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Introduction

Zemeckis, Gale …

Released in the USA on 3 July 1985, Back to the Future was the year’s runaway summer blockbuster. Boosted by heavy radio rotation of Huey Lewis and the News’ ‘The Power of Love’ in the weeks before release, it faced down Rambo, Cocoon, Brewster’s Millions, Mad Max: Beyond Thunderdome and A View to a Kill to become the top-grossing film of 1985 and the eighth highest-grossing film of the 1980s. Co-written by Robert Zemeckis and his long-time collaborator Bob Gale, and directed by Zemeckis, it was the first significant foray into the visibly effects-laden film-making for which the director has since become famous. Later examples include Who Framed Roger Rabbit? (1988), two Back to the Future sequels (1989 and 1990), Death Becomes Her (1992), Forrest Gump (1994), Contact (1997), The Polar Express (2004) and Beowulf (2007), although visual effects feature heavily in such ‘non-effects’ films as Cast Away (2000). Zemeckis was a prominent, albeit slightly younger, member of a generation of film-makers centred on Steven Spielberg and George Lucas, and one of the major directors of Hollywood’s reformed product of the post-1975 era. His early career was extensively shaped by contact with Spielberg and another of the more established members of this generation, screenwriter/director John Milius (director of, among others, Big Wednesday [1978], Conan the Barbarian [1982] and Red Dawn [1984]).

After extensive work on home-made 8mm films during his childhood in south Chicago, Zemeckis was accepted by the School of Cinematic Arts at the University of Southern California on the strength of one of these films; the School had also produced Lucas and Milius, and it was here that Zemeckis first met Gale. Graduating in 1973, with the USC Academy Award for Best Film for his final-year project, Field of Honor, in hand, he brokered a meeting with Spielberg and Milius to show them the film. Zemeckis and Gale built up a friendship with Spielberg and Milius, and while clamouring for scriptwriting work for the Los Angeles-based television companies, they called on Spielberg’s help in getting Sid Sheinberg (then president of Universal parent company MCA and keen Spielberg advocate) to agree to finance their co-written I Wanna Hold Your Hand (April 1978), with Zemeckis directing, on the condition that Spielberg act as executive producer. Zemeckis’s second commercial film, Used Cars (July 1980), again featured Gale as co-writer and Spielberg as executive producer (this time along with Milius). Both films fared poorly, however, with I Wanna Hold Your Hand costing $2.7 million to produce and grossing only $1.94 million over its lifetime, while Used Cars cost $8 million to produce and grossed only $11.7 million over its lifetime. Zemeckis and Gale also collaborated with Milius on the script for Spielberg’s 1941 (1979), but this project likewise performed poorly, costing $35 million to produce and achieving a domestic gross of just $31.76 million over its lifetime. It is one of only three of Spielberg’s twenty-four cinema releases to date to realise a lifetime domestic gross lower than its production budget (the others were A.I. [2001] and Munich [2005]), although the gross from foreign markets has enabled all three to exceed their production costs.

Following the release of Used Cars, Bob Gale visited his parents in St Louis, Missouri, where, upon finding his father’s high-school yearbook, he came up with the concept for a film about meeting one’s parents when they were one’s own age. He and Zemeckis then approached Columbia, who, in September 1980, gave them a development deal for a film about a time-travelling teenager. When they saw the first script for Back to the Future in February 1981, however, Columbia put the film in ‘turnaround’ (i.e. they were willing to sell it to another studio for the price of development so far), and Zemeckis resolved not to accept Spielberg’s subsequent offer to produce it. Following his earlier financial failures, Zemeckis was both reluctant to damage Spielberg’s reputation further and unwilling to cultivate a reputation as a director/writer whose work was so poor that it was only made in the first place because it was championed by the industrially influential Spielberg. Instead, Zemeckis and Gale immediately revised the script again, but over the following three years it was rejected roughly forty times by the major studios and production companies, most of whom saw it as insufficiently salacious to function as a contemporary teenpic (although Disney rejected it as too risqué).1 But in 1983, Michael Douglas (a fan of Used Cars), who was set to produce and star in Romancing the Stone, convinced 20th Century-Fox to invite Zemeckis to direct. The film was released in March 1984, and following its box-office success (produced for $11.14 million, it grossed $69.57 million in its first sixteen weeks, and became the eighth highest-grossing film of 1984), Universal picked up Back to the Future. Zemeckis, who was now, in his view, free of the stigma of being unable to work without Spielberg’s help, accepted it. This included the services of Spielberg’s production company, Amblin (founded by Spielberg, Kathleen Kennedy and Frank Marshall in 1984, and based in the Universal complex). During October 1984, Spielberg worked with Zemeckis and Gale on making further revisions to the script. Principal photography ran from November 1984 to April 1985 (including an abortive start with Eric Stoltz as Marty McFly). After a very successful test screening in May, the film was rushed through the final stages of post-production, including scoring and sound mixing, to be ready for release on Wednesday 3 July, just before the key calendar spot of the Fourth of July weekend. Produced for roughly $19 million, it achieved a domestic gross of $18.48 million in its first seven days, $36.43 million in its first fortnight, $140.1 million after ten weeks and $190.58 million by the end of the year, eventually earning Universal $94 million in revenue. As the film was written, produced and distributed as a stand-alone unit (the ‘To be continued …’ after the final shot was only added to the video version released the following year), we will restrict our analysis to the 1985 film.

