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“Intervention” for the Irish Film Board.

Cork Film Festival 2003.

DEAD MONEY AND LIVING MOVIES: A Faustian Pact.

_______________________________________________________________________

I currently live and work in Australia, a very large country with a small population, that has been persuading itself that it has a film industry for the past thirty years. Government support to film making arrived in the mid 1970’s, and the promise of a new if small local industry was born with the instant quality of early work by a small number of filmmakers who quickly made names for themselves. I was a Brit at the time, and I recall watching some of these films at the London and Edinburgh film festivals in the late 70’s. They changed our entire perspective on Australia, introducing us to a whole new set of cultural complexities, values and aspirations. They showed us strange new worlds, unexpected kinds of people, fascinating personal dramas and social tensions. Though you couldn’t say this new Australian cinema was as explosively innovative as, say, the French New Wave had been a decade earlier, they were fresh and invigorating movies. All of a sudden, Australian cinema had both international credibility and domestic audiences. Australia itself became an increasingly interesting place to go.

But as I was leaving Sydney to travel here, a simmering discontent in the Australian film community blew out into public acknowledgement of deep crisis. Press articles had begun to appear with increasing frequency, documenting with ever greater detail and accuracy an industry that had lost its way. Measured in terms of the size of domestic audiences, Australian films have always had an uneven success rate. But now, their share of the domestic box office has fallen to an all time low, a mere 5% of the annual gross. Fewer and fewer films are being made, and those that are getting made are largely, and consistently, of a stunning mediocrity. 

The industry has proved fatally vulnerable to the falling away of European investment that helped sustain it through the early and mid 90’s, and to the exodus to Hollywood of its star directors, actors and cameramen. Careers and even jobs in the film industry are proving unviable and the production infrastructure is beginning to collapse. As the “Matrix” movies and the final “Star Wars” productions have wound up and moved out of the Fox Studios in Sydney and nothing appears to be replacing them, both an Australian film industry and a film industry in Australia seem to be as about as realistic as they did thirty years ago, and that is a about as bleak as things can get.

You may already be asking yourselves why I have been brought from Sydney to Cork to tell you this. It is not, I think, because we can find direct parallels between Irish and Australian film production, either current or historical, though it is tempting to try. After all, we have in Australia experienced various forms of public subsidy and investment and we have also experienced a period, through the 1980’s, when film financing was driven by tax concessions. And here in Ireland there has been a lively debate, reported in the international trade press, about these same kinds of financial provision. 

But what is called Section 10BA of the Australian Income Tax Act does not work in quite the same way as does Section 481 in Ireland. Nor does the Irish Film Board work in the same way as do either the Australian Film Commission or the Australian Film Finance Corporation. So if we are going to look at how governments might best support national film making and film culture, and how filmmakers and their audiences might get the best out of that support, we need to draw a broader picture than that circumscribed by specific financial arrangements and their institutionalised forms, though these are, as we shall see, the nub of the matter. We need to talk about movies as well as about money. 

I’m going to advance three argumentative propositions. The first of these is that artistic forms, and cinematic forms in particular, never come into existence except when sanctioned by a particular kind of money, money that is authorised and put in place through arrangements designed, or historically formulated, to encourage one or more differing kinds of artistic practice. For example, the French New Wave contained movies as varied as it did in the 1960’s not because it was financed by a single institution, but because of the decisive interventions of individual investors and producers who favoured the differing forms of modernism expressed by Godard, Truffaut and Renais among others. German cinema was largely financed, in the 70’s, by film buffs in high places in TV broadcasting companies whose motivations were varied enough to make space for a range of creative sensibilities as wide as those of Wenders, Herzog, Kluge and Fassbinder. In 80’s London, Mike Leigh and Ken Loach practised the forms of realism favoured by the BBC that nurtured their careers, while Peter Greenaway and Sally Potter found their less familiar narrative forms and ideas supported by the British Film Institute’s tradition of experimental film. 

In other words, a dynamic production industry does not flourish on neutral money channeled through similar agencies. Variety, innovation and renewal needs friendly money originating from a variety of culturally distinct interests and allocated by people with specific, creative enthusiasms that drive them to make sharply differentiated choices and decisions about what kind of movie is more important than another. 

And contrariwise, in a mediocre film culture, or at the mercy of people with mediocre understanding of cinema, and where film finance is concentrated in one or a few similar organisations, friendly money is hard to find. We’ll come back to this theme when we look again at Australia where, it seems, the benign money that supported those few notable filmmakers of the late 70’s has become worse than neutral. Long before the Australian press identified a problem, the available money had become dead money with a propensity for financing dead movies, which, unsurprisingly, few people want to see.

