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The resilience of popular national cinemas in Europe (Part one)

Andrew Higson

Department of Theatre, Film, Television and Interactive Media, University of York, York, UK

ABSTRACT

The national has not withered away in the era of globalisation, and 
national cinemas still persist in various ways, even in the smallest 
nations. Using data collected for the MeCETES project, this article 
(the first of two looking at these issues) examines the evidence of 
popular national cinemas in contemporary Europe (2005–2015). It 
looks at admissions data for domestic productions, nation by 
nation, demonstrating that most European countries enjoy a small 
number of considerable national successes each year. In 2011, for 
instance, the French production, Intouchables, topped France’s 
admissions chart (and also did extraordinarily well across Europe). 
National productions also outranked all other films, including multi- 
million-dollar Hollywood blockbusters, in Italy, the Netherlands, the 
UK, Poland and the Czech Republic. The majority of these national 
successes were small-scale films, with themes, characters or sub-
ject-matter that resonated in the country of production. Few of 
them were co-productions and few travelled successfully across 
borders. National audiences showed a remarkable commitment to 
such films, demonstrating that popular national cinema is still 
a meaningful presence across Europe. The second article (Part 
Two) will look at some of the strategies deployed to create attrac-
tive and repeatable consumer products, the most common being 
genre. It will then re-visit the concept of national cinema, asking 
what role it plays in the era of globalisation.
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The national has clearly by no means withered away in the era of globalisation. Just as the 
national and nationalism have been re-asserted politically around the world, national 
cinemas still persist in various ways, even in the smallest nations. Those cinemas are often 
nurtured politically and enjoy some economic and cultural success in their domestic – 
national – markets. This is not to deny that much of contemporary film production and 
consumption is transnational, but it is to recognise national cinema still has a place in the 
era of globalisation. This article follows in the footsteps of Dyer and Vincendeau’s 
(1992a) pioneering collection, Popular European Cinema, and the effort to map what 
they call ‘indigenous popular film’ (1). As they note, ‘the popular cinema of any given 
European country is not always acknowledged even in the general national histories of 
film in that country’ (Dyer and Vincendeau 1992b, 1). That too often remains the case, 
even in accounts of contemporary cinema.
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As a counterbalance to that tradition of film criticism, this article addresses the 
extraordinary resilience of popular national cinemas in twenty-first century Europe. As 
Dyer and Vincendeau (1992b, 1) point out, one reason for the critical neglect of a whole 
range of cinematic output is that ‘highly popular European films seldom travel well 
beyond their national boundaries’. It is precisely this brand of cinema with which I am 
concerned here – not what we might call popular European cinema, which I would define 
as European films that do travel successfully in export markets, but what we should 
therefore call popular national cinemas within contemporary Europe.

In this article, I present the empirical evidence that demonstrates the continuing 
importance of national fare to national audiences in Europe, in the period 2005–2015. 
I also describe the range of domestic productions that have been hailed by audiences in 
their country of production. In the second part of this article (also published in this 
issue), I will look at some of the strategies deployed to create attractive and repeatable 
national popular films, the most common being genre. I will also draw some broader 
conclusions about national and transnational cinema in the age of globalisation.

The MeCETES project

Even within the EU, with its ideal of a single European audio-visual market, it is clear that 
national cinemas still prevail; thus, there are still clearly drawn national boundaries, 
linguistic boundaries and the boundaries drawn up by distributors of varying sizes. Brexit 
has simply exacerbated that situation. Like it or not, we don’t live in a post-national 
world, and the nation, national branding and national cinema remain central to public, 
official and scholarly discourse. In addressing this situation, this article draws on research 
undertaken for the MeCETES project, ‘Mediating Cultural Encounters Through 
European Screens’ (2013–16). This project set out to explore the extent to which 
audiences across Europe encountered other Europeans through watching films and 
television drama made in countries other than those in which they lived, during the 
period 2005–2015. The main conclusion in terms of cinema was that European films did 
not actually circulate very widely outside their main country of production, and that most 
audiences did not actually watch many non-national European films (that is, European 
films released outside their main country of production). The flip side of this conclusion 
is the substantial evidence of remarkably resilient national cinemas across Europe, with 
national audiences showing a strong attachment to nationally-produced films whose 
stories are set in those nations.1

This evidence is brought together in the MeCETES database created by Huw D Jones, 
which comprises information about the more than 21,000 films released theatrically in 
Europe in the period 2005–2015. The data is drawn from a variety of sources, including 
the European Audio-Visual Observatory’s LUMIERE PRO database and the Internet 
Movie Database (IMDb). It includes details of budgets, domestic and European distribu-
tion, European admissions as a whole and by country, and the number of European 
countries in which a film is distributed. ‘Europe’, for the purposes of this analysis, is 
defined as the EU28 (the 28 nations that constituted the EU between 2013 and Brexit in 
2020) and the European Free Trade Association nations (Iceland, Switzerland, Norway 
and Liechtenstein). All films in the database, including co-productions, are assigned to 
the country with the majority stake in the production process. Domestic successes are 
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defined as the films with the highest admissions in a particular territory, and which were 
majority-produced in that territory. The best travelled films are defined as the films with 
the most cinema admissions in European countries other than the main country of 
production. Table 1 at the end of this article summarises key data from the database 
about every film mentioned in this article.

The database deals primarily with theatrical admissions, and not with viewing data 
relating to films on television, DVD, Blu-Ray or online (VOD etc). It therefore provides 
only a partial picture of European film distribution in this period. The focus of this article 
is therefore not on how developments in the non-theatrical circulation of films have 
affected the European film business, access to films and the audience experience. This is 
obviously a shifting landscape, especially given the impact of the Covid pandemic. I note, 
however, that, as with theatrical distribution, different types of films benefit in different 
ways from non-theatrical circulation, and the overall picture about which films com-
mand attention and which don’t probably hasn’t changed substantially.

The European film market

Some 14,000 films were produced in Europe between 2005 and 2015, but less than half 
were theatrically released in more than one European country. The (mean) average 
number of admissions (tickets sold) for those films that did travel to at least one 
European export market was 185,000, a tiny number, especially when we consider that 
the population of Europe is estimated to have grown from 730 m in 2005 to 740 m in 

Table 1. Top 20 European productions in terms of admissions in their domestic markets, 2005–2015.

