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No language barrier

Subtitled releases, art films form big market segment

By STUART LEVINE

hough studio DVD
toppers could be ex-
cused for being in
panic mode after sta-
tistics revealed that
double-digit growth might be on
the way out, ex-
ecutives  from
smaller distribu-
tors, particularly
those that specid-
ize in foreign-
language and art-
housefilms, aren't
as  pessimistic.
And suchfilmsare
getting increased
attention from the
majors aswell.
Spanish-language
and Asian films
have seen an uptick
in recent years, with some |
independent  suppliers
finding success specidiz-
ing in one of those two
niches. On the arthouse
side, more independent films are
breaking out, including documen-
taries. Audiences
have been shunning
some  seemingly
assured big-studio
hits in favor of the
new and different.
ThinkFilm's The
Aristocrats,  the
study of various
comedians'  treat-
ment of adirty joke,
is the most recent
example of a the-

documentary whose success
should transfer to DVD, says
ThinkFilm head Jeff Sackman.
Sackman says he began pursuing
documentaries when more tradi-
tional arthouse films stopped per-

forming aswell at the

The demand for arthouse
films and docs is high.

box office. Think-
Film, which recent-
ly announced a dis-
tribution deal with
Sackman's former
company,
Lions Gate,
will release on
DVD in
September the
Best Documen-
tary Feature
Oscar  winner
Born Into
Brothels, which
also won awards
at Sundance and
other film festivals

worldwide.

Although foreign
and arthouse titles
still represent only a
small portion of the
overal DVD busi-
ness, such films
occasionaly reach
mgjor hit status. The
biggest-selling for-
eign title is Sony’s
Crouching  Tiger,
Hidden  Dragon,
which, according to

atrically  released

Lexine Wong

the studio, sold more

than 4 million units—worth an
estimated $100 million at retail.
Add that to its $128 million
domestic box-office take, and it
proves that non-English films have
made an enormous impact with

American consumers.

On the arthouse side, lower pro-
duction costs for documentaries
and other arthouse films can create
generous profitsif DVD salestake
off. Lexine Wong, worldwide

DVD marketing head for Sony
Pictures, says anticipation for these
films often begins on the festival
circuit. “Ten to 15 years ago, you
kept festival awards stuff off the
box cover, but now, if you say a
film played at Sundance, it starts
the buzz-making,” she says.

For Sony, whose library recently
grew with the acquisition of MGM
and now has about 300 arthouse
films including 47 Oscar-
nominated movies, having these
films complement such block-
buster titles as Spider-Man makes

See Languageon p. 11

Call it an indie sampler

ilm Movement knows
that’s good for you.

The DVD-of-the-month-
club mail-order company
selects a well-reviewed art-
house or foreign film full of
festival pedigree—and rarely
seen by U.S. audiences—
and ships it out to its

For a subscription price of
$14.95 per month, cus-
tomers get a disc delivered
to their mailboxes, in a busi-
ness operation similar to
online rental giant Netflix.
The big difference, however,
is that Film Movement’s

this month’s release of
Russia's Roads to Koktebel
won audience awards at vari-
ous international film festi-
vals, including Karlovy Vary
and Cinemanila.

Film Movement topper
Stuart Litman says that
although he realizes not

growing membership
base (the company
wouldn’t release
figures) as chicken
soup for the cinema-
phile’s soul.

“| grew up in

@) FILMMOVEMENT

everyone might be happy
with a particular selec-
tion, he emphasizes that
the titles aren’t chosen
haphazardly. Movies are
selected by three differ-

Washington, D.C.,
spending all my time
at indie theaters,” says
Josh Levin, Film
Movement’s marketing
head. “I've always been
a huge fan of independent
and foreign films. | would
read reviews in [DVD
Exclusive sister publication]
Variety about films debuting
at Sundance and Cannes and
never get to see them. We're
bringing the festival to peo-
ple who can’t make it to the

|H

festival.
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It's like a film festival through the mail.

discs are for viewers to keep
for their collection.

Since its inception, Film
Movement (www.filmmove-
ment.com) has shipped out
31 films that originated in
all corners of the globe. The
July release Agata and the
Storm was nominated for
awards in its native Italy, and

am uu’.- Ll TH LT M

ent panels of up to 14
people, ranging from
senior staff to acquisition
experts to festival
programmers. “For every
movie that we have,
people will understand
why they were sent it,” he
says.

