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I |  PREFACE

PREFACE

This book takes its name from an event held in November 1973;Womenvision was the
‘first major [national] enterprise of the women'’s film movement in Australia’. It was held
at the Sydney Film-makers Co-op and was ‘a weekend for women interested in finding
out about being women’." It has been reported * that there were five hundred women
present for screenings and workshops.VWWomenvision was significant because at that
time, there was barely an Australian film industry, ‘nor was there a film school or terti-
ary institution ... there was only the ABC or Film Australia.VWomen’s chance of getting
skilled, creative work in either institution, apart from secretarial work, was remote’.
The times were in their favour with the feminist movement growing ever stronger
through conferences, training, events, screenings, networking and bravado - International
Women'’s Year was to come in 1975.

The Womenvision event signifies a beginning of women actively claiming a place in the
Australian film industry. In taking its name from this event, this project acknowledges
the importance of feminist activism for the status of women in the contemporary
industry, acknowledges a need for this activism to continue (in new incarnations) and
also, recognises the complexity and diversity of female experience.While there is no
homogeneity in women’s film-making, nor any female essence, gender continues to be
significant.

Womenvision:Women and the Moving Image in Australia acknowledges the connection
between women’s lives and their work, between the work and the era in which it was
produced, and articulates the visions of women in moving image industries (particularly
film), with a focus from the 1970s onwards — but most particularly on the contempo-
rary period, the last decade.

Lisa French

Endnotes

I Jennifer Stott, ‘Celluloid Maidens:All teched-up and nowhere to go’, in Annette Blonski, Barbara Creed & Freda Freiberg,
Don’t Shoot Darling! Women'’s Independent Filmmaking in Australia, Greenhouse, Richmond, Australia, 1987, p.5. Note that
Stott gives Womenvision as an event held in March 1974 but persons who attended tell me that it was actually November
1973. Stott herself, in a later chapter, dates Womenvision as 1973, see p. | 19.

2 Anna Grieve,Big Mother/Little Sister: The Women’s Film Fund’, ibid. p.69.

3 Jeni Thornley,* Sixteen Years of Women and Film Groups:A Personal Recollection’, ibid. p.89.
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LISA FRENCH

ONTHEIR OWN MERITS
Women and the Moving Image

in Australia

LISA FRENCH

omen are today an increasingly significant force in Australian moving image
Windustries, shaping and reshaping the industry, and its products and artefacts.

This introduction sets the scene for the following chapters of Womenvision by
contextualizing women’s moving image production in Australia in recent times, especially

film production.

Since the 1970s, each decade of women’s
work in the moving image in Australia can
be read as a significant cultural location.
The 1970s saw the emergence of feminist
culture and a revival of the Australian film
industry; the 1980s was known for the
consolidation of feminist culture through
training and access; and the 1990s saw a
more assimilist attitude taking hold.

These emerging cultures continue to feed
today into a new millennium, where image-
making is more pluralist than ever before,
and women are working in all the incarna-
tions of moving image production—not just
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across all genres of film, television, video, and digital formats, but also as computer game
designers, multimedia developers and new media artists.

FILM PRODUCTION: THE HISTORICAL CONTEXT

From the beginning of film production in Australia, women were present in key roles.VWomen
directed and produced commercial feature (fiction) films throughout the silent and early
sound periods in Australia; however, there was a decline in women’s participation after that.

This was due to several factors. One was a decline in the production of Australian films
generally (very few Australian feature films were produced from the 1940s through to 1969).!
Another was the increasing preference by the public for Hollywood productions; this made it
difficult for the local industry, which did not regain momentum until the intervention of the
Commonwealth Government in the early 1970s.Additionally, the structure of the film indus-
try changed, as more and more films were financed internationally, involving larger financial
and production entities, which made it more difficult for women to secure a niche.

The introduction of sound was also problematic for women, since women have historically
(particularly before the 1970s) had less access to technology (although the local industry in
general wasn’t equipped to compete with the Hollywood talkies).Also, the climate of work
for women in traditionally male dominated areas became difficult (the post war backlash
was hostile to female employment until the 1960s).An increasingly conservative environ-
ment emerged, and increasing industrialisation pushed women into unskilled sectors of the
work force.?

One focus of the second wave of feminism was an insistence on rediscovering the women
of history.As feminist observers of the Australian industry have noted, much of women'’s
work had ‘gone unrecorded and unmarked’; so a significant part of the modern feminist
project was ‘to recover our history, and write it ourselves’? In the case of Australian film,
that meant valorising women like Lottie Lyell and the McDonagh sisters—our founding
mothers’. These women and others are discussed in the second chapter of Womenvision.

Beginning in the 1970s, Ina Bertrand considers our founding mothers in the light of their
importance as role models in shaping women’s career expectations. Bertrand’s chapter
considers the inception and the revival of the Australian film industry from the perspective
of the impact of the achievements of women within it. She underlines the importance of
history to feminist projects, to women'’s belief in themselves and in recognizing their place
in a larger picture of women’s work.

The 1970s saw numerous groups springing up to lobby for training, access and the status

of women in the film industry. The lobby for training was extremely important because, as
author Elizabeth Jacka has said: ‘without skills and experience, and schemes like the wom-
en’s film units, women remain marginal to the mainstream industry’.*

L —————————————————————




LISA FRENCH

The 1970s and 1980s saw a
mushrooming of women'’s
groups involved in produc-
tion and exhibition. These
groups, devoted principally to
the production of short films
(in all genres), included The
Sydney Women'’s Film Group
(formed in 1972),The Feminist
Film Workers (1970s—980s),
The Melbourne Women'’s Film
Group (established in 1973),
Reel Women (1979—1983)
and the Women'’s Film Unit
(1984 in Sydney and 1984/5 in
Melbourne).
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The Australian Film Commission (AFC) set up the Women’s Film Fund in 1976 (disbanded
in1988—1989) and groups such as Women in Film and Television (WIFT) have operated
since the 1980s. In her chapter in Womenvision, Jeni Thornley gives a personal perspective
not just of her own work in the 70s and 80s, but of some of these groups.Thornley reflects
on more than thirty years of working in film ‘on the margins’: exploring feminism, sexual-
ity, gender and the position of women. From an interior and poetic space, Thornley charts
the inner thoughts of her own psyche—a woman film-maker who has been immersed in
cinema since the 1940s through to the late 1990s.

From the 1970s it became possible for women to receive training, although this was was no
guarantee of success. As reporter, producer and journalist Barbara Alysen observed, ‘having
achieved training, it is now important that they enter the mainstream industry because
they would be equally “ghettoised” within “women’s cinema’.s Academic Elizabeth Grosz
pointed out that the creation of alternatives unrelated to mainstream cinema could have
unwanted by-products such as ‘the risk of marginalisation and elitism, alienating potential
audience; and more significantly, the risk of leaving the mainstream traditions intact and
uncriticised, able to function unchallenged’.¢

While women made shorts and features in Australia before the 1970s,” it was in this era
that they began to make their presence strongly felt. The favourable position for women
in the Australian industry today is due largely to the combination of a number of factors.
These include the revival of the industry in the 1970s, the influence of the women’s move-
ment at that time and the fact that there was not a male dominated industry that had been
in place for years. In addition, the reliance of the industry on government funding meant
that film production was influenced by the equal opportunity policies of government agen-
cies.Another likely contributor is the comparatively low budget of films (in global terms)
resulting in fewer controls imposed by big business structures—unlike those that operated
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elsewhere, for example, in Hollywood.

The dominant image of Australia
offered to Australians and the world

via mainstream fiction feature films in
the 1970s could be described as over-
whelmingly male (masculine characters
and masculine concerns).As has been
well documented, there was a wave of
‘Ocker’ films depicting larrikin charac-
ters? followed by a wave of conservative
and nationalistic period films featuring
pioneers and Anzacs ° and then, films
such Mad Max ' and Crocodile Dundee "
continued a masculinist approach. However, in the 1980s women film-makers slowly began
to make their mark in feature production, following in the path of Gillian Armstrong (My
Brilliant Career, Starstruck, Last Days at Chez Nous '?).While Armstrong was often cited in the
1980s as evidence that women had ‘made it’ in the Australian commercial film industry, very
few women were directing features in that decade.” Despite this, the importance of Arm-
strong’s success was that she was a major role model—and other women followed.

GENEVIEVE PICOT IN PROOF (JOCELYN MOORHOUSE, 1991)

TRAIL BLAZERS:
ANTIPODEAN WOMEN FILM-MAKERS AND THEIR INTERNATIONAL RECEPTION

Australia has reportedly' an international reputation for producing exceptional women
film-makers—in particular, directors.Andrew Sarris has noted that:

While women directors in film industries around the world are still seen as anomalous (if main-
stream) or marginadlised as avant-garde, the Antipodes have been home to an impressive cadre
of female film-makers who negotiate and transcend such notions. Before the promising debuts of
Ann Turner (Celia) and Jane Campion (Sweetie), Gillian Armstrong blazed a trail with My Brilliant
Career.’s

Armstrong, who has achieved broad international recognition, has herself recalled that she
is continually asked why there are ‘so many talented women film-makers coming out of
Australia’.'

Certainly in international contexts such as the Cannes Film Festival, Australian women
have increasingly distinguished themselves in the past two decades: Jane Campion'” won the
Palme d’Or for Best Short Film in 1986 and then later the top prize® for her third feature
The Piano (1993). Jocelyn Moorhouse’s film Proof (1991) was invited as part of the Official
Selection for the Directors Fortnight at Cannes (1991), Shirley Barrett won the Camera
d’Or for best debut feature with Love Serenade (1996), Samatha Lang was the only female
director in the competition at Cannes with The Well (1997) and Emma-Kate Croghan sold
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LISA FRENCH

her film, Love and Other Catastrophes (1996), to Mirimax after an impressive showing there.

Journalist Lynden Barber has said that with the exception of France, where several women
have emerged in recent times, ‘Australia’s record in nurturing female talent has not been
replicated—certainly not in Hollywood’."” He says that ‘despite a far larger population, the
list of women directors in the American film industry—which includes Nora Ephron, Barbra
Streisand, [and] Penny Marshall ... is not much longer than Australia’s’* Barber quotes Hol-
lywood producer Lynda Obst (Contact, 1997 and Sleepless in Seattle, 1993) as saying that ‘you
can name on one hand the substantial women directors, and in fact the first women director
to create—in my memory—a breakthrough on this issue was Gill Armstrong, who’s Austral-

ian’ 2

In areas other than directing, women have also made a substantial contribution on the
international stage—for example, actors Cate Blanchett and Nicole Kidman, as well as
those in other key creative roles emerging in recent times including editor Jill Bilcock,
screenwriter Laura Jones and production designer Catherine Martin.

The women who have been successful in the Australian film industry have been particularly
lauded and applauded during the 1990s—and beyond.While it is true that many of them
have worked principally in the independent sector, they have increasingly taken up oppor-
tunities to make films in the mainstream Hollywood system. Such film-makers as Gillian
Armstrong, Jane Campion, Nadia Tass, Jocelyn Moorhouse, Ann Turner, Emma Kate Croghan
and Samantha Lang have been highly visible. It is also true, however, that their visibility is
characterised by comment on their gender; this might give the impression that women have

(9661 ‘L13YYVE AITHIHS) IAYNFYIS FA0T NI HINMIH VDDIFTN



WOMENVISION

equal status and representation of women within the industry, when research has shown
that across the board, representation has not been equal. In fact there have been many
areas which women have found difficult to enter (such as technical areas) and there are
other areas that are female ghettos (such as production managing).”

In the field of directing, for example, where women comprise a small percentage of the
total,® women directors have achieved notable success. For example women have been
nominated in eight of the ten years from 1990—2000 in the ‘Best Director’ category of the
AFIl Awards.

AUSTRALIAN WOMEN FILM-MAKERS IN THE CONTEMPORARY PERIOD

The 1990s was a decade of critical and commercial success for Australian films and for
women film-makers. In the 1990s Australian film experienced a revival that was fuelled by
overseas interest and also by the success at the domestic box office of several Australian
films; many of these films, such as Proof (Jocelyn Moorhouse, 1991) and The Piano (Jane Cam-
pion, 1993) were produced, directed and/or written by women.

In the later part of the 1990s, Australian cinema has shifted slightly and cultural national-
ism has been described as having dissolved in favour of a new pluralism.>While there are
still gains to be made, and the progress to date should not be overstated,”* the input of
women film-makers and those from culturally diverse backgrounds has generated national
fictions that have finally included, and sometimes privileged women, migrants, indigenous
culture and diverse sexualities that had previously been totally marginalised. Most probably,
these advances have had something to do with the contemporary postmodern climate that
is pluralist in its focus on multiple points of entry, viewing identity as fluid and embracing
differences in class, gender, race and sexuality. Numerous contributors to WWomenvision have
addressed the gaps and silences in Australian cinema—and in so doing, they have also illus-
trated the role women have played in the shift to a ‘new pluralism’.

Australian women film-makers have had, and continue to have, an impact on the chang-
ing positions of women in society; and, as indicated by the chapters in this book, films by
women film-makers either open up space for a diversity of female representation, or con-
sider the lack of diversity that has existed previously.

Marcia Langton, for example, outlines the special role of women in the history of indig-
enous production and in Australian cinema history: the narratives, core themes, artistic
achievements, the exploration of identity and tradition, and their cultural activism. Lang-

ton importantly argues for the work of Aboriginal women to be considered ‘intercultural’
dialogues rather than a ‘racial’ genre. She observes that the insistence of cinema scholars
on this ‘racial’ genre has,among other things, led to confusion as to Indigenous women’s
place in Australian cinema history; one that overlooks their significant artistic contributions.
As Langton rightly notes, the work of these women is highly individualist, and they must be
understood as distinct artists in their own right. However, in tracking the trajectory of their
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production across various forms and
genres, she does find commonalities,
such as stories about familial relations
based in life histories, and distinctive
Aboriginal mythological traditions.

Tracey Moffatt is one ‘highly individu-
alist’ Aboriginal artist whose con-
tribution to the visual arts has been
acknowledged internationally. Moffatt
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has been insistent on disclaiming the
Indigenous label, although her ‘Abo-
riginality, like her feminism is impossi-
ble to ignore’* The chapter on short
film takes up the problem of labels
and their limits. Catherine Summer-
hayes writes of Moffatt as an artist
who performs and describes her
place in the world as a contemporary
Australian woman artist of Aboriginal
and Anglo/Celtic heritage who under-
stands Australia to be a multicultural
society. Summerhayes considers Mof-
fatt’s use and subversion of narrative,
her aural and visual collage, use of
movement and her theatricality. Summerhayes has said that ‘in Bakhtin’s sense of the word,
her films possess “polyglossia”, they speak with many voices and describe a society possess-
ing many different voices’.

