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"The Best Disney Film Disney Never Made":
Children’s Films and the Family Audience in
American Cinema since the 1960s!

Peter Kramer

When it comes to research on American cinema, children’s films are very low on the
academic agenda, at least in flm studies.® There is, for example, not a single index entry
for the term ‘children’s films', nor for the related term family flms’, in Barey Keith
Grant's 1986 collection Filem Genre Reader (as compared, for example, to three entries
for ‘women's films’).* The recent fundamental revisions to genre studies proposed by
Mick Browne, Rick Altman and Steve Neale also fail to mention children's or family
films,* Browne's collection, Refiguring American Filwm Genres, contains plenty of material
on family melodrama’ and “women's films', as does Altman's Filw/Genre, yet there is no
generic label in the indices for films addressed primarily to children (and their parents).
Altman’s genre index moves from ‘chick flick’ to ‘college comedy’ and from ‘exploita-
tion” to ‘fantastic’. Similarly, there is a blank spot in Neale's index between ‘chase film’
and ‘chiller’. However, in his survey of Varety reviews from the mid-1980s, Neale did
come across the labels ‘family film’ and *family pic’ (the latter being applied to The Mup-
pets Take Manbattan (1984)).° This begins to acknowledge the commnn-senset
assumption that the labels “children's film' and ‘family film’ are used both by the
industry and by film audiences, even if they do not feature in genre studies. Confirma
tion of this assumption, if such is needed, comes from the classification system of video
SLOTeS, whlch tend to ]'mﬂ: a v:h]lc!n:n s section, and from aud:eﬂcf: sunrel,-s: “ﬂl.’-"hen in
J’mbita and movie prefd:rencc&, one of the nine l.].-'p-e.h of film offf:red to them was ch]l
dren’s: 19.2 per cent said they had recently seen a children's film, and 30.2 per cent said
they were interested in viewing children's films in the coming year; not surprisingly, many
of these respondents were women aged twenty-five to fifty-four, most likely mothers.®
Also, not surprisi.hgbr, in respondents’ ranking of Favourite movie types, children's films
came last (only 2.6 per cent said it was their favourite), while comedy, drama and sci-
ence fiction came first; these were also the types of films respondents had seen most
often recently and most wanted to sec in the future, v
It scems, then, that children’s and family films are viable categories in ﬂle_ms_n:kcti.yg_h




| and reception of contemporary Hollywood films, but at first sight they appear to be quite
| marginal for the majority of the non-child audience and for the film industry, A simple
wotking definition would be that children’s films are films made specifically for chil-

#s#1£¢ dren. (Children are here understood as those aged twelve and younger; | thirteen- 1;_0

P

Efu

e,

nlm:n:cn year-olds are specifically targeted with teen films, a much more prominent cat-
egory in film studies.) Similarly, family films can be defined as those films aimed at both
children and their parents. Of course, there is considerable overlap between the tWo cat-
egories because the producers of children’s films, just as those of children’s literature,

will often attempt also to appeal to parents wha, after all, have to pay for their children’s

entertainment and often join them in it.” An important practical reason for the ncgl&t
of children’s and family films in film studies is their sheer diversity: they range from com-
edies to adventure storics, from fairy tales to science f?ctiun, and, apart from the
frequent presence of child or animal protagonists and slapstick humour as well as magi.-
cal spectacle, they do not have much in common and therefore resist the systematic
analysis of iconography, narrative patterns and thematic concerns underpinning much
of genre studies.

However, it would appear that another reason for the academic neglect of children’s
and family films is a set of prejudices, namely that by and large they are cheaply made
and simply not very good and not even very important commercially, But what if these
assumptions are misleading with respect to contemporary Hollywood ? What if many of

the most cherished and most successful (and not always very cheap] American films i in

rED&hL -t decades can be understmd as L]‘l]ldrcn s or family films?

