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ITIS A DECEPTIVELY PLEASANT DAY ON THE CROI-
scrte as Ridley Scott’s financial A-team—attorney
Nigel Sinclair, CAA agent John Ptak, and French
producer Alain Goldman—sit down for a sunny

lunch at the Gaumont villa, high in the hills over-
looking the yacht-dazzled waters of Cannes.
Across the table are two of the most powerful film
executives in Europe—Nicolas Seydoux and Pa-
trice Ledoux, president and general manager, respec-
tively, of Gaumont, the largest production-distribu-
tion-¢xhibition company m France.

The goal of the meeting 1s to
reassure the French studio that this
film—not the other Columbus
movie, produced by the maverick
father and son team Alexander
and llya Salkind, which was an-
nounced this morning in the
trades—is gomng to be the Colum-
bus film. This one has Gérard De-
pardieu—perhaps the biggest non—
English-speaking movie star in the
world—not to mention Ridley
Scott, the director of Blade Runner,
Alien, and the festival’s closmg-
night film, Thelma & Louise. [t1s a
film worthy of the 500th anniv—

A dull roar—the table and all
of Cannes look up, stunned, as a
promotional bombing fleet of 28
biplanes drones forward, trailing
banners that will eventually span

the length of the harbor: TIMO-
THY DALTON IS CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS IN A

GEORGE P. COSMATOS FILM: “CHRISTOPHER CO-
LUMBUS—THE DISCOVERY.” Conversation 1s
muted for a full ive minuces as the longest credit
roll in history passes by. Scott’s men look at onc
another in silence: This 15 war.

ACTUALLY, THIS IS JUST ONE MORE BATTLE IN THE
long, arduous campaign to finance Ridley Scott’s
historical epic, 1492: Congquest of Paradise—at $45
million, probably the largest purely independent
movie ever made. The story of 1ts financing, like
Columbus’s own twelve-year battle for foreign
funds, is a lesson in politics, business savvy, and
bullheaded persistence and a transatlantic journey
into an cxotic new world of feature-film finance.

Scott had rarely worked outside the studio
system when he and Goldman decided—against
the advice of many and after every studio had
turned them down—to mount 1492 indcpen-
dently: Sharing producer credit, mamtaming
creative control, and, once the hlm was com-
pleted, owning the negative. But the odds
against them were long.

The film was budgeted at around $49 mil-z
lion, an unhcard-of amount for an indie feature, §
and yet there was no equity or glue money, no*
godfather or corporate entity to shepherd itf
along: The only assets were the film itself andn
whatever talent could be attracted to 1t—on a3
contingent, not pay-or-play, basis. The project
also had a deadline that was, n effect, a kill
date—Columbus Day 1992—as well as a rival

Columbus movie competing for the same fi-

nancial resources . . . and all this during a
worldwide recession.

But Scott's eyes were fixed on a star—Gérard
Depardieu—and when the French actor came on
board in February 1991, the film suddenly be-
came credible. The first battle could now begin.

AMERICAN FILM MARKET, MARCH [9%1, THE PRO-
ducers have planned a surprise attack on the
market, with no advance warning that a Ridley
Scott movie with Gérard Depardien as Colum-
bus will be available in Suite 444 of Loews San-
ta Monica Beach Hotel for presales. Foreign
buyers are ecstatic, lining up to hear Scott pitch
the project himself and, later, to negotiate pre-
sale guarantees with Goldman and fellow
Frenchman Patrick Wachsberger of Odyssey
Distributors, Ltd., the L.A.-based foreign sales
company handling worldwide sales.

The Salkind project, which 1s caught off-
guard, isn't being sold ar the markert, leaving
this Columbus free to lock up the best deals
with the strongest distributors in each territory.
Each presale contract represents a dollar



amount that the producers will be able to
bank—they hope—using the guarantees (of
money to be paid on delivery of the film)
as collateral to borrow aganst for the pro-
duction budget. leeland, itselt a nation of
satlors, 1s the first country to sign on, and
by the end of the market, $15 million
worth of contracts—30 percent of the bud-
get—have been signed.

THE SUCCESSFUL PRESALES STRATEGY AT
the AFM is only one part of a larger,
three-prong attack conceived at a plan-
ning meeting in Beverly Hills in late Feb-
ruary. The primary architects of the plan
are two new members of the team,
CAA's Ptak (a recent émigré from the
Willilaim Morris Agency who brought
with him old chent Depardieu and new
chent Scott) and attorney Sinclair of Sin-
clair Tenenbaum & Co., Inc.

