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5 A Powerful Cinema-going Force?
Hollywood and Female Audiences since the
1960s

Peter Kramer

According to received wisdom shared by much of the Blm industry trade press, maga-
ane and newspaper journalists, and academic critics, Hollvwood, an industry domi-
nated by men, has been catering primarily to a vounsg male audience since the 19605, Yet
in its 1995 *Box OficE Review ol The American market, the British trade journal Sereen
International observed: “After children, women are the second most powerful cinema

going force. The all-female  ensemble  picture and  the revamped romantic
comedy/melodrama were probably the vear’s steadiest performers.! The article also
pointed out that "action pictures’ performed best when they “attracted equal numbers of
female and male viewers, thanks to female-feiendly stars’ such as Pierce Brosnan and
Brad Pitt. A similar emphasis on female audiences charactenised statements made by
leading Hollywood executives in 1995, During a Directors’ Guild workshop, for
example, Laura Ziskin, president of Fox 2000 { News Corp’s adult-oriented Glm pro-
duction subsidiary} and formerly a4 producer whose filmography includes Preny

Woman (1990}, stated that she intended to make Alms for mature women, for both

economic and personal reasons (it was the audience segment she felt closest to)” Asa |
consequence of demographic trends, she pointed out, women over twenty-five cur
rently make up an increasing share of Hollvwood's patential audience, and they are also
presumed to be the ones who pick the flm when going to the movies with their male
partners. Quoting Ziskin, a later article in the New York Times, suggestively entitled |
“What do women want? — Movies, noted a fundamental change of direction in mid-
1990s Hollywouod: ‘After vears of making action and adventure films for boys of all ages
studio executives are concluding that a new audience has emerged that is changing all
the rules. Women* The article noted that Hollywood's increased output of films
appealing specifically to women resulted partly from “the growing number of female
studio excoutives with the power to give the green light to a movie!!

There are obwious problems with such claims concerning the feminisation of
American cinema in the mid- 19505, Firstly, Hollywood's decision-makers continue to
be predominantly male. In Presriere magazine’s 1996 list ot "The 100 Most Powertul
People in Hollywood' the first woman (Viacom/Paramount executive Sherry Lansing)

appeared at number 15, the next (Julia Roberts) at 45, and there were only twelve
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women on the entire list.* Secondly, the major Hollywood studios continue to sper| .

much more money on the production and marketing of what are traditionally pe

ceived as male genre films (such as action-adventure and science fiction) than an what
may be called “female’ genres {romantic comedy, musicals, melodramalfweepies, cos
tume drama). In 1995, for example, female-oriented films made on comparatively Lo
budgets of $15-25 million, were often substantial hits, grossing S50-80 million ar the
North American box office [Clueless, Waiting to Exhale, and While You Were Sleeping, tin
example), yet Hollywood's overall output during that vear was dominated by big bud

get action-adventure and Science Fiction filims, costing anvwhere between 560 million
and an astonishing $180 million | Witernoild )" Thirdlv, while it 15 true that several o
these big-budget Rlmis performed poorly in the United States, they olten redeeme]
themselves at foreign box offices. Moreover, in Die Hard With g Vengeance, this group
of male-oriented big budget movies gave rise to the biggest international hit of the vea
grossing $354 million worldwide, or abour twice the international gross of the mos
successful female-oriented film of that vear, While You Were Steeping.” The situation was
similar in 1996, with modestly budgeted female-oriented his being completely aver

shadowed by expensive male-oriented blockbusters such as Independence D

(international gross $780 million) and The Rock (3330 million ). *

Thus, on closer examination, mid- 19905 Hollywood was far from wndergoing o

rarelv were women

redrientation driven by female executives and audiences, Cinly

directly and specifically ::L-ddh-;nul as an ;u_u-._l|_|:'1_1|.'.|: When they did
thieir own behalf — rather than accompanving their partners or children - thev wer:
responsible for a few modest hits in a steady stream of maodestly budgeted films, Such
films were unable to compete with the successof male- or familv-oriented movies, This
state of affairs prompts a number of questions: What is actually known about the female
audience and its cinema-going habits and preferences in recent decades? Why have
female movie-goers and female-oriented movies become marginal in Hollvwood since
the 196057 And are there any reliable indications that this marginalisation could b

prevented?

What Do Women Want?

