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For Frances Doel and Roger Corman

“The stars are ageless.”
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INTRODUCTION: Three is a Magic Number

This third volume of conversations with individuals who worked in some capacity on films connected to New World Pictures during the years Roger Corman owned the company (1970-1983) abounds with anecdotes and insights about the low-budget filmmaking process. All but one of the interviews in this collection I conducted. April VeVea, a film historian and the author of excellent books on Jayne Mansfield and Marilyn Monroe, got the convo with the fabulously talented Dey Young. 

Allan Arkush, Mike Finnell and Joe Dante graciously answered my last-minute request to speak about a favorite character of theirs in the constellation of great talents who worked on New World movies, Jack Rabin. Rabin contributed the sensational matte paintings that appear in Death Race 2000 and Deathsport, among many, many more productions, which the three address at length.

A grant provided by the Utah Tech University Research Office enabled me to coordinate a lineup of competitive (and paid) editing internships for this project. The editors assisted me with transcription and manuscript preparation, revealing constantly their technical acumen and commitment to accuracy and mechanical correctness. Much gratitude to Alyssa Sheree Bayles, Rebekah Heintz, Mary Lopez McFadden, Autumn Nuzman and Kelsey Deveraux. 



For their time and generosity of spirit, a cheery southern Utah thanks to all who answered our questions about New World Pictures and its intriguing history. They are Mark Helfrich, Kent Beyda, Joe Dante, Allan Arkush, Mike Finnell, Frank Moreno, Dan Opatoshu, Tamara Asseyev, Tina Hirsch, Steve Carver, John Landis, Alan Toomayan, Richard Whitley, Russ Dvonch, P. J. Soles, Dey Young, Loren Lester, Gale Anne Hurd, Monte A. Melnick and Jim Wynorski. Kind thanks as well to Roger Corman, Julie Corman, Cynthia Brown, Zane W. Levitt, Jon Davison, Adam Walderman, Matt Smith-Lahrman, Randy Jasmine, Frances Doel and the late Dean Armstrong, who for several decades counselled me on numerous writing and editing projects, including this one. 

—Stephen B. Armstrong



FRANK MORENO



Interview by Stephen B. Armstrong

Stephen B. Armstrong: When New World was starting to come off the ground in the early ’70s, you were the company’s sales manager. How did you get this job? 

Frank Moreno: Before I went to Roger and New World Pictures, I had been working for American International Pictures as the assistant branch manager, working in exchanges with exhibitors and distributors to get films booked for screenings. Roger was the mainstay at AIP at that time. He’d made The Wild Angels and the Edgar Allan Poe series for them. He’d decided to start his own company. I had been the person who took him around to promote The Wild Angels, and one day I got a call from Roger offering me the position of general sales manager at New World. I ended up moving to California to handle the marketing and distribution. At that time, Roger was making films in an unusual way. He was using some distributors that represented a number of independent companies. He’d made a deal with them that on some films he would give them a 42 percent distribution fee, and they would put up half the budget of whatever film he was making in the Philippines at the time, like, say, The Big Doll House and Caged Heat.



I had had a history of working on foreign films with Barney Rosset at Grove Press and the Evergreen Review, which was a magazine. One of the films I’d handled for Barney was I Am Curious (Yellow), which came out in 1967. It ended up being the highest grossing foreign film in history at the time. Barney also bought some documentaries, which were wonderful, like Titicut Follies about the Bridgewater State Hospital in Massachusetts, and Lawndale, which was a Canadian film about children who had problems and the state had given up on them. 

When I moved to Roger and New World Pictures, I asked him if I could buy a foreign film, and if he would give me a budget. He said, “Well, what do you have in mind?” I said, “I understand that Ingmar Bergman was just dropped by United Artists. He’s got a new picture called Cries and Whispers.” I hadn’t seen it, but Bergman’s one of my favorite directors. Roger says, “Yeah, I’m familiar with him. How much do you think you can get it for?” I said, “I’d like to get it for about $50,000.” He said, “You know what? That’s not a bad investment.” I said, “Okay, I’ll have to track it down. Max Laemmle owned Laemmle Theaters. He was familiar with Bergman’s agent, Paul Kohner, who was handling the sale of the film. So we made a deal with Paul, and we gave Max Laemmle a piece of the profits. I wound up buying the film for $50,000. Cries and Whispers actually wasn’t called Cries and Whispers at first: it was called Whispers and Cries. I talked Bergman into letting me change the title. 