Other writers in Womenvision have observed the individuality and plurality of vision of
contemporary Australian women film-makers. Rai Jones writes about film-maker Clara Law
(originally from Hong Kong, but now residing in Australia and making ‘Australian’ films). Jones
problematizes the category of Australian cinema, and offers an analysis of Law’s A Floating Life
(1995) as diasporic, hybrid and transnational—engaging with spaces outside of the Australian
national space. In another chapter, Rose Capp considers the oeuvre of Monica Pellizzari, a
film-maker frequently labeled ‘multicultural’. Considering the short and feature films of Pelliz-
zari, Capp details the way her films deal with the specificities of the Italo-Australian migrant
experience and wider issues of cultural identity, ethnicity, racism, generational issues, sexuality
and feminism. Capp illustrates how Pellizzari’s films have encapsulated many of the central
and defining debates of Australian cinema in the 1980s and 1990s.

In their chapter surveying the shifting representations of Greek identity, Freiberg and

Damousi demonstrate that ‘Greekness’ in the last thirty years of Australian cinema has
been ‘closely aligned with masculinity at the expense of Greek femininity’. As they illustrate,
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representations of Greek men and women changed between the 1970s and 1990s; for
example, representations of women in the 1970s depicted them as victims who suffered
heavily under the oppressive yoke of a cruel and theocentric Greek patriarchy. This shifted
in the 1990s as young Greek women became desiring subjects and active heroines who
sought sexual satisfaction and resisted the oppressive demands of their caricatured Greek
fathers.VWWomen film-makers added to a new pluralism in representations of Greekness as
can be seen in the work of film-makers such as Ana Kokkinos in the mid 1990s (e.g Only the
Brave, 1994 and Head On, 1997).With a queer twist, her films have served to raise debates
about issues of representation (especially in the Greek community).

Sally Hussey’s chapter on Ann Turner’s features examines not just the thematic and narra-
tive concerns of the director, but seeks to situate Turner’s films within a specifically con-
temporary milieu that intersects with both queer and feminist theoretical concerns. Hussey
explores Turner’s use of national mythology—a narrative stalwart in Australian cinema—to
question patriarchal values of the national, and the national’s necessary erasure of differ-
ence with particular regard to the expression or representation of lesbianism in a national
cinema. Hussey illustrates how Australian national cinema seeks to promote heterosexuality
and exclude both female worlds and queer representations. In tracing Turner’s films through
interviews with the film-maker, Hussey also asks what concerns are facing feminist cinema
and film-making in a 1990s post-feminist context.

Many of the chapters in Womenvision explore representations of particular ‘types’ in Aus-

tralian cinema. Terrie VWaddell’s chapter explores the ‘scrubber’, a dominantly Australian
fusion of the battler-trollop-mole-slut-bogan-rough-as-guts, oversexed, wild type of women
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seen in films such as Fran (Glenda Hambly, | 985), Sweetie (Jane Campion,1989), Praise (John
Curran,1998) and Radiance (Rachel Perkins,|1997).Waddell traces a line out of the past,
offering the ‘scrubber’ as a character who has come down to us from our convict past
where ‘our founding mothers were regarded as no better than whores’.” Waddell’s chapter
enables readers to understand the vulnerability, rage and sorrow such characters reveal in a
culture insulated by sexism.
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Several chapters in Womenvision focus on genre, such as the road movie or comedy. Cather-
ine Simpson subverts the common perception of cars and the road as an undisputed male
terrain. She notes that a lot has been written concerning the connections between the road
movie, the car and masculinity—albeit often a kind of crisis associated with this masculin-
ity. However, what is of particular interest to Simpson is the importance of cars and those
small, seemingly inconsequential domestic journeys between home and somewhere else
which depict interaction between the driver, passenger(s) and the car, (both aesthetically and
symbolically), in films which wouldn’t even loosely be considered road movies. Her discus-
sion centres specifically around women'’s interaction with these machines and the use of the
car as an agent for exploring the dynamics of family relationships within vehicular/autospatial
contexts—when women take the wheel and explore other cultured and gendered geogra-
phies.

Felicity Collins examines the centrality of comedy to Australian cinema in the 1990s and

the reworking of it by female directors in ‘Brazen brides, grotesque daughters, treacher-
ous mothers ...” Collins outlines the original contribution Australian women film-makers
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have made to this genre.Among
her observations of a range of
films, Collins contemplates how
they refuse to secure characters
for traditional female roles (such
as Love Serenade, Shirley Barrett,
1996); decentre heterosexuality
(Love and Other Catastrophes, Emma
Kate Croghan, 1996); or test the
way heroines are educated to
accept a happy ending based on
inequality (Dating the Enemy, Megan
Simpson-Huberman, 1996).

TELEVISION

Individuals in the contemporary industry don’t necessarily work in film or television but
often work in both. Numerous women are working across film and television. Kate Woods,
for example, who directed the award winning® Looking For Alibrandi (1999) came from a
successful career in television with directing credits such as the series Wildside (1997), the
mini-series Simone de Beauvoir's Babies (1996) and telemovies such as The Feds (1995).A
number of other film-makers have worked or do work in television; for example, Shirley
Barrett”, Nadia Tass**and Rachel Perkins*'—just to name a few.

NARELLE SIMPSON AND NONI HAZELHURST IN FRAN (GLENDA HAMBLY, 1985)

Julie James Bailey has noted in her research that:

[Wiorking full-time in a television station is a very different experience from working freelance on a
film crew. Television stations have an organisational culture that was set up in the [950s and 1960s
when a woman'’s place was regarded as being in the home, and there are some men in senior posi-
tions who have difficulty thinking otherwise. There is still a very male culture and there are very few
women in senior management positions or on the boards of the stations or networks. ... Because
film is a freelance industry, with high turn over of jobs, women have had more employment oppor-
tunities.®

The most recent research on television in Australia®* has shown that it is less accepting
than the film sector and a more difficult area for women to gain access.This is particularly
true in upper level management and technical areas. Just as the independent sector of film
production is more accessible and accepting than other sections of the industry, there are
areas of television where women have made in-roads, but these are generally in the non-
commercial networks: the ABC, SBS, Imparja Television in Alice Springs and Melbourne
Community Television, for example. There are always exceptions, such as Sue Masters
Executive Producer TV Drama at Channel 10, but it should be noted that she had a previ-
ous string of successes at the ABC.
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In the commercial sector it is still difficult for women, but as Julie James Bailey has observed,
changes have been occurring due to an awareness of discrimination (and legislative regula-
tions to maintain it) and affirmative action, as well as a growth in the industry caused by the
advent of pay television. Despite this, Bailey concludes that the picture is not rosy in televi-
sion; we ‘have had nearly half a century of television and the very few women in technical and
senior management positions has to be an indictment of everyone involved in the industry’.>

In her chapter in Womenvision, Bailey explores the issues of representation, affirmative
action and the masculine culture (and control) prevalent in television.While it is an easier
industry for women than it once was, and women are making great gains, it is still male
dominated and difficult. Film-maker Solrun Hoaas has expressed the mixed feelings about
affirmative action held by women in the industry generally when she said that it sets up
‘this fiction that across the board, women are getting a better deal’ and ‘it’s automatically
assumed that any woman who does anything or gets anything in the industry has had her
hand held by the Government’.* As in the past, many women are ambivalent about affirma-
tive action.When at the AFC Hilary Glow explained that ‘it seems that many men believe
that their female colleagues are being rewarded beyond their merit.As a result, they may
come to view Affirmative Action legislation as ‘unfair’ when it is absolutely necessary to
redress the balance’.*

Expressing a slightly different view, many successful women in the Australian industry cat-
egorically deny that there were any special privileges for women, and have never sought nor
received any funding designed just for women.They have functioned within the same frame-
work as men in the industry and competed on their own merits. Film-maker Pat Lovell has
said that ‘[w]e just had to keep proving that we were highly responsible and highly creative
people’.” Writer-director Jackie McKimmie has said that she never received funding from
the AFC’s Women'’s Film Fund ‘because you never felt you were handicapped as a woman
just going through the normal streams at the AFC’.

OTHER AREAS OF THE MOVING IMAGE

In terms of form, women in Australia have contributed to every incarnation of moving
image production. In the documentary area, female producers seem to have made their
mark particularly strongly in the past decade, winning six out of 10 AFI Awards for ‘Best
Documentary’ between 1990 and 2000.* Present, but less strongly have been women
documentary directors. In Womenvision, Meredith Seaman considers the unique contribution
of three women directors to the documentary form via aspects of their personal histories
(Corrine Cantrill, Merilee Bennett and Anna Kannava). Seaman considers how they have
self-consciously performed and constructed identities through an exploration of the physi-
cal evidence of their lives through film footage and photographs.These films are powerful
examples of women seeking to author their own on-screen visions of ‘self’. The film-makers
represent themselves physically on screen in their dual role as film-maker and filmic subject.
Seaman observes that this ‘dual role’ enables a unique process of self-analysis as well as the
possibility of constructing a unified self, however temporary or fictive this ‘unified self’ may
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be. Seaman observes that while the films outwardly remind the spectator of the fluid and
alienated nature of self, on a deeper level they celebrate the therapeutic aspects of con-
structing coherent identity, through filmic processes and autobiographical narrative.

Womenvision acknowledges the diversity of ‘film forms’ across which women have worked.
Dianne Reid tracks a path between dance and the dance film from her personal experience
as a contemporary dance artist. Reid’s analysis illustrates some of the issues arising from the
shift from choreographer to film-maker, and details the dance film form. My own chapter on
the short film describes the prolific and diverse output of women working in this mode as
well as the special characteristics of the form itself. Animator Ann Shenfield looks closely at
the animation genre in terms of the specific contribution women have made to all manifes-
tations of the form—from techniques to aspects of style and approach (often, for example,
displaying emotional content and analysis of the ‘self’). Shenfield also considers issues for
animators—such as animating as a career path for women.

Fiona Kerr gives her own experiences as a computer game designer, examining her own
role creating the ‘cyberbabe’, a busty, ‘high kicking, monster crunching female’,a woman
‘without tears, without kids, [and] without bonds’. Kerr is aware of her own complicity in
developing sexualized cybernetic entities for the male gamer and also, she considers the
styles of computer game that women do engage with and the relationship of women to the
form (one widely perceived as ‘not for women’).

While this book does not focus on the contribution of women outside of production
areas, it should be noted that women in Australia work across a range of administrative/
bureaucratic, curatorial, exhibition, marketing and distribution sectors.

NEW MEDIA
Is it a brave new world or just a version of the real one?*

Brisbane’s Digitarts (quoted above), who aim to support emerging women artists within the
new media sphere, ask an important and interesting question and in so doing, reveal how
gender themes have currency—even in cyberspace.As digital media artist Jen Seevinck has
pointed out: ‘[d]igital technologies are not neutral but subjective tools created by humanity.
They exhibit the same biases as their authors and potentially influence daily communication
in the same way as language ...

The very existence of groups formed specifically for women to work in new media and
create digital media art indicates an awareness that, despite the contemporary disenchant-
ment with feminism, feminist activism is still required. Themes around gender are still among
those that interest contemporary women; women who have had the benefits of access,
training, computer literacy and advances directly attributable to the feminist movement. It
should be stated however that gender issues are among many, and creative women obvi-
ously explore an eclectic and diverse range of issues, themes and aesthetic approaches and
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make work in a range of contexts.As with other moving image production in the current
climate, in general, women'’s practice in digital media art is well integrated within the main-
stream, rather than being separate from it.

However, some women working in new media are exploring feminist themes. Among them
are contemporary Australian cyberfeminists VNS Matrix,” a group well known internation-
ally. They have been interested in questions of power in cyberspace and the potential of it
for social impact.The impetus of the group has been to ‘investigate and decipher the narra-
tives of domination and control which surround high technological culture, and explore the
construction of social space, identity and sexuality in cyberspace’.® Jen Seevinck describes
this group as having been at the forefront in articulating new relationships between women
and technology’.# With reference to the group’s web site, she explains:

Haraway's catchcry “l would rather be a cyborg than a goddess” is echoed in the 1991 VNS Matrix
Bitch Mutant Manifesto® which uses explicit corporeal language bordering on the pornographic to
locate the (female) body within digital technology. Their work utilizes specific narratives and meta-
phors to investigate relationships between women and technology and address the potential aliena-
tion of women from digital technology.*

Seevinck has observed that ‘new media practice has tended to shift emphasis away from the

singular product towards process, experience, the generation of multiple solutions and pat-
terns’. She offers artists such as VNS Matrix and Linda Dement, ‘spatially subversive naviga-
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tional and interactive structures to subvert predominant goal-driven interactive structures by
metaphor’. | have alluded to Lucy Lippard’s arguments in my chapter on short film production
in this book, where she suggests that ‘women’s art making can be distinguished from men’s
because of qualities found more often in the work of women than that of men:‘central focus
(often ‘empty’, often circular or oval), parabolic bag-like forms, obsessive line and detail, veiled
strata, tactile or sensuous surfaces and forms, associative fragmentation, autobiographical
emphasis’.” If the work of women more often has these characteristics, then it would follow
that the ‘non-linear structures’ that ‘distinguish digital hypermedia™ are likely to suit women
new media artists making installations, internet pieces and digital hypermedia. Seevinck
explains that:

A hypermedia work gives audiences the opportunity to diverge along different routes, moving side-
ways or backwards as well as forwards. Images, texts, movies, sounds or information are to varying
degrees and through means from directing attention to clicking a button, prioritized by the spectator.
The audience forms chains of association and to some extent constructs meanings: a qualitatively
different experience to that of reading a book or watching a film from start to finish.*

A number of digital artists have been interested to explore the female body. Linda Dement’s
‘Cyberflesh Girlmonster’, which like VNS Matrix, addresses the perceived schism between

the body and technology, addresses the female body as a common site for improvement.
Seevinck says of them that utilizing ‘scanned images of body parts from contributing women
... [the] images are combined into highly evocative and disturbing animations or other
graphic elements. The composition and the accompanying text all serve to convey a rich
corporeal environment of taboo body spaces: the ‘Cyberflesh Girlmonster’. The user wanders
through a ‘body space’—a labyrinth of sounds, animations, videos, images and words—to
construct an almost physical understanding of a highly personal, internal, virtual place’.
Other Australian digital artists working in a similar vein are Gillian Morrison, Moira Corby
and Emma Myers who made a work titled ‘GOGZI Girls Own Girls’. It is an interactive cultural
anatomy of the female body which invites women who interact with it to build their ideal
female self—but they do this while exploring the way history, mythology and media have
structured the representation of women.