An audience survey conducted in 1982 found that comedv was by far the most popu
lar #enre with both SLNCH, il'l'l."hpr.“.tl'n.'-_" of e, ” When asked about the types of .":||"|_-.. the
Intended to see in the coming Year or about their favourite genre, in addition 1o com
edy, women ( especially older ones) most often listed drama and musicals, whereas men
were more likely to tick the categories SE adventure/war and Western, Thus, women

fPpeared to be primarily interested in characters and emotions, whereas men

demanded violent action and excitement, Rather than catering for all of its potential|

dudience, Hollywood's output has clearly been biased wowards men. The Livourite gen
=5 of Hollywood's potential audience {male and female] were [in this order): comeds
(lavoured by 33.5 per cent of all respondentsh, drama (178 per cent), SF (12,4 per
0L}, musical (10,1 per cent), and only then adventure/war (6.8 per centi. The levels
Of interest in viewing certain types of films in the coming vear were: 80 per cent for

“medy, 59 per cent for drama, 44 per cent tor musical, with SF and adventureiwar
fuartho,

down the list. Potential movie goers, then, preferred medium-budo-t comedies
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wnd dramas, often oriented toward female viewers, to those male-oriented genres for
which contemporary Hollywood reserves its biggest budgets {5F, adventure),
Furthermore, when asked which types of films respondents had actually seen
duning the preceding vear, comedy and SF came out on top (seen by about 50 per
ent of respondents), followed by drama (with 43.8 per cent). Adventure/war was
fwr behind with 24 per cent and the musical category was hardly mentioned ar all,
Furutly, these figures show that the audience for comedy and drama was spread fairly
widely across the spectrum of respandents, whereas adventure films had only been
wen by about a quarter of respondents, most of them young men. The high figure
for SF was largely the result of one universally popular movie, ET. If this film is
teken out of the equation, the reach of the SF genre was as limited as that of adven-
twre Alms. Hollvwood’s big releases are indeed servicing a munority audience.
Secondly, it is clear from the above figures that the flm industry’s output of musi-
wals, and to a lesser extent of comedies and dramas, was insufficient to meet the
great demand, especially on the part of female cinema-goers. Women definitely did
ot get what thev wanted in cinemas. Yet they still went almost as frequently as
men — maostly, it seems, to accompany their male partners or children. In fact, chil-
dren’s films, which few adults declared to be their favourites, had nevertheless been
swen by about a fitth of all respondents | mostly women over twenty-five, who had
probably gone with their children). The survev also showed that, as a consequence
af the film industry's failure to cater to their specific needs in movie theatres,

“— women, who were penerally more avid Alm-viewers than men, preferred to watch

fims, both old and new. on the small screen at home. This applied especially to
P— e e :

elder women.

These results conhrmed research carried out in ]_1r;-\-i|,:.:|:i decades. A 1973 survey, for
example, found that women were just as likely as men to 20 to the movies at least once
a year (59 per cent of respondents did), vet they tended to g0 less frequently.™ This per-
Baps suggests that women were basically willing cinema-goers, yet were much less likely
than men to find films attractive enough to justify a trip to the movie theatre, While
sngle people went to the cinema much more often than married ones, married people
with children were much more likely to go to the cinema than couples without children,
which again suggests that many women went o the cinema to acconmpany their chil-
dren.!"! The list of preferred genres of all respondents in this 1973 survey was again
beaded by comedy, followed for female respondents by love stories, drama and musi-
¢als, and for men by Westerns, drama and suspense. When asked about their least pre-
ferred type of movie, X-rated films came out on top for hoth sexes, followed by horror
Blms. Yet many more women than men objected to these genres and, for women, the list
continued with war films, SF and Westerns, whereas for men it continued with musi-

aals, love stories and animated features. What men objected to most, it seems, were sen-

timentality and the blatant o play of emotions, whereas women objected most strongly

to sex and violence. Such insizhts into gender-specific movie-gaing habits and prefer

“ences in fact go back at least 1 the 19408, when the film industry first conducted sys-

tematic audience research.’” it is quite surprising, therefore, that Hollywood would
choose to ignore the well-koown and apparently stable likes and dislikes of its femnale
audience,

A B 8 1 by b e S R e e




-

TR AR o

s s e o .

Who Cares What Women Want?

