French Connection UK: The Dinard Film Festival and the Politics of Culture

This article looks at the thirty-year history of the Dinard Film Festival (until 2018, the Dinard Festival of British Film), with a particular focus on the financial support provided by bodies with industrial and/or cultural remits: specifically, the UK Film Council, the British Council and the British Film Institute. As I discuss, Dinard is a significant case study for understanding the British film-industrial relationship with France, but also for analysing the interrelationship between economic and cultural policy-making in the British film industry. As I also argue, looking at the history of the Dinard festival offers a significant example of the ways such showcases for ‘national cinema’ are bound up with the shifting contexts of film-industry policymaking. As I conclude, the changing economic fortunes in British film, and the economic contexts informing UK film policy, have not only impacted on Dinard, but also given the festival a renewed outlook – as well as a more political one in the recent contexts of the UK’s EU referendum and ‘Brexit’.
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One of the trickier questions confronting historians and analysts of film, especially in the area of ‘national cinema’ studies, is to what extent we approach film as a cultural, or as an economic product. In some terms this choice reflects a binary tendency in film studies: to discuss film, on the one hand, as a representation of particular aesthetic traditions, and of cultural, social and political contexts; or on the other, as the product of an industry, in terms of the infrastructure, systems and policies underpinning film production. What sense do we make, though, of film as at once cultural and economic; in other words, its capacity to work not (merely) as a cultural or economic good, but as forms of what we might call cultural goods? How, to put it another way, do we understand film as at once a product of cultural policy and an economic product?

This article will consider this question, with main reference to the exhibition and promotion of British film in France, and more specifically, the thirty-year history of the Dinard Film Festival (until 2018, the Festival du film britannique de Dinard/Dinard Festival of British Film): a showcase for British cinema held annually in the Brittany resort town. Central to my argument is the idea that such showcases, bound up as they are within discourses and the promotion of a British ‘national cinema’, need to be understood within the wider context of film industries and film policy-making. I consequently argue that Dinard is an important site through which to examine the aims and changes in British film policy during this time, with a particular focus on the input of three bodies. Firstly, the UK Film Council, which from 2000 to its closure in 2010 was the body responsible for UK film policy and the allocation of funds for film production and promotion; the British Council, the royal-chartered organisation that, since the mid-1930s, has been responsible for the dissemination and promotion of British cultural interests overseas; and the British Film Institute (BFI), which absorbed some of the UK Film Council’s responsibilities after its closure. 

As I will argue, looking at the recent history of British cinema in France, and the role of cultural and industrial bodies promoting it, allows us to see how ideas about the national cinema as a locus for cultural exchange tie in with, or exist in opposition to, its positioning as export commodity. A festival such as Dinard, whose history shows fluctuating support and investment from both non-commercial and commercially-oriented bodies, consequently serves to highlight these often interweaving contexts. In using Dinard as a case study, I am following Felicia Chan’s suggestion that, in analysing film festivals, we need to take into account both the ‘contingencies of festival histories’, and the ways in which such festivals and their content are informed by the interests of various ‘stakeholders’ (Chan 2011, 253, 256). As Dina Iordanova and Marijke de Valck have similarly advocated in a recent volume on film festivals, studying their operations and significance means going beyond what the individual screened films might be deemed to say about a putative national culture, and considering ‘other disciplinary approaches… [such as] cultural policy [or] cultural diplomacy’ (Iordanova 2016, xiii). Indeed, the significance of specifically cultural support for film festivals, and the extent to which we can separate cultural policy from economic concerns in this respect, is a relatively under-explored area, and one onto which this article aims to shed light.
Allying this to a more longitudinal study of a festival, meanwhile, as I do here, encourages us to think not so much in terms of how a festival has changed, but to ask ‘how [festivals] function and what is subject to change… as a result of trends in cultural policy’ (de Valck 2016, 8). As I will argue, in turn, transformations in what we might think of as Dinard’s artistic ‘remit’ over its history are the result not just of a perceived or professed agenda on the part of its founders and organizers, but as much the impact of particular policy trends and decisions within British film and cultural policymaking. As a case study, then, Dinard serves to illuminate the ways in which film industry policymaking and cultural policy interrelate; just as it also serves to highlight – insofar as the vicissitudes of evolving policy decisions and changes to British film-industry bodies have impacted on Dinard – the extent to which such festivals can play a changing and highly contingent role in film policy-making. As a concluding concern, though, this article will also ask what role festivals like Dinard are playing, and might continue to play, in an era of retracted cultural and financial support – especially, as I discuss, in the new era of ‘Brexit’ and the UK’s apparent retraction from mainland European concerns.
UK Cultural Policy and Europe
As numerous scholars have highlighted, ideas around ‘cultural policy’ have historically had to negotiate different and sometimes shifting ideas about the role of culture, especially in terms of culture’s relationship to economics. Inasmuch as slightly imprecise ideas of ‘culture’ can elide into those around a nation’s ‘cultural industries’, the precise purpose of cultural policy is often uncertain. In forms such as the Arts Council of England, for example, which has a similar role to the National Endowment for the Arts in the USA, work seen as having high artistic value, but lower commercial potential, is most frequently allocated funding. As Andy Pratt in turn notes, the association of the cultural industries with ‘mass or low culture’, a context in which some might readily situate cinema, means that cultural industries products ‘sit uneasily’ within the contexts of culture and arts funding, which ‘has traditionally championed elite cultural forms’ (Pratt 2005, 31).  Ultimately (and here the inherently commercial contexts of film are acknowledged), the fact that the cultural industries can be ‘measured in economic terms’ means that, for some, ‘the co-existence of the cultural industries with traditional cultural policy undermines the latter’ (ibid.).

