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Cinema Theaters from Within

Giornale dello Spettacolo’s Success, Longevity,
and Data Abundance

Daniela Treveri Gennari

In 1945, the Associazione Generale Italiana dello Spettacolo (General Italian
Association for Entertainment, or AGIS) was established in Italy with the aim of
uniting national cinema, theater, music, opera, and dance associations in order to
represent their needs and interests. Simultaneously, the association’s biweekly
trade journal, Bollettino di informazione, emerged, and it continues to represent
the perspective of the entertainment industry today. Focusing on the editorial
commitments of the journal, whose name became II Giornale dello Spettacolo in
1957, this essay aims to investigate its audience, circulation, emergence, and strate-
gies. A unique wealth of information for researchers investigating the history of
cinema and the film industry, the Giornale dello Spettacolo (GdS) is now available
online. This chapter will first appraise the emergence of the journal in the histori-
cal context of postwar Italy, the most significant period of modernization of the
national cultural industry. It will then briefly provide an overview of the different
phases of the journal from 1945 to today, highlighting the significant changes it
went through and the ways in which the cultural sectors engaged with it. Lastly,
it will present the 1950s cinema section as a case study to investigate the journal’s
unique traits in the mediascape of that time and to finally explore what resources
it has provided today to scholars interested in analyzing and commenting on the
figures of the film industry in Italy.

INTRODUCTION

Movie magazines and film trade journals as a source and field of research in
film and cinema studies have stimulated a wealth of research projects and
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publications over the years. From using the film press to explore the represen-
tation of specific topics to investigations into marketing, reception, and audi-
ences, as well as methodological analyses of these sources and of processes of
archival and audiovisual preservation, this subfield is constantly generating new
and inspiring research.! One of the most recent examples—Biltereyst and Van
de Vijver’s Mapping Movie Magazines—brings together a wide range of contri-
butions that make use of several methods to explore the significance of movie
magazines for the study of films, their reception, and their social and aesthetic
values, decentralizing the role of films themselves by giving paratexts in their
own right the central role in research.? However, while this volume reaffirms
the opportunity film journals and popular magazines offer for the study of film
and cinema more broadly, the editors are keen to declare the limitations of the
field, echoing Hoyt’s concern that scholars tend to focus only on a few jour-
nals like Variety while “many other cinema-related periodicals largely remain
untouched” and that the bulk of research is still limited to the US, the UK, and
a few other countries.’

When looking at the Italian context, the literature on film journals and
magazines similarly reflects a variety of approaches and methodologies but a
symmetrically significant limitation in its investigation due to a scholarly reli-
ance on relatively few publications. Scholars of Italian cinema have used movie
magazines for overviews of the history of film publishing and in-depth analyses
of film criticism in the popular and specialized presses, as well as for inqui-
ries into fan letters and audience responses. By looking at film periodicals as
“an inexhaustible reservoir of materials to be interrogated for research, this
field has developed across several lines of inquiry, exploring movie magazines as
part of broader studies on mass culture,’” on the relationship between Italian
intellectuals and film criticism,® on the role of the popular press in guiding
audiences toward models of stardom, genres, and key figures in cinema history,”
and on how certain specific themes emerged from movie magazines.® Other
works have explored how cinema magazines were “capable of orienting and
shaping cinema consumption, actively participating in the creation of mean-
ing of film from an aesthetic perspective and of cinema from a social one, in
a continuous process of negotiation with other institutions or instances, such
as production and the audience” Furthermore, projects have investigated the
importance of the paratext in relation to film consumption, film taste, and mem-
ories of cinemas by exploring surveys, interviews, and fan letters published in
movie magazines.'

The body of scholarly work under this particular field developed, from
the 1970s, at a slow pace, predominantly due to fragmented and incomplete
collections of magazines scattered across Italy in private and public archives that
were often under-resourced and not easily accessible. The recent digitization
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process that several Italian institutions started undergoing, following success-
ful examples from abroad, has certainly facilitated the research of magazines
and journals buried until now in remote and unreachable libraries and archives.
For instance, the Digital Library Luigi Chiarini at the Centro Sperimentale di
Cinematografia in Rome" has since 2001 digitized a wide range of film maga-
zines, press materials, and trade journals with the aim of preserving the most
valuable collections from deterioration, guaranteeing their interoperability
across different projects, safeguarding intellectual property rights, and ultimately
ensuring greater accessibility of the material.'? The library has successfully coop-
erated with other international projects (such as the Periodical Indexing Project
and the Federation Internationale des Archives du Film, as well as more recently
the Globalizing and Enhancing the Media History Digital Library initiative),
securing immediate access to resources on a very large scale.’® However, this
has not accelerated the study of many magazines, and so—as De Luna Freire
affirms for the Brazilian case—there are a significant number of Italian cinema
journals and publications available digitally which “still await the deeper interest
of researchers”"*

