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Why so few independent feature films?

‘““Everyone assumes that inde-
pendent filmmakers like us have
it easy in the U.S. The truth is,
it’s probably harder to make a
film that makes a serious state-
ment and get it distributed here
than anywhere in the world.”

Eugene Corr and Steve Wax,
co-directors of Over-Under, Side-
ways-Down, (reviewed in IN THESE
TIMES, Nov. 28) were. discussing
the reception of their film at the
recent Chicago International Film
Festival.

Chicago critics praised it in
print. There were several jury
members who voted it the festi-
val’s best feature. But it won no
awards. There was, it is rumored,
more enthusiasm within the jury
for encouraging socialist film-
makers ‘‘who are being hassled
by their governments.”’

‘“They ought to be encouraged,
of course,’’ 'said Wax. ‘“‘But I
don’t think most people under-
stand what an independent film-
maker is.up against in the U.S.
Just consider the fact that ours
was the only American film in
competition in this festival. In

the country where motion pic-
-tures really took off!”’ :

Despite Hollywood’s past glory,
Corr does not believe there is a
tradition of independent, socially-
conscious filmmaking in this
country. “I really don’t under-
stand why there isn’t. There
should be sufficient talent and
sufficient wealth—even though
it costs a lot to capitalize a film.”

The major roadblock, as both
men see it, is the lack of a distri-
bution network to get films like
Over-Under, Sideways-Down to
the audience for which they are
intended.

How to get the film out
of the can.

The story of Over-Under is that
of a factory worker and his wife:
his problems on the assembly line
in a steel plant; his dream of es-
caping to the life of a profession-
al baseball player; the strain pro-
duced on the marriage by the
wife’s decision to get a job.
Clearly there is a big potential
audience for a film in which work-
ing class Americans can see their
own experience treated seriously
and dramatically. Such films are
being made today. (Wax named
four others beside his own, all
nearly ready for release.) The trick
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is to get them into theaters in the”

neighborhoods where most Amer-
icans go for entertainment.

One possibility is to book as se-
cond feature to one of the “‘ex-
ploitation’’ films commonly
shown in drive-ins. (/T7, July 13,
p. 22.) Another is to show it in
the *‘art houses’’ that concentrate
on European features, but do
sometimes show independently
produced American films.
{Harlan County, U.S.A. is cur-
rently being distributed in this
kind of house by Cinema V.)

““But at this point,’” Wax told
IN THESE TIMES, ‘‘the art houses
have their pick of the best fea-
tures from all over the world.
They can fill their house at a high
admission price. So why should
they fool around with us?”’

The result of this situation is
that independent filmmakers fre-
quently assume the burden of dis-
tributing their own product—
“four walling,”’ as it is called. It
is a killing burden.

*“You put in the work of a life-
time making the film and then

you have to spend the same
amount of effort distributing it.”’
Wax feels ““it’s not good for any
human being to have to spend that
many years on any single project.”’

The collective solution.
What has lightened the burden
for Wax and Corr—at least to a
degree—is their participation in
Cine Manifest, a collective dedi-
cated to the making of indepen-
dent feature films.

It began in 1972, when 20 peo-
ple—all of whom were working
in some aspect of commercial
filmmaking—got together in an
old adobe hiouse near San Fran-
cisco to discuss ways of produc-
ing full-length features. There
were three scripts already in work
by various members of the
group, and others, including Ov-
er-Under, under discussion.

On Jan. I, 1973, Cine Manifest
actually came into being when sev-
en of the original 20 began to de-
posit what each of them earned in
a common bank account.

It mounted up pretty quickly
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because at that point we were all
working, some of us at highly paid
jobs,”” Wax recalls. Each'member
of the collective drew a basic sal-
ary of $200 a month, plus rent,
plus extras for those who had de-
pendents and in certain cases, car
expenses. ‘‘It was a rather compli-
cated formula, but it worked.”’
What the collective provided,
besides financial support, was a
sounding-board for scripts-in-pro-
gress. It was at this stage that Corr
found the method most helpful.
(‘“‘When it worked it was wonder-
ful; when it didn’t, it was pretty
dreadful.”) '
When a script was finished, it
was sent out to contacts who
might help in raising funds for
production. In the case of Over-
Under, the project was submit-
ted to the Visions series at PBS.

. Although this is primarily de-

signed to encourage higher qual-
ity TV features, a deal was made
whereby Cine Manifest retained
the right to distribute the film af-
ter its TV airing and Visions (PBS)
provided most of the funding

of
$300,000).