Already in 1972, Variety observed that the "Recent box-office boom in violent pix has
underscored the .,uu_nlrl;., commercial impact of fomme-slated features.” In the past.
the article went on, Hollywood had considered women as one of the ‘most steadfast
and reliable markets” and the strong presence of female characters, able to appeal to
this audience, had been deemed crucial for a film's commercial success. However, more
recently, television had serviced this “heretofore captive audience’ and movie outings
‘became increasingly dominated by the male breadwinners choice ot screen fare
Result is that most blox] offfice] hits of recent times barely feature women in sup
porting roles”' The article reflected the assumptions informing Hollvhwood's apera
tions at the time: women prefer television to the cinema; men pick the flm when
going to the cinema with women; men are interested primarily in stories Jlmut mein
These assumptions were in sharp contrast to the beliefs which had underpinned
Hollywood's output and marketing strategies in ecarlier decades, when the majo
with their husbands and children, as the key audience for movie theatres.'® As recenth
pas the mid- 1960s, Hollywood had catered to this traditionally conceived audience with

big budget female-centred superhits such as the costume drama Cleopara (19637, and

1]
junn]mnirﬁ saw women, especially mature women in charge of regular cinema-outings

{ the musicals Mary Poppins (1964) and The Sownd of Music (19630, which were
,ul amongst the highest-grossing ilms of all time wp w0 this point and had tarned
Elizabeth Taylor and Julie Andrews into the highest-pad and most popular of all
L Haollywouod stars.'?
By 1971, however, there were numerous indications that Hollvwood bad re-oriented

itselt towards a new I:ariu audience of_men, especially vou ng men. The G

(119727, an epic gangster movie concerned primarily with the familial relationships and
I‘-'1H|IJI1T interaction of groups of men, was well on its way to replacing The Sound of
Music as the highest-grossing flm of all time, Tn Hollvwood's production schedules and
o in the annual box-office charts of the late 19605 and earlv 19705, there was a predomi
nance of genres which women were known to dislike, and which were now given a par
ticularly violent inflection as well as a particularly strong focus onomale relationships
Amongst the top hits of the period were successful cycles of war films, including Tl
Diirty Dozen (19671 and MAS H (1970}, science-Action Blms, including 200 A Spean
Chadyssey (1968) and the Plarer of the Apes series starting in 1968, and Westerns, includ
There wa-
sl Tl

L1967) o Dirty Flarry {1971, as well as adventure films such as the James Bond series

ing Brerch Cassady and the Suredarce Kid 11969 and Linde Big Man (19717,

alsor a successful run of extremely violent crirte and police films from Bor

a top box-office attraction Trom 1964 onwards, and the beginning of the hugely expens
ive I-."!-'L'E;‘ of 'II.'II"'L:FI.J:x'iir'u‘ disaster movies with Airpore | (19700 and The Posernd

Adveriture (1972), E]u I'I'Iln. centredness of these ilms and of the industry as a whol,

was reflected in Ih-. slars whom "tl'l'l{rlk gl |I.| 1 uhlhllnrx Li'lll‘Il.Ii.ruJ_l\.-l—"l-r'-I"'ﬂ‘E“l'lﬂ_l._'

at tr.utmm. 15, After many vears in w hich-women were consistent y featured in-thetr
ree positions in the annual '|.'-'I.I|[\-| they disappeared from these places in 1969 and from
Ther o T"I'I'I'd'l'l'l'l'l T it Il'm'!‘!h'{"l'{!-p TeTT A The Same Tin nime, m sharp contras:

[ berThe | i"f'-'r'“*l’::l run of female-oricnted I"Il.l.][IF‘k -Oscar winners such as West Stde Srors
(1961). My Fair Lady (1964) and The Sound of Music, the Academy Awards wen:

amnmgrrre.
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primarily to male-oriented films such as Midmight Cowbop (1969}, Patton [1970),
The French Connection (1971) and The Godfather (1972).18

Apart from the fact that women were notably absent from many critically and com-
mercially successful films, female audiences were also affected by the replacement of the
Production Code with a ratings system in 1968 Through the Production Code, the
major studios had regulated the content of their films in such a way as to ensure that
they were unlikely to cause offence to any segment of the audience. In particular,
Hollywood had tried 1o avoid offending women. The introduction of a ratings system
regulating access to individual flms aceording to the age of the movie-goer signalled the
industry's willingness to abandon the notion of inoffensive entertainment for every-

body, and instead to appeal strongly and specifically to some audience segments,

| especially young ms tles, even if that meant excluding other segments such as women

| and children.”” The X-r..ed Alidnight Cowboy (1969} and the horror film Rosermary's
Baby (1968) indicated to women that perhaps it was not safe for them to go 1o the
| movie theatre anymore. '™ This impression was certainly enhanced by the dilapidated,
."i.ns;d.niiarj.-' state of many mainstream movie houses and, in big urban centres, their
/frequent proximily to porn cinemas.™
During this period, the production of musicals, romantic comedies and melodramas
continued, with major box-office hits such as Oliver! and Funny Girl (both 1968), Love
Story and Hello, Dolly! (bath 19700, Fiddler on the Roof (1971) and What's Up, Dog?
(1972). However, at this point budgets for major musicals had become so inflated thar,
despite high box-office grosses, films such as Hello, Dolly! were reported to have lost mil-
lions of dollars. These losses, together with the ruinous performance of films such as Dr,
Dolirtle (1967 ) and Star! {1968 ) encouraged the studios to invest more heavily in other,
|m3:|¢'ﬂ|."ifl'lh'd. genres, especially disaster movies" Yet the enormous success of re-
releases of classic, female-oriented films such as Gore With the Wirnd (in 1967/68), The
Sound of Music, and Mary Pappins (both in 1973 ) indicates that the studios gave up too
quickly on their traditional core audience of women, who had a continuing predilection

