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The Creative Producer ï The Michael Klinger Papers 

Andrew Spicer ï University of the West of England 

 

Introduction  

This paper is based on documents that were deposited at the University of the West of 

England in 2007 by Michael Klingerôs son, Tony. The Klinger Papers are an archive 

that consists of approximately 200 suspension files and numerous screenplays 

concerning 21 projects on which Klinger worked as producer or executive producer 

from the late 1960s to the mid-1980s. They are a very rich source of material, not 

available elsewhere, including itemized breakdowns of production costs; film grosses; 

copies of financial agreements with investors; distribution sales and territorial rights; 

television broadcasting deals; negotiations with authors and actors over rights and 

payments; company profit and loss accounts and promotion and publicity material. 

Comprehensive material exists for several films, including Gold (1974), which I have 

chosen as a case study. I was awarded a two-year AHRC Research Grant in July to 

catalogue and interpret these papers. The essential elements are: appointment of a full-

time Research Assistant (RA) who will work under my supervision to catalogue the 

Papers; place selected documents online; conduct interviews with me of several 

creative personnel who worked closely with Klinger; co-author articles and a 

monograph on Klinger; organise a mid-point symposium that will debate the role of 

the producer in British cinema. This last element forms part of a wider project, which 

includes my work on Sydney Box and the monograph published in Manchester 

University Pressôs óBritish Film Makersô series, whose (modest!) aim is to re-write 

British film history from the perspective of the óproducer-artistô, a formulation Iôll 
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come back to in conclusion. The project will commence in January after the RA has 

been appointed. 

 

The Producer  

 

Although Michael Klinger was the most successful independent producer in the 

1970s, he has become one of the legions of the lost in British cinema. This occlusion, 

is symptomatic of the neglect of the producerôs role within British cinema studies (and 

within Film Studies in general ï see Spicer, 2004), which, in Alexander Walkerôs deft 

formulation, óhas to be resisted if films are to make sense as an industry that can 

sometimes create artô (Walker, 1986, p. 17). The producer is conventionally 

characterised as conservative, philistine and anti-creative, as summarised by Ben 

Hechtôs outburst: óThe producer is a sort of bank guard. His objective is to see that 

nothing is put on the screen that people are going to dislike. This means practically 99 

per cent of literature, thinking, probings of all problems.ô (Quoted in Bernstein, 2000, 

p. 394). In contradistinction to other creative personnel in the film industry ï actors, 

set designers, screenwriters, directors, cinematographers ï the producer does not 

possess a set of specific craft skills but rather what Leo Rosten defines as óthe ability 
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to recognize ability, the knack of assigning the right creative persons to the right 

creative spots. He should have knowledge of audience tastes, a story sense, a 

businessmanôs approach to costs and the mechanics of picture making. He should be 

able to manage, placate, and drive a variety of gifted, impulsive, and egocentric 

peopleô (Rosten, 1941, pp. 238-39). Above all ï and this, I suggest is his or her real 

importance for analysis ï the producer is involved in the whole production process, as 

Michael Balcon characterizes the role: ó[t]he one person who can apprehend a film as 

an entity and be able to judge its progress and development from the point of view of 

the audience who will eventually view itô; a mediator between commerce and 

creativity, having óa dual capacity as the creative man and the trustee of the 

moneybagsô (Balcon, 1945, p. 5). However, this role as mediator and anticipator of 

audience taste does not have to be conservative, as Sydney Box argued: óA film 

producer has two responsibilities: to the public and to his backers. If he is an 

imaginative and courageous producer, the two may coincide. The ideal producer, it 

seems to me, must always look ahead and try not merely to acquiesce in box-office 

trends but to lead public opinion and gauge future audience requirementsô (Box, 

1948).  

 With these general formulations in mind, Iôd like to review Klingerôs career 

briefly before turning to my case study to exemplify and concretise some of the key 

issues.  

 

Klingerôs Career  

Rotund, cigar-chomping and ebullient ï Sheridan Morley described him as resembling 

ñnothing so much as a flamboyant character actor doing impressions of Louis B. 
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Meyerò
1
 ï Michael Klinger might seem a caricature of the producer, but this image 

belied a quicksilver intelligence, photographic memory and a cultivated mind. 

 

 

(Michael Klinger on location with Gold; courtesy of Tony Klinger) 

 

Born in 1920, the son of Polish Jewish immigrants who had settled in Londonôs East 

End, Klingerôs entry into the film industry came via his ownership of two Soho strip 

clubs, the Nell Gwynn and the Gargoyle ï that were used for promotional events such 

as the Miss Cinema competition and by film impresarios such as James Carreras ï and 

through an alliance with a fellow Jewish East Ender Tony Tenser, who worked for a 

film distribution company, Miracle Films. In October 1960, they set up Compton 

Films which owned the Compton Cinema Club ï that showed, to anyone over twenty-

one, nudist and other uncertificated, often foreign, films ï and Compton Film 

Distributors which started out with a modest slate of salacious imported films (e.g. 

Tower of Lust) and a series of imaginative publicity stunts. However, finding it 
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difficult to obtain sufficient films, Klinger and Tenser started making their own low-

budget films, beginning with Naked as Nature Intended (November 1961) directed by 

George Harrison Marks and starring his girlfriend Pamela Green (Hamilton, 2005: 10-

14). 

