Dino DelLaurentiis had it all. His own studio. His own back lot, His own Staryy-
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eyed Wall Street backers. And $240 million. Now. 19 borvible. money-losing movies
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later, it's all gone. Except, unfortunately, Jor the 19 borrible, maney-losing moi
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THAT GOULDN'T

There are & number of ways to reckon the house-of-cards collapse of the DeLaurentiis Encercainment Group. It could, for instance,

be explained {correctly) in the bloodless, dreary lan- ‘

anricipared diseribution costs, excessive budgets, -

guage of the business school classroom: higher-than

capricious management practices, imperceptible marker

research. It could also be explained {correct- Iy} in the language of common sense: no

movie company can stay in business if it makes movies so

see them. Bue an often-told story abour

\) ) rranslator may best explain the col-
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bad chat nobody will pay to =

Dino DelLaurentiis’s personal

lapse of DEG. Alchough he has

-




more than 20 of his 70 years, Delavrentiis has never
been ar home wich English. He can, of course, make
himself understood —shifting seamlessly from his
gruff Neapolican Iaalian to curt Anglo-Saxon profan-
ity {wirth a Neapolitan accenr). Bur bas grasp of the
Amencan idiom is problemaric, and every movie
scripr that crosses his desk muse be rendered inco his
narive tongue belore he will read and evalvare i
DeLaurentiis employs young Tralians o do this.

Back in the early 19705, when Delaurentiis's
office was in the Gulf+Western
Building in New York, he offered
one of his directors the use of his
beach house in cthe Hamprons.
Take the whole femly, Delauren-
tits insisted: che house would be
empty excepr for his ranslator.
The film director, together withe
his wife, his children and the
family dogs, drove our o the
Hamptons, arriving lace ene Friday night

Early the next morning, the director ambled into
the kitchen, As he brewed coffee and fed his pers he
looked up tosee a young Italizn man standing i the
doorway: the transhator, After groggy incroductions,
they scruggled to make polite chacter when suddenly
the young lralian glanced at one of the hounds
earing noisily by his feet.

“Ah,” the transtator said, “Whae o beavoful cat
rhate 18!

The rranslator wasn't the only one who failed o
recognize a dog, " Why did DEG fail?” asks a former
DEG executive, “Bad movies.” Fven in the post—
Heaven't Gate, post-libiar, post—Howerd the Duck
era, when cinemanc catastrophe is routinely dis-
cussed 1n terms of tens of millions of dollars, DEG
set new standards for squandering tens, even hun-
dreds, of millions, in just a few years, making some
of che most dreadful mowvies imaginable. In its two
vears as a solvene public company, DEG produced
just owo dozen ot so movies—movies other compa-
nies wouldn't couch, with stars no one wanged 10
see: utrer cnincal and commercial failures, biseorre
bombs such as Maximume Overdrive, Tae-Pan, King
Kang Lives, Miflion Doller Mystery, Fron the Hifr and
Dhate With an Augel. DEG is pone now — forced into
bankruptcy, its assers sold, the majoricy of is execu-
aves employed elsewhere. Bur ies cinematic legacy
will live wich us for years, languishing on video store
shielves, there to divert thousands of bored teenagers
scuck at home on Saturday mght withour a dare or
beeter vadeo.

The tale of DEG's collapse is a story of Holly-
wood and Wall Streer, of sharpies on both coasts
who believed they had stumbled onto a maraculous,
no-risk formula in a quasi-glunoreus bur volarile
and unpredicrable industry, Bur the saga centers on
one man— DEG's mad, carmoenish charmer of a
founder, chaitman and CEO, Dino DeLaurentis,
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Surely the world's most famous movie producer, he
declined meerviews o discuss his company for this
story, but former executives, producers, directors,
employees of DEG and business associates poreray
him, often with auchenoe affection, as a man wich a
vision—a vision of a new Hollpwood company
based on a gmant ape, films starding Judd Nelson
and Steve Gueeenberg, The Nusry Profever 11 and
million-dollar door prizes ar cheaters. I his manic,
quixoric pursuit of that vision, DeLaurenciis histened

One easily imagines bim playing a
Mediterranean tycoon—cutting deals,
scheming, manipulating—

opposite, say, Joan Collins on Dynasty

ro some inner voice thar no one else heard —and chat
probably wouldn't have been understood anyway.

One executive recalls that whenever he or his
colleagues decided not to buy a particular film, Dine
would simply change the subject and ask again an-
ocher day, "Dino would never really believe in mar-
ket research,” explains one confidante, "because it
never told him whac he wanted to hear.”

Dine (a8 T CHARD AND CANTINFLAS, A SINGLE
name can suffice) looks like an inernaconal impre-
sario delivered from Cenrral Casting. One casily
imagines him playing a Mediterranean cycoon —cut-
ting deals, scheming, manipularing — opposite, say,
Joan Collins on Dywasty. Barely more than fve feet
all {sce *1 Aw Standing Up!” page 52), barrel-
chested, sporeing a nimbus of gray hair like an olive-
leaf laurel, always impeccably milored, Dino radi-
ares what Iralians call efepamze. Imimnng Dino's
hoarse growl is pare of the standard repertoire of
Hollywood party tricks. (Dino himself has said that
Dustin Hoffman does him best.)