I will elaborate that history and try to demonstrate its importance here in Ireland and elsewhere. I will try to describe how the living died and hopefully give good reason to non- Australian film makers to consider the colour of the money they use in their own countries. But first I shall have to establish my second proposition. This is a proposition that I developed when asked to address an audience of Australian film and television directors who were holding a conference, the theme of which was “The Persistence of Vision”. I felt that this was a somewhat self-congratulatory theme implying the taken for granted creative integrity of film directors as a superior caste. I offered a few challenging value judgements, distinguishing between the need for vision in filmmaking and the idea of the visionary film. I argued that a visionary film is a rare but precious thing. And I argued that only within a pluralistic system of film financing would visionary films be made. 

I have brought these value judgements here with me today, so if you will bear with me, I’ll briefly outline some of the things I believe makes a visionary film visionary.

First is the strangely unearthly experience such films offer their audience. Like some form of immaculate conception, they seem to be born 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. 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 often redefine conventions of narrative space and they rely on a highly developed mise en scene to convey meanings not conveyable by the limitations of following actors around a set to catch a meaning largely determined by dialogue. They offer us worlds of the imagination, even when set in identifiable and even familiar locations.

Though they may use different narrative designs 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 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.

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. Such films leave 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. These are the films you return to.
Although set in specific times and places, and shot through with recognisable given circumstances, visionary movies use highly sophisticated audio-visual languages 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. 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 this how 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. 

You may know movies you love that embody some of these qualities, and examples of visionary films may come up in discussion later. But for now, my argument is that every healthy film culture needs the capacity to make films in different ways and for different reasons. They must also be able to produce visionary movies. In Australia, no visionary film has been made for many a year. How about Ireland? Are visionary movies being made here? I don’t presume to know, but I hope you will ask the question, because I believe the visionary movie is an imperative component of any healthy production industry. What I am talking about are movies that extend the resources of film language, and take audiences into uncharted territory. I am talking about those movies that perform the task of renewal within cultures and cause change within our minds. 

But where do visionary movies come from? How does the visionary become an endangered species, and with what kind of intervention can we protect its future?

An answer to the first of these questions goes, for me, like this. Visionary movies, I believe, arise from a central truth of the modern western 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. Visionary movies take their inspiration from 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.

What do they reveal? They reveal the nature of desire. Only through the apparatus of the visionary film can cinema explore the psychology of character, the dialectic of power, the drama of conflicting desires and the uncertainty of personal identity. This is what makes such movies precious. They are the circuit breakers in the obfuscation of human dilemmas, they throw the illuminating light into the unenlightening insistence that reality is congruent with common sense. I’ll try to elucidate.

The importance of the visionary film lies in the distinctions that can be made by comparison with what I would call the pragmatic film. Pragmatic movies are the staple out put of most national film industries. They tell more or less entertaining stories and may move us emotionally. But they discover nothing. They deal in ascribed meanings, received ideas and familiar characters, for their business is to avoid what the visionary movie seeks to reveal. They seek to deny a world in which reality is provisional and given only for the present moment, and to affirm that there are permanent values held by people whose lives ultimately conform to common sense, and that these people have fixed and knowable identities. They suppress investigation into what we do not know about ourselves and into what is hidden within the secrets of desire. They seek to curtail the limits of the imagination and to abbreviate the language of cinema, even as they simplify, codify and categorise the identity of the human subject.

In this act of codification, pragmatic films belong, essentially, to the world of marketing. Indeed, it often seems as though cinema has been colonised by television, so similar are so many contemporary films to the telemovie, and so easily do filmmakers move between making films and making commercials. So easily is much modern cinema assimilated into television that is becomes more and more central to a medium designed to bring products to consumers in a gigantic marketing exercise. Such an exercise depends precisely upon the suppression of the fact that the workings of desire are, and will remain, scandalously independent of the workings of consumerism. Visionary films, by contrast, whether or not they have political content, with or without political agendas, are always in some way subversive. Their business is to spread revelatory doubt, to divulge hidden secrets and to refuse categorisation.