SA: What was wrong with the original?



FM: I felt that it didn’t line up right. I felt “Cries” was more powerful, more dramatic, than “Whispers.” And you only have one chance to grab the audience with the title. The word “Cries” is more dramatic than “Whispers.” Bergman gave into my way of looking at it. I thought it would help us in the sales, which was my job. My job, after all, was to maximize the potential of the film for the director, for the producer, for the distributor. My favorite of all the films I bought was Amarcord. Oh, I love that film. Fellini. What a character.

SA: Do you have a Fellini story?

FM: Yes. When I brought Fellini to New York to do publicity for Amarcord, I asked him, “Is there anything I can do for you?” He says, “Well, there’re two things. One is: Can you arrange for me to meet Andy Warhol?” I told him, “Andy’s a personal friend of mine.” He said, “Really?” I said, “Yeah, I can do that.” There was a restaurant that he wanted to go to. I forget the name. I had no connection to it. It was the hottest restaurant in New York at the time. So I called Andy, and I said, “Andy, you’re not going to believe who’s in town.” He says, “Who?” I said, “Fellini.” “Fellini!” “I asked him if there was anything I can do for him. You know what he said? ‘Can you manage to get me to meet Andy Warhol?’” Warhol started screaming on the phone. “He also wants to go to so-and-so’s restaurant. Can you make a reservation for tomorrow, for you, for Fellini, his wife, who’s a great actress, and my wife and me?” And he did. Andy was a nice man. A very nice man. Very kind. 



Cries and Whispers was an incredible success. I did something that had never been done at that time: Open a quality film like that, a foreign film, on the East Side of New York. I had had a big war with Bergman about opening the picture at Christmas and opening it on the East Side. He was terrified that his film would get buried by the Christmas pictures. That’s when I told him I could get it fit in as “Alternative Entertainment” and that there was an audience that was looking for that kind of product. I opened it at Christmas. I labeled it “Alternative Entertainment” for folks who wanted to see something intelligent, rather than all of the Christmas pictures, which were all mostly kids’ movies. The film went through the roof. It kept breaking house records. Then Roger let me buy other films. I bought Amarcord, a Fellini film. I found that at Cannes. New World had an attorney, Barbara Boyle, do the negotiations and prepare the contracts. I also did The Kids Are Alright, The Who movie. I found that at Cannes too. I was selling Roger’s films there at the same time I was marketing the films in the United States. 

Those are three of the biggest ones that we had, of the foreign films, Cries and Whispers, Amarcord and The Kids Are Alright, although I wouldn’t say The Who movie was truly a foreign film. For the release of The Kids Are Alright, I decided to take a different approach to booking and publicity. The band was on tour and wherever they were, I would put the film in theaters and do radio promotions and give away tickets. That also worked out very well. 

SA: But you left the company. Why? 



FM: I left Roger to go work for another production company, this time First Artists, which was Barbra Streisand, Paul Newman, Dustin Hoffman, Sidney Poitier, Steve McQueen. There were five of them. They were distributing their films to Warner Bros. Phil Feldman was the chairman of the board. 

SA: One of the ideas that Roger Corman had was that talented people at New World Pictures moved on from New World Pictures, hopefully in an upward direction. 

