Films

Bill Murray and Chris Makepeace
in ‘Meatballs’ (left); Dunning
(above); Link: gambling with $2
million, grossing over $50 million

nly days before last Wednes-

da opening of the fourth

World Film Festival in Mon-
treal, it was hard to know what
duds to don. Should it be slinky slit-
to-there gowns and tastefully tai-
lored tuxes, or the latest in
dressing down in artfully rumpled
cotton? Would Montreal’s movie
moguls once again be putting on
the Ritz, outdoing one another with
one lavish affair after another?:
Would they repeat the parties of
the past: producer Pierre David
with a discreet reception on the
floor of the Montreal Stock Ex-
change; production partners Rob-
ert Lantos and Stephen Roth car-
rying guests by caléche to a klieg-lit
evening on Mount Royal; Harold Green-
berg arranging a sumptious buffet at
the stately Ritz-Carlton Hotel? Or
would it simply be burgers by the hotel
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While the films are the major attrac-
tion of the festival for film fans, critics
and the paying public, there is no ques-
tion that, for the Montreal film in-

dustry, the week is a chance to gossip, to _

trade figures on last year’s deals, put
out feelers for next year’s. It means
nonstop entertaining. “I end up spend-

' ing more in Montreal that I do in
- Cannes,”

moaned David last year. “In
Cannes I'm a guest. Here I'm a host. I
pick up the cheques.”

* But amid the cocktail chatter there’s
‘bound to be a certain air of solid accom-
plishment. Claude Léger’s made-in-
Montreal production, The Lucky Star
with Rod Steiger, was chosen to open
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Moguls

‘mastering

the role

By Wayne Grigsby

box-office up. Some started in film
distribution, paying their dues
counting customers. Others, with a
background in film craft, spent
years editing, shooting and direct-
ing earnest documentaries or pro-

Wisely, most Montreal producers
have stayed active in distribution
or smaller-scale production, keep-
ing the cash flowing while the re-
serves are tied up in pricey fea-
tures. It’s the perfect edge against
the slump in féature-film produc-
tion, something Montrealers are
used to: they've seen booms and

the festival, having already been well
received in closed film-market screen-
ings at Cannes. Producers Denis Hé-
roux, Joseph Beaubien and John Ke-
meny will be accepting kudos for pro-
ducing Louis Malle’s Atlantic City,U.S.A.
with Burt Lancaster, Susan Sarandon
and Kate Reid, which has been invited
to the current Venice Film Festival.
And Lantos and Roth are entitled to
smile since their Suzanne, starring Jen-
nifer Dale, is due to premiere at Toron-
to’s Festival of Festivals next week. Bet
on something else: even as they grin for
the paparazzi, most of the proud pro-
ducers will be counting the hours until
they put away the patent leather for
another year and get back to business—
making films.

In Montreal, movies aren’t so much
tinsel asbread and butter. For the most
part, the Montreal moguls have learned
the business the hard way—from the

busts, notably in French-lan-

guage production in the early "70s.
Right now they’re just a little con-
cerned about the health of Hollywood
North. Booms make them nervous, and
what else can you call a jump from 31
films made in 1978 to 55 in 19797 Almost
half of those films—26 to be exact (17
English, nine French)—were made in
Montreal. The total cost of Canadian
films has exploded as well —$36,741,273
in'78, approximately $150 million in 7'
David, the slender and intense 36-year-
old president of Filmplan International,
shakes his head. “Last year was a land-
slide,” he explains. “Nobody really
wanted it that way, it just happened. It
was a giant free-for-all. Anyone who
wanted to be a producer could be one.
It’s as if tomorrow anyone could be a
lawyer or a doctor.”

On the third floor of a greystone in
0ld Montreal, Denis Héroux, 40, glances
out the casement windows, then fixes
his attention on a poster for his co-pro-

