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ASDA Conference 2002

“Visions, Illusions and Delusions”.

________________________________________________________________________

Addressing a conference with the headline “The Persistence of Vision” seems a risky undertaking. On one hand, as Donald Crombie reminds us in his welcoming program note, the phrase describes the optical illusion that makes cinema possible. This is perhaps a blessed delusion, in which we take an almost innocent delight. It’s a simple fact of life, and one that provides enormous pleasure. But there is not much more to be said about it. 

On the other hand, and in the context of this conference, the phrase is used to suggest some kind of ideal, referring to a director’s vision, like a kind of extra-sightedness, a special and particular way of seeing, and perhaps a passion for articulating something of importance in particular ways. As such it leans dangerously toward the statement of belief, the declaration of principle, even the artistic manifesto. But God forbid that it does, for what could be further from the healthy, unpretentious pragmatism of the Australian film industry? 

But are we sure that the illusions we trade in are under our control? When does an illusion become a delusion? I ask this because I would not be the first if I were to question the legitimacy of a phrase in which the terms “Australian Film” and “industry” are brought together. In fact I was having coffee the other day with a friend who said “Film industry? You’re joking, it’s a bloody charity.” This brutal honesty rings in my ears. Others before me have come to wonder whether what we fondly refer to as an industry, at least in its domestic product development and production sectors, is not merely a subsidised cottage industry. And a cottage industry, what’s more, in which access to even modicums of working capital is becoming increasingly elusive, while its products command a tiny proportion of domestic box office returns and are rarely noticed abroad. 

So I’ve been thinking that perhaps the healthiness of prevailing attitudes is more apparent than real. Perhaps our unpretentious pragmatism belies an illusion that is less blessed than that created by the persistence of vision, though we seem to take them equally for granted. Could it be that we need to pause a moment, and reconsider some of the things that we seem to have been taking for granted, or which we may have begun to feel are deluding us? For what is delusion but the failure to see clearly, to live without clarity of vision, to take for granted that which is not the case?

Over the next hour, I hope, we’ll not take the way things seem to be for granted. We shall pose a question. Is there something important about a persistent vision as a value, over and above the illusory behaviour of the eye and, if so, what has it to do with how well Australian film making works – for its practitioners, its investors and its audiences? I fear I shall disappoint Donald, because I cannot promise the solutions he has promised you to such questions, either practical or philosophical. But if we are even to attempt an answer to them, value judgements are going to be made and industry structures are going to be held up to scrutiny. We may have to question our pragmatism and even risk pretentiousness. 

To start with, we are not going to accept the complacent idea that a director’s vision is of necessity important, just because a director is a director. I am going to suggest that some visions are more important than others. I am going to argue that vision and persistence are not enough if and when they fall short of the visionary. I am going to defend the visionary as a necessary, if pretentious ideal. And I am going to consider the visionary aspects of contemporary Australian cinema, their place in the market and the financing structures that do or do not encourage them.

So first, we should define what we mean by visionary a little more closely. I shall try to do this by reference to three imported films, all of which have been seen in Sydney this year. It is not my intention to give full accounts of any of these films, but rather take from each of them, by way of illustration, something that is important to a definition of the visionary. 

I’ll start with The Piano Teacher directed by Michael Haneke. Here we discover something we are not familiar with in Australian cinema. We find a contradictory heroine, a person who is not consistent, a woman whose psychology takes her to both the heights of sophisticated artistic achievement and to the depths of vindictiveness and self-abasement, one who dominates others expertly yet one who becomes a hapless victim. She is a near middle-aged woman who sleeps beside her mother, fakes menstruation by drawing blood with a razor blade and experiences sex, up to the point where she makes the dreadful mistake of revealing her secret compulsions, only by vicarious means. She is a woman who is both sympathetic and not sympathetic; a woman who finds no redemption but loses everything. She is a tragic figure, undone and destroyed by the vulnerability that leaves her open to male sexual revenge. To witness her journey is to learn of the frightening destructiveness of desire. 

And desire is the important term here, because desire springs from that which we do not know about ourselves. This makes the realm of desire a privileged terrain when it comes to visionary creative work. In other words, the visionary film maker, it seems to me, is obsessed with that which lies beyond or some where other than in the familiar appearance of things. Psychological realism, with its insistence on emotional behaviour stemming from clear causes with logical effects and devoid of paradox, is simply inadequate to portray the chaotic, contradictory and essentially secret, even invisible machinations of desire and therefore of much human behaviour. The way the heroine of Haneke’s film acts is both literal and symbolic. She is rooted in a terrible personal dilemma while her story is suggestive of the entire, fateful fear and vengeance that perverse desire can arouse. She is a tragic figure in a world where the tragedy of blind narcissism has replaced the tragedy of blind fate.

Visionary cinema seems to open up what was not previously contemplated. Perhaps this greater dimension of meaning is one that Jane Campion sacrificed when she gave a happy ending to her piano player in the form of a tin finger, a tamed Harvey Keitel and a white picket fence.