… and Hollywood’s Revivalists

In September 1978, David Colker and Jack Virrel proposed that America was witnessing the rise of what they proposed to call ‘New New Hollywood’.2 While the term ‘New Hollywood’ has been used to refer to an American ‘New Wave’ phase of film-making lasting from roughly 1967 to 1976, which included such films as Bonnie and Clyde (dir. Arthur Penn, 1967), Easy Rider (dir. Dennis Hopper, 1969), Midnight Cowboy (dir. John Schlesinger, 1969), Five Easy Pieces (dir. Bob Rafelson, 1970), The Conversation (dir. Francis Ford Coppola, 1974), The Parallax View (dir. Alan Pakula, 1974), Chinatown (dir. Roman Polanski, 1974) and Taxi Driver (dir. Martin Scorsese, 1976),3 it is also used to refer to a later phase of film-making that began in the mid-to-late 1970s and centred on the contemporaries and protégés of Spielberg. The first major landmarks of this second ‘New Hollywood’ (still arguably ongoing) included Jaws (dir. Steven Spielberg, 1975), Star Wars (dir. George Lucas, 1977), its sequels in 1980 (dir. Irvin Kershner) and 1983 (dir. Richard Marquand), Superman (dir. Richard Donner, 1978), Raiders of the Lost Ark (dir. Steven Spielberg, 1981), its sequels in 1984 and 1989, E.T. (dir. Steven Spielberg, 1982), Gremlins (dir. Joe Dante, 1984), Ghostbusters (dir. Ivan Reitman, 1984) and Back to the Future. Even in 1978, Colker and Virrel had cited Zemeckis and Gale as examples of the latter. We will follow them and, more recently, Jon Lewis, Thomas Elsaesser and David Bordwell, among others, in distinguishing it as ‘New New Hollywood’.4

‘New Hollywood’ has been viewed by some as a brief window of openness to film production that drew on the influence of European art cinema, with ‘New New Hollywood’ heralding a recanting of such experimentation. But although not all film historians distinguish between these two phases with reference to film form (many simply regard Jaws as heralding a later permutation of the same post-classical film type), they are more united in identifying Jaws as the herald of a break from New Hollywood’s funding and marketing practices.5 Just as with the French nouvelle vague films of 1959 to c.1968 on which they drew, the major New Hollywood successes of the late 1960s and early 1970s attracted funding because they seemed to offer the industry a solution to the problems of rapidly declining cinema attendances and apparently failing traditional film-making formulae. Another result of this decline was that by the mid-1970s, most of the major Hollywood studios, which were all now essentially financing and distribution companies, were in the hands of large multi-industry concerns, most of which had no previous holdings in entertainments. In spite of the capacity of these companies to compensate for the drain of a loss-making film-financing arm, their executives nonetheless treated the studios as they would their other holdings: the huge financial investments required for the production of each film were to realise correspondingly massive returns with little probability of loss. Hollywood had converted to funding films as single units shortly after the break-up of the studio system in the late 1940s, with the result that loss-making films were no longer systemically normal, but the rise of this new ownership meant that the pressure to build films from assured profit-making components increased significantly.

One consequence of this was the resurgence of the blockbuster, as production values were leaned on to ensure profitability. Whereas blockbusters or equivalents had comprised an occasional part of Hollywood’s mode of operation since the emergence of the feature film immediately before the First World War, and had even become an area of particular speculation following the break-up of the studio system, the box-office failure of such lavish blockbusters as 20th Century-Fox’s Doctor Dolittle (dir. Richard Fleischer, 1967), Star! (dir. Robert Wise, 1968) and Hello Dolly (dir. Gene Kelly, 1969) was one motive for the openness to formal experimentation and counter-culture alienation that enabled the rise of New Hollywood, which produced A-class features rather than blockbusters.6 New New Hollywood saw the industry not only return to the blockbuster but commence funding it as its primary product.7 These films were also now expected to realise their potential for profit in the opening few weeks, before flaws in the film might damage its reputation, with the result that saturation release patterns and intensive advance advertising or ‘front-loading’ became common practice. Jaws received a promotional budget of $2.5 million (its production budget was only $7 million) for an opening on 20 June 1975, was the first big-budget film to be marketed through saturation advertising on television, and the first to open simultaneously as widely as possible (at 409 cinemas) rather than in the existing system of radiating run zones. Just as New Hollywood represented an attempt to solve the problem of declining audiences by producing films aimed at the more specific ‘youth’ audience (and thus risking offending others), the New New Hollywood blockbuster was the attempt of the conglomerate parent business to construct a customer base that was as close to universal as possible.

Back to the Future was treated to this blockbuster status. Composer Alan Silvestri was instructed to produce a score appropriate for a film of epic scale, and used the largest orchestra to perform for a Universal film so far.8 In the absence of the newly essential formula component of a recently published novel (tying in the film with Peter Benchley’s recently published Jaws [1974] had been fundamental to the huge success of Spielberg’s Jaws), the tie-in with Huey Lewis and the News, one of the most popular contemporary bands, was viewed as crucial. In addition, on approving the project, Sheinberg asked that Back to the Future be ready for Memorial Day weekend (25–27 May), the major holiday weekend that has since come to mark the start of the summer film season; although this deadline wasn’t met, the film’s eventual opening on the Fourth of July weekend was just as significant, as these long weekends provide the optimum conditions for potential customers to become actual cinemagoers, ensuring that films released on these dates are able to realise as much of the film’s box-office potential as possible, and quickly. Back to the Future opened simultaneously at 1,340 cinemas, a number that increased steadily to a peak of 1,550 cinemas in its ninth week, roughly a fifth
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