E.T., Steven Spielberg and George Lucas, 197784

Let us begin with another look at the September 1982 audience survey referred to above.
Comedy was by far respondents’ preferred type of film: 33.5 per cent declared it to be
their favourite, whereas 17.8 per cent said drama and 12.4 per cent science fiction; 80.1
per cent of respondents expressed an interest in seeing comedies in the coming year, 59
per cent drama and 43.3 per cent science fiction. However, when it came to the types of
film that they had recently seen, science fiction was well ahead of drama and almost tied
with comedy (at around 50 per cent). The reason for this was the enormous pﬂpularlt?
of a single film, namely Steven Spielberg’s E.T. — The Extra-Terrestrial (released in June
1982), which had been seen by about 50 per cent of all respondents. The impact of E.T.
on the survey’s respondents does not come as a big surprise when one considers the fact
that, in September 1982, E T was about to surpass the box-office take of Star W
(1977) and become the top-grossing film of all time in the US. By the end of the year,
E.T had a domestic gross of $367.7 million, which was more than 10 per cent of the film
industry’s total American box-office revenues in 1982 of $3452.7 million,” Thus, more
than ten out of every one hundred cinema tickets bought in the US in 1982 were put-
chased for ET

Respondents in the audience survey on the whole classified E. T as science fiction,

yet they could just as easily have c]asnfed it as a children’ s film, taking their lead from
many of the film's enthusiastic revicwers. The Christian Science Monitor, for example,

declared that ‘children are the natural audience for E. T because Spielberg ‘under-
stands what makes kids tick’."" The New York Timer predicted that it ‘may become a
children’s classic of the space age' because it was 'full of the timeless longings
expressed in children’s literature of all eras’.!! Vardety wrote that E.T ‘may be the best
film Disney never made' and 'is certain to capture the imagination of the world's youth
in the manner of most of his (Spielberg's) earlier pics, as well as those of George
Lucas’.”? The Disney reference makes it clear that with *vouth’ Varsesy was first and
foremost thinking about children and that therefore many of Spielberg’s and Lucas'
earlier films could also be subsumed under the category of children’s films. Indeed,
Variety's reviews of Star Wars, The Empire Striker Back (1980) and Raiders of the Lost
Ark (1981) had compared these films to classic children’s entertainment; according to |
Varsety, Star Wars ‘equals the genius of Whalt Disney’, watching the opening of the
sequel is ‘like walking through the front gate of Disneyland’ and Rarders is ‘the stuff
that raucous Saturday matinees at the local Bijou once were made of . It is import-
ant to note, however, that Variery's reviewer had been reluctant to use the lghel
‘children’s film" hecause of ‘all the derogatory overtones that go with that deseription’
- presumably the prejudice that children’s films on the whole were cheap, badly made
and omfy suitable for children ™

Instead of using this problematic label, Variety reviews of Spielberg’s and Lucas’s
blockhusters had emphasised their ‘all-age appeal’ (Star Wars) and the fact that they
were designed “to reach a very broad blockbuster-type mass audience’ (Close Encon-
ters of the Third Find (1977)) or ‘broad-based summer audiences' (Rarders), which
emphatically included children, but which strongly signalled that teenagers and adults
were by no means excluded.™ This rhetorical strategy is also in evidence with the two
megahits that followed E. T: Viriety's review of Return of the Jedi (1983) highlighted the
Ewoks, ‘a tribe of fuzzy, sweet little creatures that continually cause ahhs among the
audience (and will doubtlessly sell thousands of dolls)';'® and its review of Indiana Jones
and the Temple of Doom (1984), while never using the label children's film, contained a
whale paragraph about child audiences: ‘Kids 10-12 upwards will eat it all up, of
course’, but the film ‘might prove extraordinarily frightening to vounger children, wha,
indeed, are being catered to ... by the presence of the adorable 12-year-cld Ke Huy
Quan'." Thus Virery indicated, albeit somewhat indirectly, that an important andience
segment for Spielberg’s and Lucass megahits from Star Wers onwards were children
aged twelve and younger. The fact that by 1983 E T, the Star Warr trilogy and the first
Indiana Jones film occupied five of the six top places on the list of all-time American’
Top Grossers (the other film was Jaws (1975)), and that in 1984 the second Indiana'xj
Jones ﬁlm also made it into the all-time top ten, '® clearly establishes the central i 1mporr,-,
ance of the child audience and of films addressed, at least partially, to children duhﬂg.
the years 1977- 84 Is this an exceptional period or is it representative of American cin-
ema since the 1960s? In order to answer this question, let us first of all take a look at
the 1960s and 1970s and, in particular, at the operations of the Disney company, which,
as we have seen, was one of the main reference points for critics commenting on the

special appeal of Lucas’s and Spielberg's films.
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Disney after Walt and the changing status of family entertainment,
1966—84