My second example is David Lynch’s Mulholland Drive, and I have included it in my list of three because it throws into sharp relief the role of playfulness in visionary film making. Lynch is perhaps the most obviously visionary of contemporary film makers in the accepted sense of the term. That is, his work sits in an essentially bizarre terrain, where conventional social behaviour and logical cause and effect are displaced, and even satirised, to facilitate an investigation of human identity. Just as the monstrously perverse and violent antagonist represents the dark side of the hero’s psyche in Blue Velvet, and the hero transforms into a fantasy version of himself and back again in Lost Highway, so in Mulholland Drive one character both possesses and is possessed by another. In this later film, however, Lynch places his characters in the dream factory itself, and is able to play with filmic conventions across the narrative the visual and the aural. He is able to satirise the world of film financing, to play with notions of performance and to construct elaborate jokes around the suspension of disbelief. Nor is he afraid of pastiche, or of moving from high seriousness to pure kitsch, or of spinning yarns that turn out to be red herrings or of flipping us through transformations of meaning by means of an elusive symbol. He can be provocatively bewildering as well as delightfully funny.

In fact, these continually surprising strategies are all essential components of the Lynch vision. What he works with is a complex rearrangement of aural and visual signs and meanings. Watching his films, we witness a concerted deployment of much that is magical in cinema. Like Lewis Carroll, his subject is imagination itself. His work is visionary because it demands that we reconsider, or see in a transforming new light, something about ourselves and the world we inhabit that we would otherwise take for granted. This something, this measure of every day certainty, Lynch reveals to be fragile, transitory, and paradoxical. His logic undermines common sense, certainty and the predictable. Such are the dynamics of desire and identity. He is externalising the hidden and cannot do so by means of the linear narrative, by realism or by either character driven or plot driven, genre filmmaking where the singularity and unambiguousness of identity are required conditions. Those who resist Lynch’s vision usually dismiss him as a pretentious show off, confusing us for the mere sake of it. Those who love his work find in it the dark playfulness that illuminates confusion.

The third film I want to mention here also opens up the perceptions of its audience but in a radically different way. I have not met anyone else who saw this film during its brief Sydney season, but for me it was a visionary film because it enlightened the political universe we inhabit in a direct and magically honest way. This was Raoul Peck’s film Lumumba. It told the story of an obscure man who became the first head of state of the newly decolonised Belgian Congo in the 1960’s, and how he was subsequently deceived and betrayed, destroyed and murdered. This is a story of mythic proportions and with mythic dimensions. The poles of national idealism and international cynicism it portrays go a long way to defining the “realpolitik” of the modern age. The tensions between the private man and the public figure, between hope and despair, between ally and enemy, between third world and developed world are all lucidly illustrated by means of an understated but confident visual style and a dynamic narrative construction. This film enlightened a whole moral universe within about a hundred minutes of persistent vision.

It would be a mistake, though, to define this film within the parameters of the political drama without recognising what it has in common with both The Piano Teacher and Mulholland Drive. This common theme is that of desire. Desire gives rise to the world of fantasy and in Lumumba what is at stake is not only the desire to be politically free but also the fantasy of the self-determining, self-knowing, and self-redeeming body politic. The mythic story in play here is the story of the aspirant idealist individual, and the aspirant idealist nation, as victims of the warring gods, in this case the gods of avarice and hegemony represented by the USA and the Soviet Union, locked into a murderous rivalry for the hearts, minds and resources of the world. And as we know from all the classical examples, the victims of the gods are the victims of their own naivety, their own flaws, and their own destiny. Above all, they are the victims of their own desire, their own craving for that which is and always will be elusive.
I have now referred to three films that, in certain ways, could not be more different. One is a relentless character study, one a fascinating conjuring trick and one a political parable. I want to make it clear that the visionary is not an exclusive category but an inclusive one. But I believe these films help define visionary film making by a number of things they have in common. 

First is the strangely unearthly experience they offer their audience. They all appear to come together like some kind of immaculate conception on the screen right before your very eyes. It is as if they were never scripted, and as if they could have taken only the form they did take and could exist only in the medium of cinema. In other words, they are entirely different from the novel, the stage play and from television in terms of the dialectic and the dynamic that they set up between screen and audience. They use the camera and the editing machine as well as the soundtrack to define narrative space and direction, movement, pace and variation. They have liberated themselves from the limitations of following actors around a set to catch a meaning largely and predominantly determined by dialogue.

Secondly, despite their entirely different narrative trajectories and subject matters, they appear fully realised. They are painstakingly constructed to seduce an audience into a set of curiosities, concerns and expectations and to play that audiences’ sensibilities along in all sorts of risky ways until the dramatic imperatives established in the beginning are paid off only in the final images. Despite their tendency to enlarge the cinematic vocabulary and broaden its syntax, they are adept at building catharsis. They have a powerful sense about them of narrative integrity and wherever they lie between the modern and the post modern, they do not fail to deliver time honoured dramatic satisfactions.