Rank (By Domestic 
Admissions) Film Title

Majority 
Producing 

Country
Domestic 

Admissions
Domestic Admissions as % of Total 

European Admissions

1. Intouchables France 21,414,629 48%
2. Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis France 20,488,339 77%
3. Skyfall UK 16,147,235 35%
4. Spectre UK 13,135,352 32%
5. Qu’est-ce qu’on a fait au 

Bon Dieu?
France 12,338,574 51%

6. Harry Potter and the 
Deathly Hallows: Part 2

UK 12,061,761 31%

7. Casino Royale UK 10,423,726 34%
8. Harry Potter and the Goblet 

of Fire
UK 10,405,984 23%

9. Les Bronzés 3: amis pour la 
vie

France 10,223,008 91%

10. Quantum of Solace UK 9,883,562 36%
11. Harry Potter and the Order 

of the Phoenix
UK 9,788,790 26%

12. Harry Potter and the Half- 
Blood Prince

UK 9,324,178 26%

13. Ocho apellidos vascos Spain 9,300,386 99%
14. Harry Potter and the 

Deathly Hallows: Part 1
UK 8,963,943 26%

15. Rien à déclarer France 8,148,204 80%
16. Sole a catinelle Italy 8,025,384 99%
17. Fack ju Göhte 2 Germany 7,716,114 89%
18. The King’s Speech UK 7,538,532 38%
19. The Inbetweeners Movie UK 7,430,486 87%
20. Fack ju Göhte Germany 7,395,893 88%
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2015.2 In the same period, only 219 films (roughly 20 per year) sold more than 1 m 
cinema tickets in Europe outside their country of origin – the benchmark we adopted in 
the MeCETES project for a ‘successful European film export’. That is, less than 1% of 
European films circulated successfully outside their producing nation. The vast majority 
of cinema admissions in Europe are of course for American films, as Figure 1 indicates, 
and more than 1,000 US films achieved admissions of more than 1 m in Europe in 2005– 
2015, compared to the 219 non-national European films.

However, in most European countries, what the data also show is that there are in 
most years some home-grown, popular successes that hardly travel outside the produ-
cing nation. Indeed, one-fifth of the European market goes to national films. To put it 
another way, 21% of the total admissions for European films were for national 
European films (i.e. European films released within their main country of production), 
while only 12% of the total European box office was for non-national European films 
(i.e. European films released outside their main country of production). France 
recorded an even higher market share for national productions in the period 2005– 
15: a remarkable 37%. The other side of that statistic is that the market share in France 
for non-national European films was significantly lower than average, at 9%, as was the 
market share for American films, at 51%. What this indicates is the relative strength of 
the domestic production business and a greater audience commitment to national fare 
in France, but similar circumstances prevail across Europe, even in much weaker 
national film economies.

Thus, Italy (27%), Denmark (24%), Finland (23%) and Sweden (22%) also recorded 
above average admissions to domestic productions. The UK also enjoyed relatively high 
admissions for domestic productions, at 17%, but that figure includes big-budget, high- 
profile, inward investment UK/USA productions. (According to the criteria adopted 
here, such productions could still count as ‘national films’.) On the other side, pre-Brexit 
UK was positively Europhobic in recording only 3% of admissions to non-UK European 

Figure 1. Market share of admissions for national productions compared with non-national European 
and US productions in selected territories.
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productions, one of the lowest percentages across Europe. These six Western European 
countries (Denmark, Finland, France, Italy, Sweden and the UK) all have relatively strong 
and/or well-supported domestic production industries, which partly explains why the 
proportion of ticket sales for national films was relatively high in these countries. There is 
also one Eastern European country with similar figures, the Czech Republic, where 
domestic productions enjoyed a 28% market share, with non-national European produc-
tions at 15%.

Compare these relatively high admissions to domestic productions in countries with 
relatively strong production sectors with the situation in smaller or less robust producing 
countries. In this instance, we find a relatively high market share for non-national 
European films in countries such as Switzerland (29%), Slovakia (27%), Belgium (26%) 
and Austria (24%). That is to say, audiences in these countries went to the cinema to 
watch a relatively high number of European films made outside the countries in which 
they live. These figures are all well above the average 12% of admissions across Europe for 
non-national European films. It is worth noting that all four of these countries have 
historic ties and/or a shared language with a larger neighbour (Switzerland with 
Germany, France and Italy; Slovakia with the Czech Republic; Belgium with France 
and the Netherlands; and Austria with Germany). The flip side of this is that 
Switzerland, Slovakia, Belgium and Austria also failed to secure more than a 7% share 
of the domestic market for nationally-produced films. This was also the case with several 
other Eastern European countries, including Latvia, Bulgaria, Slovenia and Romania.

If the overall market share for domestic productions in many European countries was 
pitifully low during the period under investigation, the domestic box-office achievements 
of individual national films across Europe could still make a considerable mark in the 
domestic market. In 2011, for instance, the French production, Intouchables, topped the 
admissions chart in France (and also did extraordinarily well across Europe as a whole). 
But national productions also outranked all other films, including multi-million-dollar 
Hollywood blockbusters, in Italy (where Che bella giornata secured more admissions 
than any other film that year), the Netherlands (Gooische vrouwen), Poland (Listy do M., 
Och, Karol 2 and 1920 Bitwa Warszawska) and the Czech Republic (Muži v naději 2D). 
The film with the most domestic admissions in the UK in 2011 was also officially 
a majority British film, Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows: Part 2, although the 
Harry Potter franchise benefited from substantial inward investment from Warner 
Bros. In 2014, national productions again outranked all other films in the Czech 
Republic (Tri bratri), the Netherlands (Gooische Vrouwen II), Poland (Bogowie), 
Denmark (Fasandraeberne), Germany (Honig im Kopf), Finland (Mielensapahoittaja) 
and France (Qu’est-ce qu’on a fait au Bon Dieu?, Supercondriaque and Lucy).

Details of all films mentioned in this article are provided in Table 1, at the end of the 
article. Films are referred to by their original title in the article; Table 1 provides English 
titles, where available, along with the date of release in the relevant domestic market; the 
countries involved in the production; domestic and other European admissions; box- 
office rank in the home market; budget; director; and genre.

Most of these domestic successes are the sort of small-scale genre films which are 
unable to compete on a regular and sustained basis with Hollywood blockbusters or with 
Hollywood-style and often Hollywood-backed European productions. Even so, a small 
number of such films each year commands huge national loyalty, and often secures far 
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more significant box-office than more cosmopolitan art-house films, which may be better 
known in other countries and on the festival circuit. Nor is the market for national films 
shrinking. As Jones notes, ‘Over the last decade, national films have increased their 
market share by 7 percentage points’, with ‘the greatest gains in admissions for national 
films’ being ‘in countries (e.g. Italy, Poland, Netherlands, Finland) which have pursued 
a strategy of making popular comedies, family films and historical dramas primarily 
aimed at domestic audiences’ (Jones Forthcoming). Few of these nationally-popular 
genre films are known outside their own countries, however, because they rarely travel 
beyond the domestic market for which they are made. This is the case even in small 
producing nations with equally small domestic markets, where it might be thought it was 
economically impossible to sustain such a film culture. Thus most European countries 
were able to produce the occasional national box-office success, but few managed to 
establish anything in the way of successful foreign distribution for those home-grown 
hits.