From the 19205 onwards, the Disney label was associated with children's and family
entertainment to such an extent that the company managed the rare feat of having its
brand name become largely synonymous with the product categories to which its output
belonged. Just as ‘Kleenex’ could be used as a synonym for paper handkerchiefs,
Disney” stoad in for all manner of children's and family fare. By the 1950s, the Disney
brand was prominent, if not dominant, in each of the following arenas: animated fea-
tures, theme parks, nature films, cartoon shorts, children’s television and children’s
merchandise. It is often assumed that Walt Disney’s death in 1966 brought an end to
the company's glory days, initiating an eighteen-year period — until the arrival of Michael
Eisner as chief executive in 1984 — of corporate instability and commercial crisis,
especially with respect to Disney's animated and live-action features. However a look at
Disney's financial statistics and at box-olfice hit lists reveals a more complicated picture,

The late 1960s and 1970s were 3 period of explosive growth for the Disney company
Profits rose from 312.4 million in 1963, the year before Walt Disney’s death, to 521.8
million in 1970 and $61.7 million in 1975, climaxing with $135.1 million in 1980 (more
than ten times the figure for 1965), hefore they declined again.'” The value of the
company's assets almost doubled between 1970 and 1971 (from $275.2 million to
5303.2 million), mainly due to the opening of Walt Disney World in Cretober 1971, and,
unlike the profits, asset value never stopped rising: between 1963 and 1980, it increased
almost fifteenfold (from $90.8 million to $1347.4 million), and between 1980 and 1983
it almost doubled again (to $2381.1 million). " Revenues also grew healthily in the late
19605 and throughout the 1970s, from $109.9 million in 1965 to $167.1 million in 1970,
£520 million in 1975 and $914.5 million in 1980, After virtually zero growth between

1 1980 and 1981, revenues rose again dramatically in subsequent years.! This overview
?' sugpests that Disney's much talked about crisis came in the early 19805 and not in the
‘years immediately following Walt Disney's death,

What about the performance of Disney’s feature films (as distinet from its theme
parks and merchandising)? Even Janct Whsko, Disney’s most knowledgeable analyst,
describes the 1970s as a period of crisis for Disney's feature film division. Yet the evi-
dence is ambiguous. It is certainly the case that the theme parks and the consumer
products division easily outperformed the division concerned with the release of the-
atrical features. In 1973, for example, Disneyland generated revenues of $109.1 million
and Walt Disney World $225.3 million. Together the two parks made up the
Entertainment and Recreational Activities division, which had an operating income of
$64.1 million.®* For consumer products (including merchandising, educational media,
records and publications), revenues were $70.4 million and operating income was $21.7
million. 2 With $112.5 million, the Motion Picture and Television Distribution division
generated far less revenue than the theme parks, yet more than the Consumer Products
division. Its operating income of $36.6 million was much higher than the figure for Con-
sumer Products and came close to the figure for the theme parks. Thus, while the theme
parks clearly dominated Disney’s operations in 1973 (and, indeed, in the 19705 as a
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whole), the Motion Picture and Television Distribution division performed reasonably
well, though its relative importance was clearly in decline, Domestic film rentals rose
from $35.5 million in 1971 to $61.2 million in 1975 and to $65 million in 1978.2° Foreign
rentals grew more rapidly, from $21.6 million in 1971 to $37.6 million in 1975 and £38
million in 1978, The overall revenues of the Motion Picture and Television Distribution
division {including a relatively small amount for TV) increased from $65.1 million in
1971 to $161.4 million in 1980.% But the increase was less than threefold, compared
to the sixfold increase in company revenues as a whole across the decade. Furthermore,
the division’s operating income (and thus its profitability) was shrinking; the figure for
1980 was $48.7 million, which was less than the 1975 figure and also less than the 1980
operating income for Consumer Products ($55.1 million).*” In 1981, the operating
income for film and relevision had further shrunk by more than a third. Thus, by the
early 1980s, Disney's film and television division was indeed in definite crisis.