What is missing in this landscape of research on movie magazines and
journals is a thorough analysis of the Italian film trade press.'”” While scholars
have extensively explored the scholarly content of Cinema, Cinema Nuovo, and
equally the various sections of more popular magazines such as Oggi, Famiglia
Cristiana, and the film-specific Hollywood and La Rivista del Cinematografo,
more specialized film trade journals such as Cinespettacolo have had less atten-
tion from researchers. Within this category, perhaps the case to highlight most
urgently is that of Giornale dello Spettacolo.'® From the postwar period onward,
the GdS has kept researchers informed on the entertainment industry with data
so granular that it has no equal across the rest of Europe. The journal is key to
understanding the development of exhibition and distribution across the coun-
try from the most successful years in Italian cinema to today. Its patchy analy-
sis within scholarly research does not depend—as Hoyt suggests in the context
of US film periodicals—on the fact that “certain magazines have existed longer
than others,” as the GdS’s longevity exceeds that of any other film trade maga-
zine in Italy.'” It may depend more on the lack of “reference aids” that allow a
proper search and investigation into such a rich trove of material.’® Unlike many
other magazines kept in the hands of private collections, found sold in local
markets, and scattered in public and private institutions, the GdS is present in
several public libraries as well as in the AGIS headquarters—where, however, it
is only made available to researchers thanks to the kindness of AGIS staff, often
unaware of the significance of their collection’s value as a window into the indus-
trial strategies of Italian cinema both across the national territory and abroad.
The GdS, therefore, requires an urgent action of digitization to facilitate and
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expand not only its access, but a fully searchable functionality that would allow
scholars to thoroughly explore its content.

GIORNALE DELLO SPETTACOLO:
HISTORY AND BACKGROUND

Film magazines started to appear in Italy at the beginning of the 1900s, initially
as a publicity vehicle for production and distribution companies. However, begin-
ning in the 1930s some significant changes are evident, turning them into a prolific
industry: printed images became cheaper, magazines were “more to be seen than
read,”" several more titles appeared in print, and the audience for these publica-
tions gradually diversified. Furthermore, film criticism was becoming a regular
presence in the Italian press through the voices of eminent writers such as Alberto
Savinio, Alberto Moravia, and Massimo Bontempelli.” However, one had to wait
until the 1950s for the arrival of the most prestigious film journals (such as Cin-
ema, Cinema Nuovo, and Filmcritica) and for the full development of a critical
theoretical debate. The 1950s, as Paolo Noto states, witnessed a clear stratification
of the editorial system, in which “relatively disengaged magazines, publications
dedicated to ‘high’ popularization, militant magazines[,] and periodicals analyzing
cinema as an artistic and social expression” coexisted and even shared collabora-
tors and readers.”’ An incomplete inventory of the movie magazines available in
the country reported by Pellizzari indicates that sixty-five new magazines were
published during 1930-43, compared to 102 for 1944-48 and 289 for 1949-71, sug-
gesting an exponential growth of the specialized film publishing industry and a
burgeoning audience for this wide range of publications.?

The postwar period was significant from the film industry perspective, as it
was the time when cinema had started reemerging after the end of the war, rebuild-
ing its infrastructure, formulating its laws, and organizing its representative insti-
tutions. It is within this context that the GdS was born (August 15, 1945), first as
Bollettino di Informazioni, a biweekly publication of the Lombardy Association
of Cinema and Theatre Exhibitors, and since 1952 as Bollettino dello Spettacolo,
officially affiliated with AGIS (Associazione Generale Italiana dello Spettacolo),
the association representing employers in the entertainment sector. AGIS brought
together trade associations, federations, and foundations and is still present
throughout the country today, with regional and interregional branches. The asso-
ciation represents entrepreneurs in the sectors of cinema exhibition and public
and private activities, including theater, music, dance, and popular entertainment,
circus, traveling shows, and contemporary popular music. It fulfills the dual func-
tion of a body representing the interests of the entertainment industry and a trade
union organization offering its members technical, administrative, trade union,
fiscal, legal, and communications services.*



320 CHAPTER 18

The association was promoted by the heads of the above-mentioned categories
first in Lombardy, Piedmont, Veneto, and Liguria, and then across the rest of the
country. Its trade journal was ultimately renamed II Giornale dello Spettacolo in
1957 and the headquarters of the association was transferred from Milan to Rome,
where it remains. The GdS presented several articles updating the members about
various categories of information (programming, exhibition, distribution, audi-
ences, etc.), along with broader film industry-related topics and a section of quan-
titative and qualitative data on films produced and exhibited in cinemas across
the country.

