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The Little Art Theatre in Yellow Springs, Ohio, 
played a role in this year's Oscar race for best 
documentary.

DOCS TO WATCH
 

Here are some of the documentaries competing for Oscar 
nominations in that category this year:

MOVIE NAME COMMENTS

Summercamp! A snapshot of the childhood 
rituals at a Wisconsin sleepaway 
camp 

Protagonist Interwoven portraits of an 
"ex-gay" preacher, a bank robber, 
a terrorist and a martial artist 

 

November 9, 2007

Taking the Back Road to the Oscars
Documentary-Race Rule
Leads to Remote Shows;
An Audience of Nobody

By JOHN JURGENSEN
November 9, 2007; Page W1

YELLOW SPRINGS, Ohio -- At the Little Art Theatre, a single-screen 

shoebox in this village east of Dayton, the concession stand is too small for 

a fountain soda machine and the yellow "Admit One" tickets can't be 

bought in advance.

But despite its humble spot in the movie-industry food chain, this 

and other small cinemas are playing a pivotal role in this year's 

Academy Awards race. The reason: stricter requirements about 

how widely documentary films must be shown to qualify for an 

Oscar nomination. The controversial rule change is playing out 

this fall in remote, unlikely venues throughout the country. And 

while that has brought a short-lived windfall to art-house 

theaters, it is putting a heavy financial burden on filmmakers in a 

notoriously cash-strapped genre.

Late last year, the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences 

announced that, in addition to a seven-day run in either Los 

Angeles or New York, feature-length documentaries also must be screened in 14 theaters in at least 10 

states to be in the running. The Academy thought it needed to raise the bar for two reasons: One is to 

cope with the growing number of documentaries spawned by cheaper digital cameras and editing tools. 

The other is to make sure that all documentaries in contention have a substantial theatrical release. That 

would discourage documentaries funded by TV networks such as Discovery Channel from entering the 

Oscar race. (Oscars are limited to theatrical releases, while TV productions can win Emmy Awards.)

This new "multistate theatrical rollout" raised the 

stakes significantly from last year, when a short tour 

was required only for the handful of movies that 

landed on the short list of potential nominees. This 

year's short list will be announced next week.

The new rule was a major step in the Academy's 

efforts to fix a problematic category. Critics have 

complained that Oscar voters too often honor 

obscure documentaries while ignoring those that 



Hollywood Report - WSJ.com http://online.wsj.com/article_print/SB119457332563887440.html

2 of 4 11/13/2007 3:01 PM

We Are Together Highlights the singing of children 
in a South African AIDS 
orphanage 

Larry Flynt: The 
Right to Be Left 
Alone

A biopic of the veteran 
pornographer and First 
Amendment crusader 

Taxi to the Dark Side Examines the death of an Afghan 
taxi driver while in U.S. custody 

Total Denial Documents human-rights abuses 
by the Burmese military 

win wide acclaim, such as 1995's basketball story 

"Hoop Dreams." In response, the Academy began 

requiring a limited theatrical release.

More recently, the problem has been the deluge of 

submissions. Historically, about 50 feature 

documentaries vied for nominations each year, but 

that figure rose to the 80s recently, according to the 

Academy's executive director, Bruce Davis. This 

season, he says, 70 submissions have come in.

"We wanted to make sure that the films we had to sort through have had some theatrical existence," Mr. 

Davis says. "We've been tinkering with this for a while." In fact, the rule book is still getting edited: Last 

month, the Academy announced that it had "streamlined" the documentary requirements for next year -- 

by eliminating the key change of this year, the requirement that contenders be shown in 10 states.

This season, that rule has forced filmmakers to confront a risky cost-benefit question. An Oscar nod can 

translate into a boost in DVD sales and more-lucrative offers from distributors and TV networks. Yet 

with only five nomination slots, filmmakers had to gamble on whether their odds were good enough to 

initiate the costly multistate run. Since these films were untested products, theater owners weren't likely 

to agree to run them. That resulted in the unusual practice of filmmakers paying a distributor to book a 

movie in theaters, instead of the other way around.

Funding Plea

A handful of distributors stepped in to handle the tangled logistics. But instead of selecting films based 

on their quality or potential to fill seats, the distributors mainly acted as contractors. One was Gregory 

Gardner, who charged filmmakers about $10,000 each to fulfill the first stage of the qualifying process 

with a seven-day run of screenings in Los Angeles. For the next stage, the multistate rollout, he charged 

an additional $20,000 for each film. Most of that money was used to rent screens in the far-flung theaters.

The lure of an Oscar compelled first-time director Logan Smalley to email another funding plea to the 

several thousand backers of his movie, "Darius Goes West," about a Georgia teen with muscular 

dystrophy who journeys to California to persuade MTV to "pimp" his wheelchair. Last summer, Mr. 

Smalley raised the additional $30,000 to pay Mr. Gardner -- almost half what he spent to make the movie. 

But that didn't leave any money to advertise "Darius" during its multistate rollout.