“Our model is similar to a
festival,” Levin explains.
“People buy festival passes,
but rarely do they buy tickets
to one title. They trust that
the programmers have put
together a good program for
them.” ¢« —S.L.
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Spanish-language discs
represent growmg niche

By StuArT LEVINE

n ethnic-heavy parts of the coun-
I try, newly arrived U.S. resdents

are quick to purchase adisc that
remindsthem of home. Nowhereis
this more evident than in aress with
alarge number of immigrantsfrom
Spanish-speaking countries.

“The demand for Latino product
among retailers is growing every
day,” says Concepcion Lara, Latino
sales expert for Ventura Enter-
tainment and its Sudio Latino divi-
sion. “The market is till embryon-
ic. AsDVD revenueflattensin the
overall market, retailersare going
after niche markets.”

But with approximately 42 mil-
lion Latinos living in the U.S—
about 10 million more than the
entire population of Canada—
“niche” is something of an under-
satement. So for distributors

speciaizing in Spanish-language

Latinos enter-
ing the States
annudly, the
revenue poten-
tid istantdizing.
There'salimit
to profit mar-
gins, however.
“For the Latino
market, price

= BCI Eclipse’s kids’ DVDs
are priced low.

And even a less
than $10 per unit,
Cantinflas is BCl's
mogt profitable prod-
uct, with sdes at
about 150,000 units.

“It'sgeneraing huge

plays a very big growth for us,”
factor,” saysLara. says saes guru
“It'savery price- Greg Glass.
sengitive market.” “You want to

Combining a keep the price
popular program with points where the

a low cost has
worked extremely
well for BCI Eclipse,
thedivison of DVD
distributor Navarre
that sells the popu-
lar children’s series
Cantinflas Show at

customer isgetting
vaue”

Lara and Glass
agree that unlike
mainstream  titles
that need to make a
huge impact during
their first week on

have donewd| with adow-growth
approach. In many ethnic neigh-
borhoods, positive feedback from
the residents can be asimportant a
marketing tool asafull-pageadin
thelocal newspaper.

“These are very tight-knit com-
munities, and titles spread like a
virus,” explains Glass. “We'll see
sdesthat will remain consigtent for
thefirgt six to 12 weeks. Word of
mouth ishuge.”

Other marketing approaches can
work as long as they're targeted
correctly, executives say. Los
Angedes wdl-read Latino paper La
Opinionisoneway to dert Spanish
buyersto product aswell asbuying
ad time on popular networks such
as Telemundo.

But despite the advertising, many
DVD buyers don't decide what
they’ll purchase until they get into
the store and wade through the bins.
Discs are often shoved behind the
recently released mainstream films,
frudtrating both Spanish consumers
and marketers.,

“The big issue is that Spanish
titles need to be wdl-merchandised,
so they’re not buried in the store,”
saysLara. “Thechalengefor usis

sure consumersknow the product is
avalable”

Price-conscious Latinos do much
of their shopping at the giant retail
stores, where they can pick up
cdothes, household itemsand DVDs
in one excursion.

“Wa-Mart, Kmart and Target are
much more geared toward the
Mexican consumer than Costco or
Sam’s Club,” says Glass. “Some
retailers have abetter understanding
of their Latin cusomersthan others.
There'sno doubt retailerslike Wal-
Mart are the best in the game. We
have to target the Mexican
consumer, not the American
consumer.”

Glasssaysdl hiscompany’sLatin
titles are marketed in Spanish in
order to be more accessible to the
customer base.

Lara explains that dthough
Internet retailer Amazon.com has
become a magjor player for DVD
sales, it gives short shrift to their
Latin customers.

“They [Amazon] don't haveacon-
certed effort to court Latinos,” says
Lara “They sl Latino DVDsmore
as a foreign film than Latino to
Latino. They don't have adeclared

programming and hugenumbersof  an affordable $9.98 per disc. sale, Spanish titles to partner with retailers, making — Spanish-language effort.” o
Language Although Lorber acknowl-  music, TV and movies.”
(from p. 10) edges that foreign and art- Stll, reaching consumers

for an eclectic catalog.
Financially, the upside of
an arthouse title can be
tremendous because pro-
duction and marketing costs
are  usuadly
much  lower
than for atent-
pole or even
mid-level
($50 million)
film. Arthouse
filmsaso havea
creative cache.
“The expecta
tionsarelower on
these  smaller
films, but it's
important to have
these kinds of
filmmakers [Michael
Moore, Errol Morris] in our
library,” Wong says.
Foreign and arthouse vet-
eran Richard Lorber, who
releases titles through his
DVD co-venture Koch
Lorber, has long been com-
mitted to filmsfrom France,
Italy and other countries
known for quality filmmak-
ing. Yet lately he has been
acquiring more titles from
different countries, such as
Israel  and Korea. In
September, Koch Lorber
will release the Korean film
Save the Green Planet,
about a man consumed by
conspiracy theories.

house films are largely the
domain of independent sup-
pliers and as such represent
only a “niche within a

niche” in

the DVD
world, he

base of people who love
filmmaking,” he says.