-Er big-budget spectacles dealing with the trials and tribulations of female characters.

S0 why was Hollywood so eager to focus on the young male audience? According to
Thomas Doherty, this re-orientation was the industry's belated response to audience
rescarch conducted in the 19405, which showed that teenagers and young adults were
the most frequent movie-goers.”! This research was confirmed in subsequent decades:
a 1968 survey, for example, found that 16 24-year-olds bought almost half of all cin
ema tickets, with 16-20-year-olds being the most frequent movie-goers > Doherty
argues that rather than continuing its attemnpts to win back or at least maintain its
mature audience over twenty-five {the majority of the population, which rarely went to
the cinema), Hollywood focused ever more exclusively on teenagers and young adules
under twenty-five, a minority which constituted the group of regular movie-goers, [n
50 doing, it adopted the doctrine known as "The Peter Pan Syndrome’, which had under-
pinned the successiul A ke t|11§‘ strategy developed by American Tntern wtional Pictures
for exploitation cinema in the 1950s: since younger children will watch what an older
child is interested in, and yrix will watch what boys are interested in, "to catch » your
greatest audience vou rero in on 1__]1|;' 19-vear-old male’*?

In the mid- 19705, ':"iIJ'ft‘f}' criticised Hollywood tor its fixation on vouth, examining
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the impact of the post-war baby boom.® The baby-boomers, most of whom had entere|
their prime movie-going age (16-24) in the late 19605 and early 19705, constituted th
bull of the cinema audience in this period, but by about 1980 most of them would by
sbout to move into the 25-34 age group. Variety argued that this age group should,
therefore, become a key target audience for Hollywood. Since the ageing baby-boomer
were ‘bearing fewer children, and often at more advanced ages than their parents, il
,1ppr0p1iil‘.'-‘ measures were taken by the industry, “the traditional drop off in filmgoing
[after the age of twenty-five] ... may become less drastic” Variery also urged Hollywood
to drop its conception of cinema and television as separate markets for young people anid
older |-._-p,.;1|c. With the rapid spread of pay-TV services, in particular movie channels
such as HBO, in future there would be considerable overlap between the theatrical audi
ence and the home audience. Variery itself expressed the hope that "films may again be
made for a truly mass audience — a paving audience both in theatres and in homes.™
This new mass movie audience did come into existence in subseguent vears, but onlh
for special occasions. Beginning with the extraordinary success of Star Wars {1977] and
its first sequel, The Empire Strikes Back (1980}, Hollvwood has consistently managed
bring a cross-section of the American population, including the majority of infrequent
movie-goers who may never see any other films at the cinema, back into the movie
theatre for one or two family-oriented adventure movies a vear, released in time for a
long run during the summer holidavs or the Christmas season, and destined for an
equally successful performance in the video and pay-TV markets.”® Apart from these
exceptional hits, however, the Glm industry largely continued its previous practice ol
imvesting most heavily in Alms addressed primarily, and often exclusively, to voung
movie-goers, especially voung males. The wide release of Jaws in June 1975 (with an
unprecedented SIKF prints), for example, provided the model for future action-adven
ture movies. Released mostly during the summer, these flms focus on the violent
actions of their male heroes and are driven by stunts and special effects, drawing a lot
of attention to their record-breaking opening weekend box-otfice figures and to their
ever-escalating budgets, including multi-mallion- dollar salaries and profit-participation
deals for their male stars.”” This production trend has given rise to many of the top
grossing mavics of the last two decades, including Sylvester Stallone’s string of hits with
the Rocky and Ramdio series from 1976 onwards; Burt Reynolds’s action comedies, start-
ing with Smokey and the Bandit [ 1976); the continuing series of Tames Bond movies (for
example, The Spr Who Loved Me, 1977} rogue cop movies featuring Clint Eastwood
[The Enforcer, 1976), Eddie Murphy {starting with 48 HRS, 1982), Mel Gibson (most
notably the Leshal Weapon series, starting in 1987), or Bruce Willis (starting with Die
Hard in 1988); combat movies [most notably Platoon ;mtl‘.'J'E.'r"' oo, both in 1986 ); and
Arnold Schwarzenegger's serious’ action films such as Toral Recall {19900, Also included
are more familyv-oriented Alms, most notably Schwarzenegger's comedies | starting with
Twing, 1988, the Suepereman (Arst instalment, 1979) and Batran (1989] series, the Star
Wirrs (19771, Inefiana Jones (1981) and Back te the Future (1985 trilogies. as well as the
Karate Kied (19841 series and horror comedies {starting with Gremling in 19841, These

