
The Challenge Facing the 
American Film Producer 
The producers of both entertainment and commercial films are considered: the 
former must face the challenge of the home TV set and must create significant 
films for the motion-picture theater; and the commercial producer must make the 
client’s problem his own problem and give to it not only his specialized abilities 
but also a lively and profound interest. 

ING the topic. on(’ h;is to im- 
mediately answer thc question. “What 
kind of film producer?” 

If we are talking about the entrrtain- 
ment film - - the concept of thr lilrii we 
summarize in one word, IIril(vrcwid - the 
challenge facing the film producer might 
be said to be a wooden or plilstic box 
found in millions of living rooms. I n  that 
comparatively small box can bc. found 
all of IIollywood’s magic plus tlie mir- 
acle of electronics. Looked at from this 
point of view, the producer of theatrical 
films has two clear choices, rithrr to 
create some magic which cilnnot br found 
in the T V  box, or to use the larilitirs and 
know-how of Hollywood to capture the 
new medium. 

Obviously, Hollywood is embracing 
both these alternatives. In  a sense, thc. 
situation today is only technically dif- 
ferent from that of yesterday. Hollywood 
was always basically a n  industry. Likc 
any other industry, it occupied itsrlf with 
putting out a product with maxiniurn 
sales possibilities. At the same timc, a por- 
tion of I~ollywood (or a portion o f  Holly- 
wood’s time) was devoted to piiiting o u t  
pictures of artistic nirrit pictures 
which justified speaking o f  the lilm iis o r t i *  

of the A r ~ s .  
I n  cssence, Hollywood is doing exactly 

the samr thing today. ’I‘hc. difTcrcnce 
lirs i n  thr fact that the bulk of its product 

is 
not being exhibited in thratrrs. l)ut 011 the 
’I’V xrren .  O n  the other hand, an rvcn 
more clearly dcfinrd portion o f  I lolly- 
wood is concerned with creating pic- 
tures o f  significancc; and thesib. instc.;id o l ’  
k i n g  exhibited on television. arc scrn in 
tnovir houses. In short, they havc- ;I magic 
which cannot bc found i n  that box i n  the 
living room. 

Thcsc comincntv arr not tnadc to niini- 
tnize the dislocations and hardship 
which television has brought about in 
Ilollywood. (In the fint place. too inany 
of our friends out thrre have sitni.rcc1 
from them.) But wc should inakc: i t  clear 
that, in the long run. the crisis is tcmpo- 
rary for Hollywood - that is to say, for 
the film producer - - and pcrnianrnt for 
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thc. exhibitor, for t l ir  operator o f  inotioii- 
picture theatrrs. Enough peoplr will get 
out of thrir homes to sev picturcs as dif- 
ferent as Marly and The 7i11 Cotnirronrlrnctils 
to make film producing I~rofititble; but 
o1)viously film exhibition has to. and is, 
tailoring its invcsttnrnt to thi: size itnd 
rharactcr of the nrw aritlirncr. 

With rcspcct to the tmjority of flolly- 
wood I>roducNs, thrn. we can say thc 
challengr is twofold. ‘l’here is the pcrcn- 
nial challenge of trying to outguess the 
public on whiit it wants to see; and there 
is thr nrw challenge o f  a viistly different 
markcting system to which thry must 
tailor their product and their methods of 
production. With respect to those pro- 
ducers, largely indrpcndcnt, who con- 
tinue to produce for theatrical exhibition, 
thc challenge is iminrrisrly more difficult. 
In ii word, what thcy have to d o  is to 
make good films ~ and this. likc: writing 
a gond book, or producing a good play, or  
painting a good picture. is not easily done. 
And in a world as romplcx and strife-torn 
as ours, it is a doubly difficult assignrncnt. 

Now a fcw words should be directcd to 
a subject closer to home for most of us ~ 

the challcngc facing the producer of com- 
rncrcial films. Lct us, to begin with, make 
ii distinction bctween theatrical films and 
rommrrcial film.. Cornmercial fit ins are 
almost invariably characterized by a 
limited, and usually quite sprrilic, ob- 
jective. We usr many dilferrnt forms and 
methods; but generally slxaking. our  ob- 
jective can bc put in a few words: show 
how this prixws works, show what this 
product will do, convince this group of 
people. get over that idea. 