Thirdly, like all good seducers, they do not attempt to explain themselves, being largely devoid of narrative exposition and of any attempt to explain character motivation outside what the character does. They take the risk of demanding that you come to them rather than choosing a safer path by trying to make themselves clear in immediately accessible terms. And as in all good seductions, once you have had the experience on offer, you are likely to want it again. Each of these three films leaves you with a sense of discovery, so that when the lights go up you might well wish for a repeat viewing, both to look more closely at how this sense of discovery was created and to enjoy it the more. I for one saw each of these films twice in the cinema.
Fourthly, although set in specific times and places, and shot through with recognisable given circumstances, they use a highly sophisticated audio-visual language to take us into worlds and states of consciousness which were previously unfamiliar, and they burn themselves into your mind like the most vivid and enduring dream. They avail themselves of metaphor, symbol, allegory and myth as well as having a command of more literal narrative story telling strategies. But most important is that they invent, each for themselves, the necessary dialectic between narrative content and visual form. Herein chiefly lies their success and, I believe, herein lies a critical attribute of visionary filmmaking. Rather than relying on any pervasive orthodoxy of craft in their conception, design or execution, visionary movies always have the capacity to surprise us, and it is in this that they fight their way onto our screens. Without their capacity to reinvent the world before our eyes, they would surely be buried by the competition of the less demanding, the more familiar and the more easily marketed. 

Finally, I believe, nothing like any one of these three films could have been made within the aesthetic world of Australian cinema. Here lies a very important question. Is it possible to be surprised and seduced by Australian cinema? Could it be that Pauline Kael’s description of Australian films still stands? “Watching an Australian movie”, she reportedly once said, “is like going to bed with a worthy book.”

But I am not going to argue simply that Australian cinema is dull in contrast to gems of enlightenment from other countries. Far from it, for across world cinema these days there seem to be legions of dull movies and rather few visionary ones. Is this how it will always be in a world that demands much and gives little? Maybe so, but the whole idea of the visionary is idealistic, and that is why I am here talking about it and trying to give it life. Perhaps, like the protagonist of a basic plot, we need to define our subject by giving it an antagonist. If the visionary is our protagonist in this thesis, how shall we begin to define our antagonist? 

My central argument is that visionary movies exploit a cental truth of the modern world. This is a difficult truth because it leads to not only to a kind of moral relativism but also to a kind of personal relativism that can be deeply uncomfortable, to say the least. But I believe it is unavoidable and of course in many circles it is nothing new at all. In many cultural dimensions, though not in many of the world’s film industries, it is itself almost taken for granted. Simply put, it says that there is no universal formula or matrix guaranteeing harmonious relationships on any level of human society. It says that this is true of sexual, political, economic and cultural relations. And it also says that, rather than coming only from the unique visions of the Michael Haneke’s, David Lynch’s and Raoul Peck’s of the world, visionary movies defined as I am trying to define them also spring from this truth. It is more than a truth. It is a human condition. They take their inspiration from a conception of a surrounding reality that is by definition problematic, uncertain, and waiting to be reinvented from moment to moment. 
It is from this demand that reality be re-defined from moment to moment that visionary movies legitimise their constant reinvention of the dialectic between narrative content and visual form. And the richly composite language of cinema is fabulously well equipped to do exactly that. Visionary movies use the uniquely multi faceted qualities of cinema to construct realities in which this difficult truth, and its complex implications, can be explored. Their use of “mise en scene”, as well as their use of narrative, is designed to open up what can be imagined only from a perspective governed by the uncertainty principle. They portray the essentially uncertain nature of human reality as both contradiction and dilemma, and exploit it in terms of both form and content, and in terms that can be tragic as well as comic, entertaining as well as enlightening. But essentially, they are revelatory.

If we are looking for an antagonist for our plot in which the visionary is protagonist, we could do worse than simply deploy its opposite. A cinema antagonistic to this truth about uncertain, unstable and invented realities is a cinema that trades on the belief that there are still guarantees about a universal human nature, that we can make rational and correct choices about our personal and social relationships, and that we do either know who we are or can learn who we are. This cinema embodies belief in a knowable human nature and a stable social reality. It tries to dramatise lived experience as if that experience can depend upon a reliable relationship between cause and effect, and it endorses a common sense perception of the world. Its paradigm is the story in which men and women make correct choices and decisions about each other, albeit deliciously romantic ones, leading to the promise of ongoing harmonious sexual and emotional relations. It believes in romantic love as a kind of magic wand. It has no truck whatsoever with the unpredictable and messy perversities of desire. My antagonist is, in a word, pragmatic. 

Let’s play for a moment with an opposition, even a conflict between the pragmatic and the visionary. In case we are in danger of getting bogged down in the abstract, we should take a quick look at what pragmatic movies actually look like. And again we can avail ourselves of three imported movies, all recently seen in Sydney.

As it happens, all three are built on stories set in contemporary England. They are About a Boy, Last Orders and Bend it like Beckham. What do these films, directed by people with very different cultural backgrounds have in common, and why do they exemplify the pragmatic? 