While this book is unable to comprehensively cover the contribution of the many women
working in digital screen arts in Australia, Janet Merewether traces the link from early innova-
tions and low budget forms (such as Super 8) to interactive media and the internet. She briefly
outlines a number of artists making an impact on the contemporary scene, and observes

the strong pressure away from traditional and towards digital forms (caused by funding
agendas being pro ‘new’ digital media rather than interested in experimental film and video).
Merewether notes many of the thematic concerns of practitioners, such as the computer/
human interface (including relationships between computers, the body and gender), artificial
intelligence, fusions with popular culture, creation of virtual worlds and sensory experiences,
explorations of identity and also, the convergence of art, science and technology.
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GENDER

Writer Leslie Felperin has said that being a woman in the film industry today could be seen
as a kind of power rather than a handicap, explaining it this way: ‘only women could have
got away with making a film as explicit as Romance, as mocking of male and female vanity as
Holy Smoke or even, with Ramsay’s Ratcatcher, as defiant of film-school rules of conduct’.* As
| have argured elsewhere, *' this is an emancipating reflection on the importance of gender,
sexual politics and feminism, which picks up on the question (one which has been unpopu-
lar) of whether women can in fact make a contribution that is informed by their gender.
Felperin’s point is an important one, that women might be able to ‘get away’ with something
that male film-makers can’t; that they both might want to, and be able to explore content
that would not otherwise get an airing.As already stated, the impact of gender on art pro-
duction has not been at the forefront but from my own perspective this is still an intensely
interesting question; | don’t believe the fear of essentialism should block such a question,
given that it can be reflected upon in a plural sense.

Contemporary positions have refocused since the 1970s and 1980s when, as Felperin says,
the difference between male and female artists was hotly contested; as was the politics of
gender in regard to whether it was empowering or essentialist to argue that women might
have different strategies, or visions to men. Labels are always rejected by those who find
themselves wearing them:‘woman director’,‘Australian woman director’,‘Australian, Abo-
riginal, woman director’ etcetera all find a place in the descriptions given to women work-
ing in the Australian industry.Those who find themselves having these labels understandably
want to shake them.The current climate finds women film-makers want to be seen as
creative people rather than a particular type of creative woman.The diversity of women’s
work can be seen in last section of WWomenvision, where there is a focus on selected con-
temporary Australian women film-makers (Monica Pellizzari, Clara Law, Tracey Moffatt, Jane
Campion,Ann Turner, Jeni Thornley and the Gecko team: Sue Brooks, Sue Maslin and Alison
Tilson). The diversity of work is the more common focus in contemporary times and it is
true that in many quarters, there is a general distancing from gender. Many women film-
makers have wanted to be seen as ‘film-makers first and women film-makers second or not
at all’s? Gillian Armstrong has said ‘we will never achieve true equality until people drop the
label “woman” before “director” s

FEMINISM IN A POST-FEMINIST ERA

Feminism has been seen as passé in some quarters, as if the need for activism has passed.
Some, including myself, perceive this view with alarm. Patricia Mellencamp, for example,
states she does not agree with quiescence and she refuses to accept the boredom that has
come from repeating the same weary thoughts.

| want to ascertain where we've been, what has changed, and what needs to be done ... The
twenty-five year rediscoveries of the women’s movement in the twentieth century (ie, 1915, 1940,

—25—




WOMENVISION

1965, 1990) make one thing clear: women cannot afford to rest on their laurels (which are signifi-
cant).s

As outlined in the preface, this book takes its name from a feminist event in 1973,and is as
committed to feminisms as its namesake. One of the driving agendas of Womenvision can be
summed up by this quote from Lynn Fieldman Miller:

I do not know if the evidence supports the existence of women's imagery of a particular female
iconography or a specifically female approach to film-making that is not accessible to men ...

The one thing | do know is that there is such a thing in this culture as a women’s life as it is lived
in @ woman's body even though not all women have the same experiences in their lives or in their
bodies ... there is a women’s culture ... women film-makers and video producers do have identifi-
able methods, approaches and visions.*

Within Womenvision, writers have illustrated that the need for feminist activism has indeed
not passed. For example, cinematographer Jane Castle is able to make a link from the present
to the past by utilising the experiences of her mother; Lilias Fraser; a pioneer writer, direc-
tor and editor of documentaries since the 1950s. Castle offers both a narrative of how
women experience a ‘shoot’ and a personal account of what it ‘feels’ like behind the lens of
the camera.As a cinematographer, Castle asks what it means when the eye of the camera

is located in the body of a woman. She also asks how the cinematographer reconciles her
contribution to the gendering of filmic reality with the resulting oppressions that her input
helps to create.

Castle uses narrative stories and reflective analysis based on her experience as a cinema-
tographer working at the top end of the Australian and US film industries. Castle sets out

in this piece to explore core issues for women in her field; such as how women negotiate a
space for themselves, both economically and ethically, within a system that persists in telling,
almost exclusively, men’s stories. She reflects on whether it is possible for women techni-
cians to contribute in a positive way from within this system and also asks why, despite
decades of positive discrimination in the technical areas of the film industry, have so few
women cinematographers have ‘made it’ into the mainstream.

In the 1992 AFC survey, women nominated three reasons almost equally when asked what
barriers they saw to their progress: conditions in the industry, lack of opportunities in the
company or work area, and sexism.These responses suggest that it is not primarily social
and family responsibilities which inhibit women’s progress in the industry. It should be
noted, however, that the nature of work in the industry presents difficulties in combining
paid work and family responsibilities. WWhen she was a television presenter, Mary Delahunty
(now in the Victorian government) said that she was perceived by other staff at The 7.30
Report as being ‘aloof’ but she explains that ‘the men go to lunch; we race out to get the
groceries and ring the nannie’.* Childcare is an issue for the industry generally (given that
a significant section of it is made up of freelance workers) but most prominently it affects
women in their careers.Among many other issues,Virginia Murray takes up the issue of
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childcare in her chapter,"When Worlds Collide:Working Mothers in the Post-production
Industry’. She asks what the key effects are of having children. Using case studies of real
picture editors (who've elected to give pseudonyms), Murray outlines key issues for the
contemporary period, issues that have been there throughout the industry’s history—bal-
ancing work and life.

Feminism has evolved into postfeminism, and while this does not mean that feminist
projects are over or redundant, it does mean that there are new ways of thinking about
identity, gender roles and representation. Felicity Collins, for example, considers postfemi-
nist plots in comedy, and | consider examples of postfeminism as found in contemporary
short films.As | have argued in my chapter on short films, the evolution of feminism into
postfeminism is a natural evolution process of a movement that has always engaged in self-
criticism and change—and in this way, it remains continually relevant.

CONCLUSION

The pages that follow are a testament to the fact that women’s moving image production
in Australia has spanned the whole spectrum.VWomen’s output has been richly diverse and
constantly evolving. Moreover, there is no homogeneity in the way women film-makers (or
other moving image producers) have operated; they have been working in a wide variety
of ways and styles, with a wide array of intentions.As Hannie Rayson has observed, ‘women
don’t exist as a single distinctive group but are subject to individual problems due to other
factors such as class, race, ethnic origin, access to employment etc’.

Womenvision seeks to rejoice in the diversity and plurality of women moving image produc-
ers and also, in the pages that follow, to celebrate not just this individual output, but the
commonalities, the shared elements that might be found in the work of women—such as
an interest in stories about women, power relations in society, families, and multicultural
perspectives or ‘other’ voices and visions. Importantly, the success of women in Australian
moving image industries is attributable to hard work and talent; they have done it on their
own merits—which are considerable.

Endnotes

Women were, however, making
work in this period. During 2000,
The Melbourne Cinématheque,
AFI National Cinémathéque and
ScreenSound Australia screened
a season of films called ‘Work
Never Done—Australian Woman
filmworkers between the 1930s
and the 70s. Included in the
program was a tribute to the life
and work of Joan Long: producer,

screenwriter, director, researcher
and activist for the right of
Australian women film workers to
participate creatively in their own
industry.Also presented were the
neglected and rarely seen films of
Rhonda Small, Lilias Fraser, Jennie
Boddington, Elsa Chauvel and
others—all made in the decades
between the McDonagh’s The
Cheaters and Gillian Armstrong’s

2

My Brilliant Career. (Between 1930
when Paulette McDonagh made
Two Minutes Silence and 1979 when
Gillian Armstrong made My Brilliant
Career, there weren’t any feature
films directed by women—in a 49
year period.)

Some of the material here has been
taken from my research: Do Contem-
porary Australian Women Film-makers

share a feminist perspective in their
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For a brief overview of production
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Such as The Adventures of Barry
McKenzie (Bruce Beresford, 1972).

Such as Breaker Morant (Bruce
Beresford, 1980).

George Miller, 1979.

Peter Faiman, 1986.

1978/9, 1982, 1992 respectively.

My 1995 survey revealed that only
24 features were directed by
women in the entire decade: See
French, (1995), op. cit., Appendix 3:
Australian (Fiction) Feature Films Writ-
ten, Directed and Produced by Women
1970 - 1995.
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INA BERTRAND

OUR FOUNDING MOTHERS

looking back—and looking back
further still

INA BERTRAND

squabbles and jealousies are not surprising: British commentator Jan Dawson called

this ‘a national passion for shadow-boxing’ and pointed out in her 1976 report to the
Australian Film Institute that ‘Fragmented activity takes more time, to less effect, than con-
certed effort’.' Being a woman film-maker in such a culture was to be doubly marginalised.
The first book on Australia’s women film-makers described how, in the 1970s, women were:

I n a marginalised and colonised film culture like Australia’s in the 1970s, internecine

... denied access to training, funding, theatres
for exhibition of their films, child care, space

in the journals, a knowledge of women'’s film-

making history in Australia, access to women's

films from overseas, jobs in the film industry
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But exclusion from the boys’ clubs that
had for so long dominated all aspects of
film in Australia had one lasting benefit: it
drew the women together, regardless of
their diverse backgrounds and interests,
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as ‘women had to create their own

film community ... [confronting] the
fact that they had no voice, no place,
no roots’.? Part of creating that new
community, finding a voice and roots,
was to learn about other women film-
makers—through printed sources, but
even more importantly through the
films themselves, viewed in festivals and
special seasons. In a funding submission
to the Film & TV Board of the Australia
Council for the Arts in August 1974, the
first Women'’s Film Festival was justi-
fied as a way not only ‘to explore our own creativity through film’, but also ‘to provide an
historical and cultural context of women'’s cinema’.*

It was a time when women all over the world were searching for their roots—and not
just in film. One major concern of the second wave of feminism was to place women in
history—both to acknowledge the role of women within a traditional history that had
excluded their contribution from consideration, and to write new histories centred around
women. Some of the second wave feminist texts started with the politics and found they
needed to refer back to the history: Kate Millett,® or Susan Brownmiller,® or, in the Austral-
ian context,Anne Summers.” Some started with the history and ended up embroiled in
contemporary politics: Marian Ramelson,® or Mary S. Hartman and Lois Banner,” or—again
in the Australian context—Beverley Kingston.'°

So it has been with women in film—both internationally and within Australia. Just as film
became a form of expression for feminists of that second wave—a way to both document
and challenge oppression—so the women who made the films sought to recover knowl-
edge about earlier women film-makers.The first heroines for the new generation came
out of Hollywood, partly because Hollywood history was more thoroughly documented,
and partly because it remained an icon, symbolic of the power of the patriarchy at its most
absolute. One of the first books of the feminist film movement was Claire Johnston’s small
monograph on Dorothy Arzner.!" Arzner had managed to master the technology of film at
a time when women were considered to be inadequate for such work, so she was a role
model for those who wanted to enter the all-male fields of direction and cinematography.
But her films were also discovered to be full of feisty heroines who subverted patriarchal
ideology in subtle ways made apparent by the new techniques of film analysis being pio-
neered within feminist film theory.

Her work was included in that first Australian Women’s Film Festival, along with the films of

Agnes Varda and Mai Zetterling. Two seasons of films by Chantal Akerman and Jutte Bruck-
ner were the most successful of the National Film Theatre of Australia’s screenings for that
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year,'> and some women film-makers and film theorists visited Australia, including Helma
Sanders, Jutte Bruckner, Sally Potter, Bette Gordon and Mandy Merck.

Australian women film-makers were becoming part of a world-wide community who were
increasingly familiar with the work of British, American and European women both in front
of and behind the camera, both contemporary and historical. And in this process, different
streams became apparent. There was a great respect for the achievements of mainstream
commercial film-makers such as Alice Guy Blache in the early silent period, Dorothy Arzner
in the 1930s, or Mae West more recently. But in that male-dominated and marginalised Aus-
tralian film culture already described, the value of such women as role models was limited.
Most Australian women film-makers of that period saw their film-making as a political act,
requiring an oppositional stance, closer to the European art-film tradition represented by
Agnes Varda or Mai Zetterling or Jutte Bruckner, or to the avant-garde and experimental
work of Maya Deren, Germaine Dulac, Chantal Akerman,Yvonne Rainer or Sally Potter.

These Australian women moved into the vanguard of independent film. Annette Blonski
explains that:

Common to all independent filmmakers, and perhaps most crucial to any notion of independence
and an oppositional practice, is a self-reflexivity, a self-consciousness about the nature of the work
they do and the way it is made."

And Liz Stoney comments that, in Australia:

The women’s film was seen as the feminine instance within a tradition of struggle on the out-
skirts of film language: a stance pioneered by filmmakers Germaine Dulac and Maya Deren, and
more recently enhanced by Chantal Akerman, Yvonne Rainer, Bette Gordon and Sally Potter.'

The journal Filmnews enthusiastically endorsed a season of films in the 1970s from the
Sydney Filmmakers Co-op which were thought to follow in this tradition, and which
included Maidens, Behind Closed Doors, On Guard and Serious Undertakings.'®

By the end of the 1970s, complex lines of influence had developed between the contempo-
rary and the historical, the mainstream and the oppositional, women in front of and behind
the camera, imported models and earlier Australian examples. For, while the women were
discovering other women film-makers, Australian film history more broadly was also being
discovered, and women were found within that, too.

