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Eddie Brandt’s Saturday Matinee
An Accidental Institution

An Interview with Claire Brandt

Lucas Hilderbrand

When I moved to Los Angeles in August 
2006, one of the city’s unexpected delights was 
that independent videos have continued to survive 
here, tucked into seemingly every strip mall and 
satellite municipality. In many cities and suburbs 
across the country, Blockbuster and similar chains 
have reduced local video rental selections to 
the lowest common denominator, and although 
Netflix has increased access to many independent, 
foreign, documentary, and television titles, it has 
simultaneously accelerated the demise of VHS 

as a popular format and of face-to-face video 
transactions. Much to my surprise, LA-area video 
stores such as Eddie Brandt’s Saturday Matinee 
in North Hollywood, Vidiots in Santa Monica, 
and Jerry’s Video Rerun in Los Feliz have not 
only endured shifts in the video market, but they 
have also maintained incredible and idiosyncratic 
collections of now-rare VHS tapes years after most 
video stores began downsizing their inventories.

Although Vidiots (and to a lesser extent Cinefile) 
has attracted accolades and devoted West-side 

A mural outside Eddie Brandt’s Saturday Matinee reflects the store’s moviemad personality. All photos by Lucas Hilderbrand.
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clienteles, Eddie Brandt’s Saturday Matinee (at 
5006 Vineland Ave) stands out as a unique hold-
out for die-hard film buffs. Word about town is 
that this is where the studios go to find obscure 
treasures, where producers and filmmakers solicit 
ideas, where archivists go for reference copies, 
and where television scholars find tapes of early 
programming that will likely never be reformatted 
and sold on DVD. With approximately 80,000 
titles, Eddie Brandt’s acts as a repository for what 
is probably the largest video rental collection in the 
world. The dense aisles of cassettes both overwhelm 
and act as a research library where customers 
browse for sought-out classics, rediscovered relics, 
and unexpectd inspiration. The store has never had 
a New Releases section, instead specializing in 
anything and everything vintage. Even the store’s 
hours suggest archival access restrictions rather 
than convenience for casual rental: Tuesdays-
Fridays 1-6 pm, Saturdays 8:30 am-5pm, closed 
Sundays and Mondays. The store might best be 
described as an accidental institution.

Truly a mom-and-pop shop, Eddie Brandt’s 
is a family business. Eddie has retired, but Claire 
Brandt and their kids (now adults) continue to run 
the shop. They’ve been in business in one form or 
another since 1969 and have rented videos since  
1976, a year after the Betamax was introduced. 
In addition to videos, a major component of their 
business is in selling celebrity head shots and 
movie production stills to collectors, publicists, 
filmmakers, scholars, and even the celebrities’ 
relatives. Nearly half of the store’s space is devoted 

to their inventory and indexes of photos, stored in 
file cabinets, boxes, and binders. Their holdings are 
truly astounding, with promotional images from 
obscure features—and even shorts—that may not 
even be extant. Claire estimates their inventory by 
weight: more than twenty-two tons of photos. 

I interviewed Claire one Saturday morning in 
October 2006 about the store’s history. That day 
she was wearing a button that said, “I’ve survived 
damn near everything,” which seems about right. 
But the store’s survival may have as much to do 
with its friendly personality as with its collection; 
the staff, especially Claire’s son Donovan, seems to 
know every film ever produced in Hollywood, and 
they can field all sorts of queries, down to which 
movie has shots of specific locations, organisms, 
or what have you. The patrons and the staff often 
exchange film references and opinions, and this 
morning there were two boxes of free doughnuts 
for the customers. On the way out to my car after 
spending a couple of hours at the store, one of the 
customers struck up a conversation with me. He 
was a collector with more than 35,000 videos of 
his own—and he was still a regular, which seemed 
the perfect demonstration of the immensity of the 
store’s inventory and its incredible role as a cultural 
resource. 

Q: The website said the store opened in 1969. 
What were you actually selling then?

Claire Brandt: In the beginning, it was a thrift 
store. We loved to do antique things, swap meets. 

Claire Brandt, in front of some of the production still files. She 
estimates the store’s collection by weight: “more than twenty-
two tons” of photos.