It may be that I am trying to describe the difference between a cinema that is a symptom of the contemporary drive to produce, consume and waste to excess, and a cinema that is the obverse of that drive. However, films that I would call visionary are important not only because of the serious and/or delightful games they play with the psyche. They are important because they carry the kind of surprise for audiences that can compete for exhibition with more pragmatic films, perhaps endowed with mega stars and mega resources. So why are visionary films so rare by comparison with pragmatic films? Why are those of us who work in precariously funded, small-scale film industries not working diligently to surprise international audiences with films that will intrigue them like nothing they have seen before?

Here I am going to need my third proposition. This one I have borrowed from the famous, or infamous Robert McKee, with whom I agree on at least one thing. In his widely read book on script writing, McKee describes the difference between writing from the inside out, and writing from the outside in. I have been searching for a way of illustrating this difference and what I have come up with is the memory of a conversation I once had with my mother. So allow me to digress for a moment.

My mother was brought up on a small farm in rural England. She had her thirteenth birthday in the year the Great War ended, in 1918. So she reached puberty in a pre-Freudian culture. Fifty years later, she dreamed of the large, black bull that had lived on the neighbouring farm of her childhood. This bull was owned by a roguish character named Billy Scambler. When my mother told me this dream, the magical if disturbing elements within it were the way in which the bull seemed both terrifying and fascinating, and the way in which it seemed strangely indistinct from Billy Scambler himself. Man and bull, it seemed, had come together in a stunning and mythical image of erotic power. At the end of her account, my mother paused for reflection. “You know, Peter”, she said. She paused again. My spine tingled, and I braced myself for a revelatory, maternal confession. She looked me in the eye and said, “I really shouldn’t have drunk cocoa so late last night.”

Now I find it easy to forgive my mother’s pre-Freudian naivety about the meaning of dreams, her denial of the erotic, her disassociation of desire from her own identity and her need to find comfort in the neutralising of the dangerous. But these things I do not forgive so easily in the work of the scores of people who call themselves screenwriters in Australia and elsewhere. Writing from the outside in, writing from the head rather than the heart, they chose to stand outside their own personal and potent knowledge and experience, and concoct stories in which they avoid the creative risk of writing from the inside out.

For what distinguishes the visionary in film from the pragmatic is, first of all, its nature as discovery and the inter-dependence of the discovery of story, character and drama with self-discovery. Now this is not to invoke some New Age concept of certain and fixed self-knowledge of a fully coherent personal identity, leading to unflawed creativity. Nothing could be further from the dynamics of uncertainty that lies at the heart of the visionary. It is to say that the visionary qualities of cinema are generated from within a knowledge and an experience of what desire is, of its dynamics, its subterfuges, its disguises, its ambiguity, its dialectic with fear and its dance with death, in the traumatic, hilarious and ironic paradoxes of desire and the tricks it plays with identity and the plague of fantasies it generates, which are invisible to one who has not explored them. 

Why are so many writers disappointingly evasive of such matters? One reason, of course,  is a simple lack of sophistication joined with a lack of creative courage and perhaps with a lack of that elusive thing called talent. But if that were all there were to it, such writers would fail in their careers and their scripts would not be turned into films. Yet they often are. Hence the string of stunningly mediocre films that have played their awful part in the current crisis in Australia, and which I do believe from the evidence, play a part in many of the world’s publicly funded film industries. For all I know, perhaps they do here, too.

The fact is that producers and directors take such film projects seriously. They collude with the writer in the belief that the project is important and has merit. It could of course be that they, too, know no better, and again that would be a problem only for themselves, if that were all there was to it. The shocking truth is, however, that these projects are getting financed, for they are the ones toward which the money is usually friendly. And as soon as they get financed, they become a problem for all of us. They use up money that is simply lost, and they make the industry in which we try to work appear inept. How did public money ever make friends with that which devalues it? Here’s how.

When I arrived in Australia a little under fifteen years ago, things had reached a critical point. In due course, the Australian government had rewarded the success of those Australian films of the late 70’s, allowing generous tax concessions to investors in Australian productions. These concessions allowed, as much as 150% of the amount invested to be written off by the investor, in the year in which the investment was made. The amount of money available to film production multiplied what was previously available through the Australian Film Commission by several factors, as middle class professional people as well as wealthier tax payers rushed to diminish their tax bills. And qualification for these tax concessions was satisfied so long as the film in question was actually completed, to the point where it could be projected in a cinema. 

Thus the films did not have to succeed, or even reach an audience at all. Lawyers and accountants became producers as money management and deft contracting replaced creative entrepreneurship as the required skill. Writers became providers of pre-texts on which to spend money and directors became hands hired only to get movies into their cans. But it will become immediately obvious, according to the proposition that movies reflect the motivations of those who finance them, that the nature of the money had shifted from the benign to the dangerous. 

