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Textual Note

Films are presented by their English titles, with the original title indicated the first time each film is mentioned. However, in order to facilitate reading, English titles alone are used in tables. A complete filmography can be found at the end of the book.


Introduction: Europe and European Cinema

What is Europe and how does European cinema portray it? These are the questions this book aims to answer. Euro-Visions is thus situated at the crossroads of two distinct yet related fields: Europe as a concept, especially as defined by the European Union (EU), and contemporary European film. To answer the first question we might begin by focusing on the event that inspired the title of this book: the Eurovision Song Contest. First held in 1956, Eurovision is an annual competition, which started as a television show and is now also broadcast online. Much of the discourse surrounding the contest replicates conventional ideas about the geopolitics of Europe. Commentators have questioned, for instance, the presence of Israel in an event originally developed in Europe, or joked about traditional alliances and divisions between participating nations – Spain and Portugal have, for years, awarded each other’s act the maximum possible score: the famous douze points. The 2014 edition of the contest proved a particularly fruitful example of how Eurovision contributes to the debate about the meaning of Europe. This was especially because of its winner: Austria’s Conchita Wurst, the ‘bearded lady’, as introduced by performer Tom Neuwirth. The drag act confirmed the commonplace that daring and often sexually charged content is typically produced (and broadcast) in Europe, which suggests that the continent’s culture is more libertarian than cultures elsewhere. In her winning speech, a teary Conchita Wurst echoed this perception, as she dedicated her victory to everyone who believes in a future of peace and freedom. Europe emerged here tied to emotion, as well as openness, tolerance and democracy – key concepts in its political construction, and also central, as this book will show, to Europe’s cultural definition.

Europe and the EU: In the news, but for the right reasons?

Europe is a central topic in today’s public sphere. It is key to understand the early twenty-first century, its first decade offering a vivid picture of the disparity of responses Europe provokes and the dramatic changes the perception of the latter has undergone. In the early 2000s, the widespread enthusiasm for a project aimed at the democratic and peaceful integration of different peoples, in economic, political and cultural terms, was epitomized by the adoption of the Single Currency, the expansion of the Schengen area (effectively creating a borderless continent extending to a number of Eastern European countries) and the launch of the EU’s Culture Programme with a budget of over €230 million. But at the time of writing, fifteen years later, Europe is increasingly questioned as the financial crisis and immigration (in public discourse) and accounts of Euro-centrism in a postcolonial context (in academic writing) are foregrounded as its strongest critiques, in political and theoretical terms.

There is massive evidence of the importance of Europe, not least in the work of the EU. Never has the EU been so present in public discourse as in recent years. If the euro-zone debt crisis that began in 2009 launched European politics into the top five of the most debated topics across the continent and potentially the world, in the United Kingdom (a traditionally Euro-sceptic country) the issue’s prominence has been amplified by a governmental promise to hold an ‘in/out’ referendum on the EU in 2016. Demonstrating the ongoing relevance of European politics beyond Europe’s borders, Barack Obama was in Brussels in March 2014 to attend a EU summit. This was his first official visit to Belgium since becoming US president in 2009. Regardless of its shortcomings, no political union in the world can be compared to the one developing in Europe. Its vitality can be observed both internally (as it proceeds with the negotiations for the accession of prospective members) and externally: represented by the president of the European Commission since 1981, the EU is the ‘ninth’ member of the G8 (the survival of the euro being the main issue at the meeting that took place in Camp David, Maryland, in the United States in May 2012), as well as a leading actor in the development of international legislation on areas such as climate change and human rights.

Attention to pan-European events has also been growing within popular culture. In addition to much branded sports competitions, such as the UEFA Europa and Champions League, the Eurovision Song Contest, mentioned earlier, has had an average of 125 million viewers every year. A record audience of nearly 200 million people watched it in 2015 – the year of its sixtieth anniversary – an increase of 2 million compared to 2014. EU initiatives aimed at the promotion of European citizenship also have an effect on individuals’ perception of Europe. A good example is the Erasmus exchange programme, which was created in 1987 and allows students and staff in higher education to spend a fixed period of time in another European country, studying or receiving training. According to Umberto Eco, interviewed in January 2012 for the Europa series – a joint project developed by six European newspapers based in Spain, Italy, France, Germany, Poland and the United Kingdom – this initiative clearly reinforces European culture. For Eco, Erasmus constitutes ‘a sexual revolution: a young Catalan man meets a Flemish girl – they fall in love, they get married and they become European, as do their children’. Arguing the programme increases European citizens’ sense of belonging and identification with the continent, Eco goes on to suggest this ‘should be compulsory [and] not just for students’, as everyone should ‘spend time in other countries within the European Union’ (cited in Riotta 2012). Regardless of whether or not the impact of the Erasmus programme has been felt in the terms suggested by Eco, with the abolition of internal borders, the development of transport and communication and the re-localization of businesses and public institutions, more and more people not only travel within Europe but also change their residency from one European nation to another. The idea of Europe, especially for those who live in countries that adhered to the Single Currency, and/or travel without a passport within Schengen, is today experienced in practical terms, becoming an integral part of many people’s daily lives.

