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CURTAIN FOR NICHE CINEMA Progress not least
due to technological advance has changed our
behaviour as consumers of culture. Even in the
most distant places we are globally connected,
and cultural goods such as books and films are
available online - with the exception of Europe-
an niche films. However, blockbusters from Hol-
lywood now face serious competition from niche
products. By Dina Iordanova

Castells, the Internet visionary, in-

It was not a long time ago that Manuel

sisted that the media world is “in the
midst of an extraordinary transforma-
tion, going glocal (globalizing and nar-
rowcasting at the same time), and finding
economies of scale and synergy between
different modes of expression” (Castells,
p. 191). It only took about five years for
his view to become commonly accepted
truth. Those engaged in the creative in-
dustries today already know that the age
of blockbuster is over, that nowadays “it
is possible to make a major commercial
success out of a niche interest” as long
as the range of media on offer is proper-
ly understood and utilized, that globa-
lizing indeed comes hand-in-hand with
narrowcasting and niche marketing, and

that “we are not moving to a more homo-
genous world but one where the indivi-
dual consumer wants to make individual
choices” (Gubbins, p. 2).

In this age of new technologies and
triumph of niche markets liberated from
the ‘tyranny of geography’ amazing new
possibilities can turn into wonderful
new routines. Because of the inflexible
nature of distribution channels that fa-
voured broadcasting and suffocated nar-
rowcasting European cinema’s contact
with its potential audiences were sup-
pressed for many years. Today, however,
there are unprecedented opportunities
to reach out. But do we see these pro-
spects burgeon in Europe? Not really.
There isn’t much to suggest that Europe’s
cultural policies are taking up the oppor-
tunities offered by the dramatic chan-
ge in distribution channels to radically
transform the public space within Eu-
rope and beyond and reach out to those
who want to know about Europe’s diver-
sity and culture.

Today Europe has got the technology
that permits for niche consumption and
catering to varied interests and that al-
lows to overcome the blockbuster domi-
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Film

nation and to tap into the rich and the
diverse. What is not in place, however,
are the policies and the strategies to let
us really take advantage of the ‘extraor-
dinary transformation’ that Castells spo-
ke about. European cinema’s outreach is
hampered by muddled distribution stra-
tegies and knotty public policies.

What my daily life looks today see-
med a nice fantasy even ten years ago,
though it had first been outlined in me-
dia theory terms by Marshall McLuhan
in the early 1960s. I live in a small vil-
lage on Scotland’s East coast, 45 miles
from Edinburgh, in the centre of a beau-
tiful golf country, overlooking the sea
from my office window. My home has
broadband connection and I can do my
research and most of my work as I sit
here and enjoy the striking view.

In the morning I go for a walk on
the breezy seaside. Within minutes after
my return home I access Screen Daily
(the daily arm of Screen International,
featuring the latest news from the film
world) and check if yesterday’s press re-
lease about my recent project on Indian
cinema has been picked up by newspa-
pers in Mumbai. I then do an hour of
writing or other work, respond to the
e-mails that have come meanwhile, or
talk in real time on Skype with friends
in Hong Kong and Paris. I then take a
break from writing and walk to the cent-
re of the village to buy eggs, fresh sal-
mon, and oatcakes. In the post office I
chat to the local bookstore owner who
is here shipping books to international
clients that he got via his eBay and Ama-
zon storefronts: he is conscious that his
business would barely thrive if it was to
rely solely on the occasional passers by
in the village.
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On the way back, I enjoy watching the
seabirds and observe the tide; sometimes
I even see seals. On my return, the mail
has come. With it there are two square
envelopes marked Lovefilm, containing
the DVDs I was told in an e-mail message
from the company the previous day, had
been shipped my way. In the evening I
will watch the films on my large plas-
ma screen television; the next day I will
make some notes about the films, then
put them back in the reusable envelopes
and drop in the mailbox at the corner.
The next shipment of DVD’s from the
personal viewing queue I have created
on Lovefilm’s web-site will arrive in ano-
ther two days.

Later in the day, I handle most of my
administration by sending more e-mails
and prepare my lecture, read student
work and send feedback electronically,
engage in discussions with the IT offi-
cer regarding clip digitisation for tea-
ching, and then mount the lecture no-
tes for tomorrow’s teaching session on
to the virtual learning environment my
University uses, WebCT. After the day
is over, I can check the stock market’s
latest movements, both on the computer
or on the respective satellite television
channels, and can do my shopping on-
line (it will be delivered tomorrow from
a large supermarket which is 30 minutes
drive down the coast).

I can do all this from home, enjoying
the beautiful peaceful surrounding of
the village, with its clean air and pro-
ximity to nature, while at the same time
being fully engaged with my contacts,



nationally and internationally. I can sit
in my Scottish rural setting and be as
connected to the world and as active in
my exchanges as I would be in the cent-
re of London, without all its stress. My
fantasy from a decade ago is now my
daily reality.