At the beginning of the silent era, the only women connected with film were in exhibition
rather than in production. Before First World War, Cozens Spencer advertised his wife,
Senora Spencer, as ‘the only lady projectionist in the world’,'® and after that war quite a few
women continued to run the family cinema business after their husband had died. But these
women were not appropriate role models for the women of the second wave who saw
film as a means of expression rather than as a business, and who wanted to enter it in their

—33—




HOWARD LAWTON AND ISOBEL
McDONAGH IN THE FAR PARADISE, 1928

WOMENVISION

own right, rather than on the coat-tails of
men.

It was to women in film production that
the women of the early 1970s looked

for models.There had been no opposi-
tional practice to speak of in Australia to
that time, so there were no Australian
equivalents of a Germaine Dulac or a Maya
Deren. But from the early 1920s onwards
there had always been women in com-
mercial film production, so, despite the fact
that the women who ran the women’s film
festivals and seasons and support groups all favoured films with an oppositional political
stance and adventurous filmic qualities, it was to the commercial feature film industry that
they turned for their Australian heroines.

They were aware of the women of the immediate past, some of whom were still active in
commercial film production, and of the generation before that, working from the 1930s into
the 1940s.The contribution of these women was described in the Cinema Papers articles
surveying women in film production,'” and they were respected for their undoubted techni-
cal expertise, as well as for their capacity for survival in a hostile culture, but their names
did not become household words. There were several contributing factors to this. Some
had worked on the margins of commercial film-making, in documentaries and state-spon-
sored short films (Lilias Castle, Jennie Boddington). Some had left Australia to pursue a
career overseas (Catherine Duncan, Rhonda Small, or the early careers of Maureen Walsh
and Joy Cavill). Some had worked in partnership with men, often sharing the work more
equally than they shared the acclaim (Elsa Chauvel with Charles Chauvel, Kitty Gelhor with
Noel Monkman, Gwen Oakley with Mervyn Murphy, Lilias Castle with Norman Fraser, Dahl
Collings with Geoffrey Collings). Some struggled to keep afloat independently (Maureen
Walsh in her later career).

Few exhibited any sense of feminist common purpose, which may have been what the
women of the 1970s were looking for. Or perhaps these women were just too close—
rather like elder sisters. Indeed, to call any women ‘founding mothers’ would once have
been to throw down a gauntlet, as motherhood was one of the problematic concepts
within 1970s feminism. Julia Kristeva noted, in words that Helen Grace quotes and uses as
the title of her own film:

| have the impression (some feminists) are relying too much on an existentialist concept of women,
a concept that attaches a guilt complex to the maternal function. Either one has children, but that
means one is not good for anything else, or one does not, and then it becomes possible to devote
oneself to serious undertakings.'®
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But family relationships were still dominating how women thought of themselves, encapsu-
lated in the term that became so central to feminism—the sisterhood. If we think of our-
selves as part of a vast family, older sisters can function as role models, in the spirit that, if
they could do it, then so can we. But anyone who has siblings knows that the mutual support
provided by sisters is also tinged with rivalry, perhaps even jealousy. The parent/child bond

is different: it suggests the nurturing of the child by the parent, and the love and respect of
the child for the parent, but also the outgrowing of dependence. It is akin to Harold Bloom’s
concept of the precursor, the strong poet, who is both a role model and an inhibiting factor—
shaping and limiting anyone not strong enough to override the influence."

So, for the women film-makers of the second wave of feminism, their contemporaries—and
even those of the immediately preceding generation—were more likely to be considered as
sisters, while those of the 1920s and early 1930s were closer to mothers—to be admired
and respected and learned from, but also eventually to be left behind.

At the end of the silent era and into the early years of sound, there were two main routes
into film production for women. Some had established reputations in the entertainment
world, and moved sideways into producing film: this included actors like Louise Lovely

or Lottie Lyell, the writer/producer
Kate Howarde, and the swimmer

and entertainer Annette Kellerman.
Others were women of independent
means, such as the McDonagh sisters,
Mary Mallon or Juliette de la Ruze,
who could choose to spend their own
money on producing films: as always,
the ability to raise finance was a vital
key. Independent women (like other
independent producers) required the
success of one film to underpin the
finances of the next, so if their first
film failed (like Lovely’s or Howarde’s),
they could make no more.Women in
partnerships often remained in the
man’s shadow, like Lyell with Longford,
or Bess Meredyth with Wilfred Lucas.
This may have been because they pre-
ferred to stay within the boundaries of
acceptable feminine behaviour, on the
sidelines where they could wield influ-
ence rather than power. For, despite
seeming to be unaware of feminism,
all were acutely aware that what they
were doing was outside the norms of

LOTTIE LYELL
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their time, as Louise Lovely demonstrated in her evidence to the 1927-8 Royal Commis-
sion into the Moving Picture Industry.

In the 1970s, though the films of all these women were recognised in the new histories of
Australian film, only the most successful of them became really well-known among Austral-
ian women film-makers. Kellerman was recognised more as a swimmer than for her films,
but the McDonaghs were heroised very early. Suzanne Spunner, in recounting the story of
the 1975 Women'’s Film Festival, comments:

In Melbourne, the Festival was officially opened by Joan Long (then writing her first feature film,
Caddie) who introduced The Cheaters, a 930 film by Paulette McDonagh, at that time one of
the few women to have directed an Australian feature film. Seeing the work of the indomitable
McDonagh sisters for the first time was one of the high points of the Festival, not so much for the
work itself, but because, all that time ago, it had been made at all. As the film was silent, we organ-
ised a pianist to play during the screening. Phyllis McDonagh wrote to us and suggested playing
‘Always”: ‘one of the hits of the 1930s, during the romantic scenes’. In the same letter she spoke of
‘the interest that is now accumulating around our picture work’?®

This encapsulates beautifully the relationship between the women rising into the commercial
industry in the 1970s and those who had been there so much earlier. For, until Gillian Arm-
strong directed My Brilliant Career in 1979, Paulette McDonagh had been the last woman to
direct a commercial feature film in Australia—in 1933! She made her first film in 1926, starting
straight into features—the melodrama Those Who Love. She was self-trained, spending hours at
the cinema watching Hollywood films for their technique rather than for an excuse to dream.
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She employed P.J. Ramster to direct that first film, but soon realised that she knew more than
he did, and took over direction herself. Another sister (Isabel, under her stage name of Marie
Lorraine) starred in the films,and a third (Phyllis) acted as production manager and art direc-
tor.The three sisters were well-educated and well-connected through their father, who was
physician for the theatrical giant J. C.Williamson.Their own home was available for use as a
sumptuous setting for society melodramas and their social position made finance easier to
obtain. None of this is intended to detract from their achievement, but it does make them in
some ways a surprising choice of role model for the politically-active, cinematically adventurous
women of the second wave.2' However, Paulette McDonagh was unusual for her time in that
she claimed—and was granted by the trade—full credit for her work on the four feature films
and several shorts she made in the period 1926 to 1934.This was a record of achievement not
matched by any other Australian woman (and few enough overseas).
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Lottie Lyell, born Lottie Cox in 1890, went on the stage in 1909, touring under the guid-
ance of fellow-actor and family friend Raymond Longford, with whom she soon devel-
oped a strong personal bond. Longford was married, and his Catholic wife refused him a
divorce, but the professional standing of the lovers was so high that their relationship did
not damage their reputations. Lottie became the most highly-praised actor of her genera-
tion while Longford became the leading indigenous director. Both were ahead of their
time, demonstrating a mastery of filmic technique that has kept their surviving films from
becoming dated across the years. Longford has been heroised not only for these profes-
sional standards but also for his persistent efforts on behalf of a local film industry, for
instance, his forthright testimony before the 1927-8 Royal Commission into the Moving
Picture Industry. Lottie has been spoken of in glowing terms both by her contemporaries
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and later commentators, ‘She is celebrated
today as an actor, scriptwriter, producer,
director, editor, and art director; a pioneer
film-maker, and an enigmatic woman’.
Andree Wright stops just short of declaring
her the true author of Longford’s films.?
What qualified her for the admiration of
the women of the second wave was both
her extensive list of screen credits, and her
quiet persistence. She did what she wanted
to do in her chosen profession, stepping
outside the moral certitudes of the day but
still demanding respect for her professional
and personal qualities.

Louise Lovely was yet another different case.
Like Lyell, she was an actor from an early age
but she chose to try her luck in Hollywood
and became a minor star there, acting in
more than 40 films in the years 1915-1921,
and touring all round the country for several
years with a stage act (‘A Day in the Studio’). She returned to Australia with high hopes of
establishing a film production industry along Hollywood lines using the experience she had
gained, not only in acting but also in producing and directing others in her ‘studio act’. But on
her return to Australia, she was treated with distrust by bank managers and with some disdain
by others in the film industry. She made only one film—Jewelled Nights (1925)—and retired
when that failed to return its costs. She blamed the absence of studios and other technical
facilities, and the high costs of producing outside a studio system, but part of the reason was
her own conviction that cost-cutting would result in an inferior product. Like McDonagh and
Lyell, she had high professional standards which she refused to compromise and—also like
them—she put her reputation and her financial security on the line in insisting on her right to
enter a male industry.

These three conservative women of the teens to the 1930s, who would most probably have
baulked at the label ‘feminist’, became the main focus for those who were eager to establish
that there was a continuous history of women in Australian film. And, now that we can
look back at the 1970s as historical time with some distance, we can even find similarities
and parallels between the two periods.

For film production, the 1920s was a period of relatively stable technology. Before then, film
technology was changing rapidly,and only people (i.e. men) with a technological background
could handle both the technology itself and the speed of its progress. Most men who entered
the industry already had related experience—photographers became cinematographers,
electricians became projectionists, theatre managers became cinema managers, and so on.
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Women, who by and large had no comparable technological or entrepreneurial experience,
had to start from scratch, and this only became possible when the technology itself became
stable. So, the McDonaghs could learn from Hollywood films and Louise Lovely could learn
on the job in Hollywood itself. This stability was disturbed again at the end of the 1920s by
the arrival of sound, making it once again more difficult for the women. Similarly, there was a
period of rapid technological change in the 1950s, with the introduction of television, and the
film response to this of becoming either more intimate (hand-held light-weight cameras) or
more impressive (improvements to film colour and sound technologies, and widescreen for-
mats such as cinemascope). By the late 1960s and early 1970s, film and television technology
were again relatively stable, providing another window of opportunity for the less technologi-
cally sophisticated (including women), before the new technologies arrived to again compli-
cate the picture. In both periods, then, it was possible for women to overcome technological
barriers by learning on the job.
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Films cannot be made without money, and for most of the twentieth century it was notori-
ously difficult for women to raise finance for any business venture. But both the periods
under consideration here (the 1920s and early 1930s, and the late 1960s and early 1970s)
provided some availability of finance to women, however limited and temporary.Austral-
ian production in the 1920s was still a cottage industry, with feature film budgets far below
those of comparable imported films. There were no large studios in the 1920s. It was
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not till the 1930s that Cinesound (in Sydney) and Efftee (in Melbourne) were engaged in
relatively continuous production.While smaller budgets were acceptable, smaller opera-
tors (including women) had more chance. Even then, despite their independent means,
the McDonaghs needed their family name to establish credibility with the banks, as Louise
Lovely needed her Hollywood reputation. Once sound arrived to increase costs enor-
mously, production became both more expensive and more centralised, squeezing out the
smaller, independent producers, including the women. In the 1970s it was government
financial support of the industry that began to open doors to women, at first in the fund-
ing of smaller, independent productions through the Experimental Film Fund and later the
Women'’s Film Fund, and then in providing training opportunities both informally and later
through the Australian Film and Television School.

Finally, there is common ground in the attitudes of the women themselves. Both these peri-
ods saw a strong upsurge of feminism, leading women to move into careers not formerly
open to them. Sally Speed describes the 1920s as ‘a time when women began to define
what roles they could, and would, take up in an urban society’.? At this time, women moved
into offices and public employment, though they were also limited by post-war ‘employ-
ment of women’ policies, for instance those which prevented women working as teachers
after marriage. They were also more inclined to adopt a form of feminism which stressed
the need for women to express their individuality through their art or profession.”® The
‘starving artist in the garret’ was a model for women as well as men, and women were
expected to compete against each other as well as against men for the spotlight as well as
for the financial rewards of success. Joan Long pointed out how fortunate the second wave
feminists were:

There are the women'’s liberationists of today, fortunate indeed to have the comfort of a movement
around them; and there are the women who have had to live liberation as best they could without
a movement,2

In the 1970s, those ‘women’s liberationists’ were working together in militant campaigns
around issues of health, employment opportunities, pay rates, support services such as child
care and women’s refuges.And, for the first time, they were publicly promoting film produc-
tion as a legitimate area of work which should be as open to women as to men.

All this we can see with hindsight. In the 1970s, the interest in those earlier women was
much more instinctive and emotional. If these women had done it, then so could we! Role
models are still important, as is acknowledged in the Women in Television project:‘Case
study material focusing on how individual women had achieved was also thought to assist
others to move ahead’”’

Now we are far enough away from the 1970s to look back at that period too, and to see how
much has changed.There are now more women in formerly all-male areas of the indus-
try—camera, sound, editing, directing as well as writing and acting. There are still male/female
partnerships—Ilike the earlier ones, but much less hierarchical (for instance, Nadia Tass and
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David Parker, or P.J. Hogan and Jocelyn Moorhouse). Though raising finance is still the hard-
est part of film production, it is now possible for women to get funding in their own right.
Women who move sideways in the industry, say from acting to directing (like Robyn Nevin or
more recently Elyse McCredie), are treated with as much respect as men who do the same.
But women still need to believe in themselves, and this is easier if they can recognise their
place in a larger picture—of other women who have been there and done that, from as far
back as we can remember, back to our ‘founding mothers’ ...
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MARCIA LANGTON

GROUNDED AND GENDERED

Aboriginal Women in Australian
Cinema

MARCIA LANGTON

boriginal women film-makers have played a special role in the history of Indigenous
cinematic and video production. Only four feature films by Aboriginal directors

(distributed beyond premiere showings) have been catalogued in the accounts of that
history: Tracey Moffatt's Bedevil (1993) and Rachel Perkins’ Radiance (1998) and One Night
The Moon (2001, short feature) and Ivan Sen’s Beneath Clouds (2002). Radiance was voted
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the most popular audience award at both the Melbourne and Sydney Film Festivals in 1998
and Deborah Mailman, in the key role, won the 1998 AFl Award for ‘Best Actress In A Leading
Role". Thus the first Aboriginal film-makers to graduate from the short film to the feature film
project, with all the attendant fund-raising and production issues, were women.

