
Selling Hollywood to the World

U.S. AND EUROPEAN STRUGGLES FOR MASTERY OF THE
GLOBAL FILM INDUSTRY, 1920–1950

The global expansion of Hollywood and American popular culture in
the first decades of the twentieth century met with strong opposition
throughout the world. Determined to defeat such resistance, the Holly-
wood moguls created a powerful trade organization that worked closely
with the State Department in an effort to expand the U.S. film industry’s
dominance worldwide. This book offers insight into and analysis of
European efforts to overcome the U.S. film industry’s preeminence. It
focuses particularly on Britain, Hollywood’s largest overseas market of
the interwar years; France, a nation with an alternative vision of cin-
ema; and Belgium, which was entrusted by the Vatican with coordina-
tion of the international movement against depravity in films. In con-
tributing to the understanding of American popular culture at home and
abroad, this study demonstrates Hollywood’s role in orchestrating the
American Century.

John Trumpbour is Research Director at the Harvard University Trade
Union Program. Editor of The Dividing Rhine: Politics and Society in
Contemporary France and Germany, he has also published articles in the
New York Times, Monthly Review, Queen’s Quarterly, and the South
Asia Bulletin. His dissertation, which served as the basis for this work,
received the Allan Nevins Prize for Literary Distinction in the Writing
of History from the Society of American Historians.
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A decade ago, I attended a series of lectures on films by Gore Vidal in which
the writer immediately confessed that “the only thing I ever really liked to
do was go to the movies. Naturally, Sex and Art always took precedence
over the cinema. Unfortunately, neither ever proved to be as depend-
able. . . .” For Vidal, “Movies are the lingua franca of the twentieth cen-
tury. The Tenth Muse, as they call the movies in Italy, has driven the other
nine right off Olympus – or off the peak, anyway.” 

A few weeks after winning the 2001 Nobel Prize for Literature, V. S.
Naipaul seconded Vidal’s sentiments in admitting that “the movies in the
twentieth century were much more important as a forum for shaping peo-
ple’s feelings and educating people than literature.” Though ill at ease with
the “technical exhibitionism” of contemporary movies, he glories in his “fa-
vorite film,” High Sierra starring Ida Lupino and Humphrey Bogart. The
gangster Bogart perishes in what Warner Brothers billed as “The blazing
mountain manhunt for Killer Mad-Dog Earle!”

I fear that my own excursions into cinema policy and moral crusades
against Hollywood may be weighed down by representatives of a very dif-
ferent sensibility; that is, those who harbor feelings of betrayal by the Tenth
Muse. The talk-show host Jay Leno captured their view of the U.S. culture
industry when he did a promotion for the pan-European NBC Super Chan-
nel: “We’re going to ruin your culture just like we ruined our own!”

At the end of the twentieth century, clouds of gloominess thickened in
Europe about the future of film policy, those measures seeking to strengthen
avenues of expression outside corporate Hollywood. In 1998, thirty-nine
of the top forty most successful films in global sales came from U.S. com-
panies. Long in the vanguard of European cinema, France watched as na-
tional production dwindled from over 53 percent of domestic box-office re-
ceipts in 1982 to 27 percent in 1998. Nine out of the top ten films in France

xiii
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during 1999 came from the United States. While Great Britain via the mul-
tiplex revolution experienced a remarkable threefold leap in cinema at-
tendance during the 1990s over the nadir of the 1980s, Hollywood soon
grabbed levels of market dominance that decades ago would have provoked
parliamentary outcries of national crisis. After reaching 27 percent of the
national market in 1997, the share of box-office receipts for British films
plunged by half the following year. Germany actually dropped below 10
percent of the domestic market in 1998.

In light of the latest achievements of Denmark, a miniature nation of
five million that has exceeded a 20 percent market share for national pro-
ducers in 1999 and 2000, the performance of Europe’s large nations seems
rather embarrassing. Some commentators are calling for European coun-
tries to find out what’s behind the Danish film renaissance, so that they can
emulate its model of film schools and national subsidies. (There may be
some hope for other small nations such as Belgium, after all.) Other observ-
ers call on Europeans to broaden their horizons. Asian cinema, particularly
in India, Korea, Hong Kong, Taiwan, China, and Iran, has shown a creativ-
ity in recent years that belies the narratives of international despair. After
the softening of quotas in the late 1990s, Korea went from a 20 percent
to a 40 percent national market share at the turn of the century, and it is
becoming a favored lesson for free-market opponents of European state
intervention.

State intervention is, however, far from dying. Recently said to be af-
flicted with stuporous decline, the Gallic Rooster is once again crowing, as
French films have secured close to 50 percent of the nation’s box-office re-
ceipts in the first half of 2001. Some of the French cinematic surge of the
early twenty-first century is due to the arrival of the big-budget films of
Gaulywood, a development that some fear could extinguish the nation’s
heritage of small-scale, artisanal movie production. For certain critics, the
enemy of France is the large multinational media conglomerate, and they
spurn fixation on Hollywood or the United States alone as the danger to
French culture. Instead of a simple assault against the American colossus,
the fin-de-siècle European uprisings against globalization have much more
to do with opposing the depredations of transnational capital. (For that
matter, the French New Wave of the earlier postwar era revered the best
Hollywood directors, and their rebellion could not properly be construed
as some narrow nativist backlash.) 

My own historical work takes up some of the more feverish debates of
an earlier epoch, 1920–50. If History (Clio) is one of the Nine Muses who
have been knocked off Olympus by the Tenth Muse (Cinema), I am grate-
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ful to the few of you who continue to search the great peak’s base for signs
of life among those left waylaid. I hope that my work might in some small
way help to deepen understanding of the struggles over popular culture of
the previous century. 
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