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136 Fudian Stringer

promote official state narratives and hence perpetuate the continuation of
the nation-state system itself.

In Britain, the popular neswspaper critic Dilys Powell wrote as ecarly as
1947 of how film festivals provide a unique opportunity to nosﬁan_mﬁ o@ﬁn
national ways of life. In her article, “The Importance of International Film
Festivals,” published in the Penguin Film Review, she wrote that “The value to
critic and creator alike of detaching himself from his normal surroundings
and looking at the cinema against a neutral background 45..,: HwEmF. >:n_
here, I fancy, in this temporary escape from the national projection room, is
the lasting value of the film festival.”® But Dilys Powell got it wrong. Film
festivals have not offered an escape from the national projection room, so
much as one of its major showcases: they have not provided a neutral Um..nw.
ground for the pure gaze of aesthetic contemplation so much as m__onwﬁos
for the implantation of nationalist agendas. In .Hwn.uamm _Wmmowmmma 5 S_r.bm
phrase, the international film festival circuit has constituted “a _c.sn_ of _u.m_,__m,
ment of national cinemas,” a network of official diplomacy _Ewrnm.ﬁnm in m,:n
institutional policies of host and participant wmm.osm.a. Certainly, mu._m remains
a key way of conceptualizing film festivals, despite the fact E.ﬂ sﬂﬂ the rise
of the international co-production in the 1970s, many festivals ?._n_:m.ﬂ.wm
Cannes and Venice) dispensed with national classifications altogether, in
recognition of their increasingly problematic and redundant nature.

While the question of national politics continues to be crucial to the :m_nm
and practical organization of film festivals, the reasons wow. their growing
importance have changed and become more complex over time. What mat-
ters now is not just the showing of films within a context of EEmEm_ display
and objectification, together with the “opportunities for comparison, for :.5
renewing of serious standards of judgment” that Dilys woi.mc ﬂ&.wa& about in
1947, but also the symbolic qualities of a festival’s connection with a sense of
extra-national place and identity.” At the same time as we Ewm.& more work
on the historical link between film festivals and concepts of national cinema,
we also need to move the discussion on to considerations of the exhibition
site itself as a new kind of counter public sphere. While the establishment of
events like Berfin, Cannes, and Venice in the postwar period wwmwm._nn_ that
the balance of power was shifting in the new world oaﬂ..v the rise of film
festivals on a global scale since the 1980s is implicated, t00, in the restructur-
ing of an alternative social object, namely the modern city.

Mapping the Circuit
As David Morley and Kevin Robins have pointed out, the reorganization in

recent years of transnational finance and speculative capital, as well as of
electronic delivery systems and other communications networks, has changed

Global Cabses and the Internatinal film Festwal Feonomy 13/

the role of cities around the world, bringing about new confrontations be-
tween city administrators and transnational corporations, and stimulating
global competition between cities 50 as to attract ever more mobile invest-
ments.® Within this worldwide marketplace, film distribution has taken on
some of the same characteristics as other indicators of deep social and eco-
nomic change. Major cities now find themselves in competition with each
other for the cultural resources of global financing, just as they do for the
money generated by tourism and the heritage and leisure industries,

Once upon a time, festivalgoers could contemplate other national cinemas
at the small namber of major events held throughout the year, and the films
on display were clearly labeled as the products of specific countries. In the
immediate postwar period, the festival circuit constituted less than a dozen
events, all of which could be attended by a jet-setting elite of filmmakers,
cultural attachés, distributors, royalty, and journalists — that charmed circle
of the great and the good described by Peter Baker in his 1962 novel, To Win
a Prize on Sunday (published while Baker was editor of Films and Filming maga-
zine).” As local film festivals began to proliferate in the 1980s and 1990s,
however, this aura of exclusivity evaporated — with over five hundred events
now being held in all four corners of the world, is there really anything
special about any of them? Consequently, cities have sought to establish a
distinct sense of identity and community — an aura of specialness and unique-
ness — through promoting their film festivals within the terms of a highly
competitive global economy. Cities and towns all around the world have
found it necessary to set up their own events so as not to be left out of the
game.