The increasing conflation in UK policy of cultural with industrial concerns is often seen as having been shaped by the drive towards privatisation under Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government (1979-1990). This period saw, for instance, the replacement of the NFFC (National Film Finance Corporation) with the more enterprise-driven British Screen Finance Consortium (Hill 1999, 35). Yet if the subsequent Major- and Blair governments of the 1990s and early 2000s officially sought to revive film’s cultural importance, they did so in a way that more actively cemented the idea of film as at once a cultural and economic good: or even cultural because economic. It was under John Major, for example, that film was taken away from being a Department of Trade and Industry concern, and was situated within the newly-established Department of National Heritage. The decision, under Tony Blair’s New Labour government, to place film within the re-branded Department of Culture, Media and Sport simply developed what the previous government had started. Clarification of the new government’s position on film would subsequently be offered in its commissioned Policy Review Group paper, A Bigger Picture, published in 1998. Following this publication, and many of the recommendations outlined in the paper, the UK Film Council was founded in 2000: a single body that absorbed the briefs and functions of several others, including the British Film Commission and the Arts Council of England’s Lottery Film Department.

The work of royal-chartered bodies such as the British Council, meanwhile, are themselves contingent on wider commercial policies, and are already economically-minded, even if not explicitly so. Though ‘operationally independent from the UK government’, as its website attests, 
 The British Council nevertheless receives a government grant via the recently rebranded Foreign, Commonwealth & Development Office (formerly the Foreign & Commonwealth Office): a department whose stated aims are to ‘pursue [UK] national interests and project the UK as a force for good in the world’.
 As this suggests, as an organization, the British Council is situated in a complex fashion between cultural and economic aims, and indeed has been since its formation. The D’Abernon report of 1929, the conclusions of which gave impetus to the development of the Council (or, in its original form, ‘The British Committee for Relations with Other Countries’), used the example of British influence in South America to highlight the deficiencies of foreign cultural policy. The final chapter of the report, entitled ‘The Commercial Importance of Cultural Influence’, is clear in its recommendations: unlike many of its western European neighbours and the USA, it claims, British policymakers ‘have [not] sufficiently understood the direct relation between culture and trade’ (quoted in Donaldson 1984, 18). Eventually, the report is specific in its call for ‘more books, more frequent visits by theatrical companies, and for the display of more and better British films’ in countries overseas. Underpinning such recommendation was the belief that ‘the reaction of trade to the more deliberate inculcation of British culture… is definitely certain and will be swift’ (quoted in ibid.). 

It was also, notably, coincident with Britain’s 1973 entry into the then European Economic Community, that the British Council received its first significant funding increase for work in Europe (and France more specifically) for over twenty years. The ‘Heath/Pompidou’ fund, as it came to be known, provided grants for British artistic representation at European festivals, but was also directed largely to the sponsorship of youth exchanges and town-twinning (Donaldson 1984, 263-265). The focus on reciprocal cultural exchange at this point (as the Council also sought to obtain newer, more prominent facilities in Paris) is in large part diplomatic: according at least to one historian of the Council’s first half-century, objection to British EEC entry in the early 1970s was in significant part due to anxieties about the impact of English on the French language (Donaldson 1984, 259). British entry to the EEC was, though, arguably more economically-driven than informed by any interests in the political benefits of a more united Europe. Or in Hugo Young’s words, Heath’s investment in the EEC, at a time of economic decline in the UK, concerned above all ‘the cost of living’ (Young 1998, 240).