About a Boy is a neatly constructed tale about a self-serving cad (a uniquely British type, is the cad, nowadays playable only by Hugh Grant) who is converted to gregariousness and generosity by the emotional demands of a young boy. The film simply asks us, who could possibly remain selfish in defiance of the appeals of a child? And it answers, of course, no one could. Needless to say, a happy ending was had by all. A comforting perspective on human nature is simply endorsed.

Fred Schepsi’s Last Orders in a more complex affair in so far as its narrative moves back and forth between present time and various moments in the past as it elucidates the relationships between a group of aging friends, one of whom has recently died. The drama is buried in an endless flow of expositional back story but that would not matter if the exposition aspired to unearth something that is generally invisible in such stories, some sub-text in these relationships that might disclose a surprising truth about them. What it does, in fact, is simply to confirm clichéd values of friendship and loyalty while acknowledging the emotional strains of life’s travails. It is of course affectionate, sincere and very professionally executed, but it is also very dull.

Bend it Like Beckham is a familiar if effective comedy that trades on the unlikely. In this case the genre is constructed around an Indian English girl who wants to succeed as a soccer player, and is calculated to milk the juice out of the sentimental and amusing “contretemps” that her determination, the family pressures, cultural differences and a touch of sexual rivalry provide. Again, we are invited to feel good about life, as all the difficulties every one has, be they friends, rivals, parents or lovers, are rather laboriously and predictably resolved.

The deep pragmatism of these plots, it seems to me, rests on their exploitation of tritely conceived emotional journeys, all of which are more or less predictable. They are trite because they have the narrowest possible implications, depending only on the vindication of the individual character. In other words, they lie smugly within a simplistic conception of human identity. Effectively, they define and commodify the emotional content of the human psyche, closing down both its potential and its problems. To this end, their pragmatism is further served by a careful observance of emotional boundaries that ensure against the disturbing, the paradoxical and anything that is not immediately understandable. They work for gratification rather than reflection and they work within the literal and the familiar rather than the symbolic and the surprising.

What is true of these films as narratives is also true of them as sign systems. All three are extremely conservative in their use of what the persistence of vision offers by way of potential to redefine, re-envisage, or re-invent what constitutes the real world. In fact, they ensure the triumph of the taken for granted. The experience of watching a pragmatic film is to feel that the tools of cinema have been commandeered and enslaved by something that has come before they were applied, by something that demands a rigorous obedience and forbids all but the most minor show of independence. This something is, of course, the script. Pragmatic movies have been all but fully designed in advance of filming by their writers. Pragmatic filmmaking devotes itself to constructing the illusion that what has been written can also be seen. It has no further justification or purpose.

What struck me forcibly in watching these three films about England was the similarity to the experience of watching television. There was that same conformism, that same reliance on formulae and the predictable, that same safe and essentially depressing emotional range and that same mono-vocal control over the means of representation that is endemic to a medium primarily designed to bring audiences to advertisers. To a great extent, it seems, the ability of the cinema to survive and even prosper over what was once seen as the terminal danger of competition from television has entailed the colonisation of cinema by many of television’s imperatives. 

Meanwhile, I can see that I am talking my way into a problem here. The films I am sticking up for may be described as marginal. After all, though Lynch’s film earned itself a place in mainstream distribution channels in Australia and elsewhere, in Sydney The Piano Teacher and Lumumba were to be seen only in the Valhalla and/or the Chauvel. At the same time, the films I am disparaging must be deemed successful in so far as success means reaching wider audiences and earning more money. So am I arguing that Australian cinema needs to be more esoteric, if visionary, and less pragmatic, if less popular? 

In answering this rhetorical question I would first point out that an Australian film that had the critical success and prize-winning career of The Piano Teacher would be an extremely rare one. And an Australian film that ran in Paris cinemas as long as Haneke’s film has in Sydney (despite its inept disparagement by “The Movie Show”) would be considered a minor triumph. There is also the point that what is marginal in one country may not be in another. And there is the further point that it is hardly elitist to hope that what one sees in the cinema, leaving aside those products of the American cultural empire that dominate the box office around the world, should not be like staying home and watching TV. 

In other words, I don’t believe it can be considered wrong, except in the most orthodox and conservative of film industries, to allow that some filmmakers can and should be concerned with the use value of the cultural objects they produce before they are concerned with their exchange value. For if the ideal movie is one which is both visionary and popular, which is brilliantly enough conceived and executed to accrue a substantial exchange value as well as possessing appreciable use value (and maybe Mulholland Drive came close here) it is very unlikely that such a film will be made within a cultural context and within an industry structure that radically discourages visionary qualities. 

What is being argued here is not some simple opposition between the high brow and the low brow, or some antiquated assertion of elitist over popular culture. What is being argued here is that a film industry that does not have space or even much respect for the visionary will not produce internationally recognised movies of any lasting value. I would further suggest that a film industry that institutionalises pragmatism (as I will argue we have done) will not enjoy the rewards, one dimensional as they are, that a pragmatic approach can bring except very occasionally and almost by accident.