It is worth pausing for a moment to consider the key metaphor used by
media discourses to describe the organization of international film festivals —
namely, the “festival circuit.” What exactly does this term mean? In order to
answer this question, let us consider three possible usages. First, our com-
mon-sense understanding of the term, gleaned from journalistic and trade
sources, suggests, simply, a closely linked network of interrelated, interde-
pendent events. Second, for more discriminating or politically-oriented com-
mentators, as well as for such festival participants as traveling fitmmakers
and visiting programmers, it may represent a closed system impossible to
keep up with. Simply put, some festivals within the circuit are more dispen-
sable then others, some worth the decision to attend, others not worth invest-
ing time and money in, particularly if they are deemed politically objectionable,
opportunistic, or ineffectual. Practical financial decisions determine which
events are most important for hard-pressed media workers unable to partici-
pate in all the festivals that make up the system.

Yet it is also possible to read the festival circuit.in a third way, namely as
a metaphor for the geographically uneven development that characterizes
the world of international film culture. By this I mean that the development
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14U fuban Stringer

called a “festival image” for themselves. Elsaesser points out that “Festivals
arc the Olympics of the show-business economy, even though not all are as
market-oriented as the Cannes Festival. What competes at festivals are less
individual films than film concepts, film ideas, sales angles, or what Stephen
Heath called a film’s ‘narrative image.’'® Elsaesser’s perceptive comments are
written in the context of the international circulation of New British Cinema
in the 1980s, but my argument is that this kind of thinking needs to be
extended more to the extratextual and extranational levels as well. What
many festivals actually now market and project are not just “narrative im-
ages,” but a city’s own “festival image,” its own self-perceptions of the place
it occupies within the global space economy, especially in relation to other
cities and other festivals.

Treating film festivals as a constituent feature of today’s global city —
something it is necessary for every major city to have — and taking the rise of
the global city as a metaphor for the simultancous allegiance and rivalry
between events on the international film festival circuit, may be taken in
either of two ways. Positively, events that establish festival images that fully
engage with global/local dynamics, that fully suggest the international di-
mensions of local film cultures, may produce a genuine local city identity
based around a shared sense of cinephilia and an engagement with dynamic
processes of cultural exchange. Such is the case, for example, with the Hong
Kong International Film Festival which, since its establishment in 1977, has
grown to the point where it now attracts 100,000 visitors a year. Hong Kong
has a cultural remit to provide both an international forum for the exhibition
and evaluation of pan-Asian cinemas, and a repository for archival knowl-
edge about local film cultures.*

On the other hand, of course, all of this may simply lead to the establish-
ment of a touristic and commodified aesthetic. This latter tendency has been
a vital, if underexplored, aspect of the festival circuit since the beginning
(Venice, 1932, did not just promote fascism, it also brought visitors to the
city’s hotels during the off-season). This process was articulated very directly
by the Mayor of Berlin when introducing visitors to the 1998 Berlin Festival
held in February of that year:

For the 48th time the Berlin International Filn Festival is brightening Berlin’s
often dreary, gray February skies. And just when it seems as if winter will
never end, inside the movie theaters everyone can catch a glimpse of star
glamour. Along with the great variety of films presented during the festival, the
line-up of international film stars adds yet another highlight to the already rich
cultural agenda of the Berlin winter season . . .. while you are enjoying en-
counters with exciting new worlds of cinema from all the five continents, don’t
forget the real world outside, off the silver screen, and take a litdle time to
discover the streets and squares of Berlin: there is much to be seen in the city’s
many museumns, theaters and exhibitions.'®
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The fact that film festivals provide opportunities for tourism and the boosting
of a city’s economy is obvious enough, but it is worth highlighting the felt
need for the constant reiteration of touristic rhetoric — festivals need to keep
plugging subsidiary attractions because citics need to keep in the public eye,
During the weeks immediately before and after it is being held, for example,
Berlin has to attract programmers, filmmakers, and other visitors from simi-
lar events in Rotterdam, Miami, Bombay, Gothenburg, Hiroshima, Port-
land, Texas, Victoria, and St Petersburg, cities which will all seek to build an
their attractions, festival images, and sense of unique local culture with each
passing festival season.