What about the box-office performance of individual Disney releases in the 1970s?
It is often assumed that after The Jungle Boak (1967) Disney failed to produce big hits
and instead generated its theatrical income from cheaply produced and only moderately
successful films (and of course from highly profitable re-releases). A look at Vareny's

of the top four hits of 1961 were Disney releases; when it was first released in 1964,
Mary Poppins became one of the top-grossing films of all time), Disney’s feature films |
of the late 1960s and 19705 underperformed. However, it should also be noted that
Varsety listed the live-action film The Love Baug as the top hit of 1969.2 The Love Bug |
was followed by two successful sequels, Herbie Rides Agadn (released in 1974, and '
ranked number 3 in Variesy's hit list for the vear) and Herdde Goer to Monte Carlo (1977,
number twenty)., Other top hits included The Happiest Milfionaire (1967, number
twenty in 1968), The Iifand at the Top of the World and Escape fo Witch Mowntain (both
released in 1974, yet listed as numbers fourteen and twenty, respectively, for 1975), as
well as The Apple Drwrmpling Gang (1973, number eleven), the animated The Aristocats
(1970, number six in 1971}, Robim Hood (1973, number eighteen in 1974) and The Res-
cuers (1977, number fifteen); and the animationTive-action hybrids Bedbnobs amd
Broomssiicks (1971, number eleven in 1972) and Pete’s Dragor (1977, number sixteen in
1978). With rentals of $10-20 million, Disney's hits performed well below the block- |
buster business of The Godfaher (1972, $86.3 million), The Exoreist (1973, $82.2 |
million) and Jaws $121.3 million). Yet it is important to note that the studio consistently
managed to produce new hits,

Thus the movie charts of the 1970s were by no means devoid of Disney films (one or,
more often, two top twenty hits per vear up to 1978). Furthermore, as noted eatlier on,
Disney was a rapidly growing multimedia corporation with even greater strengths in the
equally child and family-oriented theme park business and in the selling or licensing of
a wide range of children’s products. It is understandable, then, that Disney was a com-
mon reference point for reviewers when they tricd to make sense of Lucas's and
Spielberg’s child-friendly blockbusters. However, in the light of the lacklustre



190 GEMRE AND CONTEMPORARY HOLLYWOQD

performance of Disney's film division in the 1970s (when compared to the performance
of Disney's other divisions and to the blockbusters released by other studios), it is also
understandable that film-maleers such as Lucas and Spielberg did not want to be associ-
ated too closely either with Disney’s films or with children’s films in general.

The early publicity for the production of Star Wars described it as a science-fiction
adventure for teenagers, rather than children. Privately, Lucas came to realise, however,
that he was in fact making a children’s film, and he himself invoked the name of
Disney: ‘[Tlhat's what we're going for, eight- and nine-year-olds. This is a Disney
movie.™ He was uncertain about the value of this comparison. After a disastrous screen-
ing af Star Wars for friends and colleagues early in 1977, Lucas felt the film would reach
‘[o]nly kids — I've made a Walt Disney movie ... It's gonna do maybe cight, ten mil-
lion."*! Similarly, Spielberg developed Close Enconnters in the 19705 with reference to
two key cinematic childhood memorics, the ‘Night on Bald Mountain® sequence in
Disney’s Fantasia (1940) and the performance of the song "When You Wish upon a Star’
in Disney's Brnocehio (1940): 'T pretty much hung my story on the mood the song
created, the way it affected me emotionally.™ At the same time, Spielberg did not want
Close Enconnters to be associated too closely with Disney, and after a test screening he
removed “When You Wish upon a Star’ from the end of the movie: [ T]his song seemed
to belie some of the authenticity and to bespeak fantasy and fairy tale. And T didn't want
Clove Enconnters to end just as a dream.™® For flm-makers as well as reviewers, then,
references to Disney and 1o children’s films were double-edged. They linked new
releases to one of the undisputed masters of American cinema and signalled their address
of basic human desires and emotions, yet they also indicated that the films in question
might be unsuitable for teenagers and adults, and therefore of only limited commercial
appeal. What Lucas and Spielberg tried to achieve from 1977 onwards — and what the
largely positive reviews of their films duly noted — was a return to old-fashioned family
entertainment which was suitable for children not because it exclusively or even primarily
was addressed to them, but because it was accessible to everyone.