The significance of this is less a cause of feminist celebration than the history of Indigenous
cinema production suggests. In the first place, each of the few Aboriginal women film and
video makers, Tracey Moffatt, Rachel Perkins, Sally Riley, Darlene Johnson, Erica Glynn and
Frances Peterss, to name the most honoured, must be understood as an individual, as an artist
in her own right, with her own life trajectory and cultural reading of history and the present.
Despite this cautionary point, some critical points can be made about the growing body of
work by Indigenous women.The contribution of Aboriginal women film-makers lies especially
in their distinctive narratives of the familial tensions of their lives, grounded and gendered in
their postcolonial Aboriginal identities, their ability to transform Aboriginal traditions, such as
the mythological tropes and orality into cinematic forms, in their duty as cultural activists and in
their exemplary artistic and aesthetic gifts.

The remaining body of work by Indigenous people forms a substantial and important part of
Australian film-making for a number of reasons. The first media productions involving Abo-
riginal people behind the camera, and as directors, were in the documentary genre. This is an
historically telling point about the nature of that genre as a means for realist expressions of the
type that Aboriginal cultural activists were driven to make. Faye Ginsberg's study of Indigenous
media' production highlights the role that cultural activists played in pioneering a place for
Indigenous media workers:

From their own life experiences, these cultural activists recognize that social change cannot simply
be legislated, but requires a long struggle against racism that is pervasive in the dominant culture
in multiple arenas. Activists of all ages have recognized the impact of negative stereotypes and the
invisibility of Aboriginal people, cultures and languages in the mass media; many younger people
began to resist directly through the creation of counter-images that circulate both in home commu-
nities and in the surrounding dominant culture.

Hughes, writing on documentaries by Aboriginal film-makers or with the involvement of Abo-
riginal communities, notes that for the last 20 years ‘documentaries have provided one vital
and critical site of debate and reflection on a range of questions about just what is distinctively
Australian about our culture’. He further notes that:

A large number of works have sought to re-examine Australian history, social conditions and their
development, and the changing place of women and Aborigines in Australian culture and society. ...
The European-centered view of Australian identity has been challenged by a range of films made by
Aborigines or with the involvement of Aboriginal Communities such as Two Laws, (Borroloola Abo-
riginal Community, 1981), My Life As | Live It (Coffey, Ansara, Guyatt, 1993), Moodeitj Yorgas: Solid
Women (Moffatt, 1 988); and Exile and the Kingdom (Injibarndi, Ngarluma, Banjima and Gurrama
People, and Rijavec, 1993)), as well as by many films about Aborigines by non-Aborigines: Black
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Man’s Houses (Thomas, 1 992), How the West Was Lost (Noakes, [987), Land Bilong Islanders
(Connolly & Graham, 1989), and Aeroplane Dance (Graham, 1994).2

To complicate matters, Hughes counts Moffatt's Nice Coloured Girls (1987), as a women's docu-
mentary rather than an Aboriginal documentary:

Women have also challenged the masculinist conception of Australianness, particularly in the re-
examination of history in films such as Ladies Rooms (Gibson, Lambert, 1977), Age Before Beauty
(Gibson, Lambert, 1980), For Love or Money:Women and Work in Australia (McMurchy, Nash,
Thornley & Oliver, 1983), Thanks Girls and Goodbye (Hardisty & Maslin, 1984), High Heels
(Brooks, 1985), the sadly underrated Landslides (Gibson, Lambert, | 986), and Nice Coloured
Girls (Moffatt, 1987).2

Thus we find Aboriginal women, such as the late Essie Coffey and Tracey Moffatt, represented
as among the first women documentary makers in Australian cinematic history. The documen-
taries by Aboriginal people of this period were, as Faye Ginsberg points out, the works of ‘a
cohort of people born in the 1950s and 1960s, who see their work as part of their commu-
nity's struggle for visibility on their own terms’.# Ginsberg further notes that:

Of those coming from more traditional backgrounds, most are well-versed in ritual and sacred
knowledge, fluent in native languages, and leaders in their communities or tied to leadership through
kin ties. At the same time, many of these activists have had access to education in dominant culture
and are comfortable dealing with western languages and technologies, bureaucracies, and venues
for showing media work, all of which have been key elements in successful Indigenous media
projects. Many of these people came to consciousness in the movements for Indigenous rights that
were developing in different sites during the 1960s and 1970s.As a result of those activities, and
policy responses to them, many also had access to scholarships and training programs that gave
them skills and knowledge, enabling them to enter into new areas of cultural work. Examples span
the planet, from the establishment of the Aboriginal Programs Unit at the ABC, Australia’s national
broadcaster; to the development of Inuit Broadcasting Corporation in Canada’s Arctic that provided
the training®

This generation, Ginsberg rightly argues, is also one that is uniquely bicultural, and able to build
bridges between domains because of their cultural abilities in different settings.

However, as Ginsberg, who placed her studies in the context of a global Indigenous move-
ment was keenly aware, simple categorisation of works by gender and ‘race’ by film critics in
the 1970s and 1980s provided an unstable and unsatisfactory framework for their inclusion in
Australian cinematic history.

Indigenous film-making occupies an unsettled place in the robust Australian national cinema
industry, the subject of much discussion in cultural studies concerned largely with the nature of
this medium sized, marginal, English Antipodean cinema in the global Hollywood market. Aus-
tralian cinematic studies concentrate on the social questions that engage Australian audiences,
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‘namely, those that cluster around the axis of social differentiation concerned with class, gender,
ethnicity, sexual orientation and national identity’.* The difficulty with which cinema studies
scholars and critics accounted for Aboriginal involvement with media production was the
subject of my work for the Australian Film Commission,” and revitalised critical consideration
of Aboriginal works as ‘intercultural’ dialogues, rather than ‘racial’ genre. Even though critical
cultural considerations of Aboriginal cinematic production have progressed theoretically and
historiographically beyond the small section or footnote on Aboriginal involvement in media
and cinematic works, the role and contribution of Aboriginal women in this field remains
poorly understood.

Contexts of film-making when the makers of the film can be on any side of the camera create
situations where image making and dissemination involve keen imaginative engagement with a
range of art forms that quickly dissolve the conventional boundaries of film-making, and draw
on deep reservoirs of cultural resources that have more often than not been sheltered from
the inquisitive gaze of cultural outsiders. Margaret Burns writes that ephemerality and nuance
‘conspire to suggest realms of significance rather than to spell out perceived facts in the linear
pedantic style of much earlier European-inspired documentary narrative’® and that:

At last a multifaceted medium like film can do some measure of justice to the multidimensional
redlities of Aboriginal science and philosophy. Film is a medium which opens up possibilities for a
more rounded exploration of Aboriginal redlities ... In this, the medium helps to give voice to some
of the immense, suffocating silences of a past laden with injustice.’

Yet it is the insistent emphasis by cinema scholars on the racial classification of Aboriginal
film and video auteurs that has mired their works in a confused critique as to their place in
Australian cinema history.

The Indigenous contribution to cinematography and video-making has been as much artistic
as documentary.Yet, the question of what we perceive in watching these ‘Indigenous’ film and
video oeuvres, is as puzzling as Aboriginal identity itself. Does the content become ‘Aborigi-

nal’ by handing the camera over to the Aboriginal person? Questions such as this have been
the subject of much argument in film studies, as the vexed relationships between Subject,
Object, the unfathomable ‘Other’, the Machine and the Gaze have been teased out. It is a futile
exercise to attribute the authorship of these shadow plays and bioscopes to a race, or even
to a single person. Each production involves not only the person behind the camera and the
camera or machine itself, but also, those being recorded: sound technicians, editors and many
others, and not least, the audience.

This question of ‘the gaze'is a core theme of this history of Indigenous involvement in film
and video-making because of the troubled effect on Aboriginal audiences of the scientific and
ethnographic authorship that dominated the cinematic productions concerning Aboriginal life
since the last century. In Australia, from the 1970s onwards, Aboriginal people began to make
films and videos in their own right, as directors and experimental film-makers, as participants
in community productions, and as collaborators with other film-makers. They demanded the
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right to represent their own vision, and have produced a cinematic legacy of critical impor-
tance to the Australian film industry, to Australian artists and intellectuals, and to their commu-
nity. As an anthropologist of media use and production by Indigenous peoples, Ginsberg's work
highlights the dilemma of groups encapsulated by settler states, misrepresented by others and,
until the 1970s, unable to turn the tide of misrepresentation. She notes that, globally, Indige-
nous people ‘recognize the power of visual media not only for their own communities, but also
for changing the consciousness of the nations that encompass them’.1°

In Australia, Aboriginal media workers ‘insist that Indigenous perspectives be increasingly heard
and seen in an Australian polity that is finally beginning to take account of the rights of its
Aboriginal citizens, not least of all the right to represent themselves'."! A cultural future was
envisioned by these Indigenous media and cultural activists and their access to the then new
media technologies enabled them to represent themselves with a power and range of aes-
thetic and technological devices previously unavailable to them, as Ginsberg notes:

In this case, the correspondence between the political and the figural meanings of self-represen-
tation are totally appropriate. Indigenous media productions acknowledge the traumas of contact
history and the contradictions of life in the present and, most importantly, take these stories as a
means to envision a cultural future for Indigenous people both locally and as part of larger social
formations. Thus, these productions are both about and part of the construction of contemporary
Indigenous identities. Their productions are another dimension of efforts to establish their voices and
visions on their own local terms, as part of Australia’s past and present, and in relation to a trans-
national network of Indigenous people.'

MY MOTHER, MY FILM: ABORIGINAL WOMEN AND THE FAMILIAL NARRATIVE

Kinship and familial relations underpin much of Aboriginal sociality and, as in any human
society, it is in this social domain more than any other that Aboriginal women find their life
experiences that inform their artistic, literary, religious and aesthetic visions. The complexity of
Aboriginal social organisation, both in the more traditional societies and in those with a history
of intimate contact with the settler society, provides a rich storehouse of story, legend and nar-
rative based in life histories and the distinctive Aboriginal mythological traditions.

In this regard, Aboriginal women film-makers have excelled in transforming life history, mytho-
logical tropes from their own traditions, and the saga of familial tensions both as a result of
family traumas and the impact of colonial practices such as child-stealing, into cinematic works
of great beauty.

Tracey Moffatt—artist, photographer; and cinema director, now based in New York—has
accomplished what no other Australian artist has been able to: global standing as an artist of
high rank in the world of fine postmodernist art, an enthusiastic international audience for
her hyper-real, anti-narrative productions (whether cinematic or photographic), and a prolific
artistic output. Her retrospective at the Dia Gallery in New York in 1999 established her as a
critically important artist, while back home in Australia, the settler readings remained trapped
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in postcolonial guilt and bickering over whether it is possible to be Aboriginal and universal, or
cosmopolitan.

Tom O'Regan’s interpretation of Tracey Moffatt's Night Cries:A Rural Tragedy (1990) is typical
of the new sensitive settler accommodation of the startlingly different aesthetic values and
content that avant garde film-makers such as Moffatt have mustered to present very personal,
but nevertheless culturally disquieting, readings of the Aboriginal experience:

But ambiguities, hesitations and decidedly unsimple moral equations are also the domain of the
work of Aboriginal filmmaker Tracey Moffatt ... In these films, Moffatt insists on this interrelated-
ness while Aboriginalizing the viewing perspective ... Moffatt invites a more personal reading by
telling her interviewer that the story became ‘more about me and my white foster mother’. So, the
filmmaker not only imagines her mother's death, she is also admitting to matricidal feelings about
her—and these feelings are crossed by an inter-racial history and politics of black exploitation
particularly as domestic servants in rural Australia. ... We are made complicit in the middle aged
daughter's anger, frustration, bitterness and bad temper directed at her aged, decrepit, wheel-chair
stricken white mother. This anger can stand for wider Aboriginal anger towards the white society that
usurped their land and marginalized them into servitude. '

For Scott Murray ‘the Old Mother's incontinence’ suggests ‘a white society clogged by its own
cancers’'* In this logic the mother’s death frees the daughter but there is nothing upbeat
about her death—for how can a daughter gloat over her mother’s death? Instead she is
stricken. While displacing the non-Aboriginal mainstream by Aboriginal presence and agency,
Moffatt's films speak of implication and mutual history.

Carol Laseur tackles this problem of the indeterminacy of categories such as ‘Aboriginal’,‘race’
and ‘gender’ by drawing on the poststructuralist theoreticians whose works are typically cited
in textual critiques and readings:

Each story in this trilogy begins from the premise of an ‘always already’ manifestation of representa-
tion. That is, Aboriginality is everywhere and nowhere simultaneously. And it is here that | will draw
on de Lauretis’ deconstructionist theories of gender to suggest that her ideas can (and are) equally
valid when applied to race. Both gender and race are a series of historical constructions or discursive
formations, whereby attempts at representation are prefigured by ways of thinking that subsume
notions of race as identification within a paradigm which has come to signify that which is ‘always
already represented’. It is precisely these notions, these pre-ordained ways of thinking, that beDevil
sets out to deconstruct in challenging and confronting ways.!3

What these critics fail to see is the distinctive way in which Aboriginal women have crossed
the borders throughout colonial and postcolonial Australian history, acting as brokers in situ-
ations from the most dire economic forms of slavery to situations of intimacy and complicity
with the colonial project. | have explained elsewhere!® how Aboriginal women’s ingenuity has
been remarkable in this way.
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The traditional role of Aboriginal women in ensuring the economic viability of the family unit
has been expanded in Aboriginal contact with white society. From the time of the first Brit-
ish settlement, Indigenous women have crossed the cuttural barriers more easily than their
menfolk (indeed the first Aboriginal female in the settlement at Port Jackson was a little girl

adopted by an officer's family) and similarly women have been able to more effectively cross
the economic divide. It has also been documented that Aboriginal women were regarded,

by some at least, in settler society as the conduit to economic intelligence concerning the
resources of the land, locations for economic use and the potential of Aboriginal society to
provide labour. In this role, Aboriginal women were able to engage with settler society in a
close, even intimate, way through their functions as child-carers, sexual partners and domestic
labourers, and as well, critically, as pastoral and agricultural labourers in their own right.
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This in part is due to the peculiar advantage of the feminine gender in matters of male-female
relationships in Australia. That is, to non-Indigenous people acting in their positions of power
and status, Indigenous women seem less threatening to traditional ways of doing business with
‘the natives' than do Indigenous men. Throughout Australian history, this peculiar advantage
has provided a great many opportunities for women to bring about change economically and
socially for themselves and their own kinfolk and communities, in the face of enormous adver-
sity. This has been no less the case in cultural representations.