As he approaches 70 Dino s, along wich Sam
Spiegel and Lord Grade, one of Hollywood's last
Last Tycoens. He is, in many ways, a throwback tw
an carlier epoch in che Alm indusery, when men were
mien {rather than agents) and movie studios had nor
yer become che glotified banks—cum—ad agencies
they are today. In che DeLaueentiian univirse, every-
thing is firsc-class; everyching is as big as the Rie
Wohen | by jewels, Lon't go to Tiffany, { go te Bulgari,
DeLaurenciis is fond of boasting. Ohwdy the besr. That
meant, among other chings, a brace of marching
blue Rolls-Royees—one for himself and one for
Martha Schumacher, the precey, mid-30-ish blend
with whom he shares a Beverly Hills house rhat once
belonged to pulp novelist Harold Robbins. In hi
world Dino is king, with his own ways of wanglhng
whar he wants from writers, directors, hnanciers,



film execurives and studio heads. had 300 roten movies made, he sall deserves a

And from fish, as DEG president for marketing statue mide t him,” says screenwriter Gary DeVore
and distriburion Lavrence Gleason learned when he (Rurning Scaved, Raw Deal), who bricfly served as
accompanied his boss of bosses on a4 working hali- DEG's head of production.
day o Bora Bora. Along on the rip wes MCA Like St. Bernaderee and Elwood P. Dowd, Dino
president Sidney Sheinberg and his wile, Locrame has a way of seeing things that others don't. When
Gary. Dino hoped thac a few days’ exposure w the he first thoughe of committing his own version of
wropical sun would soften Sheinberg's resistance o the Bible to film, he envisioned a $30 million, 12-
selling him the righes to one of the Camer movies, hour movie in three parts, realizing in a flash of

One morning during chis baliny schmoozelest insight, as he lacer said, “In a cerrain sense, the Bible
Dino invited his man Gleason o go fishing wich s already a screenplay.” So crue upon reflection, but
him off a nearby reef. The wee mogul alked excir- Loft, Dino waga o digit; right, it rook a man of Dino's special perception to see it
edly of meeting narure face-to-face. We will catch L:‘m":""’::“r'“' He's a man who follows his dreams, sometimes
the fish vurselves and cook them on the beach! he sad, " s i b b e TieerallyAs he. ididlate: one night in 1973, when
Wich Hemingway-esque visions of marlin and alba- island kidooway, bfaw, Jatws was passing the $100 million mark, Dino
core leaping over the waves, Gleason, to his surprise, Pia Segains p wagalindget woke from a dream and called one of his employees.

fallow-ups to South Sea elassics

later found himself cramped into 4 small motorboar I have a vision,” Dino told the man. “Dino’s whale

like Hovricame.
with Dino and a nadve guide—the larrer armed it will ear Spielberg’s shark.” Two years later, Dino's
with a single spear gun. Ora came o life and bic the big one ar the box
As the skifl coasted to a stop over the reef, Glea- office.
son looked down through the clear water and saw an By turns awrocrane and generous, begniling and
underwater coeral construcred of chicken wire, reem- profane, parc prandfather and pare despor, Dino
ing with hundreds of fish. The Bora Boran jumped possesses a prandiose, seduceive charm. "He instills o
overboard wich the spear pun while DeLaurentiis sense of loyaley o the family, kind of an Iralian
stood in the bow, peering into the deprhs, family loyaley,” says 2 woman who worked for
“Get that one!” he bellowed, pointing our & par- DEG. "1 knew I could never ruse his judgment, but
ricular fish 1o the diver as if he were directing trucu- I always fel o cerrain loyaley to him. [ don't know

lent exeras around a movie ser. "Now thar one!” why.” Gary DeVore says, “Huge personalities in

Which s premy : small bodies can be very effecrive.” Two words recur
much how Dino in insiders’ descriptions of how they felr after deal-
operates in Holly- g with Dino: imabe-charmed and steamrolied,
wood. Whenever Dine has never let 3 no stand in the way of
something he wants, The frst time he's rebuffed,
he'll sy, I'W call yow back. The second dme, ics
Oy, maybe mexct time, followed by Thind it over same
more. On and on ic goes, unril Dino gets the answer
he wanes, “Dino is a bull,” explains a producer who
worked with him,

he spots something
new that he wanrs
w oown (& scripr, a
SHAL, AN CXECULIVE, 3
piece of real escare),
he wells up with

The carly 198(s were a dith-
cult tme for Dino. Even though
he eoriched the cinema of the pe-
eiod with Shark Boy of Bora Bora,
Firestarrer, The Bownty and Diene
{the last ar a cost of more chan
840 millon, perhaps the mosc
DeLaurenciisian of all his films),
the major studios refused co A-
mance of discribuce any  furcher
additions to the oeuvre, Dino's
movies hadn't drawn subsrancial
crowds to the box office since his
1976 remake of King Keng,

monomaracal passion, shoues ar
a flunky o pgee it for him and
then, often enough, gets ir. Dur-
ing almose 50 years in the film
business, frse in Traly and then in
the 115, he has been invalved in
the produccion of ac least 500
mation pictures. Although he has
produced two Best Foreign Film
Oscar winners {La Strada in
1956 and Nights of Cabirte in
1957, both directed by Federico
Fellini), the bulk of his producing
credics fall into che swollen ranks !

L

occupied by Barbarella, Conan the Barbarian, Ovea, Further disenchaneing Hollywood were the deals
Lipstsek, Amizyeille 11 The Porsession and Halfoween Dino usually struck with the studios, Typically, one
ML Season of the Werch. Dino's vase roseer of films of the major studios, desperare as always for films o
commands the same kind of respece normally ac- keep its expensive distribution nerwork primed and
corded the tanks of the Warsaw Pacr! They may be serviced, would pay for 60 percene of a DeLaurenciis
poarly designed, cradely buile and wnreliably manned, film’s production budger and all of the prine and
but there are 5o dawned many of thene! “Even if he's advertising in recurn for the Noreh American distri-

ALGUST 1939 5P 47



bution rights, Dino would cover the rest of the Only the best! Dino had big plans: the company

budger by preselling the foreipn diseribucion righes, would release as many as 18 movies annually (Co-
Then he would regularly demand (and receive) a lumbia, for instance, released only 14 in 1988), A
S1million producer’s fee from the sdios, By separare division would produce TV miniseries, and
keeping his own financial exposure low and produc- an Australian subsidiary, DeLaurentdis Entercain-
ing a certain kind of film thac generally finds greater ment Limired, would produce features and build a
acceptance in South America and Asia than in brand-new studio on Queensland’s Gold  Coast
America, Dino would walk away with a profit re- (" Australia’s first mujor motion picture studio”),
gardless of a film's American box office receprion, The privilege of underwriting DEG's initial pub-
Bur the studios didn't always make our so nicely. lic stock offering fell to PameWebber Under the

“Or record of joinc involvernent e S e
[with DeLaurenmis) is quire bad,”
Sidney Sheinberg fnally con-
fessed o The Wiadl Street Jowrnal
in 1986, “The bottom line is thac
it's just not proficable.”