As this brief outline suggests, it is difficult to fully separate cultural and industrial policy concerns when it comes to the UK’s relationship with Europe. As I subsequently argue, Dinard represents an example of the ways cultural promotion during this time finds itself, to a large extent, both driven or challenged by wider concerns on the part of film policy-makers, as well as the economically-minded interests of government foreign policy.
From Paris to Dinard: British Cultural- and Film-Industrial Policy in Europe 

Whatever its wider aims as a festival, from its earliest years, a delegation of British industry figures and artists would be brought to Dinard every September by chartered plane; evidence enough of the Festival’s ‘industry-oriented’ approach (Renaud 2010, 68). The development of the Festival proper in 1991, when the previous year’s one-off showcase was turned into an annual and competitive event, was financed with the support both of the then Centre National de la Cinématographie (CNC), and British Screen, the financing body that preceded the UK Film Council. Dinard has also for years had an openly educational and cultural remit as part of its emphasis on cultural exchange. This includes, for example, the screening of the exhibited films for local schoolchildren (Renaud 2010, 77), and the development, from 1999, of the Regards Croisés screenwriting workshop (Dinard 2009, 86-89). The latter was an initiative of Barbara Dent, who at the time worked for the British Council, and who operated for most of the festival’s first twenty years as the British-French liaison. Regards Croisés brought together young screenwriters from the UK’s National Film and Television School (NFTS) with French and British producers. Its intent was not only to offer student writers the opportunity to polish their scripts under the guidance of industry professionals, but also to serve as a means of identifying talent and putting scripts into development. 

Dinard also hosted for many years an annual meeting between French and British producers with the aim of discussing co-production initiatives. This venture would eventually be co-funded by the CNC and the UK Film Council, though the costs of bringing so many people together was also facilitated by funding from the British Council.
 These meetings underlined Dinard’s emerging identity, not so much as a showcase for the cultural riches of British cinema’s past and present, nor merely as an opportune event for this Anglophile coastal resort ‘to boost its cultural reputation and tourist appeal’ (Renaud 2010, 68). Rather, the meetings indicated a practical negotiation between cultural aims of cross-Channel communication and collaboration, and more industrial motivations, with the aim of stimulating production or co-production on or across either side of the Channel.

Indeed, during this same time, and partly in conjunction with wider UK film policy, cultural work and commercial concerns coalesced with a specifically European transnational focus. Philip Schlesinger, as part of his historical study into the formation and work of the UK Film Council, has queried the broader assumption that the latter was focused exclusively on competing with or collaborating with Hollywood, and was therefore indifferent to the concerns of Europe and European film. As he points out, given that the UK was a member state of the European Union at the time of its formation, ‘the Film Council could hardly be indifferent to this political positioning’ (Schlesinger 2015, 28). As Schlesinger adds, EU ‘audiovisual policy developments’, such as its MEDIA programme, ‘were routinely on the Film Council’s agenda through the work of its European Strategy Group’ (2015, 29). British foreign policy under Tony Blair, meanwhile, had at the time of the UK Film Council’s formation moved more prominently towards Europe. Blair, who would buck decades of tradition by actually addressing French counterparts in French, was more comfortable than his immediate predecessors in his vision of the UK as part of Europe. 
Notably, though, Blair’s vision of Europe, in Young’s view, was one in which Britain ought to be ‘at the centre’, in order to consolidate the country’s role as ‘a major global player’ (in Young 1998, 485). We have already touched on the contexts of the UK’s drift towards a ‘creative industries’ agenda under Blair, wherein culture could be viewed as vital to the national interests because of its economic value (see Dave 2019). At this same time, any specifically ‘cultural’ remit on the part of the newly-formed UK Film Council was seen in many respects as a low priority within the Council’s main aims. Film director Alan Parker, The UK Film Council’s first chairman, stated that its intent was to consolidate the UK as a ‘film hub’ for creativity based around ‘international investment’, and to make British films competitive in a distribution-led economy (quoted in Schlesinger 2015, 24-25). This represented a slightly different, more explicitly commercial focus, in comparison to the more specifically cultural interests of wider European film policy. 
As one European Commission document from 2014, for example, states: ‘The audiovisual sector…shapes identities, projects values and can be a driver of European integration by contributing to our shared European identity’ (quoted in Doyle et al 2015, 12). The UK Film Council may well have seen Europe as important, but it is not clear that it saw its policy aims in terms of promoting either ‘European integration’ or this ‘shared European identity’. The British film producer and former Columbia head David Puttnam, for example, a driver of New Labour film policy and the formation of the UK Film Council, was ostensibly Europhile in his recommendations; yet he preferred to view mainland Europe more as a site of ‘opportunities’ and as a ‘fully developed audio-visual market’ for the exhibition of British films, rather than a site of ‘shared’ production opportunities (Puttnam 1997, 346; see also Archer 2021, 208).
The Film Policy Review Group, brought together under the stewardship of the Labour government’s culture secretary, Chris Smith, produced their report A Bigger Picture in 1998. The report was for the most part quite clear in its concerns with film less as a cultural good, and more in terms of its domestic and, above all, international commercial potential. The report outlines from its opening the key differences between the USA’s ‘distribution-led, integrated structures’ and the ‘production-led’ and ‘fragmented’ system in the UK (Department for Culture, Media and Sport 1998, 4). The US market, the report identifies, has no interest in ‘risky and low-budget British production’ (Department for Culture, Media and Sport 1998, 5). Instead, the report recommends that British films ought to exploit ‘the international language of cinema’ in order to ‘improve our export performance’ (Department for Culture, Media and Sport 1998, 43). The key emphasis, derived from the findings of focus group study, is on recommending films with ‘broad audience appeal’ or ‘universal appeal’, and countering the often ‘unfavourable perceptions of some British films’ as being ‘depressing’, and having a ‘lack of story and… entertaining visuals’ (Department for Culture, Media and Sport 1998, 32). For its critics, this emphasis on broad-based entertainment appeal exemplified the report’s commercial focus. As Nick Roddick, for instance, noted in a Sight & Sound article on the report, ‘I defy anyone to find a single phrase in A Bigger Picture that suggests that film is anything other than a commodity – something to be… deducted from the balance of trade’ (Roddick 1998, 24).