A glass display case features models of Dracula and the Lone 
Ranger. The store’s transition from thrift store to video store 
began with an emphasis on movie memorabilia. 
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Both of us [Eddie and Claire Brandt] were in the 
animation business, and it was dying, because it 
was all going over to China, so we knew we had 
to do something else. “Oh, we’ll open a thrift 
store, and it will be fun.” So we opened it up on 
Lankershim [Blvd], and we were there at least a 
year. Then we moved over to Colfax, and we slowly 
started getting movie stuff.  We all loved movies, 
and we slowly weeded out all of the thrift store 
stuff. Then when the videos came in, we wanted to 
get the old videos to go with the old pictures and 
the old photos. That’s how we started. We started 
with the B-Westerns, maybe twenty of them. ... 
The rest is history, as they say.

Q: Where did you get your first batch of tapes?

CB: The Nostalgia Merchant put them out. He 
was a friend of ours, and he was putting out all 
the B-Western stuff. What we started with was the 
Hoppies [Hopalong Cassidy] and all that great old 
stuff. So every time a movie came out, we always 
went for the old stuff. 

Q: How did you find out about how to get these 
things? Were there catalogs or word of mouth?

CB: There were catalogs. And then The Nostalgia 
Merchant, he had the old stuff, and that’s what we 
wanted to rent. But yes, Eddie was always looking 

for stuff. It’s always a constant treasure hunt. 

Q: In the documentary on Channel Z, filmmakers 
talk about all the rare things that were on cable 
in LA at this time. Were there things that were 
coming from off-air recordings, too?

CB: No, no. We were buying stuff. … [Pointing to 
a special collection of VHS tapes of movies and 
television programs, mostly taped from Turner 
Classic Movies or similar sources, that have never 
been commercially released on video.] I don’t know 
if you’re going to get into this, but this you won’t 
find it in our catalog. This we do tape off of TV, 
but we don’t advertise it, and we don’t charge for it. 
[Customers can borrow these tapes for free with a 
paid rental.]

Q: I was just curious because the studios weren’t 
releasing stuff until the very end of the ‘70s or the 
early ‘80s.

CB: Well, these were mostly [from] these 
independent companies. We got a bunch from the 
Smith Brothers in Oklahoma. … All those small 
companies were putting out a lot of the older stuff, 
but a lot of the newer stores when they opened 
weren’t interested. They wanted the new stuff. 

Q: So you were really a specialty store from the 

Early on, the store specialized in Westerns, and the rental collection includes every title the Brandts could find that was released on 
tape. These shelves are all open for browsing by customers.
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very beginning.

CB: I guess so. We still have those tapes today.

Q: And they still play?

CB: And they still play, and people rent them.

Q: So you still have a Beta collection?

CB: Well, then [titles] came out in the other 
format [VHS]. But that was sad. [Betamax] was 
such a good format. 

Q: A lot of film buffs really liked Betamax better 
than VHS, so did the format hold out longer here 
for specialists as far as renting?

CB: Yeah. I’m sure we went until the last dog died, 
until we just couldn’t get [Beta tapes] anymore, 
couldn’t get the machines anymore. … [Until] the 
mid-80s, at least. 

Q: So what formats have you had? Betamax, VHS, DVD?

CB: Yes.

Q: Did you ever have laserdiscs?

CB: No, because we didn’t have room. … This store 
has been very good to us. It’s always paid our bills, 
which is amazing. It’s like a family. It’s always been 
that way. We have our loyal customers, and they 
come in twice a week. We decided to rent for the 
half-week right from the beginning. That was a 
constant, that never changed. 

Q: Was that unusual? Was it usually overnight 
most places when you started?

CB: Most places, it was just one day or something. 
But heck, you can’t watch a movie in one day and 
bring it back, so let’s make it for half-a-week. And 
it used to be $2.50, now it’s $3. (laughs)

The store retains an astonishing collection of hard-to-find silent films, serials, vintage musical shorts, compilations of early 
television, and television series on VHS.
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Q: That’s not much for inflation compared to 
movie prices.

CB: I know! It was depressing to find out these 
last ten years or something I’ve been losing money 
because we haven’t raised our prices in I don’t know 
how long. But it seems like a hundred years.

Q: So who are your customers?

CB: People who love old movies, the studios that 
are researching for remakes, directors looking for 
old movies to reconfigure them for their ideas for 
their new movies, people who want to find lost 
relatives who were in the business that they’ve 
never seen and want to look at their movies, and, 
just people who love old movies. … I do get a lot 
of young people in here, or if they’re in film school. 
They’ll come in and watch silent movies. Really, 
I’m glad, because it’s going to be carried on. … 
They’re blown away, they’re absolutely blown away 
by how good they are. 

Q: So they come from all over LA specifically to 

this store, I would imagine?