Mot coincidentally, the Disney company was aiming to do the same thing from the mid-
1970s. As early as 1973, after The Godfather (1972) had raised the stakes in the
blackbuster game, the cultural and commercial limitations of Disney's film output, and
of children’s films in general, became a topic of public debate. Richard Schicke] argued

in Tirsee magazine that Disney's recent successes were a result of the fact that the company:

carefully — and exclusively — addresses itsell 1o the most common problem of the
entertainment consumer; “Where can we take the kids?" In order o do 2o, the corporation
has sacrificed creative vitality, cultural relevance and its former, justifiable pretensions o

penuine, if inevitably industrialized, artistry®

Schicke] explained this development with reference to the lack of competition in, and
critical attention to, the field of family entertainment, and to the narrowing definition of
acceptable ‘family fare’ among ‘the general audience’: ‘cuddly animals, bland costume
pictures enlivened by painfully obvious song-and-dance numbers and not much else',
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Whether one agrees with Schickel's condemnation of Disney's output in the early
1970s or not, he pinpoints a number of crucial developments in American cinema dur-
ing this period, Until its modification in 1966, the film industry's Production Code had
been designed to make Hollywood's films suitable for audiences of all ages; maost
importantly, the removal of bad language, explicit sex and graphic violence was meant
to ensure that parents would not have to worry about taking their children to the movies.
Thus, notwithstanding age-related taste differences at a basic level, all of Hallywood's
releases were intended for the whole family. By the early 1960s, however, various com-
mentators noted that the increasingly ‘adult’ subject matter of many Hollywood films
had undermined this ideal. They called for an increase in the production of ‘family
movies', which they began to see as a separate category, rather than as the underlying
ideal of Hollywood's overall output. > Predictably, the Disney company was identified as
the most important producer of family films, and, while these commentators upheld the

ideal of family entertainment and celebrated Disney's output, they also pointed out the

negative connotations that were beginning to accrue to them: “Too often we tend to clas-
sify as fa.mil],' ﬁ.[m that which is ha.rmlﬂs ﬂ&ﬁ'ﬂurlﬂbb, empty and insipid."”®

ﬁ].-'btt:m in lgégcﬁéohdatbd the identification of famnily films as a separate and, in many
s ra—h_r negamre calcgnw mdun IIo]l}'wmd 5 output, The ongmul mtmgs were G

and X (‘Persons under 15.a0t adnuttcd I Thev were intended to ensure that children
and young teenagers would not be allowed to see certain (3orated) films, films which
went beyond mainstream taste and morality in their ‘treatment of sex, violence, crime
or profanity”. As far as all other films were concerned, they were intended to enable par-
ents to make an informed decision about which films they wanted their children to see.
Early reports in November 1968 seemed to indicate that G would be the most fre-
quently used rating (44 per cent of all films) and therefore that Hollywood's rradiﬁona]|
conception of its audience would survive the abandonment of the Production Codf
Hollywood's G-rated pictures ‘will serve the motion picture wants of youngsters of 6 ml
12, their parents and those in-between’.* However, in Movember 1969, it became clear
that G-rated films were a clear minority (32 per cent).” Furthermore, there were indi- ]' X
cations that the G rating would take on a more spectﬁc meaning than ungl.nall}'
envisioned: rather than indicating a film’s suitability for children as part of a general audi-
ence, it began to be understood as a label for films ‘that are unfit for adults’* Spcuﬁc% X,
reference was made to Dmnev s Mary Poppins (1964) and to what was at this point the
highest-grossing film in Hollywood history, The Somnd of Music (1965).41 Thus the very |
films that had represented Hollywood's ideal and defined its mainstream were increas-
ingly considered as a separate, indeed marginal, category. Not surprisingly, apart from
the Disney films discussed above, very few G-rated movies made it into Vardety's annual '|
top twenty in the late 19605 and early 1970s, and, of these, most were big-budget musi-
cals such as Qfiwer! (1968, number eight in 1969), Hello Dolly! (1969, number six in |'.
1970) and Fiddler on the Roof (1971, number two in 1972), These were probably the |




X

Y

192 GEMEBE AND CONTEMPORARY HOLLYWOOD

films Schickel had in mind when referring o ‘bland costume pictures enlivened by
painfully obvious song-and-dance numbers’. Within a couple of vears, the big-budget
family-oriented musicals had disappeared from the annual charts, and the only non-
Disney hits with G ratings were now lower-budget films, mostly slapstick comedies such
as the Pink Panther films, animal films such as Bewgd (1974) and nature films such as The
Welderness Fawily (1973).%2 By 1978, the G-rating had not only become associated with
comparatively cheap children’s films, it had also become virtually synonymous with Dis-
ney, and Disney, in-turn, with blandness: ‘Makers of non-Disney family films ... have
lamented the tendency of audiences to prejudge G pictures as scrubbed and bland’
At this point, Disney was well into the production of its most expensive film ever, The
Black Hole (1979), its first non-G-rated film. The Black Hole (then entitled Space Station),
had been announced in 1975 as Disney’s ‘most ambitious live-action feature to date’ Tt
was thus initially not so much a response to Star Wins {and Close Encosnters) as a parallel
development. Like Lucas and Spielberg, Disney in the mid-1970s sought to overcome the