However, at the same time as Europe generates positive interest, its significance is increasingly questioned. The debt crisis that began around 2009 (as well as criticism over the way it has been dealt with within the euro-zone), together with participation in the 2014 election of the European Parliament, which was the lowest ever across the continent, threatened not only the de facto continuation of the European political project, but also its public perception. The United Kingdom’s popular press often alludes to the shortcomings of the European integration process. In their characteristically humorous tone, British tabloids have been responsible for a series of remarkable – and remarkably hostile – headlines on Europe, such as the notorious ‘Up Yours, Delors!’ (The Sun, 1 November 1990). The European Commission addressed a number of these attacks in a press release in 2012. Among the British ‘EU myths’ deconstructed (European Commission 2012) we find: ‘EU plans to close thousands of British off-licences’ (The Sun, 21 February 2005), ‘Marmalade: EU regulates grandmother’s recipe’ (Daily Telegraph, 21 October 2003) and ‘EU to rename Waterloo Station “Europe Station” ’ (Daily Express, 16 October 2003). Integrated Europe is here contrasted with national culture, as well as indigenous customs and traditions, which are perceived to be endangered. The tone is alarmist and the changes are announced with a clear populist slant, as the topics raised by these headlines refer to issues people can easily relate to, such as drinking, eating and travelling.

The fact that Europe and the EU are extensively discussed denotes that their meaning carries implications for our society as a whole. Yet, Europe’s definition, and especially the way in which the EU uses it and contributes to it, remains essentially vague. This is particularly the case of cultural perspectives. As such, important questions still need to be asked about the relevance and significance of the contemporary idea of Europe.

The global appeal of contemporary European cinema

Likewise, European cinema not only occupies a central place in film history, it has also received increasing attention, notably with the expanding work on transnational cinema. Ever since the beginning of film studies, scholarly publications have examined the cinemas of Europe. However, the majority of these concerned specific auteurs or specific nations. Within the new and growing framework of analysis centred on cross-border and cross-cultural cinemas, European film has consolidated its position as an entity in its own right. The Encyclopaedia of European Cinema (Vincendeau 1995a), featuring entries on key films, stars, directors and movements, is a seminal example of the new understanding of European cinema as a unified object of study. Other publications appearing in the 1990s explored issues of representation in European cinema, especially through the prism of film and society (Sorlin 1991; Petrie 1992; Hill, McLoone and Hainsworth 1994). The acceptance of European cinema as a discrete subject matter was consolidated during the first decade of the 2000s, as testified by a growing body of scholarly work (Forbes and Street 2000; Holmes and Smith 2000; Ezra 2003; Galt 2006; Wood 2007). In addition to reference works, overviews and anthologies, scholarship on European cinema can be divided into three main areas: industrial aspects, from the first pan-European audiovisual policies (Dale 1992; Finney 1996) to the resurgence of co-productions (Wayne 2002; Rivi 2007) and the development of cultural policy in Europe (Bondebjerg, Novrup Redvall and Higson 2015); theoretical understandings, for instance, the relationship between film and European identity (Everett 2005), the positioning of European cinema in the world (Elsaesser 2005; Harrod, Liz and Timoshkina 2015) or European contributions to film theory (Aitken 2001; Trifonova 2008); and main themes and genres, from history and the past (Mazierska 2011; Vidal 2012) to migration, diaspora and borders (Berghahn and Sternberg 2010; Loshitzky 2010; Merivirta et al. 2013).

Contemporary European films demonstrate the emergence of a pan-European communication sphere. They circulate across borders, mirroring a European society. This is particularly true of art-house, auteur and festival films, even if they reach relatively small audiences. By contrast, as is well known, popular genres such as comedy are generally consumed by national audiences only. At the same time, European films at both ends of the art/mainstream spectrum are released beyond Europe, having, for instance, been a constant presence at the Academy Awards. Six European films received Best Foreign Language Film prizes at the Oscars between 2000 and 2010: No Man’s Land (Danis Tanovic, 2001), Nirgendwo in Afrika/Nowhere in Africa (Caroline Link, 2001), Mar Adentro/The Sea Inside (Alejandro Amenábar, 2004), Das Leben der Anderen/The Lives of Others (Florian Henckel von Donnersmarck, 2006), Die Fälscher/The Counterfeiters (Stefan Ruzowitzky, 2007) and Hævnen/In a Better World (Susanne Bier, 2010).

The industrial aspects that characterize European cinema at the turn of the twentieth century, at production, distribution and exhibition levels, raise questions about contemporary film practices more generally. The product of a film industry existing in a complex network of market forces and state subsidies, European cinema also proves a particularly relevant object of study for the understanding of institutional frameworks, policies and initiatives in support of the audiovisual sector. Despite this, the number of scholarly publications devoted to European cultural policy is relatively small. On the one hand, this is to do with the fact that this is a reasonably recent topic. On the other, political scientists see legislation for this sector as having a limited impact on society and therefore lacking in status. Chris Shore’s (2000) study of the history of EU cultural policy, from the post-war period to the signing of the Maastricht Treaty, as well as Monica Sassatelli’s (2009) research on initiatives such as the European Capital of Culture developed by the EU, thus constitute significant exceptions.

Publications about film policy are equally scarce. Studies tend to be focused on one country, such as Margaret Dickinson and Sarah Street’s Cinema and State (1985), which offers a historical study of film policy in the United Kingdom. With a contemporary and transnational focus, Albert Moran’s (1996) account of film policies around the globe at the end of the twentieth century is a valuable overview. But with the exception of Patrice Vivancos’ Cinéma et Europe (2000), there are no books
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