CB: Oh, yeah. We used to rent through the mail, 
but finally we just gave that up. It just wasn’t 
productive.

Q: How long did that last? 
CB: Quite a while. … We probably did it for 15 
years—1984 to 2000. We’d get people calling to 
say, “I need this stuff to go out today,” but of course 
they didn’t want to pay for [the shipping]. …

 Q: Do you think of the store as having a mission 
or as providing a kind of public service by making 
these things available?

CB: It turned out that way. The only reason the store 
is what-it-is is because we’re a crackpot family and 
we love movies. That’s exactly why we get stuff that 
is old. We just love movies. We didn’t set out to be 
the best or have the most. It’s because we love old 
movies. And we get customers in here with their 
lists—I mean, pages and pages and pages... Some 
stuff we don’t have. There’s so many we don’t have. 

Among the clutter of signs above the check-out counter, this one lists the rental fee policies including, “Dumb questions: $5. Dumb 
answers: Free.” in truth, the staff and customers exchange an incredible range of rental recommendations and movie trivia.
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But that’s how it happened. It didn’t start out that 
way. It was an accident, actually.

Q: When I first heard about this place, I heard 
that all the studios have accounts here. So do the 
studios approach the store like an archive?

CB: Well, I’m sure they do. ...We have one of 
everything, and a lot of our stuff is irreplaceable. … 

Q: What do you see as the special strengths of the 
inventory? Are there specific categories that you 
have that are especially unique? It seems like the 
TV collection is especially strong. 

CB: Yes, we have this company that we get stuff 
from, and we have everything they have, and then 
Columbia House puts out stuff. We have all of that. 
But, yeah, TV. For the young kids growing up, this 
is their nostalgia. So they want to come back and 
see what they grew up on. That’s human nature.  
We have a lot of foreign, and the silent movies, and 
of course we have every Western ever made that we 
can get our hands on. That’s an American icon. The 
Western will never die. And then we have a huge 
documentary section, which I just absolutely love. 
There’s thousands of documentaries.

Q: Are you still acquiring things on tape? Or are 
you only acquiring things on DVD?

CB: Well now, they don’t put them on tape anymore. 
It’s only DVDs. But we’ll never get rid of our tapes. 
Our older customers came in practically bawling 
because they thought that like Blockbuster, we 
were going to throw everything away. Don’t worry. 
... People say, “Oh, tapes don’t last.” I’ve got tapes 
that I’ve had here for thirty years. They’re still fine. 
They’re not as fragile as the DVDs. I’ve had to 
replace more DVDs than I’ve ever had to replace 
tapes, just in the short while they’ve been out. 

Q: Are you noticing a difference in terms of 
how people rent DVDs versus VHS? Has DVD 
changed the rental market for you?

CB: Hm-mmph. If they can’t get it on DVD, they 
say, “I guess I’ll have to go back and get another 

old machine.” The younger people got rid of their 
tape machines, but I tell the young people, if you’ve 
gotten rid of your tape machine, you’re going to 
cheat yourself out of some really good stuff, 
because a lot of that may never come out on DVD. 
A lot of this stuff has to be lost by now. … [Our 
collection] is mind-boggling. When you walk in 
here you’re—I can imagine what customers think 
when they walk in here.

Q: I thought it was a goldmine.

CB: Yes, yes. And I’m sure we have stuff that’s 
never rented, but by God we have it. (laughs)

Q: Has the phenomenon of Netflix affected you 
guys?

CB: No, because they aren’t going to have what we 
have. And then we sell the photos. There again, we 
wanted the old movies to go with the old photos.

Q: When did you put your catalog online? [The 
store’s collection is searchable through the website 
at www.ebsmvideo.com.]

CB: It’s probably been a couple of years now.

Q: That must have been a major project.

CB: Ugh, ugh. I wasn’t in the loop on that because 
we had a couple of kids taking turns on it. I don’t 
know how to use a computer, so it wouldn’t have 
been me. I fought it tooth and nail, but the printed 
catalogs were getting too expensive.

Q: You used to print your catalogs?

CB: Oh, yeah. … But it was expensive, and it was 
getting to the point where we were going to have to 
have it bound because every catalog that we made 
kept getting bigger. You can’t put 80,000 entries 
in a thin book. Our first catalog was about eight 
pages. …We go back to 1895. We go back to the 
very beginning of film. And on our last catalog, we 
[had] three centuries of movies: the 1800s, 1900s, 
and 2000s. I get a kick out of that. That’s hard to 
believe. It’s a history. It’s like a museum. 