dnd other action-oriented films made up about half of all Alms in the annual lists of the
teit bigpest box office hits from 1976 onwards, often holding the top posizions.

During the same period, women made a moderate comeback in American cinema
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n comparison to the rather disastrous decade for female genres and stars from 1966 Lo
1976, In 1977, the romantic comedy Annie Hall was a considerable hit which established
IMane Keaton as a top hox-office attraction, the Jane Fonda vehicle fulia won most of
the major Academy Awards, and the release of Seturday Night Fever led to a revival of
the musical genre.”? Melodramas/weepics also made a comeback, albeit often with a
focus on the social and emotional trials and tribulations of male rather than female
characters, generating a string of multiple Academy Award winners, Many of these films
were also massive box-office hits, starting with Krareer vs Kramer (1979} and Ordinary
People (1980).* Throughout the 19805, the annual lists of top ten box-office hits usually
:ncluded three to five female-oriented {vet quite regularly male-centred) films: musicals
wich as Flashdance and Staping Alive (both 1983); romantic comedies such as Tootsie
1982) and Moonstruck (1987 ); melodramas such as Terns of Endearment (1983) and
Ratnman [ 1988); female ensemble comedies such as 9 to 5 (1980} and female ensemble
dramas such as The Color Purple {19850, With few exceptions, these films could nor-
mally be found in the bottom half of the top ten lists and, even at their best, they tended
to gross only about half as much as their male- or tamily-oriented competitors,
In 1989, for example, the top three positions in the end-of-vear box-office chart were
h.:lr__i lu.-'_m_,-j]ﬂ; o familv-oriented_action films: Batman, Indiana Jores and the Last
Crusade, and Lethul Weapon 2 = with Ghosthusters [T and Back o the Future Il featured

further down the list.’> All but the last of these Glms had been released between the end
of May and the beginning of July. Budgeted in a range between $25 million and 542 mil-

lion, each film plaved in 1800 to 2400 movie theatres, earning opening weekend grosses

of between $20 million and $37 million, and total grosses going as high as $230 mil

lion. ™ In sharp contrast, fem: edic he
Harry Met Sally and Look Who's Talking. the comedy drama Parenthood, and the melo-
"

all hit an earnings ceiling around $100 million. ™ Budgeted at

under $20 million {on average 510 million less than the sction-oriented top grossers}
and opening in fewer than 800 cinemas (less than half the number of theatres as action
films), they had opening weckend grosses of around $10 million (again less than half of
the figure for action films). ™
In the 1980s, then, films specifically targeted at women had regained a secure place
in Hgll,,-wun.;l':, overall scheme of ||'|!'-|f—'h yel N Comparison with male- or [:.'l.'I'I'I”}"
oriented films, Hollvwood's output of female-oriented flms remained marginal and
failed to satisfv the considerable demand tor comedies, dramas and musicals that auda
ence surveys had identified, At the same time, earlier predictions of an ageing mov
: 1989, the share of 16=24-vear-olds had dropped to 33 pe
e e, N ; : e
cent { from about 30 per cent in 19681 and that of 16-20-vear-olds to 1% per cent (trom

AT T T Ind e 159 age wroup had gained wlgreceshare of overall paid
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audience became a reality

implications of these chinges in audience compuosition were highlighted by the

unexpected performance of two women's films in 1990,

Sometimes Women Do Get What They Want!
When Pretty Woman was relcased on 23 March 1990, the surrounding publicity high

lm which were expected to appeal specifically to women,

lighted those aspects of the




P T Il i i i o3 A L ] Wi s

Pretry Woman (Garry Marshall, 1990),

For example, Buena Vista's press book quoted the film's leading lady Julia Roberts say-
ing the Alm ‘is about finding love in unexpected places, and director Garry Marshall
asserting that it was “a unique love story.” In an interview with the New York Times,
Marshall declared his rather ‘unmanly’ intentions with this film: ‘1 like to do very
romantic, sentimental type of work. ... [t's a dirty job, but somebody has to do it [n
order to put this ‘dirty” work into a respectable tradition, he pointed out that the film
had “elements of Pygmalion, My Fair Lady and Holly Golightly, thus alluding both to
mvth and theatre as well as the great romances and female stars {especially Audrey
Hepburn) of the Hollywood of an carlier era.”

