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Actually what and where is THE European media scene? Can we really use this term as a roof category of (old and new) media productions in Europe or better to say: created in Europe? What is special about “made in Europe”? Which “Europe” are we talking about, is there a clear borderline? These are some questions the seminar series “the European media scene” was dealing with. The following paragraphs try to light up some aspects from my personal point of view.

Multi-cultural competence by default(?)

One could probably say, we Europeans are already born with a strong multi-cultural awareness. Most European countries have open borders to their neighbors including a free flow of goods – also cultural goods – and languages. After driving half a day by car through Europe you can be at a place where the restaurant’s menu and TV channel list is quite different to your hometown and where you won’t get too well along with your native language.

Although this doesn’t imply a strong inter-cultural competence and knowledge, there is at least a certain awareness and feel about some lingual and cultural specialties of the surrounding regions, not necessarily countries on the political map. Regional differences within one country may in some cases be even stronger than cultural differences to the neighboring countries.

Multi-cultural experience

When talking about media productions my strongest background is the web and internet related projects. In the past web related companies in Europe were confronted with cross-lingual and cross-cultural presentations of their products on media like CD-ROM or the world wide web very early. Many European companies have gained a bit of what I would call “multi-cultural know-how” while distributing their products on an international market.

With the increasing usage of new media as marketing channels the need of Europe-savory branding and advertising strategies plays an important role. Especially in Europe a couple of large new media ventures where fighting for the leadership in “best cross-European marketing specialist”. The recessional downturn has ended many of these ambitious conquests, companies were either closing down or returning to their “core business” in their home countries. A retreat from the European media scene, perhaps?

Europerization and Globalization

In fact “europerizing” or even “globalizing” a product is a hard process, especially afterwards. I have seen several web projects which were first tailored to fit a specific target user group in only one country. As soon as the request comes in “hey, let’s do a Japanese version now” people started translating every element one by one for the new, “secondary” target group. After the first test runs they discovered “translation only simply doesn’t work”, instead also some content and some parts of the structure and also design elements needed to be done in a different “culture-specific” way, from the scratch, again.

A feel what doesn’t work when it is expanded to a couple of countries and what needs to be considered from the beginning of the planning phase on is probably what many especially European new media companies have learned and needed to learn. This grasp is what I find with European web projects more often than with those from American companies. Besides from the obligatory “choose your country” options you’ll repeatedly find localized and not only translated content.

However, with many corporate web sites one will only find a part of the pages, press releases or device drivers for download in ones own mother tongue. Where on American web sites most content will only be available in English, many European businesses offer their services and products besides in their native language only in the most widely spoken European languages English, German, French and Spanish, if all of them. So for me “European media scene” also means getting along with a foreign language when ones own native language “isn’t supported”.

But what about films?

What may work quite fine with specific web content can fail with films. For launching a movie in several European countries “the Europeans” expect it to have subtitles in their own mother tongue. In some countries like Germany the audience even anticipates the movie to be dubbed. With the considerably high number of different languages in Europe, subtitling and dubbing a film at least for all EU countries is a big cost factor.

Instead of throwing a film into so many countries at once it may make more sense to concentrate on a couple of countries where the story hits directly between the eyes and where the marketing strategy can be relatively similar. These are things to be considered – like with web projects – already during the conception phase.

Another interesting aspect that might play a role is the chance to get partly funded by film foundations. Some only support films produced in more than one European country, others only “sponsor” marketing in specific European countries and support the distribution to non-EU countries.

An interesting development here is that U.S. film distributors are increasing their market share nowadays by showing EU films in the U.S. – a European media scene outside Europe?

Creativity through cultural exchange

Very impressing for me was the presentation of NICE during the Mindtrek net.art workshop. NICE stands for Network Interface for Cultural Exchange, a network of new media culture initiatives started in the Baltic region and nowadays operating way beyond it. While large EU sponsored films are being produced, artists from various nations and cultures are creating amazing projects together, in virtual worlds or at public or extraordinary locations, with almost no budget. One of Europe’s first streaming media over the internet was broadcasted by NICE in Riga with an old PC and virtually no funding.

During his session about “Media Archaeology” Juha Herkman brought up the question whether currently there is just a typical period of new technology or “the real revolution”. I think the technologies themselves are really more a fast evolution than a revolution, but the effects on the way how media work can be created and distributed today are in fact a small revolution.

Creating media for and or from the European scene is a less technical but a more sophisticated cultural, lingual, creative and appealing challenge.
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