When anyone called DEG a “mint-major”
studio, be wonld quickly corvect

thenr, “Wee are a iz J,'}_.-_a-_. tudio.” be declared.

Dino DeLaveesroes, Holly-
wood collectively said around
1985, we don't barve :'rin‘ﬁ:ffm'# 5]

Only the best!

yoose anyiore, we dow't vespect you, we don't want your mrelage of the firm's premier enterrainment analyst,
srovies. Dino found a friendlier receprion on Wall Lee Ispur, who is still ar PaineWebber, Dino under-
Srrect, however, where investment bankers were went an apostasy from 1983 o 1986 as he visired
climbing over one another to take small entercain- investment bankers to picch his new venture, The
ment companies public. Drexel Bumham Lambert former Hollpwood  profligate now spoke like a
was about ro rake Aaran Spelling Inc. public, and comptroller — Ding DeLavrentiis Lice. DEG's pro-
other Wall Screer firms were looking for licele inde- spectus embraced austerity and low budgess. No
pendent companies to call their own. The frenzy was longer would Dine drop $600,000 filming a single
fucled by a newly discovered fimancial high concepe cavaley charge scene, as he had put into The Tempert,
the explosive groweh of home-viden, pay-cable ser- the new company would produce movies thar could
vices and television syndicarion had sparked a rav- be brought before the camera ar a cosc of §2 million
enous demand for movies. “Iowas like a tulip craze,” or so, maximum. And by aggressively preselling a
recalls one financial analyst, movie's valuable videocasserte, cable and foreign

[n this hothouse climate, Dino—a man unlike righrs before flming started, he could recoup—ar
other men, a man of vision who, seeing Ken Nor- least on paper—its entire production costs long be-
on, beheld Mandings—had & new dream, a dream fore the first bored moviegoer wandered inro the
that had eluded lesser men for decades. He wondd oo lobhy for popeorn.

Mot thar preselling was an enorely
new sdea in Hollywood: other inde-

buidd a mere major Hollywood siadio!

In Wilmingron, Norch Carolina,
Dinge had already buile & 32-acre
movie-making laciliy duplicaring

pendent studios have regolarly de-
pended on aggressive presales o help
finance their movies. Buc in che way
DEG boarted of the presales concept in
its business prospecrus, the company
made it sound o investors unfamiliar

Hollywood on & small scale—a sore of
studio version of an actoal soudio back
lot. To become a genuine mogul, all
Dino needed was 4 way to distribuce his
movies. Sooin late 1985 he purchased
the Embassy Picrures distmbution com-
pany from Coca-Cola for $17 million
and a stock warrane, Wich an acrusl
studio, a distbution company, Em-

with Hollywood pracrices as if ic were
some newly discovered financial
alchemy.

‘It was the Look Mom No Hands
school of making movies,” explains

bassy's library of 244 movies and & mogul of some Adusia Lenas James, canter, the Timothy Tunney, a former PaineWebber broker. “If
standing as is head, Delaurentis Entertainment ooty dinnte ciiccidled with you set 4 maovie budger ar § 10 million and presell
; : : Miltiar Dollar Mystery 2 s N =
Group incorporated in Delaware in October 1983, 8§11 million [in casserre, cable and foreign righes],
Diino was everywhere, on the Teday show and in you've made $1million and it doesn't maceer if
the papers. boasong with characeeristic hyperbole the movie's not very good. Trust me, that’s how
that his new studio would soon occupy a place in PaineWebber sold ic.”
Hollywood's upper echelon, %When anyone called Dino surrounded  himself wich a handpicked
DEG a “mint-major” studio, he would quickly cor- staff, The president and creasurer was Fredric Side-
rece thern, “We are a major studio,” he declared. water, Dino’s longrime majordomo, Sidewater had
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been Dine's righe-hand man for decades, in recent
years shaping his ethereal visions into financial eali-
ties (and annoying nonbilingual agenrs and execu-
rives by repeatedly interrupting business meetings to
confer with his boss in Iralian). Lauwrence Gleason,
president of Mann Theaters, became DEG's presi-
dene of markeong and disaibution. For his board of
directors Dino chose one of his favorie bankers,
Frans Afman (the high-flying head of the Eneercain-
ment Business Division of Crédit Lyonnais Bank
Mederland), and Marshall Manley, managing part-
ner of Finley, Kumble, Wagner, Hemne, Underberg,
Manley, Myerson & Casey (a4 law firm thar, in its
own nnovaove, visionary approach to the law and
to partners’ compensacion, may be cited as che legal
profession’s equivalent o DEG — it collapsed in late
1987). Dhino bestowed execurive tides as if he were
doling our knightships in a fanasy kingdom: just
abour every execurive was made a president of some
branch of DEG. By all accounts, Dino was a genet-
uus boss, paying above-market salaries cven by the
wflated, grab-it-while-you-can standards of the in-
dustry. “To the mentalicy of a guy who makes a
330 million mowvie, an exeea 3 100000 was aoch-
ing,” says one former well-paid employee.

When he was trying to set up the DEG celevision
division, Dhno called in a leading ralent agent and
offered him the extremely well-paying job of run-
ning it. It was, the agene says, the most Hollywoody
encounter of his career. Dino instantly embraced che
man and guided him o the window. See thar buidd-
ing across the stveer? he asked. It i mine. Yo come to
wwork for me, it is yours— fulf of your people. Sorry,
no, the agene told hum, noc incerested. Yer, you mu
conee, Dina insisted. Nope, soroy. Yes, yor must! No,
thanks.

théay, Dine finally piped. His wooing finished, he
briskly ushered the man our the door The whole
conversation, conducrted entirely in the rerse 1'l-
give-you-this-you-give-me-thar Esperanto of Holly-
wood, lasted less than 90 seconds,

It was this Busby Berkeley—esque approach to
business that made Dino the star accraction for in-
vesoment bankers and fAnancial analyses who
couldn’t wait to buy into the magic and glamour of
Hollywood. Some, chough, walked awdy unim-
pressed by DEG's surefire high concepr. "Whae |
remember maost is {Dino's daugheer] Raffaclla’s dia-
mond ring,” one recalls. “To these people this was
mike-believe, playing movie mogul.” The hypo-
thencal reliance on presales “couldn't survive much
adversity, | didn’t believe cheir numbers, that chey
had all cheir costs covered, because it was all
leveraged.”