Perhaps on the law of averages, perhaps because unsympathetic money cannot flush creative imaginations away entirely, some notable films were made in 1980’s Australia but they were a tiny minority of the whole. And enormous damage was done. The benign creative interventionism of the Film Commission was reduced to financing budget items not deemed deductible under the tax laws. Responsibility for the relevance, prestige and cultural value of the film industry was abandoned. Grubby collusion among creative partners and collaborators paid off better and quicker than the pain and hardship of visionary imaginings. What happened was that a wholly pragmatic system of financing films succeeded, above all, in institutionalising their mediocrity. The industry got very busy and its infrastructure flourished, but in the process it largely lost its heart, its soul and its imagination. 

Before too long, the money management got too sharp and the contracting too deft. Rorts appeared in the system and it collapsed in 1988, as hostile finance and treasury departments of government were given more and more ammunition against what they considered to be nothing more than tax revenue foregone. Tax benefits were reduced to the point of losing their allure and only a tiny amount of tax driven investment now finds its way to Australian filmmakers. But perhaps this ammunition merely hastened the demise of a system always vulnerable to the shifting priorities of government, to the different colours of new governments, as well as to the weaknesses of financing cultural production on the back of greed. 

From what little I know of it, Section 481, under which Irish film production can attract investors on a tax concession basis, and which the industry is campaigning to preserve, is not as flawed or as crude as was the Australian system. But I hope the Irish film community has been asking questions that became legitimate in Australia only after it was too late to ask them. What is the real colour of the money generated by 481? Is it benign money, is it dangerous or even deadly? How far does the nature of the money determine the nature of Irish films? Is its effect to encourage or discourage the visionary or is pragmatism its sole aspiration? Is it possible for 481 to encourage innovative film making, or does tax driven production entail conservatism in the creative work of Irish cinema? 

Clearly, tax concessions can play a crucial role in sustaining national film industries. Equally clearly, there is an overriding responsibility on those who use such money to keep it clean and free of abuse, and to keep it friendly to innovative, creative endeavour. This we failed to do in Australia with disastrous results.

One thing I have noticed about Section 481 is its tendency to encourage investors toward film projects that have achieved pre-sale in various territories. If this is so it raises further issues because the pre-sale market, and the sales and distribution markets in general, can of course be as dangerous to creative integrity in film making as they can be supportive in getting films financed, which is what we learned in Australia after the shambles of 1988.

When film funding in Australia was effectively removed from the anarchy of tax incentives, it was brought into the safe haven of the public service. An arrangement was reached with government whereby a new institution, the Australian Film Finance Corporation, would provide tax payer-funded, equity investment in Australian films. 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 public service 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 investment 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 balance of the cost of the budget. 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 were rare and in recent years have almost ceased to occur. 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 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 to which they cannot deliver an audience. And every time this happens, we are all in trouble, because the system is self-defeating. It is becoming harder and harder to get the commitments that the rules of the game require because distributors and sales agents too frequently find backing a script, rather than a film, a bad risk or at very best an additional risk in a high risk business.

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 to be made from it. Thus writers are constrained by conservative, pseudo-commercial judgements and directors employed simply to translate the written into the visual, rather than using the written as a means to discovering the world that 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 that there is little variety in the kinds of films we can make. Of course different stories are 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. When the public service reigned in the loss of tax revenues and replaced it with equity investment, it diminished an already compromised Australian cinema still further, to the point where it now interests nobody.

The visionary does not survive in these circumstances. 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 is 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 in cinema has been banned.

How broad, how deep, how various and how vibrant is the Irish film language? How often are Irish films astonishing audiences in cultures as diverse as, say, the Japanese and the Brazilian, the French and the American? How circumscribed are Irish writers and directors by the nature of the money that supports them, and how daring are Irish producers in insisting on the provision of money that will prove friendly to the visionary in film? These questions are not entirely rhetorical. I ask them in the hope that the answers might prove positive, because in the Australian situation as I have just described it, it is not only the institutions that abdicate responsibility for the outcomes of their policies and practices. It is also we film making practitioners who adopt the pragmatic approach, accepting the norms and limitations of the institutional environment and actually making the mediocre movies that they encourage us to make. Responsibility for bad outcomes cannot be easily ascribed, and this discomforting issue of responsibility is one we shall have to confront. 