Once in actual production,
Corr found the collective ap-
proach to filmmaking difficult.”-
‘““Whatever balance between in-
dividual creativity and collective
in-put had worked so well in the
writing stage was gone.” .

Asked how decisions were
made ‘‘collectively’’ during pro-
duction, Corr recalled ‘‘the best
decisions the collective made were
to delegate certain responsibilities.
When that happened and people
carried out the responsibility, it
worked well.”’

He is, nevertheless, not sure he
wants to make another film in a
collective set-up. Wax, who has a
script of his own ready to shoot,
is more committed to staying with
Cine Manifest. - : -

Meanwhile, both men are com-
mitted to getting Over-Under,
Sideways-Down out of the can
and on to the screen, even if
they have to four-wall it.

—Janet Stevenson
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1978 GUARDIAN CALENDAR—
Beautifully illustrated radical his-
tory calendar highlights important
dates of people’s struggles in the
U.S. and around the world. $3.50
each. ($2 each on orders of 10 or
more.) Write Guardian, Dept. |, 33
W. 17th St., N.Y., N.Y. 10011,

SOUTHERN AFRICA monthly mag-
azine covering the struggle for lib-
eration. Current news. political and
economic background. Individual
$8: institutional $18/yr. 156 Fifth
Ave.., Rm 707T. NY NY 10010.

WHAT'S YOUR LINE GRAPHICS
is the 4-woman TYPESETTING
COLLECTIVE of the San Francis-
co Printing Cooperative. We exist
to provide the progressive com-
munity and political movement
with good quality, affordable type-
setting for everything from books
to letterheads. Call or write for an
estimate and brechure: 964 Valen-
cia, S.F., CA 94110, (415)647-8053.

.......

FOR RENT—4th floor of IN
THESE TIMES office building.
Ideal for studio or offices. 7
rooms. $200 includes utilities.
1509 N. Milwaukee Ave. Chicago.
Call (312) 489-4444. 9 am-5 pm.

A CALENDAR OF CASES 1978.
Sacco-Vanzetti, Scottsboro Boys,
Wounded Knee. Ameican Con-
centration Camps. others. Photos,
art by Shahn. Refregier. Wall hang-
ing. $5.75. Meiklejohn Civil Liber-
ties Institute. #5. Box 673, Berke-
ley. CA 94701.

HELP WANTED: Distributors need-
ed for Albuquerque, Boston, De-
troit, Milwaukee, Syracuse & San
Diego areas for IN THESE TIMES
to make weekly deliveries to book-
stores and other outlets. Person
should have transportation and

commitment to make the papera -

success in your area ‘cause we
can't offer you much. Contact Nick
Rabkin, In These Times, 1509 N. Mil-

waukee Ave., Chicago, IL 60622.

ACRITIQUE OF ULTRA-LEFTISM,

DOGMATISM AND SECTARIAN-

ISM, 89 pp, $2.00; NEITHER CAPI-
TALIST NOR THE SOCIALIST
MODEL: A CLASS ANALYSIS OF
THE SOVIET UNION, 160pp, $3.00.
From The Movement for a Revolu-
tionary Left. P.O. Box 30143, Eu-
gene, Ore. 97403.

" MARX, POULANTZAS, GRAMSCI,

et al.: large selection U.S. & import-
ed books: political economy, criti-
cal theory, phenomenology. GREAT
EXPECTATIONS BOOKSTORE, 911
-Foster, Evanston, IL 60201 - (312)
864-3881. Mai! orders a specialty.
(BAC & MC)

ALBANY NY ITT will sponsor a
forum on “Gynecological Surgery:
Past & Present.” Professor G. J.
Barker-Benfield, SUNYA, author
of “Horrors of the Half-Known
Life,” will speak. Wednesday, Dec.
7, 8 pm, at the Friends’ Meeting
House, 727 Madison Ave. Free, re-
freshments served.
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HERETIC: A PARTISAN AUTOBIO-
GRAPHY by Stephen H. Fritchman,
reviewed Aug. 3rd in IN THESE
TIMES by Janet Stevenson now
available in second printing. Or-
der directly from Beacon Press,
25 Beacon St., Boston, MS 02108,
$3.95 includes mailing cost. Not
available in bookstores. HERETIC
is Fritchman’s “lively, highly in-
formative and valuable autobio-
graphy and is, incidentaily, the
book bargain of the season at
$3.95” wrote Carey McWilliams
in THE NATION sept. 24th.