Tracey Moffatt’s non-documentary, Nice Coloured Girls, established its non-narrative approach
to the sisterly practice of ‘getting a captain’ or patron, set in a club scene, in this tradition of
cross-cultural ingenuity, with a dreamlike account of Aboriginal girls encountering the men of
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the First Fleet. History tells us that once the ships were unloaded at Port Jackson in 788, con-
struction of the settlement commenced with the destruction of the forest and the harvesting
of the food resources proceeding at an unsustainable rate for the eleven hundred settlers and
the Indigenous population of perhaps four or five hundred. The traditional owners realised
that there was a very great likelihood that these strangers would not leave. While this realisa-
tion marked the beginning of ongoing conflict between the Indigenous population and the

v
-~
=
(G
Q
w
<4
=)
S]
-~
Q
(]
ul
L
z

settlers, interaction between them also occurred.

Throughout the first year of settlement, the local women acquainted themselves with the
British officers, climbing aboard the ships at night, encountering them as they canoed fishing
while the officers explored the coastline and, as the progeny a year later gave evidence of, in
some more intimate ways. Aboriginal women who formed liaisons with white men—and mar-
ried ones often with the knowledge of their Aboriginal husbands—uwere able to obtain food,
alcohol and tobacco from the whites.

The solidarity of Aboriginal women in sisterly relations, a profoundly important aspect of
female Aboriginal sociality, was represented by Moffatt in Nice Coloured Girls in starkly anti-
colonial and subversive terms, while at the same time, dealing frankly with the complicity in
the colonial project that sisterly practices necessarily entail. The historiographical point was
precisely to destabilise the politically correct vision of the 1980s Aboriginal woman as the neo-

«50—




MARCIA LANGTON

romantic heroine of the peoples’ struggles, and to deal with her ribaldry, sexuality and eco-
nomic ingenuity in theatrical attention to historical accuracies.To call this work a documentary,
as Hughes did, is both a disservice to Moffatt, to the genre, and to the work itself.

We find repeatedly in Moffatt's cinematic works this playful, hyper-realist rendering of sisterly
and familial, especially parent-daughter relations, in various forms of horror and irony. Especially

1A3039

in beDevil, as Laseur has observed, the difficulty of Moffatt's non-narrative approach con-
founded its audiences, precisely because of her intention to destabilise conventions:

beDevil signals itself as a text that sets out to disrupt normative reading practices: to confound,
muddle or spoil is to enact bedevilment. What needs to be asked here is: who is bedevilled? The
film’s title, I'd suggest, functions dialectically in addressing content and reading positions simultane-
ously. On the surface the stories are expressions of bedevilment: a missing Gl, a ghost train and
the mystery lovers.Yet on another level the stories are an ongoing interventionist practice into a
destabilising of white Australian history as a master narrative. More than simply evoking a different
(or ‘new’) set of voices, beDevil suggests the vital and ongoing processes of cultural definition and
redefinition. Each story embodies the transformation of specific historical moments."”

Laseur is most astute in her understanding of Moffatt's transformation of the Aboriginal tradi-
tion of orality in cinematic form:
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It is important, too, to account for the workings of internal logic (as opposed to an overt narrative
structuration) in the beDevil stories as a process of translating orality. A striking instance of this
bypassing of internal logic (often mistaken for textual logic) can be seen in the way critics swiftly
move to place beDevil alongside pre-existing discourses of Art History'®... The presentation of
cultural difference is absorbed and assimilated into existing canons. Commentators and critics have
made much of the film’s use of cinematic form at the level of sophisticated visual and aural stylisa-
tion.!? ... The technologies of visual reproduction (photography, cinema, video, and other visual art
media) have become the benchmark by which Moffatt's work is recognised and received. In fact, it is
the ‘painterly’ dimensions of this auteur which most often incite critical attention. References to Drys-
dale, Namatjira and Smart are seen as important cultural intertexts or icons of referentiality. Given
that beDevil is such a visually stunning piece of cinema, it is easy to overlook the oral tradition/
culture that (in)forms it. The mediums of the oral and the visual are fused in beDevil and should
not be regarded as separate moments for analysis. Moffatt is not trying to represent anything in a
formal sense and this is where mainstream critical judgement is problematic. An over-stressing of
the technical merits of the film detracts from its strong message or what Laleen Jayamanne has
termed the aesthetic of assimilation.®

In April 1989, Ginsberg documented number of Aboriginal media activists who worked with
the Special Broadcast Service (SBS) to develop a |3-part TV series devoted to Aboriginal
issues, called First In Line, the first prime time current affairs show in Australia to be hosted

by two Aboriginal people.?! The producers and crew were primarily Aboriginal, and con-
sulted with communities throughout Australia for items stressing the positive achievements of
Aborigines.? Yet, in time, this series was discontinued. An Aboriginal unit was established with
Rachel Perkins, a young Aboriginal woman, at its head. Perkins trained in Central Australia at
the Central Australia Aboriginal Media Association (CAAMA).

Rachel Perkins graduated from programming work from regional and local Aboriginal Media
Associations for national television to film-making proper. In 1992-93, she commissioned Blood
Brothers, a series she co-produced with film-maker Ned Lander: Broadcast in 1993, the series
of four one-hour documentaries each covered different aspects of Aboriginal history and cul-
ture. One was the award-winning documentary directed, written and produced by Rachel her-
self: Freedom Ride, a program about her father, the late Kwementyaye [Charles] Perkins, who

in 1965, as one of the first Aboriginal students at Sydney University, organised freedom rides’
to challenge the racist conditions under which Aboriginal people lived in rural towns in New
South Wales at that time. In discussing the film, Ginsburg notes its significance as it retraces
the history of this initial stage of the Aboriginal civil rights movement through the retrospec-
tive accounts by Perkins and his fellow protesters, both black and white, as they revisit the
places where they had carried out civil disobedience over twenty-five years ago. Using archival
footage, recreations of historical scenes, mixed with oral histories, and contemporary verité
footage, the documentary is powerful testimony to how political consciousness was created in
everyday experiences of discrimination, and transformed through direct action.*

Perkins’ feature film, Radiance (1998), based on a script by playwright Louis Nowra performed
in Australian theatres, follows the traumatic reunion of three sisters for their mother’s funeral
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and discovery of each other's painful remembering of their childhood experiences. Melodra-
matic and redolent with its theatrical origins, the film provides a stage for the dramatic skills of
three remarkable Indigenous actresses, including the award-winning Deborah Mailman.®

The familial narrative is of importance to numerous other Aboriginal woman film-makers.
Among them is the promising Erica Glynn whose works, My Bed Your Bed (1998) and
Redreaming the Dark (1998), were supported by the Indigenous Drama Intitiative (IDI) of the
Australian Film Commission (AFC). My Bed Your Bed (1998)** was written and directed by
Glynn and photographed by her brother Warwick Thornton. It is a contemporary story about
betrothal and the arrangement of marriage in Aboriginal society.

Fly Peewee Fly! (1995) was the first short film by the outstanding Sally Riley. Her latest film,
Confessions of a Headhunter (2000), was enthusiastically received by audiences. Several travel-
ling film festivals of young Indigenous film-makers funded by the AFC's IDI program have been
organised by the Australian Film Institute: From Sand to Celluloid, Shifting Sands, Crossing Tracks
and OnWheels (which included Riley’s Headhunter)?® Round Up (1995) and Saturday Night,
Sunday Morning (1999), both directed by Rima Tamou, must also be given a special place in the
history of Aboriginal women film-makers.

Darlene Johnson's first short film was the marvellous Two Bob Mermaid®® (1996). Johnson was
honoured?” for her documentary, Stolen Generations, written and directed by Johnson, and
produced by Tom Zubrycki. Screened by SBS, it details the history of the removal of Aboriginal
children from their parents, and draws together personal testimony of suffering and resistance,
stories of the experiences endured by survivors of Australia's ‘stolen generations’. The prac-
tice became commonplace and, in fact, government policy. Stolen Generations tells stories of
mothers who smeared their children with black clay, or held them over a fire to try to darken
their skin, or hid them in hollow logs, to avoid ‘welfare’ workers taking their children. It looks at
the perspectives of welfare officers charged with government policy implementation on the
practices of church and state. Archival footage, from newsreels and Film Australia documenta-
ries as well as other sources, is used. Johnson narrates the film, and her first hand experience,
and that of her family's shame flowing from these policies over generations, illustrates how
widespread the practice of child removal had become: barely an Aboriginal family was spared
the effect of these policies.

THE SETTLER STATE AND THE ABORIGINAL WOMAN’S EYE

For all of the critical analysis of cultural dynamics, Australia’s history remains that of a white
settler state, and the nature of its modern descendant hotly disputed: frontier or post-frontier
society? Liberal democracy or demotic autocracy of ‘ugliness and ordinariness’.?® Tom O’'Regan
is seduced by the traditional conflict between town and bush: This joyful parading of the
gauche can be seen as the celebration of frontier identity and manners flagrantly thrown in
the face of cosmopolitan sophistication’? While Australian films vicariously stage the cultural
cringe of the settler state to international audiences through ‘Bazza’ McKenzie and Crocodile
Dundee films (and, arguably, Strictly Ballroom, The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert
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and others), Australian audiences dream of themselves in colonial grandeur served by well-be-
haved ‘darkies’. In a survey of Australian ‘everyday cultures’, Benner, Emmison and Frow make
some disturbing findings:

... overwhelming majorities from each [age] cohort nominate American films as their favourites. Two
films out of the top 30 command an extraordinary amount of allegiance from the oldest cohort:
MGM’s production of Gone with the Wind which alone receives nearly 40 per cent of their total
preferences, and Twentieth Century Fox’s Sound of Music which attracts 20 per cent. Gone with
the Wind is also the most popular film for the two middle-aged cohorts, where it commands |7
and | | per cent of their top 30 film preference allocation respectively. The significance which the
older cohorts attribute to it marks it as the most popular film for the whole sample.3

Indigenous film does not and cannot compete with the global film industry of which these
two films are exemplary standards of the Hollywood imaginary. Against the fantastic locations
of mansions and manicured landscapes of the southern plantation and the Austro-Hungarian
Empire, the saccharine female characters disproving or proving their moral and feminine place
in their disintegrating aristocratic class milieux, Indigenous film-makers confront the Antipo-
dean frontier and the allocation of its rewards and punishments meted out in posthistorical
temporalities to its descendants.

Indigenous film and
video production,
rather, has taken up
the task, formerly liter-
ary, of challenging the
hegemonic represen-
tation of Aboriginal
people according to
the stereotypes and
tropes of the frontier,
colonial and neo-colo-
nial Australian imagina-
tion: the Empire talks
back>! Bryson, Burns
and Langton have
suggested that film as
much as literature ‘has
rendered its Aboriginal characters in particular formulaic ways in the national imagination to
satisfy the ceaseless demands of national identity construction and nationalistic differentiation
in the international arena’ 3 The tropes of the savage, noble or otherwise, the faithful compan-
ion, the criminal, the mendicant, the victim are typically cast against the valorous hero of the
outback, and other landscape and location stereotypes that are thought to typify the Austral-
ian experience. These racist conventions contrast starkly with the reality lived by the over-
whelmingly urban, Anglo-Australian middle class population. Filmic reflections of the Australian

FLY PEEWEE FLY
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national imaginary have bolstered a nostalgic cultural mythology, only occasionally contradicting
the colonial and national narratives.

We cannot find easy pathways to understanding the works of these women artists who have
been first in their field as Aboriginal film-makers. Their works are complex and mysterious,
unamenable to conventional analysis. Each of their works must be read in its own right as an
artistic work, drawing on all of our sociological and textual skills. | turn again to Laseur’s incisive
essay on Moffatt's beDevil to conclude:

... part of its strategy of transforming cultural meanings, (which appears to have been missed by
the critics) beDevil is a film that foregrounds aspects of race and gender. There is a continuing
attempt to rework previous stereotypical images that have come to signify difference as all-perva-
sive. The move away from futile questions concerning a positive/negative value of image is not what
is at stake here. beDevil ignores simple binary oppositions. Moffatt is not antagonistic to black/
white relations of power and dispossession in the binary sense, rather she is interested in a utiliza-
tion of the power of memory to reconstruct not an idyllic past, but a past that is strangely entangled
and caught up with present debates on what it is to be in the intersubjective sense of experience.
Her concerns are with the way in which the construction of race, identity, subjectivity and image

are interconnected through memory, place and story. The site of story and formation of subject are
inseparable in beDevil.A lack of recognition of this connectedness in the social world continues to
impede implementations, strategies and measures of Aboriginal policy making by delegated non-
Aboriginals.®

Art is required to bedevil those of us in the audience who seek to understand human experi-
ences by turning to stories so cleverly told by Tracey Moffatt, Rachel Perkins, Sally Riley, Dar-
lene Johnson and Erica Glynn, and other sisters of the Aboriginal nations.We find, nevertheless,
commonalities in their work: disturbing readings of colonial history, stark accounts of familial
trauma and connectedness, sometimes ironic sometimes gothic in their horror, and sometimes
both; transformations of orality and storytelling devices into cinematic forms; and throughout,
highly individualistic renderings of the cinematic technologies to represent their Aboriginal
stories as complex human encounters, as beguiling and distressing as any told.
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WHEN GIRLS GROW UPTO
BE CAMERAMEN

JANE CASTLE

It's late. The cast and crew have been working for sixteen hours and the producer’s hovering around
in the background with overtime rates running through her head like a virus. In front of the camera
is a key scene: the lead actress is about to reveal her character's vulnerable side, a side until now
well hidden. The camera operator knows she has to get it right. She checks the frame one last
time before the clapper-board cracks shut and twenty-six eyes are drawn, along with the camerg,
towards the delicate spectacle that quivers beside the bed in the artificial moonlight. As the camera
drifts steadily through the shadows a calm descends on the set. The focus is holding sharp, no
microphones disturb the clean lines of the frame and the actress is pulling out emotions she never
thought she had. The camera is halfway there when the operator feels something in her ear. It's
wet and impossible. It's the grip’s tongue. In her ear. Nauseated, she shoves him away with one
leg, trying to save the crucial shot as the film marches oblivious through the gate. From the corner
of the eye that's not still glued to the viewfinder she sees him beaming a message of victory to his
boys. Everything is once more as it should be despite, or perhaps because of, the fact that this is a
‘women’s’ film.

films when she went to the head of the Commonwealth Film Unit to ask for a job. Despite
applauding her for her exceptional cinematography she was told to go back to university;she
wouldn’t be strong enough to carry the cameras.While things have undoubtedly changed since

I n 1957 my mother, Lilias Fraser,wanted to be a cinematographer. She had already made two
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then, it is clear that there is still overwhelming gender inequality in the field of cinematography.
In the latest Encore directory,out of 263 Directors of Photography, | 6 are women.' In the Aus-
tralian Cinematographers Society women make up only three of 267 fully accredited members.?
The absence is so enduring that it has become almost ordinary. Just as a new crop of women
make the painstaking leap from camera assistant or film school to cinematographer at least the
same amount give up trying and the numbers stay low in a pattern of cyclical monotony. In the
circumstances, one cannot help but ask what is it about a practice that goes to such lengths
to maintain a ‘liberal arts’ image that engenders such a conspicuously acceptable exclusion?