But first let me pull together a few of the remarks I have made about the constraints placed upon film writers by some institutional arrangements and the readiness of so many writers to work within them. As I have argued, the development of screen stories within a context set by a public service need to objectify and categorise, can become stultifying when linked to the inevitably conservative sensibility of the market. Reassurance rather than challenge is what is almost always sought. The immediately obvious and clear meaning is favoured over the elliptical and the metaphorical, and the literal is favoured over the figurative. Externalised meanings rather than internal ones are required, so there is little encouragement, let alone necessity, for the writer to work from the inside out.

This tendency to abandon the imagination in favour of the craft is further institutionalised by the public funding of script writing and script development. In small film industries, it is frequently said that too little money is available for the development of good scripts from which to make better films. In Australia, however, the problem is not so much a shortage of money, which is obtainable from both federal and state government agencies, but the spreading of that money very thin over a large number of projects. The belief seems to be that a scattergun approach is going to hit a magical target that is hiding among all the dross. But the real problem is that no one in any funding agency is prepared to, or required to, take responsibility for the quality of what they spend the money on. Committees pursue consensus about which stories will best suit the market, irrespective of the market, while public service attitudes try to ensure equal access and opportunity to whomever may comply with application guidelines. 

The notion that cultural production should be supported by quasi-democratic, transparent and passive procedures replaces what I earlier described as friendly money allocated by people with specific, creative enthusiasms that drive them to make sharply differentiated choices and decisions about what kind of movie is more important than another. A lack of responsibility, it seems to me, creates a cultural vacuum in which few hard questions are asked or answered, risk is rarely taken and the mediocre is allowed to fester away until it overcomes us.

In such a context, the struggle of the individual writer to achieve the extra-ordinary is an unequal one, for the development of individual projects is a reductive rather than expansive creative process. Story becomes the be all and end all of creative writing, and the more clearly a given script complies with limited, quasi-objective criteria, the less likely the vision it carries with it will be questioned. And since the making of decisions in the funding of script development is external to the writer’s creative process, the writer is driven to deliver only what is necessary to the bureaucratic process, which is a succession of draft scripts, all in the same format. While scripts may improve from draft to draft in terms of writerly craft, they are not required to go anywhere surprising or do anything that has not been done before.

The writer is therefore likely to offend against Robert McKee’s dictum and write from the outside in. They write about characters they never know, literally or imaginatively, they construct scenes for actors to enact before they have understood the complex truths of characters, and dialogue for actors to speak before they have established the dynamic, revelatory sub-text of scenes. Such stories are doomed to be, more or less obviously, inauthentic. The approach is essentially pragmatic. They will never provide us with more, at best, than a well-crafted story that will recycle what we already know. They will not take us on a journey of discovery but they will deny us the true, revelatory power of the imagination.

In the world of pragmatic film making, collaborative relationships tend to remain under developed. The script becomes a pre-text for the money and the money becomes the urgent excuse for the film. Questions as to how the film should be made take precedence over questions as to why the film should be made. Administrative and technical expertise is valued over the interrogation by collaborators of the nature and value of the journey they are embarking on. Writers, producers and directors pass like ships in the night, exchanging the minimal signals required to keep the shipping lanes free of disaster while destinations are assumed to be known but never really are.

This is nightmare country. At least it gives me nightmares. In a dream I had not so long ago, I found myself in one of those dream world situations in which I was bound, inexplicably but unavoidably, to a task that filled me with dread. The task was to produce a film with a team of collaborators without any choice as to who they might be. I had been assigned to fulfil a role the meaning of which, the context of which and the purpose of which were deemed irrelevant. The pragmatic function alone was sufficient to the purpose. The emptiness of this situation felt intolerable. I felt like a condemned man, doomed to repeat meaningless tasks forever. Then I discovered that things were far worse than I had imagined. For it turned out that the writer on this misbegotten picture was my mother. I woke with the dreadful certainty that this film was bound to attract investment, and would turn out to be as dull and irrelevant as I find most contemporary Australian films to be.

These films are so conservative as to make no contribution whatsoever to the ongoing international discovery of what cinema can be. Australian cinema has become so safe in the last decade that it has, not so paradoxically, become high risk. Australian films are a high risk for investors and distributors and, clearly, too high a risk for many a punter. In rarely taking risks, Australian cinema has become the ultimate risky business.

