CLOSE UP ON INDUSTRY

Debacle on the High Seas

Sometimes the best way to understand the effects of today’s star system on the strange economics of Hollywood is to take a close look at a Hollywood dud.  Cutthroat Island, a film you might well have never heard of, was supposed to be the biggest movie of the 1990s.  It had everything.  It had a hot male star in Michael Douglas of Romancing the Stone (1984) and Fatal Attraction (1987).  It had a sizzling female luminary in Geena Davis, an Academy Award winner and co-star of the blockbuster Thelma and Louise (1991).  It had a top director in Renny Harlin, who had directed Die Hard 2 (1990) and Cliffhanger (1993), and was Davis’s husband.  The project had full support from its studio, Carolco, which had produced some of the biggest blockbusters of all time, including all the Rambo movies (1982, 1985, and 1988).  In fact, Carolco’s 23 films had earned, on average, $115 million each at the box office.  In the high-stakes world of Hollywood, however, failure can follow success with blinding speed.

Carolco had invested heavily in its studio operations and was paying out tens of millions of dollars in production deals that never became movies.  It had given many of its executives multimillion dollar bonuses.  Because of this, Carolco had almost run out of money when Cutthroat Island went into production.  The studio collected $50 million in advance from its overseas distributor, strictly based on the stars and director.  With that money Carolco had to produce a hit or it would be out of business.

Carolco attacked the project with its usual extravagance.  One of the most expensive sets ever built was assembled on the island of Malta, and arrangements were made to film the water scenes on location in Thailand, because the water was prettier there.  Professionals were brought in from around the world—stunt men from Poland, carpenters from Italy and England.  More than 2,000 costumes and 1200 weapons were custom-made.  Douglas was to be paid $13 million, Harlin and Davis $5.5 million each.  Various executives would receive million dollar bonuses when the film was completed.


Some of Hollywood’s best writers were called in to work on the script, the story of a female pirate who must join forces with a rogue to avenge her father’s death.  The writers were told to create a script with both a strong female and a strong male lead.  Dozens of rewrites later, it became obvious that it was impossible to satisfy both stars.  As one studio executive observed, “Mr. Douglas felt that he was being upstaged by Ms. Davis and that he was unable to turn to the director for support because Mr. Harlin was her husband.”

When Douglas left the project, it appeared that the movie would be scrapped, as it had no big-name male star and no script.  But Carolco couldn’t afford to drop it.  Instead, Matthew Modine was hired to co-star and filming continued, with the script being rewritten on a day-to-day basis.  The story didn’t make much sense at that point, but there were so many other things going wrong that no one seemed to notice.  The chief camera operator quarreled with the director and was fired; two dozen crew members quit in support of the camera operator.  One of the directors of photography broke his leg falling off a crane.  Pipes broke, depositing raw sewage into the tank in which the actors had to swim.  Several dozen horses had to be expensively flown in at the last minute.  Production costs rose to $100 million dollars.  Because of the production delays, the film, which was scheduled to be released during the summer of 1995 when there wasn’t much competition, was put off until Christmas, when the field was full of action-adventure movies.  MGM, the domestic distributor, decided to spend only $18 million on marketing and distribution, a tiny budget for a $100 million film.


Critics hated the film. The New York Times critic Janet Maslin summed up the feeling when she declared the film “too stupidly smutty for children and too cartoonish for sane adults.”
 The film took in less than $10 million at the box office, giving it the distinction of becoming the movie industry’s first $100 million loser.


Carolco ended in bankruptcy.  To pay its debts it sold off all its assets, including its film library, its Sunset Boulevard building, and its private jet.  One of its final expenditures was to give its chairman a $1 million bonus for seeing Cutthoat Island through to completion.  Stockholders in the company lost their entire investment.  Renny Harlin and Geena Davis divorced not long afterward.
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