steven will never ride a
motorcycle again. Greg will never
‘lift weights again. Who's killing
Crawford High’s snobbish top-ten?”’

- “You have to launch an exploitive

campaign,’”’ said Ken Blancato,
Columbia’s vice president of adver-
tising, ‘“‘because this is an exploita-
| tion film.”?

Never mind that there is no one
named John in the movie, or that it’s
Steven who gets skewered by the
_kebab, or that Etienne, not Steven
gets done in by his motorcycle.

“You're going to the movie to see
somebody get it with a shish

areirrelevant.”

Blancato’s boss,
tonowsky, president of marketing
and research for Columbia, eonsid-
ered Blancato’s shish kebab layout a
clever touch. After all, there are
Friday the 13th Part 2, Graduation
Day, Kill and Kill Again, Texas
Chainsaw Massacre and half a
dozen other movies competing for
the violence-exploitation market.

‘1 knew we needed a striking
- visual,” Antonowsky said. My gut

kebab,” said Blancato. “The names -
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told me as soon as I saw that poster
that it worked.”

Blancato said he “‘tried for half a
day’’ to fit the shish-kebab angle
into the television ads, but could not
come up with anything that would
get past TV censors. So, the film’s
television commercial relies on two
scenes from the movie — the motor-

bike icing, and the crushing of Greg
by his weights.

It’s all a matter of pushing the
right buttons among the right audi-
ence, Antonowsky said.

“You market a picture the way
you market a product, you treat
each picture as an individual prod-
uct. You usually show your picture

AD FOR Happy Birthday: forget the facts, bring on the gore

to people, which gives you an idea of
who is going to like the picture and
who won’t like it. You get that infor-
mation by testing the advertising
material, from sneak previews,
from a combination of sources.

“You don’t want to get the wrong
market in to see a film because
youw'll wind up with lousy word-of-

mouth, which will defeat your pur-
pose at the box office.

“In this case, it’s teenagers. This
is clearly a teenage audience, that’s
the market for this picture.”

The advertising campaign for
“Birthday’’ cost nearly as much
($3.5 million so far, Antonowsky
said) as the making of the picture
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(about $4.75 lﬁlllion ). Apparently,
it’s pushing the right buttons.

In its hrstgs days in release, |
Happy birthday to Me grossed more ||
than $9.7 mllllo); at the box office. K

Even with a1plcture like ‘“‘Birth-
day,” whose pnme commodity is
gore, starthngégrapmcs alone are
not enough to,i?ttract an audience,
Antonowsky mamtamed His
theory:

‘People like o root against some-
body. People don't like to see people
get killed at random, no way. To
have people ,ed they have to be
people you're rooting to have killed. §
So, that became part of our cam- |
paign — “The 10 snobs at Crawford |
High.’ Nobody likes snobs.” |

Interestingly, ‘Birthday’’ direc-
torJ. Lee Thompson offers the oppo- ff
site view in the studio publicity ff
material.

“What attracted me to the script |
was that the young people stood out
as vivid, individual characters,”
Thompson said, ‘‘The difference be-
tween a good chiller and exploitive |
junk . . . is whether or not you care
about the victims.” ¢

What is it that Antonowsky and [{
Blancato are pushing, a good chiller
or exploitive junk? In the matter of i

" murder-by- shlsb kebab, it apparent-
* 4 ly does not matter. Two of the most
by conspicuous attendees at an after-
noon showing of ‘Birthday’ last
week were Maria Tieche and Chris
Baumgardner, both 16, who shriek- [
ed and gagged throughout the fnlm s 8
torturous 108 minutes. TR

It was suppOSed to be Teally, §
really scary,’ sald Maria, ‘“‘and I 3
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“ thought It WAk Ohe of the scari- i
est movies I'viiever seen,’’ said ||
Chris, “and I've lot.” l

“It was scary.
“Really gross,"

Blancato wou

' Maria continued.

‘have been pleas- |