HEALTH ACTIVISTS' DIGEST—
News and analysis of health is-
sues of critical importance to
health activists. $2.25 for three is-
sues a year. NAM health Commis-
sion, 19920 Lichfield, Detroit, Ml
48221,

CLASSIFIED RATES:
$ .15 per word.
10% Prepaid Discount.
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FILM

Turning Point

another view of}

love v. career

THE TURNING POINT
Directed by Herbert Ross
Written by Arthur Laurenis
20th-Century Fox, Rated PG

the Turning Point is a film in
the mold of the old-fashioned
“tear-jerkers’” melodramas, which
takes the lives of three women and
reduces them to the dichotomy of
love {tead *‘family’’) vs. career.

Anne Bancroft plays Emma,
the aging but still kicking prima
ballerina of the American Rallet
Theater, Shirley Maclaine is
Dee Dee, her old friend and one-
time rival, who gave up a promis-
ing career for marriage; and ies-
lic Browne is Dee Dee’s eldest off-
spring, a sweet-faced budding bal-
lerina who gets a crack at the big
time when Godmother Emma
takes her under her tutu ang
inio the company.

Instead of supporting the us-
ual moral—that love is the wiser
choice. The Turning Point foc-
uses mainly on Dee Dee’s yearn-
ing for the glamorous life tha! she
can now participate in only as a
tickei-holder. Her home and fam-
ily are shown as comfortable but
humdrum. Cld ballet photos sur-
round her like mocking ghosts
from the past as she goes about
the house stuffing dirty laundry
in the hamper and carrying out
other mundane activities.

When the ABT comes to Ok-
lahoma and the two women are
reunited after a split of many
years, Dee Dee finds herself blam-
ing Emma for having encouraged
her to settle down, advice that
landed her in a suburban dancing
school and Emma ori center-stage
at the Met.

But Emma’s life is not all stand-
ing ovations either. The hints that
she’s getting too old for her roles
arc dropping around her like flies.
Although in lucid moments she

realizes that her retirement from
the stage is overdue, Emma fights
furiously against choreographers
and managers and the younger
dancers who threaten her sole rea-

.son for being. Her dull, long-

standing affair with a married
man has turned sour, and she
seems destined to become a bitter,
lonely person.

Emilia, the dancing daughter,
goes to New York to study and
finds herself at the same cross-
roads that led her mother and
godmother down different, but
equally frustrating paths. She sur-
vives a hurtful romantic entangle-
ment with the male star of the
company (Mikhail Baryshnikov)
and emerges with renewed dedi-
cation to her career.

All this takes place under the
implied assumption that life is a
case of either/or. The genera-
tions change, but the choices re-
main the same...but why should
they?

Anne Bancroft and Shirley
MacLaine are perfectly matched
opposites, both giving perform-
ances that are highly polished,
yet natural (although MacLaine
is required to play too many
scenes with tears brimming.)

There is a lot of ballet photo-
graphy, some clumsy, some ex-
cellent, but all of it entertaining.
Browne and Baryshnikov won’t
be winning any Oscars for their
acting debuts, but what they lack
in dramatic prowess they make up
for in their dance sequences. Bar-
yshnikov in particular displays
some of the flashy legwork for
which he is deservedly famous.

Herbert Ross’s direction is un-
hurried, with careful attention to
detail. The behind-the-scenes
glimpses of backstage life are real
enough, and one shot of a full
performance taking place while
the extras stand just out of aud-

Another view of the

The Turning Point is some-
thing of a dance milestone.

The publicity hype (a market-
"ing package that includes records,
tapes, and a Signet paperback)
and long lines cutside movie thea-
ters point to an importani aspect
of today’s dance explosion: the
fact that dance, and particularly
ballet, has become big busincss.
Supported through its lean
years by public funds and match-
ing grants, the American Ballet
Theater, The Turning Point’s
“company,’’ epitomizes what has
become a disturbing national
trend. The commercialization of
dance institutions like ABT is re-
flected in increasing reliance on
corpoiate funding and the system-
atic promotion of a foreign star
system to insure high box office
receipts.

Founded under the direction of
heriess Lucia Chase (who now
holds undisputed sway over ABT
policy), Ballet Theater gave its
first performance on Jan. I,
1940. The aim was to build sz a2
repertory of classics and spacigl-
ly commissioned American works.

In its early years the comparny
was a showcase of native choreo-

graphic talent with a repertory
that included pioneering works
by Agnes de Mille, Jerome Rob-
bins, and Michael Kidd. Equally
important, Ballet Theater nur-
tured a generation of American
dancers to rival the glamor and
technique of the Europeans.