The few skepeics had good reason: DEG's Anan-
cial arrangements required a suspension of disbelicf.
Revenues from the sales of foreign, video and pay-
cable rights often wouldn's show up on DEG's
books for a period of months. DEG would carry

BOMBATHON: LOSING $160 MILLION
(IN TWO YEARS OR LESS)

A DeLanventits Enteriainment Group

Cinematic Retrospective

THE THE ESTIMATED EXFLANATORY
MOYIE BUDGET REMTALS" MNOTES
lin millions) {im millions)
Raw Deal 5 12 56 starred Arnold
{une 1985) Schworzenegger
Maximum 5 9 5 24 directod by Srephen
Overdrive King
Cly 1988)
Manhunter 5 14 528 fram the creater of
Septemnber 1986} Miami Yice
Bluc Velvet 5 7 $ 22 critical success
{September 1986
Trick or Treat 5 35 525 low-budget homor
{Detobar TRES
Tai-Pan $ 25 $ 15 tedious epic
(Dctober 19086)
King Kong Lives 521 517 sequal to the
[December 1985] original remakea
Crimes of the 5 9 577 play adaptation
Heart
{December 1988}
The Bedroom 5 83 5 35 starred Stave
Windaow Guttenbarg
':.innuurr 1m:l
From the Hip $ 75 $ 28 storred Judd
[Febrnsary 1987) Melson
Evil Dead 2 5 4 $ 1.1 low-budget harrar
IMorch 1987)
Million Dolfar 5 95 $ 2 bath a movie anda
Mystery game
{June T9ET]
Weeds 5 12 § 6 actors in prison;
{Qctober 1387} earnest and
socially relevant
Hiding Qur $ 7 $ 23 starred Jon Cryer
[Hovember 1567)
Date With an $ 8 § & starred Phoebe
Angel Cotes
{Havember 1987)
Wegally Yours $ 13 $ .05 directed by Pater
{May 1988} Bogdanovich
Traxx 6.5 - unreloased
Rompaoge $ 75 - unreleased
Collision Course $ 13 - wnrelemsed
TOTALS: $196.8 537.95

TOTAL LOSS: $158.85 million

"ﬂ:c:ipll ol DEG's distributicn arm
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mounds of shore-term debe, because most of the
money rased was in the form of bank credits and
junk bonds char would require regular payments.

Such qualms harbored by a few fuddy-duddies
dicdl not stop the money pouring into DEG during
the grear Wall Scecet go-go year of 1986, in what
Mallory Factor, whose company handled investor
relations for the DEG stock offering, calls “the most
brilliane scructure I'd ever seen up uncil thar dme.”
Under the hand of DEG corporate division presi-
dent Scephen Greenwald, a de-
cepeively Milgquetoasty former
parcner ar Finley, Kumble, DEG
seemed to take advantage of
every financial resource chen
available on Wall Street. The
public sale of 2.1 million shares
of DEG ar $12 a share on the
American Stock Exchange and a
865 million junk bond issue
raised $88 malhon, A six-year revolving credit
agreement with the Bank of America and several
ocher banks yiclded $75 mullion more, and the cre-
ation of the Australian subsidiary raised another
519 million, Using these and other inscruments —a
limired parenership here, another credit line chere—
during 1987 the company raised approximately
£240 million. And Dino, in requrn for simply being
who he was, stll retained 70 percent of che stock.

“The company was structured so char if ic was
swaddled in mediocricy, it would do fine,” explains a
DEG msider, "Whar no company can suseain is ren
continual bombs.”

DNNOD'S STUDIOS MAY HAVE BEEN IN NORTH
Carolina, buc his heart was in Beverly Hills, There,
atop its new three-story headguareers, DEG's ini-
tials shone in brass above Wilshire Boulevard. Dino
wias not the sort of execunive who roamed the halls.
He acted more like a modern-day emperor, holding
court in-a top-floor suite of offices decorated m a
shade of red so garish, it hure the eyes. He greeted
visitors from behind a massive wooden desk of
Brobdingnagian proportions, "Big enough o lay a
body across, width-wise,” recalls one visitor., Owfy the
best! Dino carned his corner office by vircue of his
positions not only as chairman and CEQ of DEG
bur also as landlord: in a cypically DeLaurenciisian
corporate arrangement, the producer boughe the
building in March 1986 and, as if it were a large
wailer, subsequently leased ic back o his own com-
pany for $111,80% a month.

In the best Hollywood wradition, Dino selecred an
ammal mascot for che new encerprise. Bur the startu-
ary of the DEG lion scattered throughour the build-
ing would never be confused wich MGM's. Dino's
lion stood sharply ar attention; more o the poine,
it had balls—big ones. When Dino fele he needed
a lieele exern luck, he rubbed rhe stone resticles
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of the nearest lion o give forrune a ciny nudpe.

Starding a movie company from scracch s oan
awesome undertaking, Writers have to be found,
scripes developed, agenes frighrened, directors and
actors wooed; it can rake a full year or two before
hlms are in the can. Bur Dine — never one o wait
for anything he wanted —jump-started DEG by
buying back the rights to the movies he had in
production atr other studios around town, including
Tar-Pan and Maxineon Overdrive, “They were happy

ixitors from bebind & masstve

of Brobdingnagian

“Big enongh to .ﬂ-f_]' & body across,
) H

recalls one visitor

to get ridd of them, frankly,” a former DEG execurive
says of the studios thar sold Dino back che righes o
fus movies.

In the compenove frenzy o book movies inco
thearers, producers have a brearheakingly brief mo-
ment to establish their film ar the box office. In
general, unless a major flm does good business inies
opening weekend —at lease §4 million to §5 million
in ticker sales nadonally for a wide release —ic will
quickly be yanked by theater owners. “You have to
open big and be perceived as opening big,” explains
one markering executve. These days, che cose of
distributing and advertising a film can equal the cost
of production.

