State of Dakota

By John Lippman

Wall Street Journal


She had acted with Sean Penn and Denzel Washington, and her paycheck had soared. Then she got the chance to act opposite screen legend Robert De Niro, her name billed equally with his in many of the ads. She grabbed the role, though it meant a big pay cut.

That sort of thing often happens in Hollywood – except this actress is 10 years old.

For a child actor, Dakota Fanning is acting, and marketed, like an adult. Her latest movie is “Hide and Seek,” in which she stars alongside De Niro as a daughter who grows increasingly sinister in the wake of her mother’s suicide. Although critics pummelled the R-rated thriller, “Hide and Seek” opened to a solid $20 million at the box office, surprising Hollywood, given the movie’s poor pre-release buzz. And she will play a leading role in one of this summer’s most anticipated films, “The War of the Worlds,” directed by Steven Spielberg and starring Tom Cruise (it opens June 29).

The suicide, terror and R-rating of “Hide and Seek” may add up to an unusual environment for a child actor not even old enough to see the movie on her own in a theatre. But the strategy for developing Fanning’s career has been different, ever since she hit Hollywood’s radar four years ago in “I Am Sam,” in which a mentally disabled Sean Penn fought for the custody of his 9-year-old daughter (Fanning was 6 at the time).

Child actors are usually treated, well, like children. Most end up in cutesy kid roles in family entertainment – think Macaulay Culkin in “Home Alone” (1990) and its sequel, the twins Ashley and Mary-Kate Olsen in the “Full House” TV sitcom and their many Disney videos, or Jonathan Lipnicki in “Stuart Little” (1999). Filmmakers employ them not so much to act, as to play themselves.

With the exception of Jodie Foster and Drew Barrymore, few child actors graduate to full-fledged adult stardom – something Fanning’s business team clearly is aiming for. “They are positing her as a fully formed actress,” says Hutch Parker, president of Twentieth Century Fox Film, which made “Hide and Seek” as well as “Man on Fire,” last year’s hard-edged drama in which Fanning played a kidnap victim whose bodyguard (Denzel Washington) fails to protect her. Part of the strategy comes down to billing credits. In Hollywood, the size of an actor’s name, and whether it’s placed above or below the title, goes a long way to determining his or her prestige.

In posters and newspaper ads, marketers often place Fanning’s name in a position equal, or almost equal, to stars who earn 10 times what she does. De Niro was paid about $10 million for his role in “Hide and Seek,” one-third of the movie’s $30 million budget, people close to the movie say. Fanning’s representatives agreed to have her fee – which Hollywood agents estimate at about $2 million – cut to six figures.

So some “Hide and Seek” ads put Fanning’s name above the movie’s title, a position reserved for only major stars, others below the title. “These credits are 100 percent negotiated,” says Peter Dekom, a well-known entertainment attorney. “The studio almost never has discretion.” And once the more-important credit is negotiated, “you’re probably always up there unless your career takes a slide,” he adds.

Another reason for Fanning’s marquee treatment: The studio, Fox, saw her as someone who could sell “Hide and Seek,” based on the success of “Man on Fire” – where, by the way, she did not share billing with Washington. Fox’s marketers “knew that Dakota can draw an audience,” says “Hide and Seek” director John Polson.

To be sure, some of the most successful child actors did venture into older-audience films. Around Fanning’s age, Culkin starred in some PG or PG-13 dramas; Haley Joel Osment, who was 11 when he starred in the PG-13 1999 thriller “The Sixth Sense,” appeared in an R-rated drama, but it was only released in video in the U.S. But Fanning has already appeared in three R-rated dramas.

Further, Osment didn’t work at Fanning’s furious pace: seven films since 2001, and three more over the next 18 months. Culkin’s output has trailed off (recently, the 24-year-old played a murderous, drug-crazed New York party organizer in “Party Monster”). Osment, 17, hasn’t been in a movie since 2003 and currently has no plans to do so, though his agent says he’s “offered projects all the time.”


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Mature earnings 

A partial Dakota Fanning resume shows her move to higher-profile films over the years, to be capped by “The War of the Worlds” this summer:

“Man on Fire” (2004), $77.9 million

“The Cat in the Hat” (2003), $101.1 million

“Uptown Girls” (2003), $31.2 million

“Trapped” (2002), $7 million

“I am Sam” (2001), $40.3 million