As the above outline suggests, there is some ambiguity in terms of understanding the significance of ‘Europe’ both to British foreign policy and film policy at this time. A further key observation within these particular contexts is, again, the point at which nominally diplomatic or cultural aims are at once driven by, or drive, commercially-interested ones. It is within these same contexts that the British Council, in conjunction with the BFI, co-funded a major retrospective and showcase of British cinema, held at the Centre Pompidou in Paris. Entitled Typiquement British, the event ran from October 2000 to March 2001, and screened over 200 films. The showcase, which also drew significant attention from the French media, was a commercial success (Wimmer 2009, 234-235). This, in fact, was not the first event of its kind. In 1988, shortly before the Dinard festival’s first edition, the British Council had assisted in putting on an exhibition of British cinema at the Cinémathèque Française, entitled Découverte et Sauvegarde du Cinéma Britannique (‘Discovery and Protection of British Cinema’) (see Dent and Snapes 1988). The title of this earlier, slightly smaller event is itself bridged between cultural and commercial concerns, and in its emphasis on safeguarding, is perhaps revealing of the precarious position of British film production at the end of the 1980s, which had fallen to some of its lowest historical levels (Wickam and Mettler 2005, 1). 
But the title is telling also  in terms of its emphasis on British cinema as something relatively hidden from French audiences: audiences that, to reiterate the points above, represent a key part of Europe’s ‘developed audio-visual market’. The Centre Pompidou festival emerged in the broader contexts of a French film-going and film-critical culture that mostly disregarded British film: as Leila Wimmer notes, ‘a recurring theme in the press coverage [for Typiquement British] was the relative invisibility of British cinema in France’ (2009, 235). A concern with rehabilitating the cultural reputation of British cinema only partly explains such events, however. As the BBC reported at the time, motivation for the Typiquement British event had more long-term economic underpinnings, with a news article pointing to the mere ‘5% of [French] cinemagoers’ who ‘watch British films’; this, in a market generally more favourable to cinema attendance than was Britain’s (Anon 2000). The confluence of interests at work in the Typiquement British event, then, underpin the extent to which broader cultural- and industry film policies, which might in principle have divergent agendas, are often operating in sync.
Similarly, in its first decade up to 2000, Dinard’s programmes suggested a similar concern, in terms of the films entered for screening, with the promotion of British productions that would go on to reach both domestic and international audiences. Many of these were films made under the British Screen aegis: Orlando (1992), Butterfly Kiss (1995) and Wilde (1997) all screened in competition; while Mike Leigh’s Naked (1993) and Ken Loach’s Land and Freedom (1995) received special screenings. Notably, a striking aspect of the Dinard festival around the turn of the millennium, the years just preceding and following The Bigger Picture’s publication and the Typiquement British event, is the presence of more obviously ‘commercial’ British films in the competition shortlist. Most prominent among these would be The Full Monty in 1997, Billy Elliot in 2000 and The Girl with a Pearl Earring in 2003, all of which won the main festival prize (the Hitchcock d’Or); as well as Bend it Like Beckham, which was screened in competition in 2002 and won the Prix du Public. In the case of the first two films, which went on to perform strongly in France alongside other international markets, the late-summer screening at Dinard preceded by just a few weeks their respective releases in the country. There is an obvious sense, from this evidence at least, that even fairly small festivals such as Dinard were important promotional opportunities for these films, where they could enjoy a pre-release boost, while at the same time, draw on the cultural cachet and approval that comes with festival recognition.