Holding the cool, metallic weight of a motion picture camera can be intoxicating. There’s a
feeling of having in your hands the means with which to express the way you see the world
as the film set falls into line behind you, mutating in the wake of your gaze. But feelings can
be misleading. It took me a long time to realise that the machine in my hands was really a
phantom belonging to someone else, somewhere else. Far from the neutral tool of obser-
vation that it is often made out to be, the motion picture camera is an environment in
which the exclusion of women is constantly elaborated. Embedded in its design are agendas
unequivocally geared towards the satisfaction of stereotypical masculinist desires; the desire
to know and the desire to control.

It is no surprise that the major advances in motion picture technology were made by men
seeking to define the physical world.The desire to know through the act of definition has
been central to Western, masculinist sciences, philosophies and histories since Plato. That
this vision has been central to those endeavours makes the camera merely a logical exten-
sion of that trajectory. The problem with such a powerful system of knowledge production
being in the hands of one group of people to the exclusion of others cannot be underesti-
mated. These knowledges form the foundations of our values and our belief systems; they
underscore every action we take as human beings in the world.While they appear to be
universal and value free they represent, unequivocally, the interests of the white, straight,
capitalist, male body.With the appearance of gender neutrality these fictions weave them-
selves into the social fabric and in the process women'’s experiences are distorted and
dismissed. Meanwhile, those knowledges remain unavailable for contestation; they resist
being called into account.
]
The short, black pop-star is transfixed by his own image as he stares into the monitor. Next to him is a
Puerto Rican teenager dressed as an Egyptian princess. She is practicing her belly dancing moves. She’s
really thin because she’s bulimic. The focus puller arches away from her as she draws the tape meas-
ure to her face so she doesn't have to smell her rancid vomit-breath. The music starts up.The camera
operator and the camera assistant bend their knees so that the singer can look a bit taller than he
really is. The not-so-short-any-more pop-star's face fills the screen as he sings, fixing the audience with
that trademark sexy-bad-boy gaze. His manager, who is standing beside the camera, nods his head in
approval. This song just might make him a rich man. Not far into the first chorus the singer makes his
fingers into the shape of a gun which he points directly down the lens.The camera assistant adeptly
pulls focus to them. It looks really good. The manager notices that the belly dancer’s breasts are looking
particularly good as they bounce around in that skimpy Egyptian bikini top. Enthused, he tells the cin-
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ematographer to tilt down to them
but she pretends that she can’t
hear him above the blaring music.
She keeps the camera tight on the
singer’s face. It doesn't matter, the
breasts will be seen soon enough.
Knowing the camera must follow
him as he sings, the pop-star takes
the audience on a tour of the belly
dancing woman'’s body. He curves
down past her taut stomach,
hovers close to her crotch, then
moves slowly up towards her
breasts where he lingers with the
camera throughout the rest of
the chorus. Halfway through the
last verse he once more makes
his hand into a gun. This time he
points it towards the head of the
belly dancer, directing her down-
wards. With great skill she gyrates
towards the floor until finally her
mouth is just about in line with
and facing his groin. She appears
disinterested as he thrusts in time
to the music; his gun still pointed
at her head. As the song draws to
a close the singer removes his gun
from her head and she moves back
up to his level. His gun turns back
into a hand that reaches out to
hold the belly dancer’s hand. United, they turn away from the camera and disappear into the cloud of
smoke that puffs in from the fog machine in the distance.

WISVYEA SVINIM YIHAVYDOLVIWANID ¥IINOId

Cameras are not eyes. Nor are they extensions of them.There are subtle but significant
differences between the two.While both eyes and cameras receive and distort visual mes-
sages, the control of the camera by only a few and its ability to project its images towards
a potentially infinite audience makes it clear that cinematography is not about a kind of
passive vision.That the camera is shaped and often used like another nomadic instrument
of control, the gun, is no accident and the recent appearance on the market of the weapon
that records an image of its victims while shooting them with real ammunition is testament
to the complicity between the two.? Both technologies are about arresting the flow of
events, about making a mark, about controlling subjects.Which may also explain why cin-
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ematography is commonly described as ‘shooting’, rather than ‘taking’ or ‘receiving’.When
something is shot, its complex and delicate truths are obliterated as it is wrenched from

its context by the frame that is placed around it. With cameras, cinematographers unmake
real-world relatedness in order to push other agendas. As mobile, invisible knowledge crea-
tion machines they facilitate the ongoing division of the world according to traditional bina-
ries; the world in front of the lens becomes natural, female, and passive; the world behind it,
cultural, male, and active.

With its connotations of ejaculatory domination, shooting ultimately brings up questions
about the relationship of cinematography to masculinist (hetero)sexuality. Both motion
picture technology and sexuality are sites where the stereotypical versions of masculinist
domination and control can be acted out through the denial of mutual consent and reci-
procity. The synchronicity with which the birth of the camera coincided with the ascend-
ancy of European colonisation is telling. Just as the desire for economic control motivated
the expansion of European industries and culture geographically, so too the desire for
control of representational reality was expressed through the production of cinematic
space.That the two continue in relationships of such energetic symbiosis merely signifies
their potency.

While in retrospect the development of the motion picture camera towards these ends
seems natural, it is important to remember that this machine was developed towards the
realisation of very particular objectives. Is it inconceivable that, instead of a unidirectional
system of definition geared towards the empowerment of those behind the lens, the
camera might have been designed to facilitate more mutual and reciprocating forms of com-
munication? Certainly, as Sadie Plant has argued, the development of digital technology and
cyberspace shows that technologies are not fundamentally linear, definitive or oppressive in
nature.* Neither are they intrinsically masculinist. They usually, however, work to maintain
and strengthen the status quo rather than challenge it and the motion picture camera is no
exception.
]
The skinny, bright, young girl is the clapper-loader and she’s doing really well, especially considering
this is her first film. In fact she's been perfect until the moment when she thought she had a minute
to catch up on her camera sheets and is a quarter of a second too slow. Suddenly, everyone's barking
quick come on step on it mark it hurry up. The words hit her like a slap in the face. Someone sighs.
Money-time is running out and the space of Supreme Importance, the space in front of the lens, is
waiting. The clapper-loader snaps into her body like an elastic band and gallops towards the camera.
On the way, her foot catches on the edge of a metal box that is six inches out of place and her body
slams hard against the concrete. Everyone hears her elbow crunch.They all watch as a lens plops out
of the box and rolls insidiously along the ground.As the girl collects her trembling limbs the production
manager wonders how much the excess will be if the fragile glass inside the lens is shattered. The
woman doing continuity goes over to help the girl but she doesn’t need help thanks but no thanks
I'm ok. She is sober and her eyes are filled with hate. These are the people she will despise until she
is hard enough to be one of them.This is a women'’s film and this is how we train women so they can
work on real films.
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There is little room for human error on a film set.As | moved from camera assistant to
director of photography | saw myself become part of a system that was happy to run
roughshod over anyone or anything that got in the way. | found myself demanding that |
turn myself and others into ruthless machines of speed and precision, not because | was a
born dictator but because that is simply what the system demands of its component parts,
human or otherwise. My initial presumption of a reasonable, humane working environment
was simply one of the many notions that | had to give up in order to become part of the
film-making machine.

Like any other investment enterprise, it is the economic bottom-line that strips the system
of its tolerance, no matter what the budget.The huge costs involved make the time-money
equation the premise from which decisions are made, and the container in which pro-
duction is carried out. Out of apparent necessity, working relationships on a film set are
modeled on the archetypal military unit and power is distributed pyramidally.As it is largely
men who sit at the top of the corporations that finance, distribute and exhibit commercial
release films, these systems become, quite literally, patriarchal. Filtering down through the
ranks are the values of the men who themselves have learnt the hard way how to climb to
the top of equally hierarchical corporate systems. Eventually these values find expression in
the real, human relationships on a film set.

One of the unspoken rules that helps to keep these hierarchies in place is that the higher
one gets, the more one must pledge allegiance to the (usually male) bodies and ideologies
at the top. This means that a woman or a man moving up through the system, rather than
being able to change that system, gets caught in the trap of having to support it, whether
knowingly or not. It is for this reason that an agenda that pushes only for equal numbers,
without taking into account the systemic changes needed to make that very goal attainable,
is bound to fall short. Unless women (and men) are able and willing to ‘become like men’

in the most narrow sense of the term, that is, operate according to masculinist paradigms
of domination, then they cannot help but be disbarred from sites of power on a film set, of
which the camera is one.

The irony, of course, is that despite all this apparent rigidity, the official pecking order has

a habit of becoming surprisingly flexible when subject to other, more powerful hierarchies.
This dynamic becomes particularly apparent when women reach positions of power on a
film set only to find that, somehow, ‘the boys’ are still in control.> Clearly, another hierarchy
is in operation. Impinging on the artificial realignments of the film crew are the ubiquitous,
unequal relations between women and men that are played out in so many other realms.
What makes their effect so potent on a film shoot is that the core muscular and technical
power, without which the production could not steam ahead, still resides squarely in the
grip and gaffer departments that, in Australia, remain almost one hundred per cent male.
For a film shoot to continue unhindered these departments must be kept happy with what-
ever it takes, from wrap beers to cajolery, the usual means by which those with contingent
power get what they need from those whose power is more comprehensive.
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Despite these conditions, the notion that film-making is a process of artistic collaboration
remains very attractive and lends weight to the currently popular idea that media images
are like 2 mutating virus controlled not by a monolithic, patriarchal power but through the
myriad connections they make when they come into contact with the world.® The particu-
lar problem with seeing the media in this way, however, is that it minimises the way in which
power expresses itself through representation and, in turn, how images are stripped of their
political content when appropriated by media-makers. Most importantly, it ignores the link
between media images and the financial interests that make possible their existence in the
first place.

One might be forgiven for assuming that the film-making process nurtures a benign, interac-
tive transmission of images and ideas; in their dual identities as both audience and maker,
film workers labour at the very point of ‘infection’ with their hands-on input into the end
product. It is on the set of a film, however, that hierarchical relations rule out the possibility
of any truly viral process.The only sort of personal politics that can exist on a shoot are
the interpersonal gestures incidental to the dominant lines of power that hold a film set
together.Any other sort of collaboration is far too unpredictable and time-consuming and
can only ever operate as an unequal exchange that flows ever upward as crew members
offer ‘up’ creative or technical (but never political, ethical or process oriented) suggestions
to their superiors, who may accept or reject them according to the ultimate goals of the
film. If my input threatens to destabilise the system, the only direction in which | can move
is downwards and out.

In such an environment there is little opportunity for one to take responsibility for the long
term cultural and political effects of one’s labour, if those effects can be seen at all. How,
within this machine, does one reclaim the right to be a fully conscious, locatable human
being with a sense of personal integrity? It is here that the issue of authorial absence arises
once more.To enter the machine that labours so vigorously to remain behind the screen
one must become anonymous behind the wallpaper credits that play to empty theatres in
the wake of a film.The net result is a productive process that is loath to be held account-
able for the material effects of its productions.

As with the motion picture camera, the production system appears both natural and
inevitable, yet both technologies have embedded within them agendas geared towards the
fulfillment of very particular goals. Like the camera, the productive process has evolved to
prioritise historically masculinist desires over the needs and desires of women. It is not by
chance that the film industry calls upon cinematographers to decide between choosing to
be a mother and choosing a career in film.When a cinematographer commits herself to a
film she is at the mercy of a machine which, despite the discipline it requires of its workers,
is more often than not unwieldy, if not out of control when it comes to its own needs. Its
inability to cope with or acknowledge a woman’s capacity and/or desire to have children,
the most ‘unproductive’ of progeny, is the ultimate disincentive. Unless she is lucky enough
to find a partner who will take on a large part of her child’s upbringing, a cinematographer
who is also a mother will find her career severely compromised.
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They have filmed the model walking. Now they will film her running. Generic girl stuff that will be cut
in with the boy stuff later. What will she wear? A few outfits are tried but nothing seems to work. She
looks a bit silly, all dressed up in that run-down street. Hang on, let's have a look at her in @ man’s
shirt, says the stylist. A big, white one, says the cinematographer. Everyone scrambles for a big, white
shirt, which is finally wrenched off the back of the production assistant and given to the model. Now,
says the cinematographer, let's see how she looks in just the shirt and her underpants. Bare-foot, adds
the director. There is an almost pause before another scramble takes place. The record company man
looks on doubtfully from where he's standing with the performer, who's smiling because he’s getting
the chance to look at a half-dressed, pretty girl. If he plays his cards right, maybe he can fuck her later.
Oh god thinks the director, seeing the record company man looking doubtful, | hope we can make this
scene work. She goes over to the refreshment table for a diet-coke. The caffeine helps her think. When
she comes back a look has begun to emerge. Now, what if we have her running down the street, says
the director. Knowing that running always looks good in slow-motion, the cinematographer says, in slow-
motion! As if slow-motion running was something that hadn't been done a thousand times before, but
anyway, she’s really saying it for the benefit of the record company man who now just looks annoyed.
The make-up woman looks sceptical and studies the surface of the side-walk. She spots a piece of
broken glass, which she picks up and waves forebodingly in the air. She points out that the model might
cut her feet if she's forced to run bare-foot down the street. The director groans and rolls her eyes. The
cinematographer, not to be daunted in the making of great art, curtly asks the first assistant director
to get someone to sweep the side-walk. Without having to be told, the props guy goes off to get his
broom with tired professionalism. Maybe he should have stuck to painting after all, he thinks, as he
sweeps the debris into the gutter. The camera assistant raises his seen-this-too-many-times-before
eyebrows and perfunctorily flicks the speed control from 25fps to 50fps. He is slowly getting the shits,
but reminds himself that speaking up is not worth his while. He looks at his watch. In two hours he
will be going into overtime.