Sarandon, Lancaster in ‘Atlantic City, U.S.A.’ (left);

ducing paeans to toilet tissue. -

“early

duction of Claude Lelouch’s' A nous
dew:r. Catherine Deneuve stares back,
that coolly beautiful face a little rippled
*by summer’s humidity. Héroux is dis-
cussing another problem in the Cana-
dian film industry—the films made last
year that are having trouble finding
box-office homes. “Of course they're
having trouble,” he shrugs. “Last year
the six major film distributors in
America only bought 25 independently
produced films, foreign and American.”
Héroux has spent the last couple of
vears specializing in co-productions
with European producers: films such as
A mous deuwr and I'Homme en colere
(Jigsaw), with Angie Dickinson, placed
in the top 50 box-office draws in France
last year and his Violette Noziere fared
well for a foreign film in the States.
Then this summer, within a year of Hé-
roux’s forming I1CC with producer John
Kemeny, the company nailed down an
important—and unprecedented —deal
with 20th Century-Fox, a Hollywood
major: 1CC will make three films for
Fox, and Fox will distribute three other
films 1CC chooses to make (see Mac-
lean’s, July 14). Come hell or high water,
six 1cC films will have box-office homes
in the U.S. assured.
Still, 1co ¢ will have to make its films in
the current climate, and the climate is
close. The Canadian Film De\olopmem
Corporation (CFDC) is pulling in its
horns: this ~)r|na 1t decided not to put

mor will it Pnter into any more than two
projects with any one producer. The
CFDC is also now insisting that either
the director or the screenwriter, and at
least one person in a leading role of
films they back, must be Canadian. The
corporation’s high-profile executive di-
rector Michael McCabe resigned in
May, and veteran bureaucrat
André Lamy has replaced him. Lamy,
thought to be putting the CFDC in dark-
suited order, has an extensive back-
ground in the Montreal film circle: he
worked in distribution for Montreal
producer John Dunning and co-founded
Onyx Films with his brother Pierre.
Handling commercials, documentaries
and features and attracting such young
cinematic talents as producers Guy and
Claude Fournier, Denis and Claude Heé-
roux and director Gilles Carle, Onyx
became a near legend in film production
circles. Lamy left Onyx to become the
federal deputy film commissioner, then
film commissioner and chairman of the
board of the NFB, and finally vice-presi-
dent of audience relations with the CBC,
leaving when he was asked to move into
the hot seat at the CFDC.

Despite his familiarity with the
Montrealers, however, Lam\ s appoint-
ment is not considered an omen of eas-
“ier times. The Association of Canadian
Television and Radio Artis

CTRA) is

-, Greenberg: ‘Producers here are more competent’
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Davld My ;ob is to protect my investor’s ass’
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Gould in ‘Dirty Tricks’ (left);

anxious to see more Canadians in star-
ring roles and is cutfing down on waiv-
ers granted to foreign stars. Also, the
nation’s securities commissions have
moved to tighten regulations concern-
ing the public financing of feature
films. Their draft of a national film
investment policy was published in July
and indicates that,in the future, a film’s
prospectus will have to provide more
details, especially concerning the way a
producer’s past films have performed
for investors.

Once again, Héroux and Kemeny will
not likely be affected too much. In the
late ’60s, Héroux produced and directed
two of the biggest money-makers in the
history of Québécois film: Valérie and
UInitation returned $1.7 and $1.9 mil-
lion on costs of $100,000 and $180,000
respectively. Kemeny pmduced The Ap-
prenticeship of Dlldil_/ I\ a

Witz starring

comfortable on a golf course than in

Richard Dreyfuss before moving to Hol-
lywood to pruduw White Line Fever
and Ice Castles, all financially sue-
cessful ventures. Nonetheless, the
tightening web of regulatipns rankles
Héroux. “It’s an attempt to put an in-
tangible, such as cinema, into little
boxe he complains. “But look
wha happened to this summe:
films. All the formula films—Urb
Cowboy, Bronco Billy—they died!
governments overregulate, we're
trouble. We'll end up with all the Ca
dian ]JlOdU((‘Tb(hd\iﬂg the 100-per-ce

Canadian movie, and in two years en
up with a lot of unsold movies.”

Twenty minutes away from the
blestones of Old Montreal, anoth
cosiful Montreal producer echoe:
ro criticism. John Dunning, a
ear-old who looks like he'd be




crap shoot, claims that “nobody wants
1o gamble, and gambling is the lifeblood
of the business.” Dunning and his part-
ner in DAL Productions, Andre Link,
know a little about gambling. Two years
2go they and their investors put $2 mil-
lion into 2 film that'Montreal director
{and producer of Animal House) Ivan
Eeitman wanted to make, and watched
in awe as Meatballs grossed over $50
million in Nmm%ﬁ And this is
only one of three DAL films in the Cana-
dizn box-office top 10, the others being
Rabid and Shivers, the first feature ef-
forts of Canadian horror specialist Da-
~ wid Cronenberg. “T think we've gambled
on directors more than anyone else in
B Canada ™ says Dunning. “Twelve or 13
| of our first 20 films were with first-time
| directors—Bill Fruet, George Kaczen-
Y der, Jezn Beaudin.” :
I Meanwhile, in an office just off St.
Denis Street, producer Pierre David is
trying to take the gamble out of in-
| vesting in films. David is blunt on one
. point: “My job is to protect my inves-
. tor's ass.” David’s approach is simple:
rezssure the investor; present a busi-
* nesslike image; don’t force your inves-
- tors into an all-or-nothing gamble but
et them buy into a package of three.
I (Detractors point out that spreading
| the risk also lessens the returns from a
B hit) With Filmplan partners Vietor

