
The Blockbuster Era and High Concept 







Spielberg’s Jaws (1975) 
• Jaws often credited as 
one of the 1st to use 
trad. B-movie elements 
(horror & mild gore) in 
big-budget film 

• People were genuinely 
terrified of this film! 

• Considered the first 
BLOCKBUSTER and 
HIGH CONCEPT film 









THE MEGAPICTURE ERA 
•  Megapictures:  

•  Gigantic Hollywood production 
and marketing budgets  

•  Special effects-driven (CGI, 3-
D) + Dolby/stereo Sound 

•  Major event releases  

•  ‘Franchise’ picture action/
adventure movies 

•  http://youtu.be/2jH9iAHSKds 

•  Target Audience: 12-29 year-
olds (75%) 



The Blockbuster Era 
Semi- distinct period in American film history: 1975–1989 
 
“Blockbuster Era” often contrasted to “Hollywood Renaissance”: 
Bygone golden age vs. low-point of capitalist cultural production. 
 
Corporate power overwhelms creative filmmaking 
 
Spawned Blockbuster Mentality: A megahit off-sets losses  
 
Innovative creative personnel vs. faceless economic institutions 
 
Middle-class Art Cinema vs. Mass audience blockbusters 
 
 



The 1980s Megahit Canon 
Lucas/Spielberg Canon 
 
Big Budget Fantasy-
adventures: 
 
E.T. The Extra-terrestrial 
(1982) 
Back to the Future (1985, 
1989) 
Indiana Jones  (1981; 1984; 
1989) 
Ghost Busters (1984; 1989) 
 
 
 



 
Blockbuster Era generated fewer megahits 
than previous years 
 



The Concept of "High Concept" 
• To market across a range of media--film, games, 
books, toys, etc.--it helps to have a basic 
marketing "hook" or concept.  

• The idea of "high concept" refers to films based 
on a single, simple "concept" that can be easily 
understood and therefore easily marketed.    

• "High concept":  often described by quoting 
Spielberg's line that if a movie can be summed up 
in 25 words or less, it usually makes a good 
movie.  







Jurassic	  Park	  (dir.	  Steven	  Spielberg,	  1993)	  	  



Transformers - “Their war. Our world.”





High concept films are those that can be reduced to a 
single marketing image, which can shared across 
various media.   



Jurassic	  World	  (dir.	  Colin	  Trevorrow,	  2015)	  	  







A0er	  Earth	  (dir.	  M.	  Night	  Shyamalan,	  2013)	  	  













Star System 
•  Most common marketing and 

promotional component that 
advertises a film as a vehicle 
for one or more well-known 
actors 

•  Famous Players: fans request 
for star names in earliest years 

•  Blockbusters tied to star 
system and agent packages 

•  Center of action, bring 
accumulated history and 
significance of past 
performances to each new film 

•  Acquire status that transforms 
individual into mythical 
qualities 

•  Promotion, publicity, 
commentary construct star 
images or personas 



Into	  the	  Woods	  (dir.	  Rob	  Marshall,	  2014)	  	  



Into	  the	  Woods	  (dir.	  Rob	  Marshall,	  2014)	  	  







The	  Hunger	  Games:	  Mockingjay	  Part	  1	  (dir.	  Francis	  Lawrence,	  2014)	  	  





The	  Hunger	  Games:	  Mockingjay	  Part	  1	  (dir.	  Francis	  Lawrence,	  2014)	  	  



	  Jurassic	  World	  (dir.	  Colin	  Trevorrow,	  2015)	  	  



Star	  Trek	  (dir.	  J.J.	  Abrams,	  2009)	  	  



The	  Dark	  Knight	  (dir.	  Christopher	  Nolan,	  2008)	  	  



Summary: making films financially “safe" 
• Early "high concept" films such as Saturday Night Fever, 

Flashdance, and Top Gun became blockbusters by 
marketing their concept.  I.e., w/out major stars (at the 
time) and huge budgets.     

• But increasingly, Hollywood has come to base marketing 
on: 

•  "Bankable" stars (and directors) 
•  "Pre-sold properties"--already well-known from some 

other medium:  tv shows, comic books, computer games-- 
or "sequels" and "franchises" where the stars and/or 
characters are readily recognizable.   

• Marketing special effects, (esp. CGI),  fast cutting, and 
other spectacular visual effects. Recently, 3-D. 



Film within a Media Environment  
• There has been a major shift in cinema, in how 
films work, at least in Hwd.   

•  Increasingly, films are no longer just films. 
• A film no longer considered as a single product 
(much less as a work of art).   