, commercial limitations of children's films by returning to an older mrme"[nl:[nn of family

T a———

jentertainment, one which embraced all age groups and in particular the cinema’s core andi-
| ence of t teenagers and young adults. Disney's decision to make a science-fiction film was
perhaps influenced by the success the company had had with its special-effects-driven
big-budget production of Jules Verne's 20,000 Leagues wreder the Sea (1954, number three
in Variens hit list for 1953). (The Black Hole would feature another ‘mad scientist’ auto-
cratically ruling his little empire until disturbed and eventually destroved by a group of
unwelcome visitors.) But in any case, the success of Star Wars had raised the stakes. The

1 budget for The Black Hole shot up from around $10 million to $18 million, and Disney's

l J.mtla] resistance to the PG mimg gave way to the company's wholehearted embrace of this
! rating as a sign of new- found (ot rediscovered) maturity, When the film was finally released
at Christmas in 1979, studio president Ron Miller was quoted as saying:

When a studio gets a reputation for making a certain kind of movie and that movie is
considered kiddie stuff, vou lose your entire andience when it tuens 13, Those people don't

come back until they have kiddics of their own.,
He was confident that with The Black Hode Disney would:

win back that slightly elder cronrd — the audience we used to have back in the 19305 with
films like 20,000 Leggues wnder the Sea .. Ideally, this is the film that will take Disney to that
all-important 13- 10-30 year old group. The people wha have seen Star Ware or Close

Encotnters two o three times 3°

| s it turned out, with rentals of $25.4 million, The Black Hole became Disney's biggest
hit since Mary Poppins, though it fell well short of the blockbuster business of Lucas’s
and Spielberg’s mepahits and, because of the size of its budget, was less profitable than
' Disney’s other hits in the 1970s.* Disney's big-budget productions of the early 19805 —
| Fopeye (1980) and Dragonsiayer (1981}, both co-produced with Paramount, and Tron

I IE ———————— ——————
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(1981) - at best achieved the level of success of The Black Hole (Popeye’s rentals were |
$24.6 million) and at worst were commercial disasters. " Thus the Disney com pany fmled
to break out of the children’s ghetto, despite its clearly stated objective that * we must | 3
attract more teenagers am:l young adults’ and its claims that the ‘elements synonymous
with our company's reputation’ were ‘fantasy, escape, adventure and the potential for
innovative special effects’.* In fact, instead of moving Disney back into the highly prof- |
itable cinematic mainstream, increased production costs meant, as we have seen, that
the profits of the film and TV division were in decline in the carly 1980s, Tt is somewhat
ironic that, at the very same time, Lucas and Spielberg wete breaking box-office recnrds
with their Disney-influenced family films, that most of their megahits generated huge

income through what had previously been almost exclusively a Disney speciality - |

namely, movie-related merchandising — and that family entertainment moved back to T.he
centre of Hollywood's operations between 1977 and 1984, What has happened to ch]l
dren’s films and family entertainment since then?

Kids rule: children's films and family entertainment since 1984

The most successful films in contemporary Hollyweod are what T have elsewhere called
fam:l}- adventure m{:uw::s_,_ ﬁlms which depict the spectacular adventures of familial
groups and which are addressed to children and their parents as well as to the cinema’s

core audience of teenagers _zmd young adults.* These films derive, on the one hand, from

Lucas s and Sple]herg s hugely successtul attempt between 1977 and 1984 to broaden |

the appeal of big-budget action-adventure and science-fiction films to reach children and

their parents, and, on the other hand, from Disney’s initially unsuccessful attempt 1 to A

upgrade tr rradmu:rna] children’s fare with bigger ]:-udget_s more bpl'_‘ctﬂC!E and more mature

one or two films of this kind become megahns, [eaving the competition far behind by
achieving a market share of around 5 per cent of total US box-office revenues, as well

s doing exceptionally well in foreign markets, video sales and rentals, on TV and in

terms of m:nhand:smg sequels and spin-offs, Examples include Ghostbusters (1984)
and Back to the Future (1985), as well as the more recent The Phanton Menace (1999)

and Ty Story 2 (1999). As a look at the e Internet Movie Database’s hst of all-time top- =¥

grossing movies at the US box office rew_-als l:hc: ‘main producers of such 1 megahits are
Spi::]berg, Lucas and Disney.™ With me__g_xctptmn of Dmney 5 ammatcd features, none |

of these megahits is G-rated; indeed, their PG or PG-13 rating si _g_al:, their dual Eddl‘ﬁ:bb
to both children and patents,