The history of the trade journal is obviously intertwined with the various phases
of the history of AGIS, which from its birth until the 1980s operated in close rela-
tionship with the state and its representatives, especially during the period in
which Giulio Andreotti was under secretary of state (1947-53), playing a decisive
role within the film industry. Later, AGIS took on its own distinct and clear role as
“a counterpart to political, administrative and state power*

The trade journal has lasted until today, updating its layout and becoming a
color publication in 2004, with fourteen thousand copies distributed by subscrip-
tion in Italy and abroad.? The journal’s print edition was suspended in November
2013 in order to respond to the “very rapid evolution of the world of communica-
tion and the difficulties of the printed paper;” as explained by Roberto Ferrari,
director of Edizioni GdS, the publishing company that prints the journal.”

A CASE STUDY: THE GDS IN THE 1950s

As Francesco Di Chiara and Paolo Noto observe, “The 1950s are in many ways a
crucial decade for understanding postwar Italian cinema.”?® This period was, in
fact, a moment of film industrial reconstruction, legislative changes, and success-
ful national productions that managed at times to stand up to the Hollywood inva-
sion of Italian cinema that had characterized the immediate postwar period.” It
was also a time in which the proliferation of the number of cinemas was “a sign of
the general prosperity of the exhibition business, which was not to be repeated at
any other time in the 20th century”® In this period, more than thirty film maga-
zines and several monographs on film were published, and the film industry drew
significant scrutiny in the trade press.”

The GdS covered developments in the exhibition and distribution sectors use-
ful to those working in the industry, as well as legislation concerning cinema.
Additionally, the trade journal offered quantitative data on film programming, box
office metrics, and circulation, which allowed exhibitors to fully understand the
current industrial state of their category and which still gives scholars the oppor-
tunity to evaluate and develop a film industrial history of postwar Italian cinema.
The different sections of the journal offered a platform to illustrate new legislative,
economic, technological, and political challenges to the exhibition sectors, as well
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FIGURE 18.1. A new theater is profiled in
Giornale dello Spettacolo, May 4, 1957.

as an opportunity for dialogue between exhibitors and the association represent-
ing them through the letters to the journal and an all-embracing display of data on
exhibition and programming.

Within these broad areas were several topics AGIS members were keen to be
updated on, including legislative or procedural changes relevant to them: ticket
price amendments;* trade union employment laws;* agreements between exhibi-
tors and distributors;* technological innovation and updates from abroad, like the
experimental 3-D glasses developed in the US;* world cinema industry reports;*
information on audience behavior, attendance figures, and programming trends;*’
and surveys on audience preferences.”

The journal also devoted a page to letters, a brief section called “Il Gazzettino/
11 Bollettino delle Grane” (The Gazette of Grievances), which allowed exhibitors to
openly vent their frustrations and share their concerns with other members on a
wide range of topics (from irregular building of cinemas exceeding the approved
seating capacity® to the new practice of kissing inside cinemas).*’ Lastly, but not
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irrelevant to a comprehensive research project on cinema exhibition, is the public-
ity for films and for technical equipment and accessories needed to make cinemas
more attractive to audiences. Film advertising is particularly relevant to scholars
interested in comparing, for instance, how distributors and exhibitors classified
films according to genre and how this might depart from audiences” categoriza-
tions."’ However, any advertising is insightful, as it provides a full picture of how
the theaters were attempting to keep up with technologies, resolve their financial
challenges, and engage with loyal and new audiences.

All these sections are highly relevant to those investigating postwar exhibi-
tion, distribution, and programming strategies, as official accounts are patchy and
limited. These sections are also extremely valuable for better comprehending the
dynamics between the exhibitors’ association and other key players in postwar
Italian culture. For example, the Catholic film exhibition circuit, developed in Italy
under the tight regulations of the Cinema Catholic Centre, at times represented
a threat to the commercial sector, as parish venues often operated as commer-
cial enterprises, infringing several of the strict protocols instructed by the com-
plex agreements between the Associazione Cattolica Esercenti Cinema (Catholic
Association of Cinema Exhibitors, or ACEC) and AGIS. In 2018, I conducted a
close investigation of the GdS that offers a multifaceted picture of the relationship
between commercial and religious institutions, highlighting both the “apprehen-
sions of commercial exhibitors about parish cinemas overstepping their boundar-
ies” and the attempt of the parish cinemas “to assert themselves as proper exhibi-
tors”*> During the 1950s, when the Catholic cinema exhibition circuit was at its
peak, the GdS became “the arena for industrial exhibitors to express their dissatis-
faction about the publicity, programming and types of films shown in parish cin-
emas, as well as issues around lay management.” It also gave commercial exhibitors
a platform to express their frustrations with the “high volume of applications to
transform parish cinemas into commercial ones,” constituting real competition for
the sector, as the religious venues were significantly cheaper than the commercial
ones and had the strong support of the Catholic Church, extremely powerful at the
time.” The disputes between commercial and parish cinemas, which characterized
the entire decade of the 1950s, exemplify the significant role the journal played in
displaying tensions within the sector and offering the reader a better understand-
ing of practices and dynamics not often visible or recorded.