Reviewers were sharply divided in their evaluation of the film, many objecting vocif-
erously to its unrealistic portraval of prostitution, its emphasis on money and shopping,
its unconvinging characterisations, and the dubious sexual politics of the central cou-
ple’s relationship* Yet even detractors of this kind rarely failed to mention the vener-
ated tradition within which the publicity had situated the Alm. Similarly, for the hilm's
supporters, Pretty Woman appeared first and toremost as a welcome return to the
themes and style of the Hollywood of the past. [ohn Simon, for example, wrote in New
York that the film “takes us back w Hollvwood's seiily beguiling entertainments of the

fifties, puinting out that it is not an “erotic fantasy’ but a “straight romantic comedy’®

Vincent Canby declared in the New York Times that Prerty Womin was “the most satis-
fying romantic comedy in years'" Like other critics, he highlighted the flm's female
lead, linking her to a glamorous and, by now, near-mythical tradition of female
Hollywood stars, declaring that Julia Roberts had produced “the most invigorating
debut performance since Audrey Hepburn's in Roman Holiday. Andrew Sarris pub-
lished “a professional love letter’ to Roberts in the New York Observer, while Janet Maslin
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wrote in the New York Times that ‘Ms Roberts . .. is a complete knockout, and this per-
formance will make her a major star™ Most reviewers, then, related Pretry Woman to
older traditions of storytelling and popular entertainment, comparing it to classic
works. Pretty Woman was seen both by detractors and by supporters as standing out
from contemporary Hollvwood's regular output in an attempt to revive the lost art of
romantic story-telling focused on a captivating leading lady.

A few months after the initial Qurry of reviews and articles, the film’s extraordinary
success gave rise to further reflections in the press. In July, the New York Times noted
with astonishment that Prerty Woman was still performing strongly at the box-office,
Indeed, very unusually, even in its 17th week, the film still played in 1,200 theatres, as
compared to 1,300 in the first week and 1,800 at the point of the film's widest release
in the 9th week." The film was now competing directly with the big summer releases
which, the article reminded the reader, ‘tend to be either action movies or films for
young audiences’ As ‘an adult Cinderella story’, ‘a traditional tale updated with mod-
ern psyches and settings, Pretty Woman had succeeded in finding an audience rarely
catered for in the summer: ‘Magazine and newspaper articles indicate that the movie
has proved particularly appealing to women.” Thus, the film was seen to provide a
welcome alternative for all those who were dissatisfied with Hollywood's usual sum
mer fare."”

When this article appeared, Ghost had just been released. Unlike Presoy Woman, Ghost
was not marketed exclusively as a female-oriented ‘love story), but was described by
Paramount’s press book as both a ‘suspense thriller’ and ‘a startling love story’
However, the nod towards the male following of thrillers was overshadowed by the mar-
keting campaign's heavy emphasis on love, passion and spiritualitv, The poster showed
Patrick Swayee and Demi Moore in a passionate naked embrace with Swayze kissing her
neck. In the press book, Swayee described his character, 5am, as someone who fails 1o
declare his love while he can, and then desperately tries to make up for this failure.
Moore said about her character: "Molly Jensen is given the opportunity to experience a
last goodbye from Sam and be reassured that where he's going is a place of love. And
scriptwriter Scott Rudin emphasised the flm’s spirituality: ‘[ was intrigued by the idea
of capturing the sensations and emotions of a person who suddenly realises they have
passed from life into an immaterial world = a new universe.