- What can we say about the status of films primarily, and sometime exclusively,
addreﬁsr:d to children? Here we need to look at G-rated films and animation, The rela- g

tive > decline in rhe number of G-rated films has continued into the 1990s: whereas in .

196865 abnut a ﬂ'nr-:.l of all films were rated G, bemreen 1993 an;ﬂ 1997 it was only 4.4

ever more clnsclv identified with children’s entertainment. lnteres their shnre- of

thn e

CE

It

b-nx Tﬁce FEVENLIEs Was rnuu:h h1gh¢1— (6.1 per cent) than their share aof ﬁ]_ms of th S
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earning $43.3 million per film in the domestic market as compared to $32 million for
PG-rated films, $42.1 million for those rated PG-13 and $29.2 million for those rated
R.% As G-tated films also tended to be cheaper than films in other categories, they were
more profitable — costing less and earning more.

The most successful G-rated films were animated features, most importantly those
released by Disney. While animated features are generally understood first and fore-
most as children’s films, they can do blockbuster business by reaching other age groups.

{ T increase their chances with teenage and adult andiences and 1o differentiate them-

| selves from Disney products, most other producers of animated features (in particular
,Drream"}:-hrkﬁ with, for example, The Prince of Egypt [1998], Awsz [1998], and The Eoad
'I [ to El Dorado [2000]} have gone for PG ratings, mostly without success.™
Nevertheless, overall output and market share have increased in recent yeasts.™

Berween 1994 and 1997, the number of major animated releases was steady with

around five films a year, but since 1997 the number has doubled.™ Disney has the bulk

of the animation market share {over 30 p::r centl, bul Warner Brns Sony, Paramount

and especially DreamWorks are also significant players. From 1994-7, total American
box-office revenues for animated features were mostly between £300 million and $400
million, yet since 1998 there has been a dramatic increase (in line with the increased

output), with 1999 marking an all-time high with a|mpst £750 million, which was 10

per cent of total domestic box-office revenues in that vear.” When it comes to caleu-
lating children's share of total cinema admissions, there are, unfortunately, no reliable
\ statistics, as the industry's audience surveys only include persons ﬂgEr:[ twelve and older.
'Estimates for ticket sales to children aged twelve and younger {attendmg chL[dren 's

films as well as others) range from an unrealistic low of & per cent to up tq_zﬂ_pg_q_ogm_

of total ticket sales.™
However, the real importance of children and children’s films for contemporary

I—Iu]l:,w.armd anly be-r:ume_s really apparent when we examine ‘.?EdED salesyu}hlch are the

|
: 5|t1gl¢ most important source of i income. for the major %tudlm&_ e list of all-time top-

selling videos in the US as of Ju nf_]une 1998 [t]mt is, hefore the video release of Titanic f19?4} 1
and Disney hits such as Toy Story 2, which have no doubt made it into the top tg_l_l_bj__
now] was headed by Disney's 'J’}ﬁ.'_ Licn Kr};g (1994), which sold 28 8 million wholesale

g_fnera:mg $42.-' mlllmn in wlmlesa]e revenues {thﬁt is, money psnd h}r retailers slnu:l n:ntsﬂ

; smres to D:qne].r, the money paid ]u!.. cuqmmej 5 huymg or renung the videos i 13 nf curu}'SE
T.he film’s hnx office rentals, t]mt is, the money pmd 1:-],' cinemas to U!snex- I:usual[}r a}mut

i \half of the overall box-office gross pa[d by aud]ence_s__tq_g_lg‘_t_enms] B:, the end of 1993
' 'T.{:-f' Lion King was number eight in Varety's list of all-time rental champions in the U3 _
lwith $173.1 million, that i is less than half the whnﬂtsalﬁ deED revenues.® The '-ldeo sales

lm ::Dnunueq as fﬂ]lows

= Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937, Disney), 25.1 million units generating $372
million in wholesale video revenues (as compared to $81 million in box-office rentals)
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Shred: (2001); another non-Disney blockbuster

o Aladdin (1992, Disney), 22.4 million units/$352.7 million ($112 million box-office
rentals)

