‘Most people think
Benny Hill is the

epitome of British TV’

‘ Art historian Sandrine Voillet, who spent
time working for the BBC, describes some
of the cultural differences she has noticed
between Franee and the UK
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'ou den't ook French encugh,’ | wan
tedd by BB prosducers diaring the cast
ing for the “Paris’ TV series. Seradght
waray | was Lakem 10 a clothes shop and
dressed in ... a trench coat. | guess
that's what they felt Fresch people should lock
like an Beiish vebevigion, but perscnally 1 had the
Feeling of being dressed like Inspector Cloussau,
| theasght my strong sccent wiould be encagh to
prove my Gallic credentials but apparently not.
Falr emough, | thoughs, as most French people
think of Bensy Hill and "Mr Bean® as the eplsome
of Brirish TV...

In ary cane, boping o infheence the Bratish
perception of Framce towands more than simply
a collectson of chichés, | had proudly enrolled 1o
wark for the British Eroadcasting Corporathon.
Adter a few months preparation work, researching
amxd refiming the scripts, we began shooting.

A BBEC crew n action was a formidable sight to
behold, 12-hour working days with bardly a break
for theee consecutive weeks that everyone seemed
1o think was normal, Mebody ever complained,
Of course, imvoking the hallowed name “BRC 1o
French authorities was ke saying "Open Sesame’;
it opened doors everywhere. Unfortumately even
this reromned [Estitation is sow experiencing
udget cuts, much s an period drama prodections,

But then, the situation im France is no better,
Can we compare the BBC to France Tebevigidng,
the state camed group which mns fve chaneels,
France 2, 3, 4, 5,07 The recest seform of state
TV funding plans to stop advertising befween
presgransmes. Knowing thal France is oo of the
countries with the fewest adverts on TV, some
woadder how its TV channels will cope with the
beems ol Fuuels,

Cinema and TV are two very different worlds,
for many reasons the former has always booked
dawn on the Latter, While French cimema is widely
appreciated abroad, French television is bess so.
The epposite is the case with Britsin, whene itz
television outpst is better known than s cinema.

While workisg in Londan for Anificial Eye,
an imdependent film distribwtion company, |
noticed other differences, too. Cwerall, there are
feweer mewiepoars in Britais, and art howse films
and venses are aleo rarer. The cinema soreens
are dominated by major distrilntion companies
pramping bockbusters and it's quite hard far am
independent fibm to get released. For example, it

takes & really brave vesue (o screen 4 Exifostan
e i b LUK wboen Sprider Mam coames out.
Mot 80 in Franoe. It has the highest numbser of
cinema visits a year in Eyrope (around 177 mil
lsana in 2007 ansd lidma produced (185 in 2008
imcluding co-productions)

Althenigh bocal productions such as Mr Bean’s
Haoliday enjoyed success in ke UK and across
Eurnpe, soane UK Glma are better known absad
than at home, For example everybody in Framce
kmows who Ken Loach bs asd (s 2006 kis flm The
Wirs! that shakes the Barley received the highest
award ai the Cannes Fiklm Festival, the Palme 470,
Bt brack home it was Lirgely ignored,

I guess the main difference is philosophical.

s Baitakn pn:;.lr talk shout the Tibm indastry’,

bt here it is known as “The Tth Art. Cinema is
taken very sersously in France, like all culture, The
Hmﬂlg:mnm!mﬂ'd-l system bo subsidise
scriptaTiting and filmmaking - the CNC (Centre
Matinsal de La Cinématopraphie). In 2007 its
Erulget was €548 millson

A good example of this difference can be
seen in the statss of production asd other stadf.
For instance, French techaicians and actors are
employees {salarids) and pot freclances, as is afien
el came kn Bealn, Due to the fn,-|m-n| alterna-
ticn of periods of employment with pericds of
unemployment a special status to suppoet actors
arnl techmicians was created in Franoe calked
*imtermivtents du spectacie’. They are entithed 1o
Renelidn e ||:||gr| per ks than -||mpl.r i ather
trades as work opportunities in the arts are few
anl fag frmm.a.lutim r|'||r I'::-qurnll.l alerrnate
betweeen basy amd quiet periods.

I Britadn, by comtrast, freclancers are some
times asked to sign what is called a buy-out’. This
Faustian contract emtibes the production cosmpany
ta make peaple work extra Peemire {rodd: very long
hears ) for the same money as a normal eigii-hour
aksill, They are alio asked vo doubide ar triphe theis
jols title: producen! runner/tea maker...

Would both countries benefit froem meane
mutual mfuence? In terms of arts on cubiaral
programmees, | believe that co-production is the
Future, Such co-operation would provide the per-
fect enviromment for kearning from sach other’s
different practices and poims of view, i we start
eruading stervotypes, the qualsty of programmes
can only imcrease. Think about it, how many peo-
]|lc,- gl yoru kmiew is Framnoe wha wear trench costa?

Sandwrine Voillet is am ant historian who presenied
the BBC TV sevies Pariaon rhe history of the
French cirg. Her website: uwsw sandrinesparis.com
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