There is no video shop in my villa-
ge; all over the place video rental busi-
nesses of the corner shop-type are going
down. The two local grocery stores used
to carry DVDs for rent (exclusively re-
cent Hollywood releases) but these ren-
tals are now discontinued: people now
either order video on demand via their
satellite service or have become subscri-
bers to various on-line DVD rental clubs
that offer so much more variety, and are
cheaper at that. The video shop that was
carrying all the Hollywood stuff in the
nearby University town of St. Andrews
saw its business decline and had to close.
The only surviving video shop is the one
specialised in art house films: a process
clearly contradicting what we are told is
the trend of big Hollywood chains taking
over small independent businesses com-
mitted to alternative film.

Even though I am a Film Studies
Professor and watch at least one film

The only surviving video shop
is the one specialised in art
house films: a process clearly
contradicting what we are told
is the trend of big Hollywood
chains taking over small inde-
pendent businesses committed
to alternative film.

Film

every day, I no longer go to the cinema
very much. The nearest cinema in St.
Andrews is still blanket-booking Hol-
lywood films, and I only occasionally
want to see these. The nearest art house
cinema is in Dundee, and to get to there
I would need to drive 45 minutes; quite
often I decide it is not worth it as I can
see the same film two months later at
home from a DVD. Then, not far from
here, Edinburgh has the most important
film festival in the UK. But it happens in
August, precisely when the long sunny
days on the seaside are much more en-
joyable, so staying home often takes pre-
cedence over spending the day in stuffy
dark screening rooms. So I only go for
the opening and only a few screenings.
I still go to international festivals (Rot-
terdam, Berlin, and so on), but this is
mostly to see films that will never be
available otherwise.

It may be true that my village is not
the average one. About a third of its
1,500 inhabitants work at Scotland’s ol-
dest University in St. Andrews; another
third are retired intellectuals - writers,
artists or musicians; only about a third
are engaged in agriculture, fishing and
the local service businesses. But this is
precisely what makes my village such a
suitable example: the majority of those
who live here are potential niche consu-
mers of European cinema; they are more
likely to prefer seeing serious European
films rather than Hollywood blockbus-
ters, and most of them have the techno-
logy to do it. But European cinema is
simply not available to them.
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We have achieved the dream of living
in the countryside and enjoying all pri-
vileges of life near nature, while at the
same time taking advantage of the won-
ders of globalisation, allowing us to have
exposure to art and culture that earlier
one could only get to amidst the dust and
the noise of big cities. Distance does not
seem to matter any more, as the remote
village is as adequately supplied with
cultural goods as Europe’s most central
locations. We are witnessing the end of
the blockbuster and mass distribution
era, entering another age where our spe-
cialised niche interests can be catered for
equally successfully, no matter where
we are. Because, as Castells put it, the
Internet provides, “a horizontal, non-
controlled, relatively cheap, channel of
communication, from one-to-one as well
as from one-to-many” (Castells, p. 157)

Life in the Long Tail

Welcome to life in the Long Tail! Wel-
come to the world of abundance! The
Long Tail, of which Wire editor Chris
Anderson begun talking a few years
ago describes the mode of cultural con-
sumption in the electronic age. For our
viewing needs we are no longer confi-
ned to the local cinema to the three te-
levision channels, but have access to a
range 100-odd channels and to the In-
ternet, where on YouTube one can find
almost anything that has not made it to
television for some reason, and where
one can download or order almost any
film (legally the films that are picked
up for distribution and clandestinely
all those that have not been selected for
mass marketing). Welcome to the time
of niche marketing, thriving and pro-
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spering alongside the mass consumption
and progressively taking a bigger sha-
re of the market. Million dollar ads for
new Hollywood blockbusters on televi-
sion now face serious competition from
free word-of-mouth recommendations
in Yahoo groups or other chat rooms,
because in the Long Tail word-of-mouth
is as powerful as advertising. Businesses
like Lovefilm and Amazon no longer
need to maintain massive stocks and to
carry simultaneously as much as pos-
sible of what the drop-in client may be
interested in, they can simply list almost
any item and resource it on demand. In
addition, they can provide their web-
sites as a forum for exchanges, like E-
Bay where scores of small vendors have
grown their businesses by tapping into
a global market of clients.