Yer from the stare, insiders say, Dino oddly re-
fused tw pump sufficient money inco advercising
DEG's releases. He once incerrupted a board meert-
ing to complain abour a proposed markering
budget, exclaiming, AY you ever tefl me &5 poiters,
telestsion, radin, traileni! It there no other way you can
think of to soll swr picinrer? Then the world's greacest
producer told his subordinares how m laly he had
once hired a crier to walk cthrough wwn shouring the
title of his latest picture ac che cop of his lungs,

No one could make Dino see the light. Sometime
before the June 1986 release of DEG's first movie,
Rawr Deal, the Alm's star, Arnold Schwarzenegper,
asked for a meeting with Dino. Raw Deal (an ex-
Fed-uses-superior-firepower-to-busc-crime-ring
movie) looked like a sure summer hie; Schwarzeneg-
ger was on a box office streak char had starred with
The Terminatar and concinued with Commands, As
Schwarzenegger crossed Dino's expansive office
(“What a tiny man and what a gianc desk!” the
Auserian said) he was clearly dismayed by the palry
amount Dino had budgered for advertising che
movie. “They were several million dollars apart,”
recalls one execunive present at the meeting. In the
end, while Ranr Dead did adequate business by DEG



standards, ir fell far sharr of che mark escablished b}-’
Schwarzenegger's carlier and subsequent  acoion-
adventure vehicles.

Bur even a nine-figure ad budger would not have
prevented most of DEG's firsc slace of releases from
domng miscrably ar the box ofhice, There was, for
instance, the high concepr behind Maximam Ower-
drtve, the direcrorial debut of nouvelle-gothic novel-
ist Stephen King: it was based on his own scripe, in

which homicidal trucks rerrorize an interstare truck
stop. And during plans foe the filming of Tai-Paw,
DEG’s $25 million adapradon of James Clavell's
mnecteenth-century Hong Kong novel, Dino decided
to drop Sean Connery for the tle role because he
was “ton old” and wenr instead with Bryan Brown,
Tai-Pan carned less than $2 million ac che box office
on its opening weckend,

Adversity  never discouraged Dino; racher, it
seemed o redouble his capacity for steadfasc self-
delusion. On the Friday mighe after each new DEG
movie opened, a curious rtual would replay isell.

Dino would eagerly awaic his seafi's lure repores of

the box office grosses for selected chearers in New
York, The news was almost always disappoincing,
Bur Dine would not be discouraged, or persuaded
w shife tactics. Ab T don't sndderntand, he would say
Wl miaybe tomorrme we il do
Gester, They'lf {ike it Fester to-
sowrore, [0 mor far Bide, All
weekend, Dine would rejoin
like a Neapolitan touring
company of Awmier Dowsar!
Dnani!

But domans never came, and
by the end of the weekend
Dino wouldn't care o discuss
how the company could sal-
vage the latest box office casu-
alty, He would make his brisk,
I-wash-my-hands-of-this  ges-
ture and address his ebullience
w some happier subjecc. "By
then in Dino's mind ic was the
next picoure,” explaing one ex-
ceutive. "Dino never lased  beyond  thar {firse]
Monday.”

As chiel execunive, Dino had a londness for
things old-world thar extended o his management
style. But old-world values made themselves known
in a more personal way as well, as illustrated by the
super-helpful domestic couple DEG rerained on the
company payroll, Though fully equipped wich office
space in the building, Dino’s barber and his wife,
the cook, were generally discouraged from servicing
other DEG executives. Holding cight rein on his
power and refusing o delegate aurhoricy, Dino gov-
erned like a corporate palarine. Leaving staff meet-
mgs, his execurives were not always confident thar
ideas discussed with their boss would seick, “When

Huy —watch that clopper! Ding,
Adam [Micheel Parks) and
dirnctor Jahn Haston shore
o robust laegh on the ssi of Tha
Bille; batow, DEG s
inpecalassal porking lof im
boch of hiz studio

we wialked our the door, we sucked our our opinions
in our wake,” says Gary DeVore, "He made his own
decisions that were not consistenc wich che
consensus.”

To many in Hollywood, Dino will be crernally
associated with one singular, remarkable movie:
Kiwg Komg Liver. Dino carried a special fondness in
his heare for the gian, tragic ape: Everybody fover the
manéey.! he liked to say. Indeed, Dins identified with
Kong, Afrer all, both preferred the company of slen-
der, comely blonds, both arrived in America from a
foreign land, both were of somewhar freakish scar-
ure and both had crouble making  themselves
understood.

Dino considered the making of King Kemg Liver a
special coup. His pre-DEG remake of King Komg
had cost abour $23 million in 1976, bur a full
decade later, producing its sequel required only $25-
million. Dine believed King Kong Liver represented a
rremendous COSI-Saving for DEG, I‘u:traying a subrle
appreciation for finance that eluded others. In fact,
the Kirg Kenp Liver deal was much bereer for Dino
than it was for DEG: DEG boughe the rights for
the movie for $2 1 million from none ocher than .
Dino himself. (When the movie brought in juse
$4.7 million ar cthe box office, Dino reduced the
price ro $10.2 million.)

DEG's marketing depare-
ment did not share Dino's vi-
sion, believing the only way
sell Kimg Konp Liver was as a
piece of camp—as blatant,
jokey schlock. They creared an
ad mock-up showing Kong
embracing his lady Kong, & la
Gone Witk the Wind. *Amer-
ica's second bese-loved couple
rerurns!” the ad read. Dino re-
fused o allow the heretical
poster out of his office. He
musi be brg, be must be brave,
b mase be powerful! Dino
cried. (His dismay was noth-
ing compared with his anger
upen glimpsing a gag photo
thar porrrayed the two Kongs
in simulated sodomy. PLUE
WVELVET I1: THE ROMANCE COMN-
TINUES, read che ride).

