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Speclalty pix marketers mine the niches

By MARY HARDESTY

nly a few specialty films
grossed more than $5 million
last year, despite the hub-
bub over prices and acquisi-
tions at recent film festivals.

With the cost of producing
and marketing movies reaching
new heights, identifying a niche
market makes a distributor’s
task slightly less arduous. But
what if the film in question looks
like a niche film, but doesn’t talk
like a niche film?

The marketers of “Slam,”
“Hands on a Hardbody” and
“Smoke Signals” are working
every angle to get their not-so-
easy-to-categorize indies seen
by the largest possible audi-
ences.

Poetic tale

Trimark Pictures’ “Slam,”
opening Oct. 9, tells the story of
a gifted rapper/poet who, while
in prison, falls in love with his
writing teacher. She recognizes
his unique talents for “slam-
ming” and inspires him to use

the power of creative expression
instead of violence to change his
world. “Slam” presents several
aspects that may have limited
appeal to filmgoing audiences:
poetry, rapping gang members
in prison and an all African-
American cast.

“When we picked up
the movie at Sundance, a
lot of people said, ‘Con-
gratulations, great
movie. ['m not sure what
you're going to do with
it,’ " recalls Adam Fogel-
son, Trimark’s senior VP
of worldwide marketing.

Fogelson’s answer is
to very carefully focus
on the journey of self-discovery
and the process by which a gift-
ed young man finds the power of
his own voice. “We are definite-
ly trying to get the word out
that this is not just another
prison movie,” Fogelson says.
“Obviously, besides targeting
the poetry reading groups, we
will be heavily hitting the
African-American community.”

Fogelson believes the film’s

rap/hip-hop component will res- |

onate well with the 25-and-
younger crowd, and Trimark is
planning to do numerous
screenings for college-age and
spoken-word groups. The two-
pronged approach will empha-
size the film’s Sundance 1998

‘We are marketing voices that have never
been heard before, and our main focus is

emphasizing the comedy.”

Mark Gi, president, Miramax LA,
on ‘Smeoke Signals’

Grand Jury Prize, its recent
1998 Cannes Film Festival
Camera d’Or and Prix Public
(Audience Award), as well as its
Perry Ellis IFP award for
breakout performance by a
newcomer.

“A lot more people thinkit’'sa
good 1dea now,” wryly observes
Ray Price, Trimark’s senior VP,

theatrical. “I think we have all
the ingredients necessary to
generate substantial success.
The crities are on board, the au-
diences who see the movie are
responding incredibly well to it,
and the trailer has tested very
high. MTV and a
major talkshow op-
portunity are in the
works, and we expect
the soundtrack,
which is being pro-
duced by Immortal
and Sony Records, to
further open up the
African-American
market.”

The Native Amer-
ican film niche has not exactly
been exploited in the past, since
Native Americans themselves
are a very small population. So,
Miramax 18 hoping for a com-
mercial crossover for “Smoke
oignals,” which opened exclu-
sively in New York and Los An-
geles the first week of July.

Written by Sherman Alexie

and directed by Chris Eyre,
“Smoke Signals” is the first film
written, directed and co-pro-
duced by Native Americans to
receive theatrical distribution.
In addition to screening
“Smoke ‘Signals” for Native
American groups for Michigan
to Alaska, and everywhere in
between, Miramax has targeted
sophisticated filmgoers be-
tween the ages of 18 and 45.

Beating prejudices

The distributor has been
working hard to overcome some
of the preconceived notions
moviegoers have about Native
American films.

In its research, Miramax
found that most filmgoers as-
sume a film about Native Amer-
icans is going to be solemn.

Indeed, the story of a stoic
young man who takes his geeky
neighbor on a road trip to re-
trieve the remains of his dead
father promises to be serious

Turn to page 46
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Niche mar

Continwed from page 4

stuff. But the trailers and ads
for "Smoke Signals” stress the
humor in the film. At one point
In the audience-pleasing pie, one
of the lead characters, Thomas-
Builds-the-Fire, observes, “The
only thing more pathetic than
Indians on TV 1s Indians watch-
g Indians on TV.”