Both Ptak and Sinclair are highly expen-
ennced film-finance packagers, pioncers i a
new kind of funding phenomenon: A-level,
major-release pictures that combine the indic
fimancing techniques of the '80s { banking
agamst foreign and domestic presales) with
emerging  coproduction  opportunities  and
government grant programs. The basic fi-
nancial plan for 1492 15 a combination of

three clements not usually found together:
Traditional forcign presales to major territo-
rics, a strong U.S. distnbution deal from a
major studio, and a French-Spamish-U.K.
coproduction that would give access to state
subsidics and enhanced distnibution deals in
Spamn and France. Odyssey is to handle inter-
national sales, Ptak will do the North Ameri-
can deal and devise the overall strategy, and
Goldman will set up the coproductions, with
Sinclair finding a bank to lend against con-
tracts and his firm pulling together and man-
aging the mterrelationships of every deal on
behalf of the production. At least, that is the
plan.

Ptak finds the majors less than enthusiastic
about what they perceive as an expensive
15th-century history lesson starring a forcign
actor not wellknown to U.S. audicnces.
(This 15 before the success of Green Card.)
Other obstacles include a Salkind lawsuit—
later dropped—<claiming Scott 15 using their
ideas for his version, and the fact that only
LS. rights are avatlable. (This would be less
of a problem today; now studios often prefer
split-rights deals, which allow them to dis-
tribute more films at less risk.)

In Paris, meanwhile, Goldman, the film’s
official French coproducer, is assembling
various Spamish and French elements—ac-

tors, locations, technicians, ctc.—to cnsure
that the film will quality as an ofhcaal
“French™ film i France and an official
“Spanish™ film in Spain. Nauonality sta-
tus will give the production access to
government grants and subsidies designed
to help the local film industries and can
triple the iilm's television value in France,
by mecting content quotas designed to re-
ward domestic product over forcign (1.¢.,
Hollywood) product.

Applying for nationahity status 1s cx-
hausting and highly political, with a level
of government mvolvement (and paper-
work) that would be shocking to most
Americans. Luckily, Depardicu is buddics
with the French Mmister of Culture, Jack
Lang, and he introduces Lang to Goldman
and Scott. Lang, who sces 1492 as a proto-
type for a new kind of A-level French
movic, becomes an enthusiastic supporter
of the film, making phone calls and mtro-
ductions across Europe and giving the proj-
cct its first financial grant,

Nationality status 1s much ecasier to achieve
in England, especially with Scott as the UK.
coproducer. Though there are no grant
momes or financial incentives mvolved, there
15 onc crucial advantage to English national-
ity status: It allows the film to be shot in



English (the language that travels best world-
wide) and still remain within the coproduc-
non treaty network.

In Spain, the Spanish coproducer of 1492,
Pere Fages, 1s told that the project s too

American, In spite of the many weeks of
shooting planned in Spain, the hiring of

Spanish crews and actors {including Spanish
star Fernando Rey), and the inherently Span-
ish nature of the story. Worse yet, the
Quinto Centenario, the state agency oversee-
ing the 500th-anniversary celebrations, has
given its blessing and, more important, its
boats (scale replicas of the Nifia, Pinta, and
Santa Maria) to the Salkind film.

The loss of the Spanish boats is a major
blow, and a meeting is called in London
to restrategize in preparation for Cannes.
A decision 1s made to order boats from
Bristol, and the priority now shifts to
closing a firm U.S. studio deal and get-
ting it hefore the Salkinds, who already
have reached a tentative agreement with
Universal.

French giant Gaumont has meanwhile
been tracking the film with increasing in-
terest, and after a chance encounter be-
tween Scott, Depardicu, Goldman, and
the top Gaumont execs at the César
Awards (the French equivalent of the Os-
cars), a mceting 1s set up in Paris for
Goldman and Gaumont’s Ledoux. Gold-
man calmly presents a price for French
rights to the film, a portion of which
(about 81 million) must be paid up front
and 1s nonrefundable.

Two days later, Goldman has a deal,
and Gaumont becomes the first European
company to come on board as a partner.
The total amount, reportedly around $§8
million, i1s all the more amazing because
the film has not yet been designated an
official French coproduction; its value in
France wiil be considerably lower if na-
tionality status is not given. With this
first infusion of real capital, the film can
now begin preproduction, opening an of-
fice at England’s Pinewood Studios and
ordering the boats.