In short, the commercial filni 1)roclucer 
works in thc closest rclation with Ainc.r- 
ican Business. Hc simply brings his spc- 
cial talents to aid in tlic accomplishnirnt 
of  :* task important to the givcn coinpiny 
or industry group. A comtncrcial film 
producrr, thrn, is one whose sprcializcd 
abilities are used t o  help solve a ~>roblem 
or take advantage of an opportunity. And 
I would say. with all the si-rioiisnrss a t  my 
romm;ind, that the very f i t s t  challenge 
facing a comrncrcial producer is to bc 
inlerested in the problrm or opportunity. 
If one cannot develop a lively and pro- 
found interrst in the 1)roblems which a 
client brings to ii produrrr, one will be 
neither happy nor effective in his work. 
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1 would go so far as to say that, asstimirig 
a I>roIi*ssional knowledge and back- 
ground in film-making, thr basic qttiili- 
firation of a producer (and his organi- 
zation) is this factor of intcrrst. Let me 
expand that j u s t  enough to show how it 
leads t o  ;I sccond chiillcngr. When a pro- 
durrr  is genuinely intrrcsted i n  his 
client’s 1)iisincss; whrn Iic has workrd 
with, and cotncs t o  know. thc. people who 
arc- I~uilding that businrsq; when hc has 
wrestlcd with and analyzed the given 
problcni iii a ctm~xrative ellort with the 
people rcprcscntirig thc. clirnt; then he 
finds that he has k e n  facing a second 
ch;tllcngc~, the ch;illrngc. of making the 
client’s Imhlcrn hD own problcrn. 1.c.t me 
give ;in cxainplc. 

.I company came to me to have a film 
rn;rdr. I t  was a sn~iill company, just 
brginriing in its field. I t  had made a 
rict profit thc prrvious y r x  o f  around 
$60,000, and here it was, willing to 
slxnd $1 5,000 on a film. ’1‘0 t h o s r  of 11s 
who worked on the film. tlie realization 
that the company was slxnding a qiiar- 
ter of its annual profit on this single pmi- 
cct reprcscwted a tremendous respon- 
sibility. Without attempting to assign 
credit, let iric say that 111c film was highly 
successful. Ll’hy? I hl icvc i t  was k*canse 
we a11 sh;ircd thr client’s hopes; wr 
sharrd his sense of urgmcy; in short, 
His problem becume our poblein. 

One might f t d  that i t  is rasit*r to 
dcvdop intcrrst in a sitttiition of III;II 
sort. with 21 small company in which 
cvrrytliing is quitr personal, than with a 
large corpomtion. Onc inight frrl thiil 
whrn sonic industrial giant spends 50 o r  
75 or I 0 0  thousand dollars on a film proj- 
rct, the scnsr of urgrncv is lacking; i t  is 
such a sinall percmtagc. of the monvy thry 
spend. But this is to forget the vital heart of 
the matter: that the 1mducc.r works not  
just with thc l)iisiriess, but with proplr. 
Somewhere in that giant corporation is a 
Iicrsiin o r  ;I group o f  pcoplc to wlioni the 
cfTectivcness of that film is a vital matter, 
bccausc thvy arc charged with thv respon- 
sibility of having it rnatlc. If one’s interc*st 
is in lwwpli., and in helping I>coplc’ ac- 
complish their task, i t  doesn’t mattrr 
what sizr the company is. T h r  ch;illcngc 
is still thr s;iinr: to work with someone 
rlsr’s problem with such an intrrrst that 
its s o h  t ion h i  rigs pcrsi ~ n a l  sii t isfiic t ion. 
not only t o  the clicmt, but to the pro- 
ducer. 

I t  may scrm strangr t1i;it 1 have i t  
norrd so many important challrngrs to 
concentrate on this sirnplc factor o f  i i i -  

tcrrst. But I believe that interest, whrn 
coirplrd with know-how, is the Founda- 
t ion of succcsfiil coininrrcial tilnis ;ind 
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indccd, the foundation o f  a sirccessful 
film-producing business. We are a service 
industry, and the value of our service de- 
pends upon how closely we identify our- 
RI‘IVCS with those for whom we perform 

the service. And to the extent that our 
services are of real and tangible value, 
they will be sought. Which is another way 
of saying that the fundamental challenge 
to a producrr of commercial films is to 

think of himself, and make himself, a 
valuable partner to American industry. 
We cxist and prosper to the extent that 
we serve American busines.. and those 
who build it. 

Producing the Sponsored 
Documentary Film 
There are aome special requirements and techniques related to producing spon- 
sored documentary films. The documentary is different from the story-film not 
only in preparation required but alro in basic approach. 

PI~OUAULY NO word in  the motion- 
picture dictionary has been subjected to 
so much loose usage as documentary. 
’I‘hcrc are company-history docurncn- 
taries, product documentaries, sales- 
technique documentaries, and quite pos- 
sibly on Madison Avenue they’re even 
calling ’1‘V spots that tell how fast cer- 
tain products get from the stomach to 
the bloodstream - medical documen- 
taries. Of course, in Hollywood, doc- 
umentary is, and always has been, a 
dirty word - dating back, perhaps, to the 
time when Robert Flaherty’s Moana o/ 
tlic South Scns flopped a t  thc boxoffice in 
1 1 0  uncertain terms. The  dictionary, 
hitving suffered no financial loss, man- 
ages to be both ob.jective and specific: 
“ii motion picture that records news 
cvents or shows social conditions without 
lictionalization.” I.ct’s accept that, as a 
st;irter. 