What this analysis confirms is that there is a strand of the European film production 
sector geared to making relatively modest and unpretentious films primarily for domestic 
consumption, some of it with relatively sustainable levels of success. Europe is far from 
a level playing field in terms of the film industry, however. In terms of the size of the local 
production sector and the size of the local market for films (and indeed the size of the 
population), there are five Western European countries that stand out: the UK, France, 
Germany, Spain and Italy. As Jones (Forthcoming) observes,

The market for national films tends to be highest in countries which have a strong domestic 
film industry that can meet the demand for films which reflect national culture and identity. 
These are typically the large [western] European countries . . . or smaller but wealthy 
countries in western Europe (e.g. Denmark, Sweden, Finland), though there are some 
exceptions (e.g. Poland and the Czech Republic).

But the big five European countries, with the exception of the UK, are still not big players 
in the global market: that is to say, their productions are not routinely part of the global 
mainstream. The film industry in Europe, and the production business in particular, is 
highly fragmented, with numerous small companies operating primarily from a national 
base. The market likewise is highly fragmented, despite the efforts of the EU to create 
a single European audio-visual market. There is clearly much more to be said about the 
European film business in general and national circumstances in particular, in terms of 
ownership and control of the key companies, production infrastructure and finance 
opportunities, and film policy, film funding and tax credits. While that is not the focus 
of this article, see the accounts in Bondebjerg, Redvall, and Higson (2015), Doyle et al. 
(2015), Hammett-Jamart, Mitric, and Redvall (2018), Harrod, Liz, and Timoshkina 
(2014), Jones (Forthcoming), Jones and Higson (2020), Liz (2016), Meir (2019), Poort 
et al. (2019) and Townsend (2021).

National productions for national markets

It is salutary to examine the lists of the ten most successful films of any provenance in all 
European countries in the period 2005–15 (disregarding those countries where the data is 
unreliable3). There are in total 230 films across the various national top ten admissions 
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charts. Of those 230 films, 53 were national productions that fared well in their domestic 
markets. That is, around a quarter of the films were national productions evidently highly 
appreciated by their respective national audiences. Clearly, then, most European coun-
tries enjoy something in the way of a national cinema, defined in terms of the audiences 
in a particular country watching films produced in that country. The largest producing 
countries inevitably had the strongest national cinemas in these terms. Thus all of the 53 
films across Europe (not the same 53 noted above) that achieved more than 4 m 
admissions in their home market had one of the big five Western European countries 
as the lead producer. Those big five countries also had a good number of domestically 
produced films securing more than 1 m admissions each at home (see Figure 2), with 
France notching up an extraordinary 190 such films, many more than any other country. 
This was followed by Italy, with 82 domestically produced films achieving more than 1 m 
admissions in the home market, Germany (77), the UK (70) and Spain (33). The only 
other country that secured 1 m admissions for an appreciable number of domestically 
produced films between 2005 and 2015 was Poland (20).

These figures are clearly heavily reliant on the size of the population in each European 
country (see Table 2), and more specifically the size of the cinema-going public. Very few 
of the most successful domestic productions in the smaller or less developed markets 
secured more than 1 m admissions per film in those markets. Indeed, the only such 
successes were in the Netherlands (6), Sweden (5), the Czech Republic (3) and Norway 
(1). The absence of so many other European countries from this list is due partly to the 
size of the population of those countries, partly to the level of development of the 
theatrical market and partly to the weakness of the production sector. Thus the most 
successful Danish film in the domestic market between 2005 and 2015 was 
Fasandræberne, with admissions of just 769,092, against a national population of just 
5.6 m (in 2015); the most successful Austrian production, Echte Wiener – Die Sackbauer- 

Figure 2. Domestic productions achieving 1 m+ domestic admissions.
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Saga, had domestic admissions of 372,239, against a population of 8.5 m; the most 
successful Latvian production, Rigas Sargi, had domestic admissions of 205,247, against 
a population of 2 m.

In terms of the distribution of these successful national productions to European 
export markets, it is the same countries that dominate (Higson 2018; Jones 2014, 2016, 
2020). The export of UK productions to the rest of Europe was substantial, and 
included both American-backed blockbusters, most notably the Harry Potter and 
James Bond films (Casino Royale, Quantum of Solace, Skyfall and Spectre), and 
a range of more modestly budgeted middlebrow dramas and comedy dramas. 
France, followed by Germany, Spain and Sweden, also did reasonably well in this 
respect, while the Czech Republic, Denmark, Ireland, Italy and Norway all managed 
some success in the European export market. But almost half of the 53 films that 
secured more than 4 m domestic admissions failed to secure more than 1 m non- 
national European admissions. And only 15 of the 53 national productions that 
appeared in the top ten most successful films in those markets between 2005 and 
2015 travelled well, securing more than 1 m non-national admissions. In other words, 
popular national success in no way guarantees success in the European export market. 
Admittedly, five of those films that did travel well actually notched up more than 20 m 
admissions. However, four of those were huge inward investment films led by the UK 
(two James Bond and two Harry Potter films), with the exception being the surprise 
French hit, Intouchables. But at the other end of the scale, five of the 53 most successful 
national productions did not travel at all, another seventeen sold less than 80,000 
tickets outside their domestic market, and another sixteen sold less than 1 m tickets 
outside their domestic market.

Table 2. Strength of production sector by country.

Country

No. of National Films 
(Majority-Led 

Productions), 2005–2015

No. of Those Films in Annual 
Domestic Top Ten By Admissions 

(Out of 110)

Market Share of Those Films 
in the Domestic Market, 

2005–2015
Size of 

Population

France 2,610 30 36% 67 m
UK 1,521 18 17% 67 m
Italy 1,460 37 27% 60 m
Germany 1,418 18 20% 83 m
Spain 1,300 16 14% 47 m
Switzerland 646 5 5% 9 m
Sweden 575 23 22% 10 m
Netherlands 512 18 16% 17 m
Czech Rep 442 45 28% 11 m
Poland 345 32 19% 38 m
Austria 336 1 3% 9 m
Denmark 335 38 20% 6 m
Norway 328 26 20% 5 m
Belgium 299 7 7% 11 m
Finland 281 41 23% 6 m
Hungary 218 10 7% 10 m
Portugal 216 3 3% 10 m
Estonia 168 12 7% 1 m
Romania 168 1 3% 20 m
Slovakia 115 3 3% 5 m
Bulgaria 99 4 4% 7 m
Latvia 79 2 3% 2 m
Slovenia 72 5 4% 2 m
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To put it another way, 72% of the films that were most successful in their own national 
markets failed to meet the criteria for a successful intra-European export. On the one 
hand, that is a depressing statistic that reveals the fragility of the European production 
sector; on the other hand, it can be viewed much more positively, since it once again 
demonstrates the importance of national fare to national audiences, even in the age of 
globalisation.