And it is not the case that the directors of these three films from England lacked vision. On the contrary, a coherent sense of purpose is strongly evident in all three of them, though the measured skills of Last Orders is a long way from the naïve constructs of Bend it Like Beckham. My reservations have to do with the need to insist on a distinction between vision and the visionary. I believe that a more or less pragmatic vision can apply only to what is there, needing to be said and done more or less in the same ways as they have been said and done before. The visionary, however, is what is required to make discoveries. A film culture which is radically skewed in favour of that which needs to be done over that which might be discovered (as I shall argue ours is) is one deprived of a mature sensibility. It is one in which the languages of cinema are only minimally understood and deployed. It is one in which only a limited class of things can be said. It is one in which neither pragmatically successful entertainment nor visionary revelation will occur. Only the unremarkable will survive and the industry will not flourish.

This last point may sound paradoxical. If pragmatically made films can succeed financially, why would not a pragmatic industry also succeed, at least financially, and at least a fair amount of the time? In the second half of this paper, I will try to find an answer to this question.

But first I want to give you a break from listening to me by showing you a clip from a recently released Australian film, which is a very unusual film for a number of reasons.

The film is The Tracker, written and directed by Rolf de Heer, and what we are going to see are its opening sequences.

* * * * *

My thanks to Rolf de Heer for permission to show that excerpt, and to Nils Eric Nielsen at Vertigo Productions for organising the print. 

*****

I fear its a bit of a travesty showing you that footage because I think this film is more than worthy of the attention of all of us for the full duration of its running time and for considerable time for reflection thereafter. First of all, it is a beautifully structured and measured piece of film making with a deceptively simple narrative line. What is achieved here is a truly elegiac account of the collision of indigenous and European cultures and a magical insight into the nature of their difference. And of course to see that difference is to glimpse the possibility, at least, of reconciliation. To this extent, The Tracker is a visionary film reminding us how effective humour, irony and integrity can be in the face of murderous violence, and how racism is but a prison of the mind. The desire in play here is no less than the desire for freedom from that internal prison.

The Tracker also reminds us that the visionary is not necessarily complex or pretentious, albeit that it is probably metaphorical. It also demonstrates that within a visionary enterprise all sorts of pragmatic decisions can be made to solve problems in reconciling intentions and resources. So long as the vision comes before and has priority over the choice of solutions, constructive solutions that enhance rather than detract from that vision can be found. But what is of particular interest about this film in the context of my argument is that it reversed the two major terms of almost every Australian project development. That is to say, that the film was financed before the script was written. The Tracker was not so much invested in as commissioned. 

I spoke to Rolf, and also to executive producer Brigit Ikin. They described to me a process in which the money came before the script. When SBS Independent and the Adelaide Festival decided, with extraordinary bravura, to commission a number of films, the South Australian Government made its financial support conditional upon a South Australian director being among those chosen. Rolf took a gamble and declared that if the commissioning bodies wanted his film, for which he had a ten-page treatment, they would have to guarantee funding it. He would then write the script and deliver the movie. Which is pretty much what happened. 

Now this was a low budget production, less than $2m. And of course Rolf de Heer is a particular kind of operator within the industry, and unique in many ways, having put years of work into becoming the filmmaker who could reverse the dominant process in this way, and obviously he had a great story. But I don’t think the importance of the way in which his film was financed can be over estimated. 

What happened was that a director’s vision was the driving force of the project, rather than the director or the writer having to prove his or her credentials with draft after draft of a script, each put through a number of arbitrarily designed tests, and then go chasing around the world in an often fruitless search, and an always pragmatic search, often entailing compromise after compromise, for a deal to put to the FFC. The importance of this lies in the lesson it teaches us about the relationship between and the difference between visions, illusions and delusions. 

I’ll try to elucidate these connections. There is a proposition that I have argued before and I’ll put it forward again. This is that the films that emerge from a given funding system reflect in large measure the values and processes that lie at the heart of their funding organisations, whatever they may be, and that films produced in any given cultural zone in any given period reflect the diversity of the funding systems that existed then and there, or a lack of diversity as the case may be. 

I think this can be proven if you look at the relationship between industry structures and movies made in the UK during the 1980’s, in Germany in the 1970’s, in France in the 1960’s or under the American studio system in the 1950’s. I think you could certainly add to the weight of that proof if you look at what has been happening in Australia in the 1990’s and continues to happen. Let’s look for a moment at the relationship between funding methods and creative outcomes in Australia.

When film funding in Australia was effectively removed from the anarchy of deals driven by tax incentives toward the end of the 1980’s, it was brought into the safe haven of the public service. What kind of safety is this, and for whom was it provided? Sociologists know that bureaucratic imperatives place the safety of the funding agency and the unimpeachable position of its executives before all else. So it was and is in the Australian film industry. Film financing became hostage to the three principles of bureaucracy, namely prudence, objectivity and blamelessness. 