FOR PTAK, THE CANNES FESTIVAL IS5 ONE
long 1492 meeting. It is 3 A.M., and he is
st1ill on the phone to L.A., racing against
time to close a U.S. studio deal with new
Paramount chief Stanley Jaffe (producer
of Ridley Scott’s Black Rain). At four,
Ptak 1s on the Hoor, scribbling notes on
Hotel Majestic stationery. On a confer-
ence call with him are Goldman and Sin-
clair, also at Cannes, Scott in New York,
just-hired Brandoen Tartikoff on the Para-
mount lot, and Jaffe on his car phone.
Ptak tinishes the handwritten deal memo
and faxes 1t to L.A. The next day, the
Paramount deal (for approximately $10
million, with a start date in September)

hits the trades: Another battle won.

With Paramount and Gaumont now on
board, Wachsberger has no trouble clos-
ing the remaining territories for what has
now become a triple-A picture. All fi-
nancing appears to be falling into place,
both in terms of presale and coproduction
deals, except for one area.

I'T I5 THE WORST BANKING PERIOD SINCLAIR
has ever seen. The prominent film lenders
of the past decade—Guinness Mahon,
British and Commonwealth Merchant
Bank, and Credit Lyonnais—are in full
retreat, licking their wounds from bad
corporate debt, bad management, and/or
bad luck in the entertainment business.
While many banks would like to get in-
volved with this film and with Scott, they
are terrified by the numbers—$45 million
is fine for a corporate line of credit, but
for one movie?

What is most difficult 1s finding a bank
that will lend against coproduction contracts,
since their value is contingent on receiving
nationality approval, something that cannot
happen until the film 1s completed.

The entire team gathers at the Hotel du
Cap to welcome Scott, who has arrived for
the final three days of the festival to pro-
mote Thelma & Louise. The casual dinner
turns into a six-hour meeting.

Attorney David Norris of Marriott
Harrison now huddles with former proté-
g€ Sinclair to create a new strategy. In-
stead of trying to bank a full $45 million
as planned, why not bank $20 million
(against all the foreign contracts except
France and Spain) and then renegotiate
with the distributors to cash-flow the dif-
ference with advances against completion?
The 1dea 1s unusual for an independent
film—distributors usually won't cash-
flow a project unless they own it, since
they have no sccurity if the film 1s aban-
doned. But the plan works. It does com-
plicate the process, however; now all 30
contracts will have to fall into place at the
same time before funding can begin.

In a final coup, Goldman is able to con-
vince French media lender Sodete/UFCA
to cash-flow the Gaumont guarantee and,
eventually, all government grants and co-
production contracts from Spain and
France. Since Sodete 1s owned by impor-
tant European banks with strong ties to
government agencies, the governments
would be far more likely to fulfill their
contracts.

The September start date has to be
moved back to November, and Scott now
returns to London to focus on the actual
production of the film. Goldman returns
to Paris, and Sinclair and Ptak head to
L.A. for the next campaign: The bank and

bond wars.

THE L.A. OFFICE OF JAPANESE-OWNED DAIWA
Bank Ltd. now signs on as the lead bank to
cover all non-Sodete lending. Daiwa agrees
to lend $10 million of the $22 million need-
ed, and a syndicate of banks—then-named
NMB Bank of Amsterdam (now called
ING Bank) and the London oftice of Ger-
many's Berliner Bank Ag.—is pulled to-
gether to cover the rest.

In August, with cathedrals being con-
structed in Costa Rica and ships in England,
the money is quickly running out, with no
bank deal yet signed. The start date is moved
back once agamn, to December 2, 1991, and
this time it has to stick, or else there is a risk
of missing the cructal 1992 release date. At
the last minute, Ptak persuades Paramount to
kick in half of its guarantee (85 million) as an
advance, and Goldman hikewise convinces
Sodete to advance monies toward escalating
preproduction costs. Meanwhile, a new line
producer must be found, and Scott finds
himself longing for the deep-pocket security
of a studio production.