Thirty-seven years later, little
is left of ABT’s high ideals.

The film’s opening credits roll
over ABT’s production of La Bay-
adere (an 1877 Russian classic re-
cently restaged by Natalia Maka-
rova who defected to ABT from
Leningrad’s Kirov Ballet in 1970).
““Tradition” is the byword here,
defined in the most conservative
terms possible—Giselle, Swan
Lake, Le Corsaire, and Don
Quixote—all dating from before
f900 and showpieces of the Rus-
sian Imperial Ballet. The only
American choreographer repre-
sented is Alvin Ailey.

Casting in the film reflects ABT
solicy, featuring foreign stars at
the expense of American talent.
Aritish ballerina Antoinette Sib-
ley performs Giselle and the film’s
“‘gala program’’ features Richard
Cragun and Marcia Haydee im-
norted from the Stuttgart Ballet.

Shirley acLaine (s Dee ee) and Anne Bancroft(as

Emma)—two old friends who meet again and review
the decision that made Emma a prima ballerina and
Dee Dee a humdrum housewife.

ience view in the wings captures
simultaneously the magical as-
pects of the ballet as well as its
realistic, hard-working side. Ar-
thur Laurent’s screenplay fits his
leading ladies like a leotard. Their
angry exchanges during an esca-

American

This is not to disparage these great
artists or the film’s star, Mikhail
Baryshnikov, indisputably one of
the world’s greatest dancers. But
there is no reasons why ABT’s
homegrown dancers couid not
have performed these cameo roles.

One result of the foreign star
system has been increasing restive-
ness in the ABT ranks. California-
born Cynthia Gregory, the com-
pany’s leading American ballerina
and an international star in her
own right, has publicly voiced dis-
content with the policy.

Many dancers of soloist rank
left promising careers in regional
companies to join ABT. Now, as
they reach the age of 30, they find
themseives dancing the same roles
season after season while promo-
tion to the front ranks eludes
them.

Finally, one can only wonder
at the rubric ‘“*American” for a
company where not a single black
dancer is to be found. As Arthur
Mitchell’s Dance Theater of Har-
lem has conclusively proved, black
dancers can not only do ballet, but
can do it extremely well.

The Turning Point refers to cut-

throat competition between dan-

lating fight scene are a particular-
ly convincing blend of phony pol-
iteness and out-and-out bitching.
Although the basic point of a
woman'’s Big Choice In Life may
be an arguable one, in this case a
faulty premise does not necessar-

ily lead to a wrong conclusion.
The Turning Point is the worthy
result of a lot of right choices.

—P. Hertel
P. Hertel reviews films and re-
cords regularly for IN THESE
TIMES. .

Ballet Theater

“ cers in their drive to stardom.

What it neglects to mention are
the financial considerations that
pressure management into pro-
moting one particular dancer
over another.

Take Leslie Browne.

The role she plays in the film
was originally given to Gelsey
Kirkland, one of ABT’s leading
dancers. During the course of
the filming, Kirkland was dropped
from the cast (for reasons that
ranged from an untimely sunburn
to unexpected loss of weight) and
was replaced by Browne, who
was at the same time taken into
the company with the rank of
soloist.

Although a dancer of promise, .

Browne is no prodigy. She is, how-
ever, the godchild of Nora Kaye,
one of the Ballet Theater’s found-
ing members and the film’s execu-
tive producer, since appointed as-
sociate artistic director of the
company.

Leslie Browne’s entry into the
company is said to be related to
infusions of West Coast money
into ABT coffers. It may also be
that the prominence of Russian
defectors makes the company ap-

pealing to big-money contributors
as interested in drawing attention
to dissidence abroad as in promot-
ing the arts at home.

ABT has found a permanent

- home in New York at the Metro-

politan Opera House and has been
designated the Kennedy Center’s
.company in residence. Its produc-
tions of Giselle and Swan Lake
(starring Makarova and Bary-
shnikov) have been broadcast na-
tionally over PBS. The company
not only enjoys the blessings of
the establishment, but as
mounting ticket prices indicate,
it has become chic entertainment
for the upper classes. Student rush
tickets and dance passes have been
discontinued, and with the rise in
audience age and income has
come an increasingly conserva-
tive repertory.

The Turning Point glorifies
ballet at its glamorous and fash-
ionable best. ABT’s recent
history illustrates the dangers of
mortgaging a company’s future
to big-money patrons.

—Lynn Garafola
Lynn Garafola reviews films and
dance regularly for IN THESE
TIMES.