New technologies profoundly chan-
ge the manner of cultural consumpti-
on, allowing for a much wider scope
of narrowcasting alongside the broad-
casting. In Anderson’s Long Tail uni-
verse, the world of broadcasting is seen
as ‘world of scarcity’ (yesterday’s limi-
ted choices) and juxtaposed to ‘the world
of abundance’ (today’s world of niche
marketing). In the Long Tail ‘the vast
majority of products are NOT available
at a store near you’ but can always be
requested and obtained from companies
like Lovefilm, Amazon, eBay which ope-
rates ‘on demand’ inventories and have
‘not only expanded existing markets’
but have also discovered entirely new
niches that are intensely growing. For
the first time in history blockbusters and



niches are on equal economic footing,
equally worthy developing from distri-
bution point of view, because the very
big number of niche products multipli-
ed by even a relatively small number of
sales still results in a viable and pow-
erful economic figure. “Suddenly, po-
pularity no longer has a monopoly on
profitability,” Anderson remarks (p. 24).
“Bringing niches within reach reveals
latent demand for non-commercial con-
tent. Then, as demand shifts toward the
niches, the economics of providing them
improve further, and so on, creating a
positive feedback loop that will trans-
form entire industries - and the culture
- for the decades to come.” (Anderson,
2006, p. 26)

Drawing borders

European film, however, is not as
easy to stumble upon in the world of
abundance. Very little of European ci-
nema is available in the Long Tail, still
restricted by distribution deals that are
nowhere near stretching across Europe
and are still limited to specific countries.
For specialists like me, working in East
European cinema but based in the UK,
itis a frustrating and time consuming to
keep up to date with new film develop-
ments in the countries in which I have
special interest, and I still rely more on
personal networks and contacts with the
filmmakers as no mechanisms exist that
would bring the output of these cinemas

For the first time in history
blockbusters and niches are on
equal economic footing.

Film

to my doorstep, like the DVD rental ser-
vice does.

Having been engaged in growing an
ambitious University DVD library collec-
tion for my programme over the last two
years, I know all about the frustrations
and the limitations one encounters when
trying to source European films. Even
for an experienced specialist like me, fa-
miliar with all existing channels, it is a
laborious and time consuming effort to
acquire many of the films of leading Eu-
ropean cineastes as they are simply una-
vailable. Take Tony Gatlif, for example.
Only a single film of his, Exils, is in UK
distribution and thus readily available
for me to purchase. The French Amazon
site only carries a fraction of his films
on DVD (mostly not subtitled, whereas
the Hollywood DVD releases come with
subtitles in more than a dozen European
languages, from Finnish to Bulgarian).
Only two of Volker Schléndorff’s films
are currently in UK distribution; to get
a copy of his Homo Faber (co-produced
by four European countries, including
the UK), one can only rely on second-
hand traders. More than 30% of all Bri-
tish made films never make it to any sort
of distribution and therefore one cannot
grow a proper collection of British cine-
ma. The only way to obtain copies from
other key European cinematic texts is
viaillegally downloading them from the
Internet. It I indeed download some of
these films and use it in teaching, my
colleagues in IT and Media Services re-
fuse to help by claiming I am committing
a piracy crime.
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I clearly remember witnessing a few
years ago how the DAAD-funded Ger-
man language ‘Lektorin’ at a British
University who was planning to teach
a German film course could not get any
of the early Wim Wenders films through
the usual channels she had access to and
had to resort to placing eBay bids in or-
der to acquire Alice in the Cities. In the
breaks between lessons she was running
to her office to check on-line how the
bidding was going. Alas, her funds were
limited and she was outbid. Today none
of Wenders’s early films are part of this
University’s collection; this is the picture
at most other UK University collections
as well. Accidentally, Wenders has been
the president of the European Film Aca-
demy for ten years now. One can only
speculate what is the availability of the
work of cineastes that are not as publicly
visible as he is.

Get out of the corner

European cultural funding bodies
spend significant amounts on suppor-
ting networks of traditional cinemas
and on festivals, both types of exhibition
with a limited urban reach. The reality of
the need to distribute in the Long Tail,
however, remains ignored. Funding bo-
dies privilege the financing of projects
that target metropolitan audiences and
ignore the technological developments

1 Castells, S. 191.

2 Gubbins, S.2.

3 Castells, S.157.

4 Der Begriff des “Long Tail® geht auf Chris Anderson 2uriick. Er beschreibt

die meist auf Mausklick verfiigbaren Nischenprodukte, die im Einzelhandel
nicht unbedingt erhdltlich sind, und die dennoch lukrativer sein kinnen als
Massenware,

5 Anderson, S.24.

58 Anderson 2006, S.26.
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that allow reaching out to niche audi-
ences in pocket locations. The distribu-
tion is still by national territories (as op-
posed to pan-European, one that could
indeed be ‘sans frontiers). It is essential
to understand, however, that Europeans’
access to cinema is not via the cinemas
and the festival network. More and more
of uslive in the Long Tail, and it is about
time for European cinema to arrive here
and takes its place, alongside Bollywood
and Japanese animation.

Dina lordanova holds the Chair in Film Stu-
dies at the University of St. Andrews in Scot-
land, where she also directs the Centre for
Film Studies. She has written extensively on
the cinema of Eastern Europe and the Balkans
and runs projects in the area of internatio-
nal and transnational cinema. Her research
approaches cinema on a meta-national level
and focuses on the dynamics of transnatio-
nalism in cinema; she has special interest in
issues related to cinema at the periphery.
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