As this article attests, this commercial remit is, if not necessarily at odds with, at least operating in conjunction with a notionally ‘cinephile’ cultural remit on Dinard’s part. The festival was the initiative of Dinard resident Thierry de la Fournière, who still manages the local bookshop he was running thirty years ago. As de la Fournière explained to me, and as touched on above, an aim of the first Dinard event (which featured no competition screenings) was more to celebrate the history of British film, and was mostly made up of retrospective strands.
 Dinard as it emerged would continue to emphasize the explicitly cultural significance of British film as an art form. As Cécile Renaud notes, the festival’s programme literature and promotional material consistently ‘focuses… on the director in a[n] explicitly auteurist fashion’ (2010, 76). This emphasis on the importance of the auteur to Dinard’s artistic self-perception is maintained in a book published by Dinard’s council to celebrate the festival’s twentieth anniversary (Anon. 2009). Dinard has consistently benefited from the presence of  work by directors who are generally viewed from an auteurist perspective, or at least, from outside the frameworks of commercial cinema, many of whom make the trip to Dinard to present and discuss their new films. These have included Michael Winterbottom, Shane Meadows, Andrea Arnold, Mike Leigh and Ken Loach, to name just a few. Yet this is hardly exclusive of wider commercial concerns. As noted above, in terms of the kinds of activities and cross-channel initiatives it fostered, the festival would soon become what de la Fournière calls ‘a cinematic bridge’ between British and French producers. Indeed, a key aim in the Festival’s selection of films, as the final competition shortlist frequently testifies, is not so much the valorisation of established ‘star’ directors – whose work is often screened out of competition – but rather the promotion of films that ‘are likely to have problems finding French distributors’, often made by ‘young directors, with largely unknown casts’ (Renaud 2010, 72). Helping secure distribution therefore becomes a key aim of the festival: a point, corroborated by de la Fournière’s successors, to which I will return below.

From one perspective, the ‘commercial’ character of both The Full Monty and Billy Elliot, which makes them anomalous films within Dinard’s broader remit, is a retrospective inference, based on the partly unanticipated international success of these two films. In fact, both films were debut features for their directors, largely without well-known performers, made on comparatively low budgets ($3.5 million and £3 million respectively), and therefore were both a clear fit within Dinard’s remit to show smaller-scale work by new directors. They are both set in the (post-)industrial North of England, perennially associated with the more politically-engaged ‘social realist’ mode and scale of British filmmaking – a mode, as also noted above, often favoured within Dinard’s film choices. Yet unlike many of the films screened at the festival, and especially since the UK Film Council’s demise in 2010, they had also secured sizeable distribution deals through, respectively, Fox Searchlight Pictures and Universal Pictures (via the production and distribution deal with Working Title, whose smaller-production unit, WT2, made Billy Elliot). Indeed, The Full Monty is implicitly alluded to in Smith’s Creative Britain as one of four British-made films to figure in the ‘top fourteen films seen in British cinemas during 1997’ (it was in fact the most popular film in the UK that year). This statistic represents for Smith ‘an unprecedented market share’ and indication of the ‘renaissance’ in British film production. It is also one of the films, alongside Working Title’s Four Weddings and a Funeral (1994), to be cited in A Bigger Picture as an example of films that are at once ‘quintessentially British’ and still possess ‘universal appeal’ (Department for Culture, Media and Sport 1998, 32). These films, to sum up, could still be called upon as examples of ‘independent’ British production, and exemplars of British culture (or, at least, a certain idea of it) for international audiences, and therefore exemplified a particular type of film screened in competition at Dinard. And yet, the film are also very commercially-minded in their broader production contexts – as befits their status as films screened at the festival within this period of UK film policy shift.

The support to Dinard of both the UK Film Council and the British Council during this period, and into the 2000s, makes sense then in terms of the combined cultural and commercial potential of the films on show; but more specifically, in relation to a creative-industries and UK-centric European agenda within both foreign- and film-policy frameworks. In the case of the films referred to above, they managed to satisfy the criteria of auteur cinema, an important measure of cinematic quality in the French context, and as noted above, a key element of Dinard’s promotional material. But such films could also be seen to embody the specific interests of New Labour policy, in its bid to support and promote cinema of international export potential. Notably, the garlanded film in Dinard’s 2010 edition, just three months after the UK Film Council was dissolved, was Made in Dagenham; a film whose funding derived, amongst other sources, from the UK Film Council and Sony Pictures Classics. Evoking in its different ways both the The Full Monty and Billy Elliot, Made in Dagenham, about the 1968 Ford plant machinists’ strike, combined political contexts with nostalgic settings and soundtrack, together with a happy ending. It belongs to a particular type of popular British production around the UK Film Council period, and notably, would represent a kind of end point both for the latter, but also for this particular phase of the Dinard festival.
Dinard since 2010: the end of funding