“We are marketing voices
that have never been heard be-
fore, and our main focus is em-
phasizing the comedy,” says
Mark Gill, president of Mira-
max/L.A. The campaign ap-
pears to be working: In its sec-
ond week, the per-screen aver-
age for “Smoke Signals” rose
30% 1n the theaters where it
was already playing. The pic-

ture also expanded to the top 10
cities 1 1ts second week, with
preater exposure in the West
than 1s normally the case for ar-
thouse releases.

The road less taken

Theatrical documentary re-
leases generally follow a pre-
scribed path into the most pres-
tigious arthouses. But “Hands
on a Hardbody” 1s not a typical
documentary, so Legacy Re-
leasing 1s targeting malls across
the nation. The docu tells the
story of a 1995 Texas contest
where the last person left
standing with at least one hand
on a pickup, wing it. The film’s
marketing team is planning to
market it just like a fiction fea-

ture, complete with spot radio
ads and a mall-sponsored con-
test In Austin re-creating the
original contest. Nissan, in re-
turn for donating the truck, will
recelve prominent placement in
all television, print and radio
ads, as well as coverage in all
the publicity surrounding the
contest and the film’s opening.
“In the marketplace, our
campalgn will be twofold: con-
ventional pald movie advertis-
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ing in all media, and gratis pro-
motional broadcast spots and
print ads that will detail the con-
test,” explains GS Entertain-
ment
Steven Zeller, who handles pub-

Ty, e TS : .
licity and promotions for many

of Legacy’s releases. While
Texas audiences had only a
vague knowledge of the original
contest, the re-creation has al-
ready created a local sensation,
Zeller says.
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THE BIG WIN: Conlestants J.D. Diew, {eft and Benny Perkings vie to win a truack (o the hinorous docu
featire "Hands on o Hardbody” from Legacy Releasing and Wessex Entevtaininient Grouwp.

Marketing president

keting tricky with unique films

A slow rollout in major mar-
kets will follow last weekend’s
kickoff release in Austin.

Important to the success of
the campaign is the promotional
aspect of the contest. Zeller is
hoping to convince local Nissan
dealerships to participate by of-
fering a limited number of en-
triesinto the contest, displaying
posters and/or giving away
screening tickets. To provide a

Turn to puge 48
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ON POETRY: Saul Williams, left and Sonja Sohn star in

Trimark’s “Slam,” a drama about a poetry-writing prisoner.

Niche marketing tips

Continued from page 46

local, emotional angle to the
promotion, a high-profile local
charity 1s being sought to par-
ticipate in the event, with
pledges being made on behalf
of the contestants. Additional-
ly, the Austin
Chronicle 1is
contributing
ads to solicit
entries for the
contest, and
local radio sta-
tion KLBJ
and TV sta-

Fox 7 are pro-
viding a sub-
stantial
amount of free
airtime to pro-
mote the con-
test, In return
for being co-

sponsors  of
the event.
Victor Van-

den Oever, president of Wes-
sex Entertainment Group,
which is overseeing the pic-
ture’s distribution and mar-
keting, estimates that the

‘When we picked up
(“Slam”) at Sundance, | den
~ alot of people said,
and TV_sta- | “Congratulations, great

movie. I'm not sure
what you're going to do
withit."”’

Adam Fogelson, Trimark senior VP of
worldwide marketing

film’s P&A budget of under
$15,000, when combined with
the local radio, print and TV
tie-ins, will be equivalent to a
$75,000 budget.

“If all goes well in Austin, we
hope to do the same in Dallas,
and work our
way slowly out
to the coasts,”
explains Van-
Oever.
“We're not try-
ing to turn it in-
stantly into a
national release.
We are willing
to take as much
time as we need
to make it
work.”

Whether 1t’s
wacky contests
and promotions,
tie-ins with spe-
cial-interest
groups or at-
tracting the at-
tention of ecritics and arthouse
goers, each of these specialty
niche filmsis finding a way to in-
form filmgoers that it’s not the
typical faceless indie.

Y ARIETY

JULY 16,

1998

"