 On the strength of a modest success, Tenser and Klinger formed a new 

company, Tekli, to make several films ï including The Yellow Teddybears (1963) and 

The Pleasure Girls (1965) ï that combined salaciousness with an attempt at 

examining serious sexual issues, an assortment of different genres ï comedy, period 

horror and sci-fi  ï and two óshockumentariesô ï London in the Raw (1964) and 

Primitive London (1965). 

 Klinger and Tenser were highly ambitious, but culturally divergent. 

Characteristically, when Roman Polanski arrived in London and approached the pair 

to obtain finance having failed elsewhere, it was Klinger who had seen Knife in the 

Water (1962) and therefore gave him the opportunity, and the creative freedom, to 

make Repulsion (1965) and the even more outré Cul-de-sac (1966). Although 

Repulsion in particular had been financially successful, and both films won awards at 

the Berlin Film Festival that conferred welcome prestige on Tekli, Tenser, always 

happier to stay with proven box-office material, sex films and period horror, saw 

Polanski as at best a distraction and at worse a liability. These differences led to the 

break-up of the partnership in October 1966.  

 Klinger set up a new company, Avton Films and continued to promote young, 

talented but unproven directors who were capable of making fresh and challenging 

features: Peter Collinsonôs absurdist/surrealist thriller The Penthouse (1967); Alastair 

Reidôs Baby Love (1968), another film that focused on a sexually precocious young 

female, but with an ambitious narrative style that included flashbacks and nightmare 
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sequences; and Mike Hodgesôs ambitious and brutal thriller Get Carter (1971). 

Although Get Carter is now routinely discussed as Hodgesô directorial triumph, it was 

Klinger who had bought the rights to Ted Lewisôs novel Jackôs Return Home because 

he sensed its potential to imbue the British crime thriller with the realism and violence 

of its American counterparts and who had succeeded in raising the finance through 

MGM-British all before Hodges became involved.  

 Part of Klingerôs success was his ability to tap into various markets. In the 

1970s he continued to make low-budget sexploitation films with the ñConfessions ofò 

series (Window Cleaner/Pop Performer/Driving Instructor/Holiday Camp, 1974-78) 

for which he acted as executive producer and whose modest costs could be recouped 

(in fact they made substantial profits) even from a rapidly shrinking domestic market
2
 

and partly compensate for an industry that now lacked a stable production base, was 

almost completely casualised, and where there was a chronic lack of continuous 

production. Klinger continued to produce more recherché and challenging crime 

thrillers, including Reidôs neglected Something to Hide (1972), Collinsonôs Tomorrow 

Never Comes (1978) and Claude Chabrolôs Les liens de sang (Blood Relatives, 1978). 

However, Klingerôs main energies went into the production of big-budget action-

adventure films ï Gold (1974) and Shout at the Devil (1976) ï aimed at the 

international market.  

  Given the parlous state of the British film industry, such a strategy may seem 

odd or even reckless. However, the selection of the action-adventure film was based 

on Klingerôs estimation of public taste ï particularly the popularity of the Bond films 

ï and his conviction, in the context of a dwindling domestic market, that international 

productions that could hope for worldwide sales were the route to survival for the 

British film industry. Indeed, he repeatedly attacked the insularity, parochialism and 
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timorousness of the British film industry in the trade press.
3
  Klinger also saw an 

opportunity, with the withdrawal of large companies (notably Rank) from production, 

for ambitious (and, one might add, courageous) independent producers to fill a 

production vacuum. His problem was that he could no longer rely, as he had done for 

Get Carter and Pulp (1972), on American finance. As Alexander Walker has shown, 

it was largely American money that had sustained the British film industry in the 

1960s and the withdrawal of Hollywood studios from the industry in the 1970s was 

swift, unceremonious and catastrophic. The production history of both Klingerôs 

action-adventure films would reward extended analysis ï Shout was óone of the 

biggest independently financed films in British cinema historyô
4
  ï but for brevityôs 

sake I will focus on Gold, a more manageable focus than Klingerôs negotiations with 

Wilbur Smith outlined in my abstract, but it does encompass that relationship.  

 

Gold: genesis and production context  
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[Klinger on location with Gold; the man to his left is Peter Hunt, the director; courtesy 

of Tony Klinger] 

  

 Gold is primarily a disaster movie ï a very successful genre in the 1970s ï 

beginning and ending with tense sequences depicting underground disasters in a South 

African gold mine. Its hero, the mineôs General Manager Rod Slater (Roger Moore), 

is a contemporary, classless self-made man of action, whose virility derives from his 

dangerous, exacting work and who shares with James Bond ï particularly through the 

casting of Moore who had just had starred in Live and Let Die (1973) ï a refined 

hedonism and compulsive womanising.  

 

 

(Gold: Roger Moore as Rod Slater; courtesy of Tony Klinger) 

 

 Slater falls in love with Terry Steyner (Susannah York), the wife of his 

devious bisexual boss Manfred Steyner (Bradford Dillman), and the daughter of the 