The changing shape of Dinard after 2010 exemplifies this article’s main argument: that such largely cultural showcases are bound up with the fortunes of a national cinema and concurrent transformations in film policy. Most notably, the nature of the films in competition during Dinard’s third decade has changed, in line with transformations in the funding of British film and (perhaps correlative) shifts in cultural funding more generally. The UK Film Council opted to withdraw its annual £15,000 investment in Dinard in July 2010. This decision was made at the same time as the British Council withdrew its own financing (£20,000 per year). This came immediately after the 2010 UK general election, and shortly before the new Chancellor, George Osborne, initiated his comprehensive spending review, culminating later that year in widespread public-sector budgetary cuts. The UK Film Council had already by this point been dissolved as part of the same cost-cutting review. The Council’s retrospectively optimistic three-year plan of April 2010 had in fact already indicated that support for ventures like Dinard might dwindle within straitened financial contexts. While the UK Film Council in 2010 pledged an allocation of £360,000 to ‘International Support’, which included funding for MEDIA Desk UK, CEO John Woodward identified at the same time that its Film Festival Fund would disappear – despite asserting that the new redistribution of funds was intended to stimulate production of ‘low-budget British films’ (quoted in Goodridge 2010) – films whose interests might have been served by the promotion at festivals like Dinard. Three months later, when the announcement to withdraw funding from Dinard was made, the (anonymous) statement from the Film Council, reported by the trade journal Screen Daily, was more direct: ‘The consensus that emerged from our consultation with the film industry was that our focus should be on supporting the UK film industry at the larger international festivals, as well as helping British filmmakers explore new international partnerships through exploratory trade missions’ (quoted in Cooper 2010). The British Council, meanwhile, indicated more simply that while ‘still maintain[ing] an informal relationship’ with Dinard, its resources ‘should now be redirected into supporting new activities’ (in ibid.).

It is important to highlight the role here of the Conservative-led coalition government and its austerity policies, informed (justifiably or not) by the wider global economic crisis of 2008. The British Council’s decision to withdraw funding was determined at least indirectly by these broader financial contexts. As its 2010-11 Annual Report identifies, the British Council had a 2% income shortfall that year, and as part of its targeted efficiency savings, reduced its annual expenditure by 6% (the equivalent of £43m) (British Council 2011, 93-94). These savings, as the Report noted, were dictated in part by the weaker equivalent purchasing power of their government grant within contemporary economic circumstances. A similar air of economic under-confidence, Woodward also noted, was a factor in the UK Film Council cuts made prior to its being dissolved; with Woodward blaming industry ‘uncertainty’, alongside a decrease in private investment, for casting the future of the film production sector into doubt (quoted in Goodridge 2010).

For Dinard, in turn, the years since 2010’s retraction of funding have seen a decrease in the promotion of higher-budget ‘British’ films, such as the Anglo-American films produced by Working Title, and on the other hand, the increased privileging of smaller-budget films. These have sometimes been in the form of European co-productions (the 2015 winner Couple in a Hole; The Keeper, winner in 2019), or more low-key, realist films such as The Selfish Giant, which won in 2013, and The Goob, the winner in 2014; these last two films both productions of the BFI. More striking, though, is the number of films in competition that, besides being first-time features for their directors, also arrived at Dinard with no distribution in either Britain or the European mainland. In 2018, when I attended the festival, the only competition film to have secured prior distribution was Rupert Everett’s The Happy Prince, about Oscar Wilde’s final years.

One of the instructive aspects of this case study is to remind us, as I have pointed out, that the policies and practices of festival programming are rarely exclusive of broader economic contexts. More specifically, it also reminds us that the cultural remit and emphasis within a given festival, or at least a small one like Dinard – in this instance, its efforts to showcase ‘British cinema’ – is prescribed by the circumstances of national film industries and wider film policies, that in effect dictate what kind of ‘British cinema’ gets seen. But as I have also argued here, we should not consider the input of institutions with more officially cultural remits – in this instance, the British Council – outside of these economic circumstances either. The activities of the British Council over the last few decades, with regard to the promotion of British film in France, is from one perspective an example of gradual reorientation towards, and then retraction from, Europe. Mapping these against contemporary contexts of government and foreign policy offers some support for this; just as we can see how international success or otherwise for British films is, as it were, the tail wagging the dog when it comes to cultural funding. As I will explore in the final part of this article, the new policy landscape has represented a challenge for Dinard in its most recent years. Yet it has also provoked something of a reorientation in terms of programming and the festival’s artistic and cultural remit. With the most recent editions being clouded by Britain’s newly withdrawn relationship with Europe, political contexts, rather than film policy contexts, have in fact come to re-inform the festival content.

Dinard post-Councils, post-referendum: A return to principles?