Planning the Festival Spectacle

As the example of the highly visible Berlin Film Festival suggests, one feature
of the uncven geographical development that characterizes the global film
festival economy is the two-tiered system it now embodies. Little festivals
handle specialized audiences and create new opportunities, while big fest-
vals, specifically the universal survey festivals, attract tried and tested talent
and appeal to a much wider market. The two-tier system represents the
consolidation of power amongst a handful of mega-events, or globat festivals
in global cities, together with the bustling activity among a veritable throng
of niche operations, or smaller events catering to particular tastes and par-
ticular constituencies.

What unites these tiers is the necessity of determining the key locational
criteria used in deciding when and where new film festivals will be estab-
lished and older ones maintained. Processes of city planning and spatial
planning are clearly important in this regard. Fixing the regional character-
istics of festivals through their identification with particular cities requires a
consideration of the links they forge between local councils, businesses, gov-
ernments, and communities, as well as some discussion of how all of these
relate to global networks of power and influence. On one level, film festivals
are being used to tap local alliances that may well blossom in the future,
encouraging in the process forms of urban movie spectatorship that promote
place and community-bound affiliations. As with comparable phenomena
such as sports meetings, beauty contests, museurn exhibitions, and the rise of
the conference circuit, film festivals are planned and marketed around a
clear sense of visibility. More and more these days the festival crowd does
not appear to be there primarily to enjoy the show so much as to provide
evidence of its existence for worldwide observers (for example, through spec-
tacular open-air screenings.) Whereas at Venice in 1932 the glamour of the
festival audience was used to promote and legitimate the politics of the fascist
state, it is now used for a variety of different reasons as well, including as a
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i i i ; the Hong Rong

14 Hong Kong International Film Festival (HKIFY), 20th Anniversary Qq ng
?&LM@:& Film Festwal 19771996, (Hong Kong: Urban Council, H.@wmv. . Hv”.ﬂo.ﬁ u .
15 “Welcome: Governing Mayor of Berlin,” Moving Picture Berlinale Exira,

11-12 February 1998, p. 3. . | . .
16 Soyoung Kim, *‘Cine-Mania’ or Cinephilia; Film Testivals and the Tdentity Cinema and the Postcolonial

Question,” UTS Reaw, forthcoming, Metropolis
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Part 3 interrogates the relationship between urban identity and urban devel- _
opment, on the one hand, and the cinematically articulated identities of a
range of postcolonial nations and cities, on the other. Moving beyond the
Western European and US centers, this section foregrounds the shared con-
ditions of cities such as Hanoi, Manila, Port Elizabeth, Lagos, Sydney,
Montréal, and Dublin, all of which have experienced economic and cultural
peripheralization, subordination, and/or exploitation; a legacy of cultural
division between various ethnic/national/linguistic populations; and often
traumatic adaptations to the realitics of transnational capital and economic
development in the late twentieth century. These common conditions are
examined in terms of their articulation through appropriately (and often
necessarily) non-industrial cinemas, including low-budget production, civic
documentary, local video, and art-house film. The section considers the pos-
sibility and practice of cinematic resistance by “subordinate” or “marginal”
citics and film cultures, to economic, political, and cultural crises, particu-
larly as these are precipitated by globalization.

In “Streetwalking in the Cinema of the City: Capital Flows Through
Saigon,” J. Paul Narkunas analyses the articulation in the film Cyelo of recent
market liberalization and capitalization in Vietnam, through a focus on the
traumatic history of Saigon from French colonialism, through American
occupation, to bankruptcy in the aftermath of the Vietnam War. Rolando B.
Tolentino, in “Cityscape: The Capital Infrastructuring and Technologization
of Manila,” describes the contentious roles played by a number of Filipino
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