Prudence and blamelessness were served by the building of a buffer between the bureaucratic funding decision and the result of that decision. This buffer was the market. FFC funding, as we all know, cannot be triggered unless the project in question has already attracted the imprimatur of the market by way of distribution deals, presales, distribution advances and equity investment in various combinations. When it does, the FFC may invest. The justification for this lies, of course, in the belief that films so financed will oblige committed distributors and sales agents to get them to an audience so that revenue will follow and top up the fund. And so that the films financed will have a self-justifying public profile. This is prudence. Where this formula fails to produce satisfactory results, the funding body cannot be faulted for the market had spoken and the rules had been followed. This is blamelessness.

Unfortunately, satisfactory results have been rare and are getting rarer. I believe this is because the market and the audience are not the same thing. A market is a display of produce. An audience is that which favours one product over another. A good distributor earns the respect of all of us all by knowing how to pick a movie from the market place and sell it to an audience that he or she knows well, and may even have in some degree created. Very few if any distributors and sales agents, however, know much about the process by which a script becomes a film, or even what it is about a script that would promise a memorable film. As a result they frequently find themselves less than pleased with the outcome of their commitment. They often find themselves handling a film they never would have picked, had it been a film rather than a script with some names attached, when they picked it. They often find themselves handling a film to which they cannot deliver an audience. And every time this happens, we are all in trouble.

The major flaw in the safety mechanism between the bureaucratic decision and the resulting film is an enormous one. And it becomes self-perpetuating as well as self-defeating. As any producer will tell you, it is becoming harder and harder to get the commitments that the rules of the game require because distributors too frequently find backing a script, rather than a film, a bad risk or at very best an additional risk. 

This applies not only to the domestic market attachment that every project needs but also to the international ones. And on the international level other difficulties arise. Key organisations in the market place can undergo sudden re-alignments as did Canal Plus last year, or can simply disappear, as did Film Four earlier this year. Other economic factors intrude such as the collapse of the European pay TV market that was described to me in Cannes this year. All of these factors make it less and less likely that sales agents will provide advances to any but the safest of properties. Or to properties which appear to carry the safest bet. This, of course, usually means the most pragmatically conceived ones.

The pressures of this situation give rise to a universal hope. Can there be a set of criteria by which some of this risk it mitigated? This is where objectivity comes in, or at least a kind of pseudo objectivity. When getting a movie financed is always a matter of cracking the market before the film is made, and never the other way around, the script becomes by far the most important consideration in the risk business and its value is increasingly measured by quasi-objective criteria. As such, it has to promise a degree of safety. It has to look and feel familiar. It has to cover all the bases in telling a conventionally intelligible story. It has to comply with certain given rules of the writer’s craft. And above all, it has to entirely determine the film that is made from it. Thus we are back in a cinema in which the job of the director is simply to translate the written into the visual, rather than using the written as a means to discovering the world which the written can only imply.

Most problematic of all, I believe, is that the same kinds of test are applied to all projects seeking the support of public funds. We allow no variety in the kinds of relationship that might otherwise come between financial inputs and creative outcomes. It follows, according to my thesis, that there is little variety in the kinds of films we can make. Of course different stories will be told involving different story values with different sensibilities and different kinds of appeal. But these differences are narrow ones in the context of world cinema today. In Australia, markedly different kinds of filmmaking, markedly different uses of film language and markedly different visions of the world do not and will not flourish.

Thus, in the context in which an overwhelming majority of Australian films are made, the development of individual projects is a reductive rather than expansive creative process. The more clearly a given script complies with limited, quasi-objective criteria, the less likely the vision it carries with it will be questioned. In other words, we have institutionalised pragmatism. For very few of the qualities I have identified as having to do with the visionary can thrive under these conditions. That which may be disturbing, that which may be tragic, that which may be fascinatingly bewildering, that which may risk the pretentiousness of speaking in terms of desire, in terms of that which we don’t know about ourselves, of that which it not literal, will all be considered marginal, esoteric and unduly risky. That which is playful or surreal in its use of the medium itself simply does not exist. It is almost as though the use of the human imagination as a means of escape from our fears, our habits and our everyday reality has been banned. And it is almost as if, (to borrow a pithy phrase that may be attributable to Mike Thornhill) the modern cinema has passed Australia by. And by modern cinema I don’t just mean that which comes into my own definition of the visionary, but any cinema that concerns itself with anything that lies beyond ordinary perceptions, as do popular films like Being John Malkovitch, The Sixth Sense and American Beauty as well as Mulholland Drive.

Now it is tempting to find something sweetly ironic in the fact that The Tracker, a film that speaks eloquently of the power we have to escape the prisons of our mind, was financed through a reversal of the usual process and all the damaging limitations that process puts on the imagination. But it is not as easy as that. The FFC and the AFC and the SAFC all assisted, in one way or another, to get Rolf’s film onto the screen. There is no way that the argument I am advancing here can be reduced to a simple “us and them” critique of the funding bodies. In fact I should put it on record that when I have managed to satisfy the FFC’s criteria for investment I have enjoyed a great deal of help and support from its staff and I have also had, and am currently getting a great deal of support, sometimes creative support, from both the NSWFTO and from the AFC. This is not an attack on these organisations, or on the people who work in them. One of whom I once was. 