T

TN

\ Brother), David further hedges the bet
B with szles to network and pay-Tv as
- soom 2= possible. Based on his extensive
8 beckeround in film distribution' and
mark=ting, Filmplan makes movies
2imed sguarely 2t the marketplace. I
B =en't make 2 film if I can’t see the ad

fe=mpaien " says David. “It has to have

André Lamy: familiar face in Montreal film

a hook, a concept that's saleable.” So
last year it was the youth comedy Hog
Wild, a blatant attempt to cash in on
the Meatballs market. It may be doing
well for investors, but took a hiding
from many critics. Still to come are
Dirty Tricks, a romantic caper with El-
liot Gould, and Scanners, David Cronen-
berg’s sci-fi thriller, both to be distrib-
uted by Avco-Embassy, the largest in-
dependent distributor in the U.S. This
year Filmplan will make an action com-

edy, Gas, a thriller, The Fright, and The

Funny Farm which, explains David, “is

in the tradition of Breaking Away . .
young comics trying to make it.”
Another big believer in the corporate

-y own projects. City on Fire has since

* become one picture that critics of the
Canadian film industry have used tc

structure is Harold Greenberg, presi-’ fuel their argument that Hollywood
dent of Astral Bellevue Pathé (ABP). | North is turning out nothing but bad ‘B

A corpulent 50-year-old with a little-kid
grin and genuine enthusiasm for the
film business and its glamor, Greenberg
came into the film financing and pro-
duction business through the back door.
When film-makers couldn’t pay their
processing bills at his Bellevue Pathé
Laboratories, he helped structure deals
that would ensure financing (and pay
those lab bills) for the films; eventually
film-makers asked him to produce their
projects. Now Astral Productions can
make the film, Bellevue Pathé Labs will
process it, Astral Films will distribute
it and Astral Photo will handle the
snapshots of the cast party. With gross

sales last year of $38.2 million, ABP is on.

its way to becoming a mini-major, 2
fully integrated film company. “I want
ABP to be a studio,” says Greenberg.
“We want to make commercially viable
films, films with world entertainment
value. And we don’t want to make a film
unless we have full creative, financial
and distribution control.”

Despite the fact that Greenberg had
seven producer or executive producer
credits, it wasn’t until The Little Girl
Who Lives Down the Lane, a 1976 hor-
ror film, and City on Fire, a 1978 disas-
ter epic with a cluster of Hollywood
stars like Henry Fonda and Shelley
Winters sprinkled about in cameo roles,
that ABP took complete control of its

| movies, films that have little or nothing
to do with Canada. Thoroughly exco-
riated by critics, the film didn’t exactly
. burn up any box-offices either. Green-
berg squirms when asked if he liked
1 it.“No,” he admits,“T’d like to do better
pictures. But three years ago [when
| ABP first looked at the project] we
thought it would work. cBS thought so
| too; they paid $2.8 million for the TV
| rights. You never know what’s going to
work in this business. Fox didn’t think
Star Wars would.” Although ABP’s
mini-series for TV, A Man Called Intre-
pid starring David Niven, has since
done fairly well with critics, Death
Ship, one of four ABP films shot last
year, has been ranked by some right
down there with City on Fire. Still,
another of last year’s productions Ter-
ror Train, was sold to 20th Century-
Fox, a sign that ABP may be learning
how to marry marketability with pro-
duction value.

With remarkable unanimity, these
Montreal producers are concerned
about the future of the Canadian film
industry. All agree the hoom is over.
The debate is whether it will be fol-
lowed by a full-fledged bust, or a mere
settling-out. Says Guy Fournier, pro-
ducer of Fantastica: “We've killed, or
almost killed, public financing. There's
been a lot of short-term thinking and a
lot of films have been made that won’t
make their money back.” Ron Cohen,
who co-produced Running and the just-
released Middle Age Crazy with former
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