111 distinguishing betwc.cn a “story- 
lilin” and docurncstaries, i t  is fairly 
ol)vious that the former is concerned 
with development of a plot. whereas the 
rlociimcntary’s primary task is exposi- 
tion or a thcme. ‘Ihe two have very 
little in common in matters of approach, 
trchniquc and production responsibil- 
itics. I n  the story-film, it is fair to say 
i l i i t t  the director is the key figure. In 
tlic documentary, end this may raise 
soine eyebrows, it is the editor who 
c ~ c r t s  the determining influence on the 
sIi;tpe ol’ the film. Now, that is not to say 
t l i i i t  t l i c i  tcrm editor includes only the 
i i i i in i i t  thc cutting table. ‘Ilie dorumen- 
tiiry dircrtor, during shooting, should 
properly pcrforni a cornbincd director- 
editor runction; and prior to that, the 
writer on the ,job should similarly antic- 
ipate end results and function dually as 
\vritc:r-cditor. For a supporting opinion 
on that, the following is quoted from the 
book, Doriinicntory, by Paul Rotha : 

I’rrsrntr(1 011 0c.tober 20, 1958, at the Soriety’s 
Chiivciition in I)etroit by Henry llrlii,jirna, Jolin 
Collmrn .\ssncintcs, Inc., Wilmecte, 1 1 1 .  
( ‘ i l i i s  paprr svns received on May 20, 1959.) 

“Not until you come to cut d o  you 
realize the importance of correct anal- 
ysis during camerawork and the es- 
sential need for preliminary observation. 
For unless your material has been under- 
stood from the inside, you cannot hope 
to bring it alive. No amount of cutting, 
short or otherwise, will give movement 
to shots in which movement does not 
already exist. No skill of cross-reference 
will add poetic imagery to your se- 
quence if you have been unaware of your 
images during shooting. Your film is 
given life on the cutting bench, but you 
cannot create life unless the necessary 
raw stuff is to hand. Cutting is not con- 
fined to the cutting room alone. Cut- 
ting must be present all through the 
stages of production . . . script, photog- 
raphy and approach to natural ma- 
terial. . . finally to take concrete form as 
the sound is added.” 

Thus, ideally, the pcrfect documen- 
tary would be one in which the writer- 
director-editor functions are performed 
by a single person. Unfortunately there 
aren’t many triple-threat geniuses around 
in the industry, probably because we 
have necessarily had to specialize. Even 
Flaherty didn’t do his own editing - a t  
least not in his later works. But the next 
best thing is a very close collaboration, 
from the very outset of production, 
among writer, director and editor. That, 
I submit, is one of the first ground rules 
of successful documentary production. 

Now we come to a term that is usually 
associated with the chief opinion-maker 
of a daily newspaper - editorial honesty. 
I t  pertains to the documentary film- 
maker, too. It is to the documentary 
what artistic integrity is to the story- 
film. Without editorial honesty, the 
newspaper editor descends to the lowly 
rank of propagandist - and so docs the 
film-maker. And ,just as the former must 
resist dishonest advertiser bias, the film- 
maker must resist sponsor pressure if it 
is dishonestly motivated. ‘I’he documen- 
tary stands or falls on the truth of what 
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it has to say. We should call this ground 
rule number two. 

This is not to imply, of course, that 
the sponsor is not entitled to a voice in 
the project. He’s paying for it, he’s the 
customer, and without him the film prob- 
ably wouldn’t be made. In  most cases it 
will be intended to serve some valid 
company purpose - or may, simply, be 
a goodwill gesture in the public interest. 
But, in any event, sponsor rights d o  not 
include wilful and deliberate falsifica- 
tion or distortion of facts. 

I t  was stated earlier that the documen- 
tary has, as its primary task, exposition 
of a theme, which may bc extended to 
say exposition and intcrfirctation of a theme. 
And that adds another major respon- 
sibility. Most documentary subjects - 
whether a n  event, a project, a thing or a 
concept - largely dictate their own ex- 
position. They write their own story, so 
to speak, as far as what happens is con- 
cerned. But the emphasis, both seen and 
heard, can be controlled by the film- 
maker. His intcrfwctnfion of the happen- 
ings will, in most cases, have a dominat- 
ing influence on the film’s audiences. 
And there is more than honesty involved 
here. Knowledge is required. H e  Inlist 
know his subject well enough to qualify 
as an expert, or his interpretation will 
almost certainly be inept, incompetent 
and probably inadequate. So, “Be in- 
formed,” is ground rule number three. 

Now, to the uninitiated, it might seem 
that the documentary, and especially the 
documentary-report, is the easiest of all 
possible films to make. Not so! Oh, it’s 
true that in most cases you start with a 
ready-made subject, whereas before 
there can be a story-film, the subject 
must be created, the story must be 
written. Rut once you have script in 
hand, production is a fairly orderly 
business. There is a sound basis for 
planning and scheduling - and you know 
exactly what you have to put in front of 
your cameras to effect the transfer of 
story from script to screen. But the 
documentarist - ah, he’d better know 
how to “shoot from the hip,” or not 
pack a gun. His finest opportunities may 
be the impromptu happenings that 
can’t be anticipated. You just pray, live 
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