The movie pulled in a pa-
thetic $1.1 million at the box
office s first weckend, As
ever, Dino refused o despair. The next picture
would vindicate them. Demani *Dino had an inhu-
man resilience to bad news and could revive himself
quicker than anybody I've ever seen,” recalls an
employee from the Kimg Komg Liver era—an era in
DeLaurennis filmmaking rich in bad news. "It
didn’t knock him down five minures.”
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NOT EVERYONE SHARED DINGO'S SUNNY DIS-
position. Around DEG's offices the mood was neatly
always somber. In the lasc quarcer of 1287 alone,
the company lose more than $13 mllion. Aside
from the losses on pictures, DEG was locked inco
the high overhead of running a discribucion com-
pany that demanded a constan supply of movies
amordize expenses, And DEG's $240 million wasn't
unfettered cash-on-hand; much of it was borrowed
money, which requited regular and substancial debe
payments, Dino had already been
warned, says one ingider, thac if
the sering of flops wenr unbroken,
the studio would run out of cash
within the year.

Even Dino’s good pals at
PaineWebher (the brokerage
house made at lease $4 million in
commissions from the DEG fi-
nancing) grew skirtish afrer che
virrual Aop of DeLaurentiis Film Pareners, a limited
partnership formed by DEG wich PaineWebber to
finance 1987 production and distribution coses m
recurn for pare ownership in selecced DEG hilms.
DEG and PaineWebber had formed the limited
partnership o raise money for a slare of abour six
DEG pictures by pulling in investors whao wanted
some of the action. DeLaurentiis Film Farmers
raised less than half of its $60 million tacget, and
within a week of s sale, PaineWebber consumer-
markers president Don Nicholson sent an in-house
memo to his exccutives and vice presidents apolo-
pizing for the poor placemenc. “Pame quickly real-
ized how fucked up it was,” says a former broker

Meanwhile, DEG execurives had their hands full
gerting even their own slate of movies into produc-
don, Every month Dino held privace luncheons in
his red, red office with the heads of the major Holly-
wood agencies — Michael Ovite of Creative Artists

| AM STANDING UP!

The One Man Who Stands Head
and Shoulders Below Even
the Teeny-Tiny Elmer Fudds
Who Run Hollywood

In the compony thot Dino Delourentiis keeps, moguls
don't get their power just becouse they are short. Mo, they
become Hollywood lords because they work harder at it
than other, well . . . normal-size pecple. They thirst relent-
fessly for power —power to operate the American dream
machine, pewer to make and losg millions, pewer to hire
and fire ond buy ond sell more-normal-size people. But
don't forget: power is one of those things they con't take
with them. When Dine and Mike and Borry and Sporky
finally poss away, they'll be former people just like you and
me, anly in @ coffin with lots of extro log roam. (All heights
estimated.}
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Agency; Jeff Berg of International Creative Manage-
ment, Lenny Hirshan of William Morris, Over
places of steaming pasta, Dino would make his
pirch. { want you fo get me @ Robert Redford pictuere. T
want a Syduey Pollack film. Ondy the best! Only the best!
Yes, Dino, yes, the agents would reply. And wichin a
few weeks each of them would send over a scripe
thar had been around the block many times already.

“You never got new produces,” explains a former
DEG employee. “You got the rejects.” The major

When Dino felt be needed a little extra
luck, he rubbed the stone

testicles of the nearest lion to give
fortune a tiny nudge

agencies reportedly wouldn'e lec Dino near cheir A-
list ralent and projects. And when a script did show
promuise, che film was inevitably miscase, Michael J.
Fox showed interest in Hiding Owe, an intermiccently
diverting comedy about a young stockbroker who
escapes from the mob by atcending high school, but
he wouldn't have been available for a year "In a
normal major studio, you waired for Michael J. Fox,
Bur DeLaurentiis never waited for anyone,” the for-
mer employee explains. “You wound up making {a
mowie such as} Fram the Hip with Judd Nelson, who
was fifch or sixth down the list, because you needed

to seare February 157

Dino eventually discerned he wasn’t gecting a
crack at Hollywood's biggest talents. Alchough usu-
ally careful abour keeping his remper, Dino one day
summaoned Berg and another major ICM agent, Jim
Wiacr, co his office for a showdown. Yoa''re nor giving
e A-telent, he railed. Yow're adways piving me sbid! 1




want Witliam Robinson! | want bir next picture. You
can't gioe i to anypone elie!

The two agenes were baffled. William wdhe?

Another DEG execunive in the room fAnally ex-
plained thar Dino meant Robin Williams,

Berg and Wiare wanced o laugh, We're rary, chey
saicl, bur Robin is Mike Opitz's cliens.

Many chief execurives brag thar their organiza-
tion is one big, happy family, bur at DEG the cliché
took on a new meaning, Dino never concealed his
relationship wich Martha Schurmacher, who, despire
the demands of her job as president of DEG Film
Stuchios and as producer of no fewer than five DEG
maovies, still managed o find rime o give birth o
Dine's youngest daughter, Carolina, Dhine's Prriar-
chal fargess exrended to the encre clan. Son-in-law
Alex DeBenederti execurive-produced Evif Dead 2,
anather son-in-law served as DEG's Spanish disteibu-
. Dino's brother and nephew l.t Wi
manzged Filmauro, which diserib- t, ol
ured DEG movies in Traly, i1

The enterprise became even
more of a family business in lae |
1986, when Dino’s 33-year-old [ |4
daughrer, Raffaella, was appointed ||
president of production {ar 4 re-
ported salary of 34000003, Blond
and square-jawed, “Raffy” was usu- |
ally encouncered padiding around |
the office in her bare feer. Mose who |
deale with Raffaella describe her as
a tough, calented executive (al-
though one groducer complains
aboue a statue of Mussoling kepr on
her desk ). Many hoped she would conerol her willful,
lugh-strung facher,

But noc even she could block Dino from nushing

B

Nt a new series of runously expensive deals in 1987,

the fruies of which essentially bypassed theatrical re-

i,

Two of the mony beoutital Howers
im Delavrentiis’s DEG gorden:
left, Mostha Schumacher pinning
a megoswanky corsage on her
dress; right, DEG praduction
exeeutive Raffosllo DeLourentiis
displows her unique, hobbitlike
menagement style.