Dinard continues to uphold its core and instigating cultural notion of British cinema as one driven by auteurs. This focus mostly situates it in the terms of British film policies prior to the Film Policy Review Group and the formation of the UK Film Council. As Geoffrey Macnab recounts, it was precisely this type of auteur cinema, along with a more distinctly European emphasis, that had characterized the era of British Screen, and the work of the BFI Production Board, in the late 1980s and into the 1990s. The key figures eventually driving the formation of the UK Film Council, such as John Woodward, who would go on to lead it, David Puttnam and Stewart Till, the former president of PolyGram Filmed Entertainment, were open in their assertion that the new body would not share the same priorities as British Screen. As Macnab writes, the latter body, under the stewardship of producer Simon Perry, ‘was characterised as pursuing only “arty” projects with no audience… prioritising cultural over commercial concerns’ (Macnab 2018, 142). For Woodward, such policy strategy was tantamount to ‘kissing goodbye to [a million pounds]’, by making a film that only ‘the director and his family and a few hundred people… are going to watch’ (quoted in Macnab 2018, 141). Woodward would later assert that the UK Film Council was ‘not prepared… to support small art films with a tough, social subject matter’ (quoted in Macnab 2018, 145). Puttnam’s point was that Perry and British Screen were simply not business-focused enough. ‘John Woodward’s job was not going to be to hang out with film-makers… I felt Simon was far happier doing [those] things… They [British Screen] were European-focused’ (in Macnab 2018, 144). The reoriented focus towards larger-scale transatlantic production is evident within this discussion.

Even if by misfortune rather than intention, the separation of Dinard from erstwhile UK film policy direction has meant reinforcing the Festival’s core artistic and cultural agenda: to some extent, privileging film as film, in the auteurist vein, rather than those films with more of a commercial remit. When I spoke in 2018 with Hussam Hindi, Dinard’s artistic director, he intimated that the more established and high-profile production outfits, such as Working Title, were no longer interested in the Festival. Notably, like the production and distribution company StudioCanal, with whom Working Title has also enjoyed a long-term European distribution deal, such companies are better protected against the economic uncertainties represented by the UK’s departure from the EU; most specifically, in terms of the UK’s potential withdrawal from EU funding networks, something that will likely impact hard on smaller, independent productions. The kind of mid-scale British films that were once a key feature of the competition, and which were also privileged by British film policy, but now operate independently (as in the case of Working Title and StudioCanal’s films) no longer see Dinard as a necessary port of call.
 

In its separation from the priorities of British film policy, then, Dinard in its third decade has re-established its identity as showcase for a particular type of often-neglected independent British film. As suggested to me by the festival’s Head of Programming, Fanny Popieul, the loss of funding has placed Dinard in the interesting position of operating somewhat outside the dominant contexts of production and distribution. As noted, Dinard now favours films that have not yet secured distribution deals in either the UK or France, even if partly out of necessity. As Hindi notes, because such films have no ‘legal’ status, they come much cheaper to screen, and also entice more interest from visiting French distributors. This was the case, as noted previously, for five of the six films screened in competition in 2018 (including James Gardner’s Jellyfish, Deborah Haywood’s Pin Cushion, David Jackson’s Winterlong and Toby MacDonald’s Old Boys). 

While Dinard no longer has the support of the UK Film Council or the British Council, it does enjoy the patronage of the BFI as an institutional partner. More specifically, it is films supported by the BFI Film Fund that have in recent years found a screen at Dinard, including both Pin Cushion and Old Boys in 2018, and Francis Lee’s highly regarded debut film God’s Own Country, which won the Hitchcock d’Or in 2017. As this suggests, of course, Dinard is still informed and aided in line with British film policy; only in this instance, with a significant leaning towards cultural, rather than more economic policy, especially in terms of the films being put forward for competition. As identified on the BFI’s website, the five-point criteria for films applying for the BFI Film Fund emphasise cultural rather than commercial value. The fund is set up, firstly, with a director-led focus, intended to ‘support… the early careers of a range of ambitious filmmakers’, either in terms of debut films or second features. Films need to be seen as ‘tak[ing] risks in form and content’ in a way that is much less viable in the commercial sector; they should have a ‘strong cultural or progressive impact’; they should be projects that ‘recognise the quality of difference in perspective’, especially in terms of confronting under-representation, both in content and in creative personnel; and they should, finally, be projects that ‘increas[e] the creation of work outside London’.
 These points are restated in BFI2022, the BFI’s most recent five-year policy plan, in the section on ‘Future Talent’ (British Film Institute 2017, 19-20); while elsewhere in this same document, at several points, the key focus on decentralising British film from its metropolitan hub is reiterated. Most or all of these qualities were exhibited by the abovementioned competition films.

