Abstract DH Benelux conference (11-13 Sept Liege)

Movie Circulation in Four European Cities (1952): A Network Analysis of Film
Programming
Thunnis van Oort, Clara Pafort-Overduin, Kathleen Lotze, Asa Jernudd

The rise of the cinema as a cultural industry since the dawn of the twentieth century and its
endurance into the twenty-first has had an abiding impact on modernizing societies. Questions
that address the wider contexts of the production, distribution and – especially – consumption of
film form the groundwork for a growing field called New Cinema History (Biltereyst, Maltby &
Meers, 2019). The increasing interest in the specific circumstances in which films were
circulated and watched historically has resulted in a proliferation of often local or regional case
studies. A key challenge facing this field of research is to integrate the diversity of
microhistorical studies into interpretative frameworks at the meso level (Maltby, 2011). One
promising way to attain a higher level of generalisation, is transnational comparative research
(Biltereyst, Van Oort & Meers, 2019). Comparisons of moviegoing patterns and strategies of film
exhibition and distribution between European countries are virtually uncharted territory, in
particular for the post-WWII era. The small number of publications that does exist has, however,
pointed to remarkable differences (Convents & Dibbets, 2008; Garncarz, 2015; Pafort-Overduin,
Sedgwick, Van de Vijver, 2018; Van Oort, 2016).
The growing interest in the application of digital research methods and tools in the
humanities during the last decade has stimulated comparative research and resulted in the
creation of digital databases (Noordegraaf et al., 2018). In this paper we lay some of the
groundwork for such a cross-national comparison of film exhibition and distribution patterns, by
zooming in on four second-tier European port cities: Antwerp (Belgium), Bari (Italy), Gothenburg
(Sweden), Rotterdam (Netherlands). We have collected film programming data from
newspapers for each of these cities for one year, designating which film was screened in which
cinema at which point in time. We focus on the year 1952, at a time when the industry was
flourishing before a recession set in during the late 1950s.
We propose to analyse the programming data as a network of films flowing through the
cinemas in each city that provides us with an empirical basis to establish patterns of exhibition
that may create profiles for individual and clusters of cinemas. Noting also the location in the
cities of the cinema theatres, the analysis can answer questions such as: Were the local film
markets divided into geographical zones dictated by the so called run-zone-clearance system
with a hierarchy of first-run, second-run cinemas, and those further down the line? To what
extent did these second tier cities have cinemas with more specialized programs, for instance
films produced in specific countries, or particular film genres, and where were they located? A
comparison of the results in the four cities puts us on a track towards identifying local
specificities but also wider generalisations about film consumption in Europe at a time when
cinema going was in its prime.
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