The truth is that these organisations are symptoms of the culture and society that created them. This is a society in which there exists an almost craven desire for consensus. It is a society in which pretentiousness is a cultural crime, so that we rarely dare to speak of anything that is not literally self evident or comfortably in conformity with one or other abiding and accepted Australian myths, or entirely dependent on taken for granted ideas about human motivation and individual identity. Above all, it is a culture in which an extraordinarily paternalistic form of liberalism rules our lives. It is one in which we are happy to allow a complex, risky and highly skilled activity to be managed within the prudent, blameless, pseudo-objective and counter-productive rules and parameters of the public service.

I was brought up against this phenomenon quite forcibly when, while working as Head of Film Development for the AFC, I enraged an audience of film makers by suggesting that they should not ask us bureaucrats to spell out for them how funding processes and priorities should be organised, but rather tell us. Not only was the audience nonplussed and angry, but my colleagues in the organisation were visibly embarrassed. It was as if I had delivered a calculated insult. In the pub after the meeting I felt like a leper in a foreign land. So I drove off home and decided I would not be seeking a renewal of my contract. For that was the moment at which it became clear to me that what we want from our funding bodies is a set of rules above all else. We want guidelines, within which we can be defined, organised and managed. We want transparent mechanisms by which our creative endeavours can be blamelessly rejected or benignly accepted. Just so long as the rules are applied.

This seems to me a travesty of creative work, as much for those who work within funding bodies as for those who need to work with them. Throughout the processes of script development and production financing, funding body staff, executives and board members do of course make value judgements. But their roles as members of properly conducted bureaucracies precludes them from pro-active intervention. My own time at the AFC was a battle between my desire to seek out and support the creative work that I considered excellent and important, and my obligation to passively follow the rules of assessment and submit to the consensus of a committee. In fact, this usually entailed several committees. A committee of assessors, a committee of my colleagues, a committee of board members, and the parallel committees of any other organisation needed to get a project financed. Notwithstanding my willingness to take responsibility for creative decisions, and my naïve belief that that was what I was getting paid for, I was for ever obliged not to, but rather to submit to consensus. And as we all know, consensus coheres around that which is familiar rather than around that which is not. The procedural rules encourage that which is ordinary.

Sometimes, this obedience to established rules even seems perverse. However poorly our films are performing and however obviously market attachments mean nothing to the audience, and how ever hard market attachments are to attract and however far the vicissitudes of international financing structures work against us, we agree when the bureaucrats protest that not only is not their fault, but we wouldn’t want it any other way, would we? We wouldn’t want funding body executives to play god and decide what films should be made. No, we say, we wouldn’t. God forbid that any one be held responsible for what goes wrong or fails to achieve what out delusions told us might be achieved. And as soon as we collude with the lack of responsibility we allow to our institutions, we have of course surrendered responsibility for ourselves. That means we shall just have to go on living without the visionary, without what the visionary might inject into our film culture, and without what it would do for us internationally. We’ll just keep chasing our pragmatic tales.

This chasing of tales occurs as we conceive, develop, market and finance our projects and even as we execute them. A lot of the time, it is not at all clear that that it what we are doing. After all, the Australian industry contains a great deal of world class skills, despite their tendency to export themselves. Most of our films are models of technical and craft expertise and we often have to admire the performances turned in by Australian actors. When we deploy these considerable assets we do so with pleasure and confidence. But we delude ourselves if we think we can rely on these elements of our industry. Because there is no lasting value in doing something well if we discover nothing. Only the imaginative journey of discovery produces a successful cinema of lasting value, while the way in which we have structured our work militates against that journey being undertaken. As I have argued, we are hopelessly caught up in a pragmatic complicity with a cautious, conservative and consensus driven practice This we have imposed on ourselves, cementing it in place with rules, structures and processes that all but guarantee pragmatism and the superficiality it breeds. 

Our creative relationships are often under developed, with producers writers and directors working together in market driven rather than discovery driven enterprises. In doing so they are unlikely to discover even what it is about each other that may or may not enhance the project. The project by project nature of the process and the fraught nature of life between projects denies us the time and space to discover what and with whom, best works as collaboration. Frequently, filmmaking teams come together in relationships of pure convenience, just because employment is on offer. The abiding ethos is that of getting the job done rather than discovering what is being done, why and how. We continue to rely on the taken for granted, skill driven aspects of our profession, badly neglecting the inner substance.

As a result, even our most widely praised and successful movies have something fundamental missing. Yesterday afternoon I caught up with Dirty Deeds, which has already lost its evening slots in city cinemas. At 5.00pm on a Saturday I was one of only a dozen people in the cinema. This seemed surprising for a film released with enormous publicity and a fair amount of critical endorsement only a few weeks previously. By the end of the film, I was no longer surprised. 