FM: Absolutely. He never begrudged anyone going for moving on. Never, never. Actually, when I left for First Artists, he called me and asked me if I would come back. And I did, eventually. I had a problem with Jon Peters, Barbra Streisand’s boyfriend. The company was not doing well. Steve McQueen was dying at the time. He had cancer. He wanted to prove himself an actor. He wanted to do An Enemy of the People. Who we would sell Steve McQueen in the role of An Enemy of the People to I don’t know. That didn’t work out. It was an ugly situation. When An Enemy of the People opened, it bombed. There was no way to distribute it. Nobody wanted it. Warner Bros. wouldn’t send it out internationally, and I suggested that we treat it as an art film. Steve McQueen didn’t want that. He wanted it to go out wide. That’s around the time I left. I was just thinking about taking a rest for a period of time. Then Roger called me. He’d found out I had left First Artists. He asked me if I would come back. I said, “Depending on the circumstances.” So we had a negotiation, which Roger hates, and I went back. At that point he had sold New World, I think. It was called Concorde-New Horizons or New Horizons-Concorde.



SA: When you went to Concorde-New Horizons, were you back in the same role as sales manager?

FM: Yes.

SA: Let’s return to your recollections of New World Pictures. Tell me what else you did as head of sales.



FM: We were releasing ten-to-twelve films a year, so I don’t remember them all. They were basically films made in the Philippines at first. Cirio Santiago was a friend of Roger’s. He had connections with politicians in the government. Cirio was able to get Roger the participation of the Philippines army and its navy in some of the films, whatever they had there, which was a big help because it brought production value to the films. The Big Doll House was the first film that I distributed with him, Caged Heat and a bunch of others.

SA: A number of those films made in the Philippines were directed by Jack Hill, like The Big Doll House. You worked with Jack Hill on another picture in the mid-seventies, right? Outside of New World—

FM: Yes, I made two films with Jack Hill. I made The Swinging Cheerleaders, which I owned, and Stiletto Sisters.



SA: How involved were you in development of those films for New World from the Philippines that were so important in the company’s early years? There were films produced in the Philippines that Roger was buying and re-cutting and there were the films that were made in the Philippines with Roger’s people for New World.

FM: I was not involved in any of that. I was only involved in the marketing and distribution of the films. 

SA: Of course. Why would a sales manager be involved in development? I just know that you went into production later. When you would go to Cannes to buy pictures, how would you know when one was likely to perform well in the United States?



FM: I would just look at the film and decide whether or not it was something that was commercial enough for the East Side. But to answer you specifically, a film needed heart—there had to be heart in it. I had a knack for spotting that. Barbara Boyle, Roger’s lawyer, did all of the negotiations on those films. She had her own law firm but then worked for Roger, in-house, she and Paul Almond.

SA: So you would go to Cannes and say, “Boy, this one looks like it will do well in New York.” Tell me, how were you met by the people whom you approached to buy their films, especially the ones who must have thought, “Here’s this person who has seemingly very fine art-oriented taste in films, and he’s working for a company that makes exploitation movies.”

FM: I told them some of the films I had handled for Grove Press. They were quality films, although Grove Press turned into a porno house in the later years. 



SA: What would a day have been like for you when you went to work at New World? Were you on Sunset in the office building in West Hollywood?

FM: We rented space in that building, upstairs on the top floor. It was a learning experience at New World. I was always welcoming the opportunity to get involved. I didn’t learn as much from Roger as I did from the sub-distributors on the marketing and distribution of the films. I had to basically familiarize myself with all of the theater circuits all over the country. I would visit them, each branch, once every three months and sit with the theater owners. We weren’t a national distributor. We didn’t send them all out at one time. Ours were regional. I would make the determination where to open a film and then move the film from one territory to another. I would do the marketing, depending on the type of film it was. 

SA: What did you think of those years working with Roger?



FM: It was tough because he’s so cheap! But Roger gave me the opportunity to learn, to move on. He also took me in with educated people. I wasn’t an educated person. So I grew. Roger approved and made up all of the titles and all of the advertising. I had nothing to do with that. It was on me to figure out where to go, who the audience for a film would be. Most of the films were, excuse this expression, tits-and-ass movies. Those were the films that Roger was making at the time. They were drive-in films, basically, or downtown films. My job was to get the best drive-ins and the downtown films for the guys in the afternoons who go to those kind of films looking for breasts and frontal nudity. 