Sinclair and the L.A. team are in daily
negotiations with Daiwa to try to close
the bank loan, arguing that the collateral
(the contracts) 1s sufficient to cover the
budget and that the specific deal points of
each contract are being met. With the re-
cession spreading worldwide, the value of
many territories 1s a continuing source of
debate, with the bank sometimes dis-
counting contracts to 60 percent or 30
percent of their gross value (and in the
case of two countries, () percent).

The Completion Bond Company (CBC)
gets involved in late September, analyzing
the overall level of risk of the production to
decide whether it i1s willing to bond the
movie (1.e., to guarantee the bank that the
film will be completed and delivered for
the exact amount the bank is financing).
The bond company is especially concerned
about the French and Spanish government
contracts; 1f a government defaults, what
will you do—sue Spain? The filming of
ships at sea i1s another high-risk area, but
equally treacherous is trying to meet the
film’s worldwide release date, with simul-
tancous openings planned in seven different
languages around the world.

The CBC now has a foot-high stack of
contracts—in three different languages—
to sort through, with no time for transla-
tions. Besides the time pressure (the Sal-
kinds are already shooting), there is huge
money pressure from Sodete, Paramount,
and Gaumont, who have taken great risks
in advancing monies without sccurity,
and who are now cager for the reassur-
ance of a signed completion guarantee.
Almost everyone has been working for free
for over a year, and most of the principals
now defer their fees against unbanked col-
lateral in order to help bond the picture.




Exactly one month away from principal
photography, the final budget is deter-
mined (at around $45 million), and the
bond company believes there 15 a2 $3 mul-
hion shortfall between the bonded budget
and the actual cost. The next three weeks
are spent working the numbers, with the
bank and bond company trying to reduce,
defer, or lay off line items in the budget
and the producers and their representa-
tives trying to get a higher discounted
percentage on the value of the contracts,
plus even greater deferrals of fees, etc.

With source money in three different
currencies—dollars, francs, and pesos—and
expenditures in pesos, dollars, and Costa
Rican colons, currency issues become im-
portant, especially when dollars need to be
spent in pesos, pesos in colons, etc. “Hedge
contracts”’ are bought to lock in current ex-
change rates to protect against currency
fluctuations.

Meanwhile, Goldman isn't sleeping
much. He spends his days with the bank
and the bond people, his nights on the
phone to Sodete, Gaumont, and the pro-
duction office. Every day of the past three
weeks he hoped would be the closing.
But you can’t wait for a closing; you have
to make it happen.

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 22 1991, 5EVENTEEN
people sit around the conference table at
Sinclair Tenenbaum, wondering, “Is this
really the closing?” Others stand by on
the phone: Line producer lain Smith in
London, Richard Fowkes at Paramount,
and, 1n Spain, Scott himself. Sinclair and
Ptak lay down the ground rules: Nobody
leaves the room until the deal is done . . .
or there 1s no picture,

The shortfall has been reduced to $1 mil-
lion. The goal of the meeting is to find it,
so that the bond company can sign off on
the guarantee, the bank can close the fi-
nancing, and the money can be wired. Ev-
eryone present has already stretched, com-
promised, given to the bone,

Sinclair turns to the bank’s lawyer, Kach-
erine Goodman, the keeper of the purse.
“What do you need in order to fund to-
morrow? Who do you need it from?” He
goes around the room, matching problems
with solutions.

The first round of concessions comes
from the sheer pressure of being here, the
energy of facing people, not documents.
The mood slowly begins to change. Post-
production houses and labs get surprise
calls, are asked to reduce or defer their
costs until after delivery. Distributors

change their deals at the last minute.

Ptak and Sinclair play good cop/bad
cop. Smclair takes people out of the
room, “‘persuades” them; Ptak then
smoothes things over. People split into
groups, consult in the hallway, return
with an offer, another compromise: If
you’'ll do this, we'll . . .

A slow sense of euphoria, as people re-
alize, perhaps for the first time, that this
film might actually happen. ... They
shake hands, some in tears. There is 2
feeling that something more than com-
merce has happened here.

TWO DAYS BEFORE THANKSGIVING, FIVE
days before the start of principal photog-
raphy, the first production funds are
wired to Spain.

A Briush director and French producer,
with the help of a Hollywood agent and law-
yer, will make an international release that
somehow isn’t “'foreign,” a mainstream
movie with over three quarters of the budget
coming from outside the U.S. A new kind
of European-American film is born. -
Todd Coleman is a journalist and screenwriter liv-
ing in Hollywood. This is his first piece for
PREMIERE.