An avowed attempt to make a commercial Australian movie, Dirty Deeds is in many ways a bravura piece of work, suffused with high production values and carried along by plenty of high octane yet ironic intrigue, action and cultural observation. But what is missing is a heart and a soul. Nothing leads us to care about its characters. None of the incessant conflict provokes a character bending decision or brings about a significant change in any of them. We may idly wonder what is going to happen next, but our curiosity is never heightened into a caring about anything. No amount of work by its actors can overcome the lack of anything more than the odd nod in the direction of character development. The film feels, for all its energy and skill, empty and gratuitous. If you are going to make a movie so obviously dependent on showmanship you need blockbuster resources. A car chase, a few beatings and shootings and a massacre of pigs doesn’t do the job, however acute the cinematography and the editing, however sharp the production design, however sophisticated the soundtrack. If you don’t have access to blockbuster resources, you have to dig deeper into the imagination and produce another set of entertainment values.

But pragmatism seems to have become a self-justifying ethos. Notwithstanding that this film was a long time in development and notwithstanding that enormous commitment went into getting it financed, it was always a job to be done rather than a truth to be discovered. It seems you can start with a pragmatic plan rather than an imaginative idea. You can slave away at a determined effort to establish yourself as something other than what has disparagingly been called a boutique filmmaker, and given the right mix of track record, credibility, collaborators and effort you can get over the financial line. Once there is confidence that the market is onside, you are able to do without that which is desired by an audience. And this is never apparent until the audience withers and prematurely disappears. I don’t think I can over state what damage this conflation of market and audience has done.

Sometimes pragmatism can be distressing. Follow the Rabbit Proof Fence addresses an issue of fundamental and deeply troubling significance to Australians, but it does so in a misguided fashion. Striving to create a credible story out of a remarkable event, it was levered toward market endorsement by involving high profile creative collaborators. But in truth this was a vain attempt to give substance to a story of one dimensional characters, episodic encounters and almost negligible dramatic power. Only in a heart rending moment at the end of the film, when we hear from those whose experience has been used for what has gone before, do we glimpse the deeply moving and important drama documentary struggling to get out from inside the material. The bearing of witness and the power of testament have been forsaken, but for what? Not for the audience, but for the market.

Lantana has been much praised and much awarded and has sold something like $10m. worth of tickets at the domestic box office. I wish that either of the Australian features I have produced had sold half as many. With the exception of Adrian Martin, everyone seemed to like it. But despite the film’s success, I agree with Adrian. The film really is glorified television, a middle class soap opera. In a cultural context where adult television of any interest comes with a foreign accent, its not surprising that Lantana got an audience. It obviously met the needs that most of its audience brought to it. But its dialogue driven, coincidence riven narrative was not for everyone overcome by the prodigious work of its actors, its cinematographer, its editor and its brilliant composer. 

Again, an opportunity seemed to have gone missing. Although praised for its adult themes and mature observations, Lantana seemed to me to be content with the most superficial of investigations into its subject. It never crossed over into the visionary. It told us only what is already known and taken for granted in everyday discourse and in ordinary behaviour about the frailties of marriage. It never dared enter the more risky and demanding terrain of desire. Characters struggling with what they knew about themselves and each other were never more than that. What they did not know about themselves, the structure of their identities and the source of their compulsions, remained hidden and the importance of the film was to that extent reduced.

It is important to say that my criticism of Lantana is not a criticism of this film’s success. It was a success we all in a sense needed. My criticism is more an attempt to demonstrate how half baked is the discourse of ideas that runs through Australian filmmaking generally.

I gather that I am not the first speaker to declare a crisis of ideas in Australian filmmaking during this conference. And I am perfectly aware of how easy it is to be negative. So let me share one or two concluding thoughts with you. When membership of ASDA was offered to producers some years ago, I was one of the first to join. My belief at the time was that ASDA provided a forum for ideas, for the development of cultural interventions and for the pursuit of a more mature, sophisticated and above all varied film culture in Australia. A while later, the organisation began to change as it became increasingly preoccupied with industrial relations and related concerns. In a sense, its focus narrowed, it seemed to me, as it sought to prioritise and protect the role of the director in the production process. 

Now I don’t presume to criticise this move. I do myself come from a cultural zone in which the director’s vision was considered paramount and I still consider it to be so. I hope my work as a producer exemplifies this. But I do want to express the hope that the invitation given to me to speak here today does mean that ASDA still carries a flag for the wider cultural debate, and can still challenge the taken for granted. I hope that it might even accept that the director’s vision alone is not sufficient guarantee of industry success, and will never be unless that vision is, and is allowed to be, sometimes visionary. 

I hope that my contribution to the conference has been more than negative. What I am offering is an imperfect but I believe important analysis of how mediocrity has been institutionalised. I hope my belief, that we shall get mainly mediocre films from a mainly pragmatic system, will reappear on ASDA agendas. Because only when we fully understand the relationship between what we do and how and why we do it can we hope to understand what kind of changes we need to make. 

And I hope that people will still be motivated to join ASDA for the reasons I did. Because unless a director’s forum is ready to work for greater imagination and a new flexibility and a broader set of purposes in Australian film making, then its as sure as hell no-one else is going to. 

Thank you.

Peter Sainsbury

September 2002.
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