National box-office successes in the big 5 Western European countries

By looking at the annual top ten most successful films of any provenance in each national 
market in the period 2005–2015, it is possible to develop a more detailed understanding 
of the performance of domestic productions nation by nation. In this context, the UK, 
Poland, France and Italy can each in their own way be considered special cases. The UK is 
a special case because the most popular domestically-produced films there (the Harry 
Potter and James Bond franchises) were also hugely popular across the rest of Europe and 
indeed the rest of the world. On the one hand, this may be seen in a positive light: British 
productions, British stories, British characters and British talent have the capacity to 
become pan-European and indeed global successes, rather than simply national suc-
cesses. On the other hand, these franchises depended heavily on US studio investment 
and were addressed to the global market. As a result, more modest British films with 
smaller budgets, addressing more localised concerns, find it much harder to become 
national successes or to achieve box-office takings that can justify their budgets. Thus it is 
not easy to find the British equivalents of the home-grown, popular successes of France, 
Italy or the Czech Republic. And if there were plenty of British members of the cast and 
crew of the Potter and Bond films, some of the most prominent creative roles were taken 
by international filmmakers.

The UK production sector can still be regarded as strong, however, in that it was 
responsible for 1,521 productions, the second highest across Europe behind France, and 
huge amounts of money were invested in the various UK/US co-productions, and 
especially the Potter and Bond franchises. But for all its export success, where it had 
strengths in almost all markets, the UK production sector did not have a particularly 
strong hold in its own domestic market. Thus, only 18 of the available 110 places in the 
annual UK top tens were held by UK-led productions, and half of those were the Potter 
and Bond inward-investment films. That was fewer domestic productions in the annual 
top tens than in ten other European countries. Even with the consistently strong box- 
office for the inward-investment blockbusters, the share of the UK domestic market 
secured by domestic productions was still only 17%, below the European average. It is 
also worth recalling that only 3% of admissions were to non-national European produc-
tions, one of the lowest percentages across Europe: the theatrical audience for other 
European films in the UK is thus comparatively minimal. All of which demonstrates the 
hold Hollywood has on the UK market.

The only UK films appearing in the consolidated list of top ten admissions for films of 
any provenance across the whole period 2005–15 were the Potter and Bond films, with 
the next most successful UK productions, The King’s Speech and The Inbetweeners Movie, 
not appearing until numbers 27 and 28 in the list. The King’s Speech is typical of the 
middlebrow British drama that, by the standards of other European national cinemas, 
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fares extremely well both at the domestic box-office and in non-national European 
markets. Middlebrow versions of cinema have received increasing attention in recent 
years (Faulkner 2016), with the category being fruitfully applied by various scholars to 
aspects of contemporary European cinema (Higson 2015; Bergfelder 2015; Liz 2016; 
Jones 2018). Five other British films that might be viewed as middlebrow also secured 
more than 4 m domestic admissions and 4 m non-national admissions, remarkable 
achievements by the standards of most other European national cinemas (Slumdog 
Millionaire, Mr Bean’s Holiday, Paddington, Wallace & Gromit in The Curse of the Were- 
Rabbit and Les Misérables).

The Inbetweeners Movie, and its sequel, The Inbetweeners Movie 2, are in a rather 
different category. They were both substantial domestic hits, with the first film achieving 
7 m admissions in the UK market, making it the second most successful film in terms of 
tickets sold in the UK in 2011. The sequel achieved 5 m admissions, making it the fourth 
most successful film in 2014. But they fared much less well in European export markets, 
failing to sell more than 800,000 tickets outside the UK, with the first one being 
distributed to only 13 other European markets, far fewer than most other successful UK- 
led productions; the sequel, meanwhile, was picked up for only two other markets. To 
that extent, the Inbetweeners films were much more like domestic successes in many 
other European markets, being comedies that did not translate well to other national 
cultures, examples of what Jeancolas (1992) calls inexportable cinema.

It is also much more difficult for a low-budget art-house film from the UK to stand 
out in the crowded UK market place and achieve the relative success of, say, Amour in 
France, Das Leben der Anderen in Germany or 4 luni, 3 saptamani si 2 zile in Romania. 
The British films that receive the most critical acclaim, according to their Metacritic 
scores or the number of awards they achieve, tend to be the more middlebrow 
productions, budgeted around $15 m. Again, this can be interpreted in different 
ways: on the one hand, higher quality but less mainstream British films can command 
bigger budgets than those in other producing territories; on the other hand, because 
they have higher budgets, they need to be more accessible and reach wider audiences 
than some of the more challenging material from other European producers. Mr 
Turner, The Queen, Slumdog Millionaire and The King’s Speech are typical in this 
respect. They are all critically acclaimed co-productions with budgets between $13 m 
and $18 m, and they are all relatively accessible dramas with quality production values. 
But while they feature character-driven rather than plot-driven narratives, they are not 
particularly challenging in terms of the ways in which they tell their stories or the 
themes with which they deal.

Moving to France and Italy, these are special cases in terms of national box-office 
performance because of the relatively widespread and consistent success of their domes-
tic productions in their own national markets. If we look at the twenty most successful 
European films in terms of ticket sales in their domestic markets between 2005 and 2015, 
there were five French films in the list, including the only two European films that 
secured more than 20 m admissions in their domestic market: Intouchables, with 21.5 m 
national admissions, and Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis, with 20.5 m. These are higher 
domestic admissions for home-grown products then even the Potter and Bond films 
secured in the UK, even though the French films were made on budgets a fraction of the 
size of those Hollywood-backed UK franchises.
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French national productions are generally heavily reliant on the French market for 
their success. Thus 77% of the ticket sales for Bienvenue . . . were in the domestic market; 
the equivalent figure for Rien à declarer was 80%, and for Les Bronzés 3: amis pour la vie 
91%. Among the 20 most successful European films where domestic admissions 
accounted for a high proportion of overall European admissions were several other 
domestic (national) successes (see Table 3 below). Thus the Italian production, Sole 
a catinelle, attracted 99% of its admissions in the Italian domestic market; Ocho apellidos 
vascos attracted 99% of its ticket sales in the Spanish domestic market; Fack ju Göhte, and 
its sequel, Fack ju Göhte 2, recorded 88% and 89% respectively in terms of ticket sales in 
the German market; and the aforementioned Inbetweeners Movie sold 87% of its 
European tickets in the UK. All of these films were comedies, and their performance is 
in stark contrast to that of the non-comedy UK domestic successes. The James Bond 
films, for instance, had a much lower average of 34% of domestic admissions among their 
total European admissions; the Harry Potter films had an even lower average, at 26%; and 
even The King’s Speech was only at 38%. As has so often been the case historically, it 
remains very difficult to sell locally specific comedies in the export market (Jeancolas 
1992; Higson 1995, 163–164).