The film's review in Variety was reasonably optimistic about its box-office prospects,
describing it as a lightweight romantic fantasy ... purely for escapists| along the lines
of Patrick Swayze's previous surprise hit, Dirry Dancing ¥ The reviewer expressed a def-
inite sense of unease, though, about this ‘odd creation, with its ‘unlikely grab bag of
styles’ and compendium of constantly shifting moods and emotions, barely held
together by the film’s ‘thriller elements’ and its ‘romantic momentum’ Most reviewers
shared this perception and found much to criticise in the film's peculiar mix of incom-
patible elements, most notably the special effects sequences depicting the demons of the
underworld, Whoopi Goldberg's pertormance and the film's unimaginative view of an
afterlife.* At the same time, the majority of reviews described it as a highly unusual
summer release. The West Side Spirit, for example, wrote that *[as far as simple summer
movies go, Ghost is truly a breakthrough movie® because, by subtly mixing genres, it
demonstrated that ‘in this season of stick-em-up and blow-em-up flicks. a little tender-
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ness can be a wonderful thing'** A generally very critical article in the Christian Science
Monitor conceded that Ghosr offered 'a touch of sentiment that isn't present (or is
swamped by special effects) in its high-tech cousins.™ Ultimately, it was the flm’s ability
to provoke strong emotions in its audience which clearly set it apart, In Time, Richard
Corliss declared Ghost to be *a bad movie that a lot of people will like' because it “will
touch movie-goers with its heavenly message that love can raise the dead’™ Jami
Bernard predicted in the New York Post that the ‘ending can provoke a Withering
Heights-scale cry, depending perhaps on how many unresolved attachments vou have ™
This reference to a classic women's film and the legitimacy of its ability to make view-
ers cry indicates that, much like Presty Womar, Ghost could best be understood as a
return to an older, half-forgotten tradition of powerful storytelling, which combined a
strong emotional impact with a clear moral message, Indeed, in Film fouwrnal, David
Bartholomew explicitly linked Ghost to Hollywood's self-regulated film production
after the implementation of the Production Code in the early 1930s: “The movie is as
moral as a post-Hays Office woman's picture™

Ghost's extraordinary success at the box-office led to further reflections on its sig-
nificance. In November, the New York Times, for example, declared Ghost to be ‘one of
the biggest sleeper hits in Hollywood history!, and a most unlikely one at that: ‘A roman-
tic suspense comedy, shot on a modest budget and without a major box-otfice star, that
flirts with the supernatural ™ Sixteen weeks after its release on 13 fuly, the film was still
popular enough to play in 1,750 movie theatres and take in more than $3 million per
week.* Market research conducted by Paramount indicated that the movie's staying
power was partly due to the fact that ‘many women, who were the main target audience
for both Ghost and Prerty Woman, have returned 1o see both movies several times) a rare

occurrence in female genres. The article loosely grouped the two films twogether under

Ghost | Jerry Zucker, 1990)
¥
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the label ‘romantic comedy’ - ‘a genre that in recent years had become less appealing to
Hollywood studios intent on making blockbuster action-adventure films, However,
now that Ghest and Pretty Woran had outperformed ‘a host of costly action-adventure
films that had been expected to dominate the market this vear, the major studios were
‘planning to increase their production and support for remantic comedies’

These predictions about a general re-orientation of the film industry were supported
by Amy Taubin's article on Ghost and Pretty Woman in the Village Voice a few weeks
later: [The big news is that after a decade in which sci-f, horror and action movies
dominated the box-office, romance is back.™ Taubin emphasised the low status that
films such as Ghost and Preery Worman had within the industry and outlined one of their
primary cultural functions as ‘archetypal dating movies”s ‘They affirm for couples of all
stages thal romantic involvement is not some kind of temparary insanity but a state of
bliss that can endure longer than six davs (Pretty Woman) and even transcend the
death-do-us-part cutoff point specified in the marriage vow {Ghost)! By defining
movie-going as an important dating and relationship ritual, Taubin pointed out that
romantic films, with their particular appeal to women, who would bring their male
partners along, could become the cornerstone of a reconfigured Alm industry. Box.
office statistics supported such speculation. Ghost and Prerry Worman topped the chart
of top grossing movies for 19907 Furthermore, Pretty Worran was at number 13 in
Variery's list of all-time domestic box-office hits, and Ghost was at number 10.* By the
time they had completed their world-wide release, Pretty Woman would be in 5th place
on Variety's list of all-time international top grossers, and Ghost would be secand
(behind E T. and shead of Srar Wars).™ The enormity of the films’ success did indesd
call inte question many of the basic assumptions which had guided Hollywood's oper.
ations since the late 1960s. Yet, as we have already seen, Hollvwood went back to
business as usual in the 1990s.

Conclusion

When, at the beginning of 1991, Anne Thompson looked back on the long runs and
steady box-office performance of “films appealing to women' and the rapid drop-off at
the box-office of ‘male-oriented actioners' in the previous year, she posed a crucial ques-
tion in Variery: “So why does Hollywood continue to resist movies with steong female
appeal that are cheaper to make and more profitable when they are successful?™ She
received a range of answers from studio executives, Firstly, executives rejected the idea
that films appealing primarily to women through strong female protagonists and high-
profile female stars were viable, although, as ane executive admitted, they once had been
viable in ‘decades past, when women flocked to films carried almost solely by screen
queens like Berte Davis and loan Crawford’ Now, however, it was understood that
female stars ‘can't carry a movie, because voung men were mainly looking for male
identification figures and young women were unlikely to drag their boyfriends along to
films without a ‘big male star’ It was, therefore, also understood that female-oriented
movies were dependent on ‘reaching adult audiences and garnering good reviews, Since
executives claimed that the overall number of mature women who actually went to the
cinema was simply too small, their conclusion was that “You can’t make movies just for