Brexit, inevitably, is anticipated in the latter BFI plan; the introduction of which stresses that ‘ensuring the best possible outcome for film following the upheaval of the European referendum will be a major priority for the BFI’ (British Film Institute 2017, 3). The stronger emphasis on regional development over a London-centric industry in itself suggests, in principle at least, a stronger cultural remit focusing on opportunity and diversity, and an emphasis on broader sustainability rather than commercial opportunity in itself. The document also highlights that the BFI needs to: ‘Sustain strong partnership working within Europe to benefit UK screen sectors through working with our European Film Agency counterparts on active EU policy negotiations and making the case for the UK’s continued membership of Creative Europe’. One further paragraph highlights that the BFI will commit to offering ‘selective support to independent UK producers who do not have the resources to pursue international financing and co-production partnerships, in particular when windows of opportunity, such as an awards nomination or festival invite, occur’ (British Film Institute 2017, 20). 

Dinard’s focus, and its broader activities, are more retracted and modest than they might have been in past editions, but this also means it is working in line with the BFI’s latest direction with regard to cultural policy. This much is underlined in the programme to the 2018 festival, which included comments by BFI Film Fund director Ben Roberts. Opening with the point that ‘Brexit looms’, Roberts emphasised the contemporary importance of ‘friendship and empathy’; the need to engage, through ‘our respective national cinema[s]… in a vital dialogue’. This idea of dialogue and comprehension, indeed, ran through much of the 2018 programming, which included a screening and discussion of the Guardian newspaper/Headlong Theatre’s Brexit Shorts (2017); the series of short commissioned films exploring perspectives on the EU referendum from across the UK.

One significant impact of Dinard’s fortunes post-2010 is to remind us how contingent is our understanding of ‘British national cinema’ as an idea, and also how contested, given that the kind of films in competition there effectively exist only by dint of their exhibition at festivals. Yet this latter point reinforces the value of festivals such as Dinard, whose contemporary significance is to remind us of the broader meanings and values of ‘British film’ beyond the concerns and confines of a commercially-driven British film industry. But more specifically, it is a reminder that this industry, and more than just cultural dialogue, involves the engagement and support of overseas bodies and figures; bodies and figures who are, of course, hardly disinterested spectators on recent events in the UK, but who in fact have a vested interest in their outcomes. In January 2019, the annual one-day industry meeting L’Industrie du rêve, held in Paris, devoted its proceedings to the future of cross-Channel cinematic relationships, hosting in turn policy heads from the BFI and the CNC (in its more recent incarnation, Centre national du cinéma et de l’image animée). If the broader outcome and conclusions of the discussions remained uncertain, in line with similar uncertainty at that time around Brexit, the strong emphasis emerging from the encounter was the continued accessibility of funds and investment for co-production across borders, and as a corollary of this, the focus on particular types of lower-budget film emerging from these co-production opportunities. These tend to be films, notably, that in spite of their ‘quality’ characteristics, are mostly squeezed out of the exhibition frame by Hollywood and its co-production partners. Ralph Fiennes’ recent biopic of Rudolf Nureyev, The White Crow (2018), a Franco-British-Serbian co-production, was cited at the event as an example of this type of production (Hyams 2019); a similar and similarly-scaled project, in fact, to Everett’s The Happy Prince, made from a combination of British, German, Italian and Belgian sources; as well as The Keeper, an Anglo-German production. Again, the emphasis in this discussion was on the interweaving of cultural and (comparatively modest) commercial factors at a particular level of independent, auteur-led production. 
Conclusion

Dinard in its contemporary form represents a distinct example of British film culture, precisely because it is no longer so obviously informed and marked by erstwhile commercially-driven policy. As discussed in this article, a common criticism of British film policy in its UK Film Council phase focused on its subtle but significant shift away from a subsidized ‘arts and culture’ model, and towards the ‘cultural and creative industries’ (‘CCI’) paradigm so central to the New Labour agenda. As Paul Dave argues, within this CCI model, rather than be seen as ‘that which needed protecting from the market’, culture could now be valued as ‘that which might flourish within it’ (Dave 2019, 187). Within the terms of such criticism, the limitation of policy relates to its inability to meaningfully segregate cultural interests from commercial ones, to the point where these become conflated, in the service of state, treasury and metropolitan interests, rather than those of culture and local communities. Or as Dave puts it, ‘progressive cultural policy [is subordinated] to an overriding concern with satisfying dominant industrial interests’ (Dave 2019, 190). 

In this case, Dinard, now more than ever, serves a cultural idea of British cinema no longer in line with these ‘dominant industrial interests’. Recently, it has focused more obviously not just on auteurist conceptions of film, but on a more diverse, regional and collective model of filmmaking. As seen in this article, then, Dinard is inevitably subject to, and marked by, the vicissitudes of British film policy, production, and the latter’s own subjection to wider economic and market forces. Whether or not its more recent incarnation is by choice or default, the festival now embodies a potentially more progressive, and certainly more European, cultural model for the exhibition and promotion of British film.
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