As already noted, France has perhaps the strongest domestic production sector across 
Europe in that it was responsible for 2,610 films between 2005 and 2015 (see Table 2). 
This is more than a thousand more than any other European country, despite having 
a similar sized population to UK and Italy, and a smaller population than Germany. It 
also means that the proportion of films per head of population is also relatively high. 30 
of the 2,610 majority French productions appeared in the annual domestic top tens, 
including the most successful film in France in four separate years. French productions 
also secured first, second, fourth, fifth and sixth places in terms of overall admissions in 
the consolidated French top ten for the period. The only other productions to appear in 
the annual top tens were US or UK-led productions. That is to say, no other continental 
European productions figured in this list. French productions also enjoyed a reasonably 
significant European export market, especially in Belgium, Switzerland, Germany and the 
UK, all geographically and to some extent culturally proximate countries, followed by 
Austria, Hungary, Italy, Poland and Portugal, roughly in that order.

The five domestically most successful French films were all comedy dramas, most were 
modestly budgeted at less than $20 m, and all secured remarkably high domestic ticket sales: 
Intouchables (21 m), Bienvenue . . . (20 m), Qu’est-ce qu’on a fait au Bon Dieu (12 m), Les 
Bronzés 3 . . . (10 m), Rien à declarer (8 m). A rather different type of film, Lucy, a $40 m action 
thriller shot in the English language, with an American star, secured more than 5 m domestic 
admissions, and more than 10 m admissions in European export markets. These sales figures 
made it the second most successful French film in terms of non-national admissions in the 
period under discussion, behind the remarkable achievement of Intouchables. These two 
types of production, the modestly-budgeted comedy designed primarily for the domestic 
market, and the big-budget English-language production designed as much for the export 
market, were typical of European productions of the period. The latter type of production was 
however only affordable to one of the big five Western European nations.

Italy too had a relatively strong domestic production sector, in that it was responsible 
for 1,460 films across the 11-year period from 2005 to 2011. Those films had a strong hold 
on the domestic market, with 37 appearing in the annual top tens, including five number 
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Table 3. Details of all films referred to in the article.

Film Title English Title Date Director

Production Countries 
(majority producer 

listed first)
Domestic 

Admissions

Rank in 
Domestic 

Market 2005– 
15

Non-national 
European 

Admissions Budget ($) IMDb Genre

1920 Bitwa 
Warszawska

Battle of Warsaw 1920 2011 Jerzy Hoffman PL 1,520,965 31 – 9,312,464 Drama/History/Musical

1944 1944 2015 Elmo Nüganen EE/FI 115,599 6 10,294 - Drama/War
4 luni, 3 saptamani si 

2 zile
4 Months, 3 Weeks 

and 2 Days
2007 Cristian Mungiu RO 89,662 207 1,015,197 824,022 Drama

Amour Amour 2012 Michael Haneke FR/DE/AT 619,650 840 2,005,640 9,700,000 Drama/Romance
Astérix aux jeux 

olympiques
Asterix at the Olympic 

Games
2008 Frédéric 

Forestier, 
Thomas 
Langmann

FR/DE/ES 
/IT

6,812,378 12 7,069,843 116,496,154 Adventure/Comedy/Family

Avatar Avatar 2009 James Cameron US/GB N/A N/A 77,171,073 425,000,000 Action/Adventure/Fantasy
Bathory Bathory: Countess of 

Blood
2008 Juraj Jakubisko SK/CZ/GB 

/HU
930,496 1 432,530 - Biography/Drama/Fantasy

Benvenuti al Nord Welcome to the North 2012 Luca Miniero IT 4,288,848 6 7,036 - Comedy
Benvenuti al Sud Welcome to the South 2010 Luca Miniero IT 4,927,475 4 384,385 - Comedy
Bienvenue chez les 

Ch’tis
Welcome to the Sticks 2008 Danny Boon FR 20,488,339 2 5,805,970 16,428,945 Comedy/Romance

Bogowie Gods 2014 Lukasz 
Palkowski

PL 2,261,565 8 33,083 - Biography/Drama

Casino Royale Casino Royale 2006 Martin 
Campbell

GB[Inc]/US 
/DE/CZ

10,423,726 9 18,847,437 102,000,000 Action/Adventure/Thriller

Che bella giornata What a Beautiful Day 2011 Gennaro 
Nunziante

IT 6,831,535 3 27,093 8,518,129 Comedy

Das Leben der 
Anderen

The Lives of Others 2006 Florian Henckel 
von 

Donnersmarck DE 2,373,886 112 5,021,691 2,000,000

Drama/Thriller
El orfanato The Orphanage 2007 Juan Antonio 

Bayona
ES 4,384,542 8 1,567,907 4,748,603 Drama/Mystery/Thriller

Fack ju Göhte Suck Me Shakespeer 2013 Bora Dagtekin DE 7,395,893 9 944,816 6,774,150 Comedy
Fack ju Göhte 2 Suck Me Shakespeer 2 2015 Bora Dagtekin DE 7,716,114 8 1,322,646 - Comedy
Fasandraeberne The Absent One 2014 Mikkel Nørgaard DK 769,092 7 204,355 - Crime/Mystery/Thriller
Flammen og Citronen Flame and Citron 2008 Ole Christian 

Madsen
DK/CZ/DE 673,764 14 99,887 9,015,218 Drama/History/Thriller

(Continued)
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Table 3. (Continued).

Film Title English Title Date Director

Production Countries 
(majority producer 

listed first)
Domestic 

Admissions

Rank in 
Domestic 

Market 2005– 
15

Non-national 
European 

Admissions Budget ($) IMDb Genre

Flickan som lekte med 
elden

The Girl Who Played 
with Fire

2009 Daniel 
Alfredson

SE/DK/DE 1,030,937 10 3,708,918 5,677,141 Crime/Drama/Mystery

Gooische vrouwen Gooische vrouwen 2011 Will Koopman NL 1,915,116 2 71,344 - Comedy/Drama
Gooische vrouwen 2 Gooische vrouwen 2 2014 Will Koopman NL 1,183,660 16 18,164 - Comedy/Drama/Romance
Gremo Mi Po Svoje Going Our Way 2013 Miha Hocevar SI 208,646 2 – - Comedy
Harry Potter and the 