Lesser-known  foreign
titles are often marketed to
the particular ethnic groups
that speak the language of
the films—Spanish filmsto
the growing Latino popula-
tion, for example. However,
Tom Larsen, general man-
ager of Korean film distrib-
utor YA Entertainment, says
foreign films often do well
beyond the intended ethnic
audience.

“The appetite is outside
the community, where 90%
to 95% of our customersare
non-Korean,” Larsen says.
“They need the subtitles. It's
part of the Korean wave of

of foreign-language and art-
house films requiresamore
deft touch than for most
mainstream titles. Taking
out a full-page ad in
Entertainment Weekly isn't
usualy the best strategy,

seesitasa according to marketing
Koch Lorber has execs who make sure
found success with the ”ght product Qets
Korean titles. ~ PUt into the right
hands.
market Tracey Garvin, DVD mar-
worth  keting maven a Sony, goes
serving. for a more highbrow
“It's a approach when getting the
power- word out onthestudio’s art-
ful audi- house titles. “You have to
ence  bemuch moretargeted with

thesefilms,” she says. “We
like to go into bookstores
where people might be
hanging out for two hours.”

To promote Errol Morris
Oscar-winning documen-
tary The Fog of War, Sony
worked with school digtricts
to usethefilm asalearning
tool about the Vietnam War.
And for the upcoming
release of Kung Fu Hustle,
which garnered terrific
reviews earlier this year,
Sony will use its huge
games  division—Play-
Station—to entice young
adult malesto check out the
chopsocky film. e

Additional reporting by
Cindy Spielvogel

hen Henri Langlois started the

Cinematheque Francaise in

1936, watching movies in the
comfort of your home was still decades
away. During the '40s, '50s
and '60s, Langlois’ daring
programming choices—from
European silent cinema to
Hollywood—influenced a
new generation of film-
makers, including Francois
Truffaut and Jean-Luc
Godard, and a culture of
cinefiles was born.

But it wasn't until the
DVD boom of the late
'90s that the idea of a
home cinematheque
(literally film library) fully
blossomed. These days, avid
cinefiles need not leave their
homes to indulge in their
passion, whether it's modern Iranian
cinema, classic French New Wave or
mind-bending pics from Asia.

“What DVD does is it gives you the
opportunity at a very affordable price to
build your movie collection in any way
you want,” says Facets Video marketing
director Ed Husayko. Chicago-based
Facets has evolved from a traditional
cinematheque cum video store into a
DVD distributor with a rent-by-mail pro-
gram similar to Netflix (“though with a
bigger library,” Husayko says).

“The culture of movie watching has
changed with the growth of DVD,”
explains Joyce Shen of No Shame
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Foreign films have found a
U.S. audience on DVD.

Films. “DVD has given life to the small-
er independent and foreign films that
nobody will be able to see in theaters
again.”

Upstart DVD companies such as No
Shame which specializes
in overlooked ltalian
films such as Quentin
Tarantino favorite The

Strange Vice of Mrs.
ﬂ Wardh, stand alongside
: traditional arthouse dis-
tributors such as Kino
(offering a great selec-
tion of silent cinema)
and New Yorker Films in
the DVD world. The
Criterion Collection has
segued its laserdisc biz
into a successful DVD line,
and companies including
Anchor Bay and Blue
Underground, among others, help
uncover everything from cult pics to
spaghetti westerns. Tartan USA has
launched its successful Asia Extreme
DVD label, while Wellspring has
released virtually all the films of Eric
Rohmer and Rainer Werner Fassbinder.

Thanks to DVD, there has been no

better time to be a cinefile. But just
because a film fan adores Kieslowski
instead of Spielberg doesn’'t mean he or
she isn't interested in the same things.
Facets’ Husayko suggests that special
features might be even more vital to the
Kieslowski fan because “they’re even
harder to find.” « —RYAN MOTTESHEARD