Moreover, from a scholarly perspective, the pages of the GdS dedicated to the
exhibition figures and programming are extremely valuable, as they provide an
account of the programming procedures, the geographic trajectories of the films,
the films’ popularity, and the audiences’ responses at a granular level that allows a
highly detailed reconstruction of the postwar cinema industry. At the very begin-
ning of the GdS’s history, few data were given. The section “Le cifre parlano chiaro”
(The Figures Speak for Themselves) gave the box office intakes of films shown
in Rome in first-run cinemas, while the section “Rubrica Film” (Film Section)
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provided information only on films screened in Milan, with dates, specific cin-
emas, and numbers of spectators. However, in 1947 the journal started offering
more detailed box office figures: for example, it provided information on all Ital-
ian films screened in first-run cinemas, including release dates.** From 1952, the
journal began presenting more regular box office data. The section “Borsa Film”
appeared for the first time in September 1952* with data for first-, second-, and
third-run cinemas in Milan, sharing information on films, production compa-
nies, days of screenings, numbers of cinemas, numbers of spectators, and total box
office revenues.

The editors explained that this new biweekly section was meant to satisfy
readers’ requests—especially those of regional exhibitors—by providing insight
into the data of first- and second-run cinemas in Milan.** On November 30 of
the same year, a short explanatory note informed readers that, because of the
success of “Borsa Film,” the section would also start providing data on other
Italian cities, starting with Turin (first run)* and then Rome* and Genoa,” as
well as a yearly summary of major successes classified by production company.>
From May 15, 1953, together with those of Rome, Genoa, Turin, and Milan, sev-
eral other cities™ first-run cinemas’ box office intakes and numbers of screen-
ing days were published.”” And beginning on November 30, 1953, a new section
entitled “Statistiche istruttive” (Instructive Statistics) reported the average gross
revenue achieved on each day of programming in major Italian cities.” Start-
ing in 1955, several additional sections contained box office data. From January
27, 1955, “Borsa Film” changed and the reading of the box office was divided as
follows: films according to nationality, box office figures for first-run cinemas in
the sixteen main cities, and cities where the films had been screened. “Tirando
le somme” (Summing Up), written by the journalist Alessandro Ferrau with
the intention of filling the gap of essential box office analysis, is a section that
became a regular presence in the trade journal, analyzing successes and failures
in the country (such as films generating more than 100 million lire or less than 50
million lire at the box office), as well as detailed box office evaluation amongst the
main cities according to film nationalities (Italian, US, European, and others) and
a comparative analysis of Italian films in cinemas around the country, according
to genre, stars, and locations.
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Ferratr’s insightful analyses are still invaluable today for their information on
film consumption and popularity across the country. They also reflect on key
aspects of the development of cinema in those years, from Cinemascope and color
to geographic differences in relation to art cinema and documentaries, genre,
nationality, and stardom. Ultimately, they not only offer a portrait of the industrial
dynamics at play in film exhibition and the means by which this is reflected in film
consumption, but also allow researchers to explore the Italian film industry in a
longitudinal way, mapping changes and developments across time that would not
otherwise be possible.

CONCLUSION

Hoyt’s suggestion to “reevaluate the ways we are selecting, using, and interpret-
ing motion-picture trade papers and fan magazines” is still very pertinent today
for the Italian context.* Several trade journals and popular magazines remain
unexplored as sources of data and of case studies for investigations of publishing
practices within the film industry. Digitization and accessibility play a crucial part
in integrating these materials with others already in the scholarly domain. How-
ever, collaborations across libraries, archival institutions, universities, and digital
humanities centers are key to providing the most fruitful opportunity to ensure that
funding is made available and resources are properly integrated to facilitate further
research and comparative work. For the case of Il Giornale dello Spettacolo, a com-
prehensive process of computational analysis would guarantee cross-examination
of the rich data available in the journal and promote new findings across cinema
exhibition practices, film consumption, and the distribution industry.
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