Deathly Hallows: 
Part 1

Harry Potter and the 
Deathly Hallows: 
Part 1

2010 David Yates GB[Inc]/US 8,963,943 16 25,804,400 236,455,066 Adventure/Family/Fantasy

Harry Potter and the 
Deathly Hallows: 
Part 2

Harry Potter and the 
Deathly Hallows: 
Part 2

2011 David Yates GB[Inc]/US 12,061,761 7 27,014,906 125,000,000 Adventure/Drama/Fantasy

Harry Potter and the 
Goblet of Fire

Harry Potter and the 
Goblet of Fire

2005 Mike Newell GB[Inc]/US 10,405,984 10 33,247,278 150,000,000 Adventure/Family/Fantasy

Harry Potter and the 
Half-Blood Prince

Harry Potter and the 
Half-Blood Prince

2009 David Yates GB[Inc]/US 9,324,178 15 25,660,446 250,000,000 Adventure/Family/Fantasy

Harry Potter and the 
Order of the 
Phoenix

Harry Potter and the 
Order of the 
Phoenix

2007 David Yates GB[Inc]/US 9,788,790 12 28,210,279 150,000,000 Adventure/Family/Fantasy

Honig im Kopf Head Full of Honey 2014 Til Schweiger, 
Lars 
Gmehling

DE 7,232,600 10 839,415 - Comedy/Drama/Family

Intouchables The Intouchables 2011 Olivier Nakache, 
Eric Toledano

FR 21,414,629 1 22,153,522 11,000,000 Biography/Comedy/Drama

Katyń Katyn 2007 Andrzej Wajda PL 2,768,533 4 200,285 5,540,535 Drama/History/War
Keinohrhasen Rabbit Without Ears 2007 Til Schweiger DE 6,286,012 19 519,361 6,284,916 Comedy/Romance
Kon-Tiki Kon-Tiki 2012 Espen Sandberg NO/GB/DK 

/DE
889,390 5 459,396 16,600,000 Adventure/History

La Mome La Vie en Rose 2007 Olivier Dahan FR/CZ/GB 5,242,769 32 2,738,398 - Biography/Drama/Music
Lejdis Ladies 2008 Tomasz Konecki PL 2,529,122 6 – – Comedy
Les Bronzés 3: amis 

pour la vie
French Fried Vacation 

3
2006 Patrice Leconte FR 10,223,008 5 855,256 42,000,000 Comedy

Les Misérables Les Misérables 2012 Tom Hooper GB/US 6,242,550 42 4,246,738 61,000,000 Drama/Musical/Romance
Líbáš jako Bůh You Kiss Like a God 2009 Marie 

Polednáková
CZ 910,703 5 31,373 - Comedy

(Continued)
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Table 3. (Continued).

Film Title English Title Date Director

Production Countries 
(majority producer 

listed first)
Domestic 

Admissions

Rank in 
Domestic 

Market 2005– 
15

Non-national 
European 

Admissions Budget ($) IMDb Genre

Listy do M. Letters to Santa 2011 Mitja Okorn PL 2,560,692 5 78,187 - Comedy/Romance
Listy do M. 2 Letters to Santa 2 2015 Maciej Dejczer PL 2,874,420 3 - - Comedy/Romance
Lo imposible The Impossible 2012 Juan Antonio 

Bayona
ES 6,076,682 4 5,104,360 40,000,000 Drama/Thriller

Lucy Lucy 2014 Luc Besson FR 5,202,954 34 10,298,057 40,000,000 Action/Sci-Fi/Thriller
Luftslottet som 

sprängdes
The Girl Who Kicked 

the Hornet’s Nest
2009 Daniel 

Alfredson
SE/DK/DE 773,430 21 2,309,135 5,677,141 Crime/Drama/Thriller

Män som hatar 
kvinnor

The Girl with the 
Dragon Tattoo

2009 Niels Arden 
Oplev

SE/DK/DE 1,217,107 6 6,595,412 13,000,000 Drama/Mystery/Thriller

Mielensapahoittaja The Grump 2011 Dome Karukoski FI 500,652 6 9,904 1,895,812 Comedy/Drama
Mr Bean’s Holiday Mr Bean’s Holiday 2007 Steve Bendelack GB/FR/DE 

/US
4,378,026 85 11,081,920 25,000,000 Comedy/Family

Mr Turner Mr Turner 2014 Mike Leigh GB/DE/FR 1,002,781 530 1,207,663 14,000,000 Biography/Drama/History
Muži v naději 2D Men in Hope 2011 Jirí Vejdelek CZ 867,314 7 113,201 - Comedy/Drama/Romance
Natale a Rio Christmas in Rio 2008 Neri Parenti IT 3,873,266 11 45,569 - Comedy
Obsluhoval jsem 

anglického krále
I Served the King of 

England
2006 Jiří Menzel CZ/SK 865,813 8 408,684 3,821,492 Comedy/Drama/Romance

Och/Karol 2 Och/Karol 2 2011 Piotr Weresniak PL 1,708,659 23 – - Comedy
Ocho apellidos 

catalanes
Spanish Affair 2 2015 Emilio Martínez 

Lázaro
ES 5,069,757 6 4,010 - Comedy/Romance

Ocho apellidos vascos Spanish Affair 2013 Emilio Martínez 
Lázaro

ES 9,300,386 2 100,160 - Comedy/Romance

Paddington Paddington 2014 Paul King GB/FR 5,489,761 50 10,465,647 55,000,000 Comedy/Family/Fantasy
Pelísky Cosy Dens 2007 Jan Hrebejk CZ 1,059,442 4 63,032 - Comedy/Drama
Perfume: The Story of 

a Murderer
Perfume: The Story of 

a Murderer
2006 Tom Twyker DE/ES/FR 5,590,008 29 5,891,415 63,700,000 Crime/Drama/Fantasy

Petelinji Zajtrk Rooster’s Breakfast 2011 Marko 
Nabersnik

SI/HR 183,269 5 - - Drama

Quantum of Solace Quantum of Solace 2008 Marc Foster GB[Inc]/US 9,883,562 11 17,634,070 230,000,000 Action/Adventure/Thriller
Qu’est-ce qu’on a fait 

au Bon Dieu?
Serial (Bad) Weddings 2014 Philippe de 

Chauveron
FR 12,338,574 4 8,214,933 13,000,000 Comedy

Rien à declarer Nothing to Declare 2011 Dany Boon FR/BE 8,148,204 6 2,127,721 - Comedy
Rigas Sargi Defenders of Riga 2007 Aigars Grauba LV 205,247 2 137,456 - Action/Drama/History
Sapnu komanda 1935 Dream Team 1935 2012 Aigars Grauba LV/CH 46,160 71 146 - Drama/History
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Table 3. (Continued).