A lack of publicity for the Oscar contenders has resulted in films being shown to 

seas of empty seats -- or even totally empty theaters. Critics say that's an ironic 

side effect of the Academy's screening requirement, which was aimed at 

drawing submissions that the public could see in movie houses.

At the Little Art Theatre in Ohio, "Billy the Kid" opened on a recent Thursday. 

The film follows an eccentric high schooler with a passion for AC/DC and 

karate as he struggles to find his place in a small town. When the lights went 

down at 2 p.m., this reporter made up the entire audience. Only eight tickets 

were sold during the required six showings over three consecutive days.

The Moxie, a single-screen cinema in Springfield, Mo., sold just over 200 

tickets to "Meeting Resistance," made by two photojournalists who shadowed 

insurgents in Iraq. Personal appearances by those directors bolstered turnout, 

says Moxie owner Dan Chilton. But the other films didn't fare as well. "Darius 
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The Moxie, a cinema in 
Springfield, Mo., that's helping 
fulfill the Oscar documentary 
rules

A scene from 'Billy the Kid,' an Oscar hopeful.

A scene from 'War/Dance,' another Oscar 
hopeful.

Goes West" attracted a single ticket buyer, whom Mr. Chilton addressed directly 

during his customary introduction before show time.

The most popular Oscar hopeful so far 

at the Flicks, a theater in Boise, Idaho, was "The Business of 

Being Born," a Ricki Lake-produced look at the childbirth 

industry that caught the attention of the Boise birthing 

community. But only one person showed up for the opening of 

"Meeting Resistance." "They were probably pretty lonely in 

there," says owner Carole Skinner.

"Billy the Kid" director Jennifer Venditti, a New York casting 

agent who discovered her subject while scouting for extras in Maine, says it cost about $25,000 to qualify 

her film, using two distributors. She argues that the pay-to-play nature of this year's documentary race is 

at odds with the award's image.

"It's supposed to be based on the merits of the film, but you can't even be considered if you don't have the 

money," she says. Recently, as "Billy" was completing its qualifying run, the movie got picked by a small 

distributor; an official release is set for December and an HBO airing is planned.

"War/Dance," about three children who leave their Ugandan refugee camp to compete in a 

music-and-dance competition, has its official premiere today when distributor ThinkFilm releases it in 

New York and Los Angeles. But out-of-the-way markets including Montpelier, Vt., and Three Oaks, 

Mich., already have had a crack at it. For "War/Dance" and four other hopefuls, ThinkFilm didn't corral 

critics to screenings or announce the show venues on its Web site because the company is saving up its 

marketing ammo for a late-year Oscar push. "It's better to have them perceived from the get-go as 

awards-caliber films," says ThinkFilm's head of theatrical, Mark Urman.

In fact, there are other sound reasons for signing up obscure 

theaters to meet the Academy's requirement. For films that 

haven't scored a distribution deal, potential distributors could shy 

away from a movie that already had exposure in bigger cities.

"In that case, the best theater [for the qualifying run] is the one in 

the smallest town with the least amount of media," says Ken 

Eisen, co-director of the nonprofit Railroad Square Cinema in 

Waterville, Maine. He also runs Shadow Distribution, which 

coordinated the rollout of six documentaries. Although Shadow 

turned a small profit from the venture, Mr. Eisen says there's a 

"certain perversity" in scheduling screenings for which attendance is an afterthought.

Because of Mr. Eisen's links to the art-house circuit (Shadow Distribution puts out about four of its own 

indie films a year), he was able to line up 18 theaters to participate. Using the fees he charged 

filmmakers, Mr. Eisen paid theaters $650 for each film they locked into their schedule before the 

Academy's Nov. 15 deadline. He also allowed theaters to pocket any ticket sales. It was an unexpected 

boon to theater owners accustomed to shouldering risk: Distributors typically take about half of box 

office revenue and rarely pay anything upfront.

A 'Kick in the Rear'

"That was the kick in the rear for me," says Jenny Cowperthwaite, owner of the Little Art Theatre. A 

native of Yellow Springs, she started working in the cramped ticket booth when she was 15 years old and 
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now runs it herself with the help of part-timers. The 1930s-era theater survives today "by the skin of our 

teeth," Ms. Cowperthwaite says. With the $3,250 she received to screen five documentaries, she invested 

in a sorely needed DVD projector.

But Ms. Cowperthwaite won't be able to count on a similar boost next Oscar season, with the Academy 

scratching the multistate requirement after complaints about the expense and logistical hurdles. Instead, 

documentaries will have to be screened for at least seven days in both Los Angeles and Manhattan instead 

of in just one of those cities.

Yet some critics say this change only substitutes one financial burden on documentary makers with 

another. That's because the Academy requires that the films be shown in New York and L.A. using a 

35mm print or with a state-of-the-art digital projector. But film prints are costly and most theaters lack 

such projectors, which could force filmmakers to cover the rental fee for the gear.

Write to John Jurgensen at john.jurgensen@wsj.com1
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