Film: is an inherently spatial technology through which fragments of images and sounds from different times and spaces are reassembled, and then transported to audiences in many different locations.  It can be studied as a mobile cultural representation, a public gathering (at the CINEMA or movie theatre), a political opportunity, a mode of GOVERNANCE and an economic activity. The boundaries of film now blur into television, video, MUSIC and amusement park culture. 


Much film analysis focuses on the film itself: e.g., the narrative structure, the sets, camera shots, and editing; and it can be a means of studying how dominant social and geopolitical understandings and anxieties are expressed, produced, transmitted and resisted.  U.S. noir films of the 1940s and 1950s, for instance, have been interpreted as expressions of geopolitical and social anxieties: about nuclear war, the migration of southern African Americans to northern cities, and relations between women and men.  The geographies scripted into noir films (e.g., the dark and foreboding city) express and fuel these anxieties (Farish, 2005).  Alternatively, as a mode of storytelling and site-seeing, film can be a medium for traveling across and juxtaposing different worlds, and rupturing dominant narratives about place; Taylor (2000) assesses the ways that The Coolboroo Club, a film made by and about Perth’s Nyungah community (an aboriginal community that was banned from entering the central metropolitan area in the 1930s and 40s), draws on aboriginal memories to supplement and disrupt hegemonic white history of ‘sunny’ Perth. Because film is such a good vehicle to think with and about dominant and resistant social meanings, it can be an excellent pedagogical tool; the Journal of Latin American Geography instituted an extensive film reviews section for this purpose in 2005, and Cresswell (2000) chronicles his use of the film, Falling Down, to generate nuanced classroom discussion of RESISTANCE.


Film is more than another medium for storytelling, and a long tradition of cultural criticism and avant garde films make larger claims about the capacity of film to stimulate novel sense experiences and generate critical thought.  Close-up shots, cross-cutting, slow motion and flickering effects, montages of images that juxtapose the far and near, the present and the past, and spaces that are ordinarily segregated or otherwise kept apart; these are some of the cinematic techniques that can be used to dis-order and re-order space and time, and shock the senses.  Walter Benjamin (1978) theorized film’s potential to de-naturalise social relations and social space; Deleuze (1985) wrote of the promise of ‘pure optical’ situations in (particularly neo-realist) film: to release the viewer from linear cause-and-effect perceptions and bring the senses into a new relation with time and thought. Both theorists draw connections between film and the CITY: the modern city in the case of the former, the rupture forced by devastated post second world war European cities for the latter.   It is not just theorists who have appreciated the transformational potential of film; Olund (2006) argues that urban reformers in the early twentieth century U.S. embraced some similar ideas about the ways that film works on sense perception, and recognized film as a powerful tool for governance, especially for assimilating immigrants into middle CLASS norms of WHITENESS.


Aitken and Zonn speculated that geographers have been slow to make a serious study of film because of “the geographer’s traditional emphasis on the material conditions of social life wherein representation is subsidiary to ‘physical reality’” (1994, 5).  Even so, there are rich opportunities for investigating the play between filmic representations and concrete spaces.  Analyzing the Nigerian film industry, Marston et al (forthcoming) argue that the distinctive aesthetic of ‘Nollywood’ films (long sequences with extensive and repetitive dialogue, and little or no action) emerges out of local material circumstances of small budgets, fast shooting schedules, small crews and reliance on readily available locations.  At the same time, filmic representations have material consequences. The negative portrayal of the inner city in post WWII Hollywood film, it has been argued, created a popular disposition in the U.S. for massive demolition of inner city neighbourhoods and urban restructuring.  The film, Chinatown, a fictionalized rendition of political corruption, personal greed, capitalist development and water policy in Los Angeles, is now understood to be and deployed as the historical ‘truth’ by environmental groups who wish to stop contemporary dam proposals (both case studies are found in Sheil and Fitzmaurice, 2001).  The Hollywood film, Entrapment, created an uproar in Malaysia when it was released in 1999, because images of the Petronas Towers in Kuala Lumpur were spliced with those of a distant shanty town to suggest that the two geographies lie side by side.  This was at odds with the impression that city boosters wished to project, that of Kuala Lumpur as a clean, modernizing ‘world class’ city.  As the government’s Information Minister complained: “the whole world will come to believe that the scenery they saw in the movie…is real” (cited in Bunnell, 2004, 300). Alternatively, popular films can generate informal and formal TOURISM spin-offs, when appreciative fans seek out the sites used in movie scenes.  In many cities, the film industry is a major economic activity, certainly in cities such as Los Angeles (Scott, 2005), Mumbai, and Hong Kong, but in many other cities as well, whether as a location or through the business of film festivals.  The geographies of film production and reception have become increasingly complex: the transnational nature of many productions complicates debates about non-Hollywood ‘national’ cinemas (Acland, 2003); and diasporic communities generate demand for films produced outside of the U.S, whilst the heavy dependence of the U.S. entertainment industry upon international markets disrupts simplistic assumptions about the one-way, global transmission of U.S. culture.

The cinema itself is a PUBLIC SPACE, which some have argued was particularly important for women and immigrants in the early twentieth U.S. city; Hansen understands it to be a site for the formation of a counter-public sphere.  Much of this has changed with new technologies of home videos and DVDs, but Hansen (1995) has been loathe to understand these new technologies as simply leading to the diminishment of cinema as counter public sphere.  She speculates that contemporary film viewers, now used to having control over their viewing at home, are more active than they were in the classical Hollywood period of film spectatorship. Certainly the material conditions of viewing film are changing. In North America through the 1990s there was a dramatic increase in the number of screens constructed and a simultaneous reduction in the number of theatres, reflecting the construction of multiplexes, facilities that with multiple screens, typically located in the SUBURBS.  These multiplex amusement spaces generate a different timing and spacing of film spectatorship (Acland, 2003).


Film (and video) is not simply an object but a tool for analysis.  Pryke (2002, 473) calls up Lefebvre’s notion of RHYTHMANALYSIS to introduce his video and audio montage of urban redevelopment of Potsdamer Platz in Berlin (http://www.open.ac.uk/socialsciences/geography/research/berlin/).   Concerns with PERFORMANCE and life that exceeds DISCOURSE (see NON REPRESENTATIONAL THEORY) have fueled interest in using film and video as a means of representation, and electronic journals such as ACME now allow the blending of text and video (e.g., Pratt and Kirby, 2003).  Media literacy and video production training has been a useful methodological strategy in ACTION RESEARCH.
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