Film Title English Title Date Director

Production Countries 
(majority producer 

listed first)
Domestic 

Admissions

Rank in 
Domestic 

Market 2005– 
15

Non-national 
European 

Admissions Budget ($) IMDb Genre

Skyfall Skyfall 2012 Sam Mendes GB[Inc]/US 16,147,235 3 29,627,349 200,000,000 Action/Adventure/Thriller
Slumdog Millionaire Slumdog Millionaire 2008 Danny Boyle GB 5,820,743 46 11,644,332 14,000,000 Drama
Sole a catinelle Sole a catinelle 2013 Gennaro 

Nunziante
IT 8,025,384 1 32,617 - Comedy

Sorstalanság Fateless 2005 Lajos Koltai HU/DE/GB 449,240 24 110,517 12,000,000 Drama/Romance/War
Spectre Spectre 2015 Sam Mendes GB[Inc]/US 13,135,352 5 27,098,099 245,000,000 Action/Adventure/Thriller
Supercondriaque Supercondriaque 2014 Dany Boon FR/BE 5,268,881 31 1,050,843 - Comedy
Szabadság/Szerelem Children of Glory 2006 Krisztina Goda HU/GB 455,152 22 10,352 - Drama/History/Romance
Tadas Blinda. Pradzia Fireheart: The Legend 

of Tadas Blinda
2011 Donatas 

Ulvydas
LT 293,158 2 455 1,235,778 Adventure/Drama/History

The Inbetweeners 
Movie

The Inbetweeners 
Movie

2011 Ben Palmer GB 7,430,486 28 791,654 5,727,752 Comedy

The Inbetweeners 
Movie 2

The Inbetweeners 
Movie 2

2014 Damon Beesley, 
Iain Morris

GB 4,910,685 66 122,241 - Comedy

The King’s Speech The King’s Speech 2010 Tom Hooper GB[Inc]/US 7,538,532 27 13,089,674 15,000,000 Biography/Drama
The Queen The Queen 2006 Stephen Frears GB/FR/IT 1,617,836 316 3,855,475 15,000,000 Biography/Drama
Tri bratri Three Brothers 2014 Jan Sverák CZ/DK 702,169 18 23,414 - Comedy/Fantasy/Musical
Volver Volver 2006 Pedro 

Almodóvar
ES 1,924,117 95 6,550,216 9,400,000 Comedy/Crime/Drama

Vratné lahve Empties 2007 Jan Sverák CZ/GB 1,260,909 2 629,337 - Comedy/Drama
Wallace and Gromit in 

the Curse of the 
Were-Rabbit

Wallace and Gromit in 
the Curse of the 
Were-Rabbit

2005 Steve Box, Nick 
Park

GB[Inc]/US 6,839,231 33 6,990,291 - Animation/Comedy/Family

Ženy v pokušení Women in Temptation 2010 Jirí Vejdelek CZ 1,237,339 3 71,615 - Comedy

Source: MeCETES database, drawing on raw data from the European Audio-Visual Observatory’s LUMIERE PRO database and the Internet Movie Database.
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ones, and four in the consolidated Italian top ten. Thus Sole a catinelle was the most 
successful film of any provenance in terms of theatrical admissions in Italy in this period, 
with Che bella giornata at third, Benvenuti al Sud at fourth, and Benvenuti al Nord at 
sixth.

In several respects, Italian film production in this period is more localised than in the 
other four big European film nations. They secured some 50 m admissions between them 
in the domestic market, but none of these films made any impact in the export market, 
except in Switzerland, with its small Italian-speaking community. In addition to the films 
already listed, the ten most successful Italian films also included Natale a Rio and four of 
director Neri Parenti’s other cinepanettoni – films made for the Christmas market. Sole 
a catinelle and Che bella giornata were both directed by Gennaro Nunziante and starred 
Checco Zalone, who emerged from regional television and played a regional stereotype. 
Finally, Benvenuti al Sud and Benvuti al Nord were Italian remakes of the highly 
successful French comedy, Bienvenue chez les Ch’tis, all of them again playing on regional 
stereotypes. These films were generally quite modestly budgeted (see Table 3 for details).

The final two members of the Western European big five, Germany and Spain, also 
had relatively strong domestic production sectors, with Germany responsible for 1,418 
films and Spain 1,300. There were 18 German films in the annual top tens for the German 
market, and 3 in the consolidated German top ten for the period. The only non-US/UK 
import in the consolidated top ten was the French production, Intouchables, the second 
most popular film of any provenance across the period. In terms of types of successful 
films, the situation in Germany was similar to that in France. Thus the four domestically 
most successful German films were all relatively low-budget, German-language come-
dies, Fack ju Göhte, its sequel Fack ju Göhte 2, Honig im Kopf and Keinohrhasen. Only 
one of the four secured more than 1 m admissions in exports markets, although they all 
performed well in Germany’s main export markets, Austria and Switzerland, both 
geographically proximate countries with German-speaking communities. The fifth 
most successful German film in the domestic market, Perfume: The Story of 
a Murderer, was rather different. A $64 m period crime drama, shot in the English 
language and starring Dustin Hoffman, neither its setting nor its characters were 
German, although there was still a strong national connection, in that the film was an 
adaptation of a very successful (and much translated) German novel. Like the French 
film, Lucy, then, this was again a big-budget English-language production rather than 
a home-grown comedy drama.

Moving to Spain, there were only 16 domestic productions in the annual national top 
tens, out of the more than 200 films on those lists, plus two French productions, 
Intouchables and Lucy. All the other places were taken by US or UK-led productions. 
The 16 Spanish films included three entries in the hugely successful, cartoon-like 
Torrente comedy-thriller franchise; the equally successful comedy, Ocho apellidos vascos, 
and its sequel Ocho apellidos catalanes; El orfanato, unusual for a national popular 
success for being a ghost thriller with no comic elements; and another instance of a big- 
budget, English-language production, the $40 m Lo imposible, with British stars and 
a non-Spanish setting. The latter four films also appeared in the consolidated domestic 
top ten for Spain for the period, though only the big-budget Lo imposible had a significant 
impact in the export market. Within the Spanish market, Ocho apellidos vascos was 
the second most successful film ever with Spanish audiences, behind only Avatar. Volver, 
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probably the best-known Spanish-language production in the rest of Europe, was only 
the eighth most successful film in Spain in 2006, which only secured it 95th place overall 
in terms of admissions at Spanish cinemas for the period 2005–15. Spain’s main export 
markets were the rest of the big five Western European countries and the geographically 
and culturally proximate Portugal.

Budget sizes for small or less developed producing nations are somewhat different to 
their equivalents in the big five European nations. 15 of the productions led by the big five 
Western European nations cost more than $100 m, of which all but two were UK-led; 
another 28 cost between $50 m and $100 m, of which half were UK-led; and another 135 
cost more than $20 m, of which 50 were UK-led. Only four of the productions made in 
the Nordic countries, the Netherlands and Belgium cost more than £20 m, and most cost 
less than $10 m. Of the Central and Eastern European countries examined here, just one 
film, led by Hungary, had a budget greater than $12 m, with just three Polish-led and one 
Romanian-led productions with budgets above $5 m. With a handful of exceptions, then, 
the production budgets for films led by and made in these countries were equivalent to 
a low budget film in one of the big five nations.

Few countries, large or small, exploited co-production opportunities for the creation 
of nationally successful films. In France and Germany, the more modestly budgeted 
comedies were all solely domestic productions, while the larger budget films, such as the 
German-led Perfume and the French-led Astérix aux jeux olympiques, tended to be co- 
productions. All of the most successful home-produced films in Italy and Spain, on the 
other hand, were solely domestic productions. The most prolific co-producers of domes-
tic successes were Denmark, Norway and Sweden, evidence of relatively successful 
Scandinavian co-operation; and Hungary and Romania. The country that stands out in 
this respect is the UK, with eighteen of the twenty most successful UK-led films in the UK 
market being co-productions, and all of the top ten inward-investment productions 
backed by American studios. The two exceptions were the two Inbetweener comedies, 
which of course hardly travelled outside the UK market: both were solely domestic 
productions.