a women's audience anvmore. Secondlv, executives still considered the under-23s5 as
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Hollywood's most important audience, since films appealing to this audience segment
'm_'rr_'.:ir_'cn to have a guaranteed young male audience on the first weekend and in foreign
markets. Most significantly, it was believed that yvoung women were more willing to
watch boys’ movies than young men were to watch women's filens, and thus VOUNE Men
WETE '|,'.IL‘I'I.'I."]"-'I."L1 to “drive the Pu rchase decision’ when ,_uup];;_n; went to the cinema.

Obviously, there are some omissions from these arguments {such as the demo
graphic shift towards older audiences and the influence of women on the film choices
of mature couples) and there is also a basic circularity. The industry appeals primarily
to the youth audience hecause older people are reluctant to go 1 the cinema; vet older
gl-:upl-:.il:'c reluctant to go to the cinema precisely because the films appeal primarily to
vouth. Similarly, Hollywood films are primarily addressed to young men, because boys
;nlﬂ-fi'k‘ei cant be enjoyed by young women as well; vet voung women have accommodated
themselves to hoys' movies, preciselv because there are comparatively few alternatives
offered to them and their male partners by Hollvwood,

I the end, then, the basic question remains: what lies behind these self-fulfilling
prophesies and feedback loops and this avoidance of basic demographic facts? In
response to this question, at least one executive pointed the finger at Hollvwood's
basic sexism: "Most studio executives are male ... Thev are more comfortable with
male-oriented product.™ This answer, however, raises vet further questions: how did
the equally male-dominated and much more conservative flm industre of the pasl
manage to cater primarily to women? Are there other reasons, apart from demo

JEl'L’IPJ'I.I'C shifts, for Hollvwood's reorlentation towards a voung mile audience in the

laee 196052 Is it conceivable that the film industry will one day take demographi.
trends and the demand of female sudiences into account again and return to its pre
vious conception of a female-led mass. audience, and is Tirantc the film which can

make this happent™
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Robert C. Allen

The first shot of fumior opens on the back of a donnishly dressed Arnold
1 Schwarzenegger, as he walks through the stacks of what appears to [+ a research library
He and we hear the wails of an infant, which Arnold locates lving alone atop the circu
lation desk. ‘There’s a baby here; he notes with surprise to himsell and the audience.
“There must be a mother. Hell, there's a haby! Seeing no-one else around, Arnold reluc-
tantly picks the babv up, holding it in front of him at arm’s length as it were a bomb
about to go off. Which it does: relieving itself all over Arnold’s jacket and pants. '} [\'."Il."_.
he cries, carrving the baby toward the camera, We switch to a reverse shot which reveals
an ‘audience’ of other babies, sitting in armchairs arraved theatre-stvle watching him.
We cut to a close-up of Arnold’s harrified expression, but as the shot pulls back we see
]-|i]-|-| in pyimas in his bed. His encounter with babies has been a I'.i__n.}ll[l]'l..'lfr.‘.

Behind the apening credits of Home Alose, a policeman ( Joe Pescil approaches the
front door of a large, upper-middle-class, suburban home, and tries unsuccessfully to
gain the attention of a succession of children as they scurry through the fover. intent on
the completion of individual missions, We cut to a bedroom in the house, where
Catherine (VHaras character is simultaneously talking on the phone and packing
things inio suitcases spread out on the bed. Kevin (Macauley Culkin). a pre-adolescent
h.w_,-l enters the room to ._:'-'_|'_P!.-_||" that his Uncle Frank will not allow him to join the :Z1i:.!
kids watching a feature Klm on video. ‘And it is not even rated "RY he protests.
Meanwhile, back at the front dooe, the policeman (who turns out to be a burglar pos-
ing as a policeman ) asks one of the hurrving children. ‘Are vour parents home?’

YYes, she savs, “but thev don't live here! She darts past him.

st

He asks another the same question

My parents live in Paris — sorry, is her reply.

*Are vour parents home?' he asks a third

es.

‘Do they live here?”

Mo

‘all kids, no parents, Pescis character concludes to himself and the audience.

‘Probably a fancv orphanage.
k ¥ OTE i

These two scenes speak in different ways to the conjunction of social, demographic,
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technological and economic forces that link contemporary popular media to the