lease alogether. Remember Ramepage, wich Michael
Biehn? Rob Lowe in Megally Yourr? Traxx, starring
Shadoe Stevens? No? Exactly. Dino, whose last big
hir was by now a decade old, had a special weakness
for films dircceed by aging wunderkinder who
hadn't produced & major hir in years, And so0 Dino
made William Friedkin's Rampage (an idealistic-
D AL -versus-serial-killer-in-the-courtroom  movie)
and Peter Bopdanovich's Wepadly Yowrs (a guy-
turns-detective-to-clear-his-grade-school-sweet-
heart-from-murder-charges movie), Wegally Yosurs
wias a roubled screenplay pur inte “rurnaround”
{that is, abandoned) by Lorimar hefore Dino picked
it up over his colleagues’ strong objections. "No-
body wanted rhis picture,” recalls a former execu-
cive. “Ralfy didn'c have her green card and had o
leave the countey every six months and reapply for
admission. One weekend she went to Mexico, and
Dino boughe Wepadly Yours” Into
a differenc (though no more suc-
cessful) category falls Trexx, a
$6.5 million just-like-Rambo-cx-
cept-funny comedy starring
Shadoe Stevens, one of che big-
fest movie stars ever created on
the New Hollyuwad Sguares—and,
according w a DEG execurive,
with a4 two-picture  deal from
DEG o prove ic, Wegally Yours
received only token theatrical re-
lease, OFf the other two—boch
unreleased —only Traxx made i
to videocasserre.

THE DELAURENTIS ENTERTAIN-
mene Group managed to release chearrically only ome
movie between March and October 1987, racher
than the half dozen its exccurives had promised.
MNonetheless, chat one film, Millien Dollar Mystery,
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will forever hold a singular position in the annals of
cinermi,

According o a former studio execurive, che idea
tor Midlion Dolfar Mystery first struck Dino when he
passed a long queue of people waiting patiently on a
Manhattan sidewalk, He assumed rthey were waiting
o see a movie untl a companion explained chey
were waiting o buy Loto rickers, the jackpot hav-
ing chimbed to a record sum.

You mean p:’ﬂﬁ.ﬂ'i‘ il in line to win a milfion dol-
dars? asked Dino. There's gor to be
a movie in this!

The plor, such as it was, con-
cerned a frantic race o recover a
buried cache of loor, and the g N
movie starred an overwhelming 3 ‘-
cast of unknowns— Eddie
Deczen. Penny Baker and Rick
Owercon. The biggest names were
comedian Rich Hall and Glad
Bag pitchman Tom Bosley. (Glad, nor coinciden-
tally, cosponsored the movie /contest and made sure
the scripr was riddled with not-so-subtle plugs for
the produce.) Secreced in Miffian Dalfer Mysrery's
ploc were clues o the location of 4 $1 million prjzr_-;
anyone solving the puzzle would be entered into a
drawing for a §1 million cash awird (thanks o
DeLaurenciis, che $1 million was not the miserly
and much less expensive 20-year annuity usually
awarded in state loteeries—which winds up costing
the promoters substaneially less—bue $1 million in
cash, on the spor, Owdy the besr! Omly the bert 7). In the
DeLaurentiisian universe, it was the greacest gim-
mick since Free Dish Nighe.

Few of his colleagues shared Dino's enthusiasm.
“You can'c go ouc wich a $ 10 million preoure and nor
have a single name you've ever heard of. He should
have known berter,” saic one, But Dino could not be
swaved. He would poine our his office: windows
toward Westwood, L.A.'S movie theater neighbor-
hood. [r ese you've gor thir prece of shix playing, in anotber
youe've por that piece of thit plaving. Exceps with this piece
af shir, U'm piving away 81 midlion, Which piece of thit
you think they 'l see? he'd say,

Millron Deflar Mystery proved a gargantuan, un-
qualified dud of Kreg Kemg Lises proporcions. De-
spite a wide, wide release in 1,396 theaters, just over
500,000 worth of rickers were sold s firsr week-
end, quite possibly a record low for so broad a
release. Within days the company publicly assessed
its Joss on Mypwery ac 36,5 million. The limired
parmnership, which owned about half the movie, lost
55 million.

In a 1987 roundup of new stock issucs, Forbes
listed DeLaurentiis Film Partners as the worst per-
former: injust eighe months, irs srock had dropped
from $16.25 per share to jusc 2,13, Wichin a few
months following che failure of Milfien Daffar Mys-
tery, it was clear thar DEG was in severe discress,
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hemorrhaging millions of dollars every month, The
other mini=majors — Cannon  Group and New
World Entereainment —were also sinking; like
DEG, they'd discovered thar extensive presales
without ar least one real hit can't keep a soudio
poing forever, Less than two years earlier DEG had
£240 million, Now it was nearly gone, and Wall
Sereer was no longer so aken by high-flying Dino
D¢ Laurenciis. The banks worried abour their loans
and the company announced it was investgating

“Ding 15 the John Delorean of motion pictuves.
Dino is the John Del f motion pict

He regards bankruptey as

taking a bath. He'll arise like the phoenix

when it's all over”

“possible recapitalization, restructuring or combina-
tion wich a third parcy.” Finally, one Saturday morn-
ing in August 1987, a palace revole occurred. Led
by Raffy, the senior execurive staff recurned o head-
quarters to confront Dino and plead char he relax his
iron grip on the studio so they mighe salvage che

business,

Dino refused to admit his role in che company's
downward spiral. It's wor sy fande, he insisted, "It
was 30 depressing,” recalls an employee who
watched rhe coup fail, "Everybody knew there was
no furure for anybody.” People began leaving. Even

Raffaclla, who'd begun her movie carcer as a pro-
ducnion assistane on Dine’s Harrfcane in 1977, quit
her farher's studio. (She now has a production deal
ac Universal.)