What is the status of risk in Irish filmmaking?  Where might risks be taken? I am struck by the rationale of the Irish Film Board, which seems to be to ensure the continuity of production and the availability of Irish films to audiences, and its criteria which have to do with what it considers to be of commercial promise and artistic merit. I know it is notoriously difficult to set detailed working criteria for cultural funding organizations. But these seem to be so devoid of any compulsion to hard decision making in pursuit of any kind of film in particular, that one must wonder whether there is, in Ireland, anything approaching a diversity of reasons for making a diversity of films. Is there a readiness to embrace the unimagined? Is there an ability to support and encourage the discovery of the visionary?  Is there a will and a licence to act pro-actively, seeking out the kind of talent that will enable Irish films to surprise international audiences?

These are risky things to do. But the alternative is surely to remain operating passively behind a screen of bureaucratic criteria of eligibility and to keep deciding things by committee consensus rather than creative conviction, enthusiasm and partisanship. In my opinion this is the nature of the choice between the pragmatic and the visionary, the mediocre and the brilliant. Without risk, I believe, no outstanding and lasting creative success is likely.

Now I know that the Irish Film Board is not as bureaucratically constrained as is the Australian Film Finance Corporation, and I know it has a far more flexible policy regarding its investments and the market. But my business here is not to offer congratulations, but to tell a cautionary tale.

I spoke earlier about blame and responsibility. Notwithstanding that I have identified the nature of funding assumptions, organizations and processes as critical in determining the kind of movies we make, there is also the issue of complicity with these forces and factors. Who is it that has made this Faustian pact with the providers of money at the expense of our creative souls? It seems that I can accuse only those whose role is my own, for my critique can come only from what I myself have done, failed to do, or done with less skill and effectiveness than was required. So I suggest that Australian cinema, and mediocre cinema everywhere, is the work of producers who need to lift their game an awful lot higher. 

In Australia, we often hear the term “creative producer”, as though such a person needs some special delineation among producers in general, and as if a producer may not necessarily have or need creative skills. But if you look closely at the necessary scope of a producer’s role, you’ll see that a non-creative producer is very unlikely to deliver the goods. In many instances, we find producers unable to inspire and support writers to take the risks inherent in letting rip with their imaginations, in writing from the heart, in defying convention, or coming anywhere near what has not already become familiar. But why should writers put themselves on the line unless they are deeply convinced that they are fully understood, that their effort is shared, and that the risks they take are going to be valued and protected? And a producer not willing or able to work creatively and effectively along side a writer is going to create, at best, only the safe cinema that is engendered by basic craft skills, literary models, generic thinking, common sense and lazy attitudes. Without genuine collaboration there can be no risk, and without risk there is no visionary work.

With directors, too, the terms of employment seem inadequate. What a producer needs is a director who will use the writer’s work in constructing the essentially magical world that audiences yearn to be drawn into. This is that world of artifice that can be entered into by audiences all over the real world. It is the quality of this artifice, this mise en scene, that should get film critics to pay positive attention, should reward smart distributors, and feed the word of mouth that generates ever-larger audiences. Such a director needs enormous support in the development of the necessary vision, the necessary further collaborations, and the complex inter-action of elements that makes a great movie from a good script. But all too often we undermine our directors. We treat them like motor mechanics who need a good training in objectively knowable and verifiable things, but for whom a creative vision that is both unique to themselves and instantly communicable to masses of foreign strangers, is hardly required. And when we treat a director like a mere problem solver, that is all we shall get. 

We producers often delude ourselves into thinking that the development of projects in which a lot is taken for granted and very little is discovered, is somehow adequate. But when we fail to mould the creative space that all film projects should enjoy, we avoid responsibility for nurturing the heart and soul of our movies. Such disrespect for our audience is, of course, self-defeating. 

It feels as though I have been hectoring all of you for long enough, but I can’t resist taking another minute of your time to sum up as succinctly as I can. So here are five recommendations for those of us working in film production that is dependent upon the support of public money, be it procured through tax laws, government subsidy or any other legislated source They are offered in the interests of our audiences.

We should never believe that money is neutral, but always try to understand just how friendly or unfriendly it is to what we are trying to do and make strategic choices accordingly.

We should understand that being a filmmaker is always a political choice, entailing a political relationship with the institutions of whatever culture we are working in to ensure that they serve us rather than have us serving them.

We should never believe that pragmatic creative decisions and working relationships are sufficient to creating a cinema that has any lasting value, but be prepared to avoid dangerously pragmatic imperatives.

We should never ever become lost in the vacuum created by systematic failures of responsibility for the quality of our creative and cultural work.

We should never believe a thing our mothers tell us.

Peter Sainsbury

October 2003.