• Rather, part of a larger marketing strategy, which 
profits not just from theatrical box office, but from 
a wide range of ancillary media and products.  



The Economics of Filmmaking 
•  The goal of Hollywood filmmaking is no longer simply to 

make money at the box office.   
• Rather, the goal is to make films that can generate 

revenues from multiple media (video, television, music, 
theater, books, computer games) and licensing of ancillary 
products.   



Media Conglomeration 
• Generating profits from multiple revenue streams 
has become increasingly important as Hollywood 
studios have become part of larger media 
corporations.   

• Moreover, each media form serves to cross-
promote the others:  what is called Synergy.   

• This cross-marketing also extends to other 
companies, who advertise the film in exchange 
for "product placements" within the film or by 
advertising "tie-in" products based on the film. 



The Hollywood Conglomerate 
•  All the major film studios owned by global corporations/

conglomerates: 
•  Viacom/Paramount, Time Warner, Fox/News Corp, Sony, Disney, 

Comcast/NBC 
• Vertical integration returns: Studios buy megaplexes  

• Vertical Integration: control all levels
•  Production: making of movies, sold by the foot
•  Distribution: deliver films
•  Exhibition: display films 

•  Horizontal integration across media markets: TV, DVD, 
Web. 

•  Diversification: Product Placement, Promotional Tie-ins, 
action figures, etc. 

















Basics of Distribution 
• Distribution = the practice and means through which 

certain movies are placed in theaters, in video stores, or 
on television and cable networks (usually released with 
“target audience” in mind) 

• Distributor: company that acquires the rights to a movie 
from the filmmakers or producers and then makes the film 
available to audiences by renting or selling the film to 
theaters or networks 

• Premier of “Feature Film” (primary attraction, 90-120 
minutes) 

•  Saturated Release = as many locations as possible 
•  Wide Release = couple thousand theaters 
•  Limited Release = few screens at first (platforms) 







World Domination… well, China… 
• Domestic theatrical revenues are an ever smaller part of 

total revenues for films.  
•  The biggest films of 2013 earned the bulk of their profits 

abroad with as much as 70 percent of their revenues 
coming from foreign countries.  

•  The ten highest grossing films of 2013 each made more 
money overseas than they did stateside. 

• China is currently the largest source of international box 
office earnings 

• By 2018, it’s predicted to be the number one source for 
box-office income. 





China’s Movie Industry 
• China’s film bureau implements a quota on imports (so, 

foreign films) to boost local productions, ensuring that 
homeland films have the space to earn billions without 
being flushed out by Hollywood blockbusters.  

•  The quota limits foreign releases in China to 34 a year, 
generally favoring 3D blockbusters that don’t irk the 
sensitive censors. 

•  The only way to circumvent the quota is to turn a film into 
a Chinese co-production, meaning Chinese elements in 
the story, production and funding.  
•  Such ventures give Hollywood 43% of the profits versus the usual 

25% – a big added incentive. 















“High Concept” as Transnational Film 
• Easy to follow storylines allow for access to international 

audiences who do not speak English as a primary 
language 

• Saturation helps bring attention to US film in foreign 
markets that encourage domestic film-going and film-
production. 



“Artistic Surrender?” 
•  Recent blockbusters have been modified to please Chinese 

authorities and audiences, prompting accusations of artistic 
surrender. 

•  James Cameron said he was considering inserting Chinese elements 
into two sequels to Avatar, saying it would be "logical" to have 
Chinese characters on the planet Pandora. 

•  The upcoming World War Z deleted dialogue sourcing a zombie virus 
outbreak to China.  

•  Transformers 4 recruited Chinese actors through a television contest 
expected to attract thousands of hopefuls.  

•  Jurassic Park IV will reportedly feature dinosaurs found in China. 
•  The Dark Knight Rises and Skyfall found reasons for Batman and 

James Bond to visit China.  
•  Quentin Tarantino approved multiple changes to Django Unchained. 
•  Iron Man 3 went further than most, adding scenes for the Chinese 

version that showed a Chinese surgeon saving Tony Stark and lines 
for the leading female actor Fan Bingbing. Chinese links were 
expunged from the Mandarin villain. 



2015 Golden Globe Nominations 
• Best Motion Picture-
Drama 

• The Nominees:  
• Boyhood 
• Foxcatcher 
• The Imitation Game 
• Selma 
• The Theory of 
Everything 

• Best Motion Picture- 
Comedy/Musical 

• The Nominees: 
• Birdman 
• The Grand Budapest 
Hotel 

•  Into The Woods 
• Pride 
• St. Vincent 