An eleventh-hour management shake-up did lae-



tle to retard che company's disincegration. In che
summer of 1987, Gordon Weaver, well known for
his work s a markering executive at Paramount and
later wich Walt Dhsney, was handed cthe job of moll-
ing our DEGs roster of upcoming releases, Howard
Koch Jr, president of Ray Stark’s Rastar Produc-
tons (and thus a man accustomed o obeying -
rants), had been recruited as head of production.
Bue all they could do was perform hasty riage.

The company’s last three movies — Weeds, Hiding
Oeet and Dare With an Ange/—adhered o the surice
DEG rradition of cliue—bnmlsing at thearers, L{L‘S]'titt:
whar suome say were the best-executed marketing
campaigns conducted by che stodio. In January
1988 DEG announced it was temporarily halong all
film releases and concinuing o seek a buyer for irs
extensive flm library and the North Carolina pro-
ducrion facilicies,

Finally, i February 1988, Dino resigned as
DEG chairman. To the very end, Dino was coue
to himself; one of his lasc demands was thar his
name be removed from the company. "He knew his
company wasn't going o make it, and he didn'c
want his name sullied,” explains an old friend. For
once, Dino was correct: DEG skulked ineo Chaprer
11 bankrupeey lase Auguose. In its 28 months with
Dino at the helm, DEG had discriibuced 26 mov-
s —only one of which wpped $20 million in box
office sales. Documents filed wich the US. Bank-
rupecy Courr listed assees of 197 million and hiabil-
ities of $243 million. Among DEG's largest un-
secured creditors were Wells Fargo Bank

LT ‘r

[ : )
(£18,400 000); First Bank Narional Association of
Minneapals (312,134,536); BBDO, Los Angeles
{§7,211,729), Paramount Pictures Corporacion
($2,050,318). The company's stock, which had
once traded near 320 per share, could be had for a

More third-rote supper-club star
than thers ame in the heavens?
The DEG tolent stable: fromt table,
Taft ta righd, Steve Guttenbeng,
Rob Lowe, Judd Helson, Dino,
Robtaetia Delaurentiis,
Shodoe Stevens; clockwise fram
top of slor, a guy, a lady,
Williem L. Patersen, o lody, o guy,
Kathryn Homold, Tom Hoanan,
o lady, a guy, o indy, o gy,

a choir, o lody, a guy, a lody,

@ guy, @ guy, @ guy, Amald
Schworzenegger, Deon Stockwell,
Phoebe Cotes, o guy, Dosran
McGavim, Joon Chen, o guy. o guy,
Pat Hingle, Kim Graiat,

Jan Cryer, John Hurt,

Sam Wonamoker, Hope Longe,
Emilio Espever. Bruce Compbeil,
Jurgen Prochnew, Mare Price,
Brad Greenquist, Tony Fields,
Elizobeth MeGaven,
Micheel Knight, Linda Homitton,
O gy, O QuEy, o guy,

o guy, Kyba Maclachlon,
kabella Rodwellini, & guy.
Dennis Forina, Joan Allem,

Bryan Brown, Elizobeth Perkins,
Charles Martin 3mith, Laura Dern,
a guy, Emmanualie Beart,

a gey, Frances Boy, o guy,
Priscilla Poimter

mere 37 cents.

Though ics films will be wich us forever, the DEG
era in Hollywood is now a thing of the past. Carolco
Pictures, the producers of the Rambs trilogy, recently
agreed to pay $23 mullion for DEG —or whar was
left of i the Norch Carclina studio, 320 million in
trade recervables of questionable collectibility, about
L0 projeces in various stages of development and a
library of 140 Ialian-language film titles,

Meanwhile, the mevitable class-action suits — in-
cluding one on behalf of DEG's public investors and
another on behalf of all buyers of the limited pari-
nership—are prinding chrough U.S. Districe Court
in Los Angeles. The suirs charge thar the studio was
never a viable enterprise and accuse the PaineWeb-
ber brokers and Ernst & Whinney, DEG's account-
ants, of failure o perform due diligence. Of course,
the maligned plaintffs are the same starmy-eyed in-
vestors who, owo years earlier, thoughe chey'd
boughe into the winning side of 2 not-illegal-bur-
unbelievably-risk-free money-making system. And
mn facr, if DEG's movies had been no worse than
mediocre, the system probably would have worked.
Ar any time, one blockbuster—an BT or a Star
Wari—mighr have bailed chem oot Buc blockbuse-
ers weren't Dine's seyle; DEG could have made
Platoon, Bull Darban, Bif{ and Ted's Excelfent Adven-
save and  Per .gtwhzfary—rai_'h one L'\'t_'nmall}f Fi§
money-maker — bur ended up passing over or sell-
ing each one. .

"For the life of me, | can't figure our why
{PameWebber and Ernst & Whinney] gor incoe this
deal, because 1 think it smelled from the ger-go,”
says Kevin Roddy of Greenfield & Chimicles, one of
the law firms handling che DEG case for the plain-
tiffs. “Dino s the John Delorean of motion pic-
wires. He regards bankruprey as taking « bath. He'll
arise like the phoenix when ics all over”

In facr. .. look, there, it's Dino Delaurenciis,
back in business! DEG's ashes were sdill warm when
h{: ul‘j'l"r:l.]{.‘d h.is. I'IL‘W'.| ]JTI\"H,:L‘ I:l]'f'lf,]l.](ti_(}n I;,‘nl.'i]:}r.|I FI'H:
Film & Television Co. He revealed ac a press confer-
ence in Seprember 1988 chac it would produce Ower
My Dead Bady, a $20 million murder-and-myscery-
in=Monte-Carlo comedy. As in the pre-DEG era,
Pararmount Piccures originally agreed to produce the
film, which was scheduled 10 start production in
March, lts current starus is unclear. Dino didn't even
have to change offices —although, as DEG's Jand-
lord, he said he expecred his old, bankrupe company
tor vacate the premises soon, The neighborhood was
“too expensive for companies in Chaprer 11," he
said.

Mo one needed fear tha che world's most famous
producer would be permanently or even momen-
tarily hampered by the DEG disaster. Says an old
triend of the studio's failure, “It's just another Diase,
Maybe 1t's his most expensive failure, bur ic's just
another bad picture he's made.” B
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