Trying to Bring Art Theaters Into the Future With Profit
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Todd Wagner, head of 2929 Entertainment, and his partner Mark Cuban have acquired the Landmark Theater chain, known for its support of art films.

Some wonder if the acquisition of Landmark will be good or bad for labor-of-love films. 

By ANNE THOMPSON

LOS ANGELES, July 16 — At the premiere party last month for the documentary “Bukowski: Born into This’’ at the venerable Musso & Frank Grill on Hollywood Boulevard, Todd Wagner looked out of place.

Wearing a vividly patterned shirt in a sea of black, Mr. Wagner, the Dallas-based Internet entrepreneur who with his billionaire partner Mark Cuban acquired Landmark Theatres last September, stood out from the crowd. 

But that night, as the partygoers celebrated a decidedly non-mainstream documentary about a Los Angeles-based beat poet in the barroom where Orson Welles once held court, Mr. Wagner was a major topic of conversation. The recurring theme: whether his acquisition of Landmark, the largest art house circuit in the country, was a good, or bad, development for labor-of-love films like “Bukowksi’’? 

Mr. Wagner and Mr. Cuban plan to bring big-media ideas of vertical integration to the art house world. The new owners are importing digital technology to Landmark’s 204 screens by equipping each of the 57 theaters in 21 markets with crisp, high-definition digital projection by year’s end, Mr. Wagner said in a later telephone interview from his office in Dallas. He envisions producing low-budget digital pictures through his HDNet Films, releasing them through his specialty-film distributor, Magnolia Pictures, projecting them on Landmark screens, selling them on DVD in Landmark theaters and broadcasting them on HDNet Movies, one of two high-definition television networks run by Mr. Cuban. Although the two men run different enterprises within their partnership, they both have financial interests in all.

Some in the independent film community fear that as Mr. Cuban and Mr. Wagner reach for this integrated, high-tech future, they will ultimately veer towards more commercial fare, putting a cultural resource at risk. Landmark helped spawn the independent film movement, nurturing the careers of filmmakers like John Waters, David Lynch, Spike Lee and Gus Van Sant, providing safe havens for movies like “Pink Flamingos,’’ “Blue Velvet.’’ “She’s Gotta Have It’’ and “Drugstore Cowboy.’’ 

Doing little to assuage these fears is the fact that five top executives have departed since Mr. Wagner and Mr. Cuban took over last September. “Landmark can’t afford to make mistakes that change the perception of what these theaters have meant to audiences, filmmakers and distributors,” Gary Meyer, a San Francisco exhibitor who was a cofounder of the chain with Steve Gilula in 1975, wrote in an e-mail. “It is already tough for deserving movies to get opened, and if commercial films start to fill Landmark screens, it will get worse.” 

Mr. Wagner and his fellow Indiana University graduate Mr. Cuban made their first fortunes when they sold Broadcast.com to Yahoo for $5.7 billion in 2001. But the two men have very different public personas. Mr. Cuban appears to love the public eye, mixing it up with the public (and referees) as the owner of the Dallas Mavericks of the National Basketball Association. (He will also have his own network television reality show this fall, “The Benefactor.”) 

Mr. Wagner is less well known. His 2929 Entertainment produces conventional movies like “Godsend” and the upcoming Steven Soderbergh production “Criminal,” and oversees the digital production house HDNet Films, The Rysher Entertainment Library, Magnolia Pictures, and Landmark Theatres. 

The two high-tech entrepreneurs purposely chose these specialty venues for their experiments, Mr. Wagner said, to keep away from the studio conglomerates and their lucrative, separate windows for ancillary markets: international, television, pay-per-view and DVD. 

“We are trying to learn the entertainment business as fast as we can,” said Mr. Wagner. “We’re not competing with major studios or theater chains. We’re not changing one iota what Landmark stands for. We’ll use technology to make it more efficient. We’re experimenting for others to follow.” 

“I want to get product to those people when something is still current and they’re still talking about it,” added Mr. Wagner, who plans to add DVD and foreign sales divisions to his vertical entertainment empire. “We’ll do right by filmmakers by enhancing revenues and lowering costs. The crux of this is efficiency. Whether it’s Netflix, or Yahoo Store or Amazon in the virtual world, we’ll figure out ways to distribute that product.” 

Some veterans of the independent film world welcome the push for change. “We need new people who don’t care for the same old same old,” said Ted Hope, a New York producer. “We all benefit from new people coming in from different arenas.” 

But the concerns remain. 

Landmark is a “missing element in the matrix of distribution,” said Tom Bernard, co-president of Sony Pictures Classics. “If movies like ‘Capturing the Friedmans’ and ‘The Fog of War’ and films without distribution are taken off the booking list, that’s going to be a real blow to the specialty marketplace. It is a very scary prospect.” 

Last fall the culture clash between old and new Landmark management came to a head during a meeting when Mr. Wagner blamed his chief executive, Bert Manzari, for a dip in box office revenue. Both Mr. Manzari and his chief operating officer, Paul Richardson, who started with Landmark nearly 30 years ago, had left the chain in 1999 when it was owned by Silver Cinemas International, which filed for bankruptcy in 2000. It continued operating in bankruptcy and was brought back to profitability after they returned in 2001. They left the company this May. 

“We were reluctant to move with the rapidity they were requesting,” said Mr. Manzari, who questioned plans to run digital TV commercials before movie trailers. 

Mr. Wagner is not apologetic for wanting to move quickly. “What’s the best way to leverage the technology?” asked Mr. Wagner. “There can be alternative content, other events certain days of the week. We want to attract filmmakers willing to try things. If we can bring costs down by experimenting with transporting movies from theater to theater, that’s a win for everybody.” 

“Just because something has been a certain way forever, it’s not the best way,” he added. “Our goal is not to remake the exhibition business. These standalone businesses will help each other in certain ways. But you’d be crazy to interfere with the core successful businesses. We use technology as an after-burner to make the rocket fly faster.”