*  Beaury and the Beast (1991, Disney), 20.2 million units/$318 million ($69 million box-
office rentals)

*  Toy Story (1995, Disney), 19.5 million units/$290 million ($103 million box-office
rentals)

= Jurassic Faek (1993, Universal), 20 million units/%273 million (%213 million box-office
rentals}

*  Independerce Day (1996, Fox), 20.4 million units/$258 million ($177 million box-
office rentals}

*  Men in Black (1997, Columbia), 16.9 million units/$232 million (5118 million box-
office rentals) .

= Pocabostas (1993, Disney), 17.1 million units/$216 million ($68 millicn box-office
rentals)

*  Fawtasia (1940, Disney), 13.3 million units/$209 million (342 million box-office
rentals)

The tact that seven of the top ten films are Disney animated features, and that the other
three h&1nng into the category of Fam;]} adwentite maovies, is, 48 common-sense and ot

mdustrj.-r analysis tell us, 'thanks to the voracious repeat-munng d&mﬂ.ﬂds of Chﬂdl‘chl 62
It is also the demands of children which drive fhoa I'luge. market in movie mc}mndmmg
{most of it tied in with children's or family films), from which the major studios earn
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Conclusion

"Children’s and family films are at the very heart of today’s media conglomerates and

indeed today’s popular culture, because the majority of the most popular and most
profitable films and multimedia franchises are primarily (but not exclusively) 'kids’
stuff”* After Hollywood's marginalisation of family entertainment in_ the late 1960s
and early 1970s, it was the mmbmed effmts of DISIIC'}’ on tht: one h hand anr:l Sple]ber

the cinema and related media markets. This trend is not abating, Quite the contrary,
DireamWorks’™ Shrek (2001) proved that blockbuster success in the animation field is

no longer limited to Disney® Dr Sewss’ How the Grinch Stole Christnas (the top gross-

ing movie in the US in 2000) showed that there is a lot of classic children’s fiction just
waiting to be adapted for the big screen. And the excitement about Chris Columbus'’s
Harry Potter adaptation sent all of Hollywood into what Varéety called ‘Pottermania’.
It is time, then, for the study of film genres to take note of children's films.
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For a study of the centrality of a single film to the operations of 4 maejor media company, see
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Movie Ratings as Genre: The Incontestable R

Kevin 5. Sandler

What we call genre is in fact something quite different from what has always been supposed.
Rick Alvman'

In his ground-breaking approach to thinking about Hollpwood cinema, Rick Altman in
Film/Genre suggests that genre theorists have shared a litany of unexamined assump-
tions in their work, One assumption, contends Altman, is that ‘genre theotists have
generally sought to describe and define what they believe to be already existing genres
rather than create their own interpretive categories'.? The Western, the musical and the
horror film have often received the most attention by theorists because they have pre-
existing patterns clearly identified by the industry and recognised by the public as genre.
The semantic and syntactical consistency of each genre have thus led theorists and spee-
tators to primarily think of genre in terms of a ‘corpus of films'. And it is the textual
determinancy of these films that have constituted the nature of genre study.

Altman himself reinforced this ‘corpus of films' tradition in his earlier work The
Awmerican Filme Musical. However, in Filw/Genre, he extends his definition of genre to
address the phenomenon as a site of perpetual struggle among different users, rather
than a unified and transparent entity.

Far from simply replicating industry categorization, pre-viewing notions of a film’s generic
identity depend on multiple (often contradictory) sources: studio discourse (which, because
it targets muliiple audiences, usually offers conflicting genre cues), claims made by critics
{who do not necessarily deploy generic discourse for the same reasons or in the same manner
as other sectors of the fllm industry), and several networks of genre viewers (with no
guarantee of alignment among home, office, church, and bar evaluations) 4

In proposing a discursive dimension to all textual configuration and generic claims,
Altman locates the nature of genre in language. Genres are thus by-products of discur-
sive activity by real speakers, deployed within and between various interpretative
communities, all with diverse interests, desires and goals.” Instead of focusing solely on
the question of how texts are organised or what films belong to which genre, Altman