One might argue that one of the reasons why so many of European productions failed 
to travel outside their domestic markets was because of the failure to attract co- 
production partners at the development stage. That is to say, carefully developed trans-
national production arrangements might have created the circumstances for successful 
transnational circulation of the films. On the other hand, one might observe that these 
films were conceived and made as national productions, with nationally-specific themes, 
settings, stories and characters. They did not need to travel abroad to achieve the goal of 
appealing to and telling stories for domestic audiences. To that extent, co-production 
partners would have been a distraction to what were, for all intents and purposes, self- 
consciously localised cultural initiatives.

National box-office successes in the rest of Europe

Among the smaller Western European countries and the various Central and Eastern 
European countries, four had relatively strong production sectors in the period 2005–15. 
Thus Poland, the Czech Republic, Denmark and Finland each had more than 35 national 
productions in the annual domestic top tens for the period. Poland is another special case 
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in that it was the only country outside the big five Western European countries that had 
20 or more domestically produced films securing more than 1 m admissions in the home 
market. The domestic production sector was strong enough to deliver 345 films, 32 of 
which appeared in the annual Polish top tens, four of them at number one for the year, 
and five in the consolidated Polish top ten for the period. Those five all secured more 
than 2 m domestic admissions. Of those films, Listy do M., its sequel, Listy do M. 2, and 
Lejdis were comedy dramas, while Katyń and Bogowie were historical dramas. The Polish 
export market was minimal, however, although some films were exported with reason-
able success to the Polish diaspora in the UK.

The Czech Republic produced 442 films in the period, and in six separate years the 
most popular film in the domestic market was a Czech production. Six Czech films also 
appeared in the consolidated top ten for the period, with the three most successful, 
Vratné lahve, Ženy v pokušení and Pelísky (a 2007 re-release of a 1999 production), all 
securing more than 1 m admissions in the domestic market. Only Avatar has sold more 
tickets in the Czech market. All three of these successes were comedy dramas, as were the 
other three Czech films in the consolidated top ten, Líbáš jako Bůh, Muži v naději 2D and 
Obsluhoval jsem anglického krále. The main Czech export market was Slovakia, formerly 
a part of Czechoslovakia.

Denmark produced 335 films between 2005 and 2015, including three that were the 
most successful films in the domestic market in their year of release. The consolidated 
Danish top ten for the period included two domestic productions and two Swedish 
productions, while Norway was its main export market. Of Finland’s 281 domestic 
productions, 41 appeared in the annual top tens, including two number ones, and 
three in the consolidated Finnish top ten for the period. Its export market was very 
small, however, with most exports going to Norway and Estonia.

The Netherlands, Norway and Sweden all produced more than 300 films, with 
between 18 and 26 films in the annual top tens for their respective domestic markets. 
Again, intra-Scandinavian film trade proved reasonably strong, in terms of both co- 
production and distribution arrangements. Transnational cooperation was thus more 
developed and more effective within Scandinavia. Austria, Belgium, Hungary, Portugal 
and Switzerland each produced more than 200 films – with Switzerland notching up 
a very surprising 646. But none of these countries had more than ten films in their annual 
domestic top tens across the 2005–15 period. Belgium’s exports to the geographically 
proximate Netherlands and France were the only significant examples of foreign film 
trade enjoyed by any of these countries. Even Iceland, with its population of just 0.35 m, 
had 2 domestic films in its consolidated top ten for the period, and although no Greek 
films appeared in the consolidated top ten, three appeared in the top 30.

Finally, seven more Central and Eastern European countries recorded a very modest 
average of just over 100 domestic productions each across the period 2005–2015, and 
very little in the way of exports This was the case in Bulgaria, Croatia, Estonia, Latvia, 
Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia. The production of films in Eastern Europe was clearly 
much more circumscribed than in Western Europe, with less developed national 
infrastructures and creative economies, more modest funding and production values, 
and local stars and cultural traditions that are much less familiar to both mainstream 
and niche Western European audiences. But even these relatively very weak producing 
countries enjoyed some national hits, and boosted their capability by engaging in the 

18 A. HIGSON



occasional co-production. Thus in Bulgaria, Mission London was the most successful 
film in domestic cinemas in 2010, while Love.net was the second most successful film in 
2012, with two other Bulgarian films appearing in the top ten for that year. The 
Estonian historical film, 1944, appeared in the consolidated top ten for Estonia for 
the period. Latvia had two domestic productions in its annual top tens, Rigas Sargi and 
Sapnu komanda 1935, both of them again historical films, with Rigas Sargi proving to 
be the second most popular film of any provenance in Latvia for the period. Romania 
had one domestic production in its annual top tens, the critically acclaimed 4 luni . . ., 
which subsequently became a European art-house presence, with more than 1 m 
admissions in non-national European markets. Slovakia’s annual top tens included 
three Slovakian and twelve Czech productions, including the Slovak-led co-production, 
Bathory, which was the most popular film of any provenance in Slovakia in the period 
2005–15. Slovenia’s annual top tens included five domestic productions, two of which 
were the most successful films of their year, Petelinji Zajtrk in 2007, and Gremo Mi Po 
Svoje in 2011. No Croatian films appeared in its consolidated top ten, but two appeared 
in the top 20.

Conclusion: the resilience of popular national cinema in Europe

The wealth of admissions data presented here demonstrates that, even in an era domi-
nated by global media corporations, popular national cultural productions still have 
a place. National audiences across Europe continue to engage with modestly budgeted 
genre films with locally recognizable stars. Those films feature themes, characters or 
subject-matter that resonate with audiences in their domestic market. Every year, most 
national cinemas in Europe will produce at least one film that makes its mark with 
national audiences, even though they are competing with big-budget Hollywood films 
and other English-language films made in Europe. Despite the huge difference in scale 
and production values, a small number of national films will regularly feature in national 
top tens in terms of numbers of tickets sold. Audiences and critics outside those domestic 
markets will rarely be aware of such films, because so few of them will travel. They are 
simply not made for the export market.

In Part Two of this article (in this issue I will examine the genre conventions 
frequently adopted to create such popular national successes, and especially comedies 
and national historical dramas). I will also reflect on the implications of such develop-
ments for debates about globalization, and the concepts of national and transnational 
cinema.

Notes

1. For other analyses of statistical data about national production and box-office share in 
European and other film industries, see Crane (2014), Bergfelder (2015) and Alaveras, 
Gomez-Herrera, and Martens (2018).

2. http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/europe-population/ (accessed 1.3.19), 
drawing on United Nations data.

3. These countries are Croatia, Cyprus, Greece, Iceland and Liechtenstein.
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