DAN OPATOSHU

Interview by Stephen B. Armstrong


Stephen B. Armstrong: You come from a family of writers and actors, and as a kid you went into show business too. 

Dan Opatoshu: It was always there. It’s as if I was the child of a coal miner and lived in a coal mining town, where a huge percentage end up being coal miners. The coal mining town was the entertainment industry for me from the earliest age. I remember being probably six or seven, and every weekend matinee I would be paid $25 by the stage manager to open and close the curtains of the Broadway show that my father was in. At the age of eight or nine, I went on the road with a musical called Silk Stockings, which my father had done for two years on Broadway and then was in the road company. He was under a 50 percent blacklist at the time, so theater was the only opportunity to pay the rent. He was still able to do television, but he wasn’t able to do feature films for major studios.

I spent around four months on the road with that company and always just assumed that’s what I would be doing with my life. I didn’t know as what, though. At first, I thought it would be “Okay, I’ll be an actor.” I did start studying acting at the age of fifteen or sixteen. I studied with Stella Adler, Uta Hagen and Sandy Meisner. But the more I got into it and the older I got, the more it became distasteful to me. Another thing was, in studying the Method, you’re supposed to get deeply into each line and be able to feel why the character is saying this. I would do these deep analyses and deep close textual readings. I finally found myself saying, “I know why I’m having problems coming up with the right emotional tone for this line. It’s the wrong line. It’s not what the character would be saying in this situation.” Then I said, “I should be writing the line.” I already didn’t like being on stage. I loved it in my younger years, but as I got older, I found it more and more uncomfortable and less rewarding. So I said, “Okay, I’ll be a writer instead.” 


I went to NYU for college, but I dropped out after two months. My declared major was political science. There were going to be midterms around Thanksgiving. I hadn’t bought one of the textbooks. I’d attended maybe three or four out of all the classes I had registered for. I remained out of school for two-and-a-half years, I guess. When I went back, it was to NYU’s film school, undergrad, with the intention not to be a director or a cinematographer but to be a writer. That was what I was going to do. I went on to do this for twenty years or so until that too became just too distasteful for me.

I basically left the business in the early ’90s when I returned to school again. I had never taken an academic course at NYU. You were supposed to do two years of academics there before moving on to two years of film work. I had finagled it to take every film course offered all the way through and only one academic course. I was supposed to go back and do two years of academics, but by then I was already working on Student Teachers for Roger Corman, and I said, “This is what I want to do for the rest of my life. Why am I going to ditch this now and go back to NYU and start dissecting frogs for two years?” So I didn’t. 

In the ’90s, when I’d had it with what had happened to the film industry and my own work and what possibilities there were for what I could write, I entered UCLA as an undergrad. The only thing I was waived from having to do was any film classes. Back in 1968 at NYU, it was all hippy-dippy physics for poets. By the ’90s at UCLA, you had to take six science courses and statistics. Actually having the undergrad experience in my mid-forties was a highlight of my life. I was happier doing that work. There were three times I was happiest in what I had to do when I woke up every morning: When I worked in the Fillmore East in New York from ’68 to ’71; those first years at New World Pictures; and then going back as a forty-something year old and having the opportunity to study with great teachers.


I was friends with a bunch of students at UCLA despite the age difference, but the people who became my closest friends were faculty who wanted to know how to get into the movie business, how to get their academic work turned into a feature film. They would recommend other teachers to me. Cream of the crop is what I got. My thing was: I’m paying for this. It’s not dependent on schedule. It’s not dependent on how quickly I can graduate to then go on and earn a living. It’s what’s going to be most rewarding.

I wouldn’t sign up for a class until I had attended two lectures by the professor, just walked in and sat in the back, had gone in and spoken to them, had had them give me what the syllabus was for the class. I was a history major, American history. It was fantastic. Then I went off to grad school, got my master’s and ended up ABD. At that point I knew that I didn’t want to become an academic. The faculty I most appreciated all took golden parachute retirements because that’s what UCLA was pushing. The people who were replacing them were
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