They are ready for a take. Most of the crew have made themselves comfortable in the back of the
camera vehicle which drives alongside the woman as she runs down the street. The shot is looking
good. The white shirt is flapping in the wind, sometimes revealing the model’s smooth, flat stom-
ach. But the director is not happy. She whispers something to the cinematographer, then yells at
the woman to look over her shoulder every so often. In fear, shouts the cinematographer, not really
knowing why. In panic, she corrects, feeling that panic would look even better than fear, but still not
knowing why. At last the scene is working. It's working because it's a new version of an old story. She
is beautiful and she is damned.And rape is in the air.As the camera rolls and the record company
man smiles his approval, the cinematographer has the funny feeling that while she’s seen this
before, she’s also just made something new. Or something. It's almost as if the images are moving
through her without her knowledge. Who knows what else is down there? Or somewhere.

There have been countless situations in which | have found myself contributing to stere-
otypical and distorted images of women; images that crept up on me while | wasn’t paying
attention, images that are everywhere and anywhere no matter where you work. Whether
| wanted to or not, whether | knew | was doing it or not, it was almost impossible to

resist the constant cycling of phallocentric imagery whenever | worked in the mainstream.
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Inevitably, the reality remains that cinematographers are both consumers and producers of
cultural imagery; sure enough, the virus is alive and well but rather than mutating, it is stuck
in a cycle of self-reproduction.

Had | refused to take part in the creation of these images there is no question that my
career would have been limited and | never would have seen what it was really like at the
‘top-end’ of production. Just my luck those images have not let me sleep. As | rode the
endless flow of choices between lenses, filters, lights, compositions and apertures, there
was constant tension between the woman | was creating for the screen and the woman
with her eye to the viewfinder; between the woman rearranged to fit acceptable narrative
formulas and the woman at the mercy of very real social relations. The unspoken rules that
determine how the world should be seen, particularly in the mainstream, belong to a set of
formulas that are not hard to get the hang of, especially when one is constantly brought to
task for ignoring them. One of those formulas dictates how all ‘good’ women should look:
beautiful, weightless, their skins unblemished. How, in such a system, does one remain faith-
ful to some barely articulated ideal of how a woman might be seen, one that declares differ-
ence while avoiding the minefield of female stereotypes? To what extent must one become
male, white and straight in order to gain entry into the sanctified realm of the camera? Is
this what it takes for girls to become cameramen?

The energetic relation that continues to drive these issues away from rather than toward
resolution is, of course, the dynamic interdependence of phallocentrism and the flow of
capital; the age old alliance that with the help of corporatised communication networks has
only recently achieved new heights of global influence. In this context, it is interesting to
note that until the early 1920s the motion picture camera was, to a limited extent, acces-
sible to women and a range of politically diverse others.” In America, film-makers such as
Dorothy Arzner, Alice Guy Blache and Lois Weber were for a short period amongst the
most prolific film-makers in Hollywood.® Less than two decades on, however, the space
around the camera had begun to contract.As the investment potential of the cinema was
seen, the motion picture camera moved into the hands of businessmen with the capital to
create and maintain oligarchies, and vertically integrated production, distribution and exhibi-
tion machines began to take hold. Gone was a decentralised, low cost industry with the
flexibility to exhibit a range of ideological positions; in its place came a closed and conserv-
ative system geared towards the interests of capital accumulation.

It is no surprise that women have been increasingly excluded as the film and television
industries have become more firmly intertwined with the capitalist dynamic; the economic
realm is just one of many sites of power from which women’s exclusion continues to be
endemic. Even the energetic intervention that feminists made into the mainstream in the
1970s and 1980s has by and large been absorbed into the juggernaut. Subjected to claims
that they had achieved their goals, programmes designed to support and train women so
they could create their own, authentic cinema were terminated well before their time.’
Feminism, appropriately distorted, is now merely sold back to us as just another fashion
accessory.
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The cost of assimilation

has been great.At one end
of the spectrum are the
women excluded from
access to funding because
they are not content to
acquiesce to a paradigm that
remains overwhelmingly
phallocentric. At the other
are the film-makers who
persevere in the mainstream
on the condition that they
refrain from challenging its
orthodoxy.Too few are the
handful of sophisticated and
resourceful film-makers who
have managed to negotiate
the production and exhibi-
tion of an authentic cinema
despite these constraints.
To some extent, the barren
terrain explains the plethora
of awkward and ambiguous
compromises that women
directors, writers and pro-
ducers continue to make

as they attempt to squeeze
a few truths into what are
largely formulaic offerings
towards the masculinist gaze.
For the handful of women cinematographers who, like myself, have been inspired enough by
the medium to attempt a career in the mainstream industry, there is little to celebrate.
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More than anything, the problem is one of perception.The trouble starts in the darkness
when you are taken away and transformed by the truly revolutionary power of cinema in

its purest form.When you emerge squinting into the sunlight it is almost impossible to
comprehend that the wonderful dream you just had could be subject to such primitive
constraints as free-market capitalism and a patriarchy so out of fashion that there are no
acceptable words left with which to describe it. The problem becomes truly life-threatening
when, so enlivened, you charge towards the film industry convinced that film-making is an
environment for real expression and creativity of thought. Ultimately, it’s not so much about
the constraints of the industry but about not being able to see it for what it is.
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Her legs are spread wide open. Underneath her are the words: ‘Eat Bitch’. She's on the front of the
best-boy’s sleeveless t-shirt. The second assistant director feels the anger burn her insides as it flashes
past her again and again. How dare he, she thinks, but the fear in her throat keeps sending the anger
back down. Sometime during the morning’s work the anger gets the better of the fear and she decides
she’s going to tell him to take it off. She couldn't live with herself if she didn't. He's over at the catering
table getting a second helping of dessert when she goes to ask him, then tell him, to take it off. He
smiles at her with calm disgust before informing her that no-one, especially not an uppity 2nd AD, is
going to tell him what he can and cannot wear.As the lump in her throat threatens to choke her and
the hotness rises behind her eyes she tries to explain how the shirt makes her feel, what it means to
women, and finally, how she will go higher if he doesn't take it off. But her words fumble over each other
in frustration and loss and he walks off while she is still talking. He goes to the back of the truck where
the rest of the boys are hanging out. She can hear their laughter bouncing off the walls of the set as
she pretends to catch up on her notes. She will not cry. Will not. After lunch the best-boy returns to set
with the same shirt on, only now it has a small piece of gaffer tape over the woman's cunt. He has
made his statement and it is about censorship. Censorship is bad, everyone knows that.And anyway, he
will not be ordered around by some rabid dyke feminist. Bitch. The men don't talk to her for the rest of
the shoot, which makes her job kind of difficult, almost impossible really. The women don’t completely
ignore her but walk around her, avoid eye contact and get really busy whenever she comes over. The
latest joke on set is about her: I'd have to have a sex change to fuck her’. She feels like she’s been
cut in half, dissected. She feels like she has no mouth, for every word she utters is seen and not heard.
She decides that she will never, ever do that again. The film set is not a place for personal politics. It's
a place for making movies, sweetheart. In the coming years she will learn how not to see that sort of
thing, how to get on with the job. Soon she will spend her evenings lining her nose with cocaine in the
back of the truck with the boys after work. It won't be long before it's her own laughter that bounces
around the set in search of foolish young women who think they can change the world. Eventually, she
will find herself in a place with a little more control and a little more respect. When she gets there, she
might still have to stop herself from saying what she thinks but by then she'll have forgotten what it
was she thought until, eventually, she may not even think it any more.

The issue that these dynamics constantly point towards is silence.The fact that women
work in the film industry is no guarantee that they are no longer being silenced—or silenc-
ing themselves in order to remain within that industry. In this context it may be of value

to read women’s under-representation in the critical areas of the film industry not simply
as an imposed condition to which they are subject but as a communication, as a sign that
many women are simply not prepared to make the political, ethical and life-style compro-
mises necessary to advance towards what can only ever be superficial positions of creative,
technical and occupational power.Their absence indicates that a uni-directional career path
in the film industry is not the most important or desirable thing that many women want in
life. It is no news that working in the film industry involves severe sacrifices when it comes
to one’s time, one’s body and one’s head space.While these losses are compensated to a
certain degree by high wages they are not things that can be bought back with dollars at
the end of the day. Nor are they in any way comparable in material terms to such amor-

«66_




JANE CASTLE

phous and historically gendered practices centered around the act of ‘caring’ that continue
to be undervalued in both monetary and cultural terms.

In the beginning | just wanted to be a cinematographer. Mesmerised, | wanted to make
images that would challenge and transform.When | first felt that buzz of fear and excite-
ment that comes from being at the heart of the seeing machine | had no idea that to remain
within that center | would have to forget how to see the world through my own eyes and
learn to see it, instead, through the eyes of another. Over the years, | became aware of my
gender, of my difference and of my exclusion. Now, despite the limitations, | realise that

the question is not whether women should work inside or outside the system, but how to
register an authentic presence despite it.

Notes
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WHEN WORLDS COLLIDE
working mothers in the post-
production industry

VIRGINIA MURRAY

women working in the film industry.‘Devastating’, is the most familiar description

The purpose of this chapter is to examine some of the effects of motherhood for

of the effect of what these days has become a normal expectation: to have a child

and maintain a career.VWhat happens to these women? How do they cope? What are their

hopes and aspirations? This study seeks
to examine the complex and chang-
ing relationship between work and life
through the subjective experiences of
three women with children and their
efforts to maintain careers in the film
industry.

The women were interviewed sepa-

rately in their homes in November 1999.

Though fairly unstructured, the inter-
views covered a similar range of ques-
tions. All the women were living with

S661 ‘aANSSI

AYLSNANI NOISIAIT3L ANV W14 V SI 33D aTIHD,

QI 1LILYILSOd TVD ATUHD ‘SINMVH HONOJ

“YIHIVIDOLOHd ‘NOISSINWOD Wld NVITVYLSNY
JHL 40O NOISSIWNYId AN FHL HLIM A3LNINdIY

69



WOMENVISION

their partners, two of whom also worked in the film industry, and all had two children with
ages ranging between 3 and 10.

Clare, Kristin and Jane work in post-production, mainly as picture editors but editing sound
also. Post-production was chosen for several reasons. Editing is traditionally the most
common entry point into the non-production side of the film industry for women,' and
while it can be seen as a microcosm of the film industry, the introduction of non-linear edit-
ing systems over the last 10 years means it has been subject to considerable technological
change. Change is a constant feature in many workplaces outside the film industry, so these
women’s responses are useful in contextualizing their life and work experiences with those
of the wider community.

The Australian Film Commission’s 1987 Report on Women in Australian Film,Video and Televi-
sion Production asked their sample of 386 women why they had entered the film industry.
Over 70 per cent of the respondents gave their primary motivations as the desire to do
something creative and the need for an interesting job.2 The women | spoke to fitted this
pattern.They came into the film industry in order to be creative and wanted to do interest-
ing, exciting work. All had postgraduate qualifications, two had fine art backgrounds and
one, Kristin, had wanted to get into film for years.They gravitated towards the ‘hands on’
nature of editing.

The women entered the film industry in the early to mid 1980s. At that time, editing hadn’t
really changed much since the early days of motion pictures. It was very much a tactile
craft. Film was handled and cut on Steenbecks and the apprenticeship system of watching
an editor work was the way editing was learnt.Within two years all the women were cut-
ting small shows, some of them their own material, and experiencing the creative satisfac-
tion they had been looking for. All voiced similar sentiments to Kristin who said, ‘After
assisting, it [editing] was just fabulous. It was just wonderful, a bit of a responsibility ...
Having found this satisfaction was possible, they identified with their occupations to the
point where it was obvious that their sense of self-esteem was tightly bound up with their
achievements as editors.

’

There are only a small number of occupations and professions capable of generating a huge
personal commitment and more than a few of these are in the film industry.The freelance,
project-based nature of the industry, where employment is based on reputation and ability
to get the job done, lends itself to extremely long hours. Fifty to sixty hours per week is
standard on film shoots, but in post-production where time (and money) is running out,
100 hour weeks or higher are common. In the very masculine culture of sound post-pro-
duction’ the ability to cope with these hours is a source of pride, similar to the industrial
shop floor (and many film shoots), where the ability to work in difficult, dangerous condi-
tions is ‘the material for a crude pride, for the mythology of masculine reputation—to be
strong and be known for it’.* There are frequent boasts of the number of hours worked
at a stretch. In Melbourne during the 1980s one sound post-production house used to
proudly claim,“We never close’, and indeed they didn’t until everyone’s marriages started
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falling apart. In order to succeed in this competitive culture, one not only accepts the
conditions but if possible works even harder than one’s fellow workers. The easiest quanti-
fier of commitment is the number of hours worked, which of course becomes part of the
self-perpetuating cycle. In this situation it’s easy for one’s social life to revolve around work.
Jane found it hard to maintain a life outside.

The hours were long and there really wasn't any time to have a break ... | rarely took a lunch
break and I also had a life outside of work and it was sort of expected in some ways you didn't ...
the male assistant would get there at eight in the morning and stay till whenever, because he really
didn’t have a lot going on in his life, but | had a relationship and | wanted to go home ... If

there was something to be done [you'd be expected to stay back] and then even if there wasn't,

it was often like, have a drink in the office, which sometimes | enjoyed but | just didn’t want to

do that on a regular basis.

Long hours aside, Jane enjoyed the freelance lifestyle.“You can work for blocks of time and
very hard work and then you have time with no income and you sort of make up for it and
you travel ... which is great before children’.

Kristin, Jane and Clare all had their first child in their early to mid 30s, in keeping with

the trend for career-minded women to start their families later. By then they had all been
working in post-production for six to nine years and were beginning to reap the career
benefits of long-term professionals. As Clare says, ‘| was seeing it as a career.The jobs were
getting bigger and | was trying to advance myself ... and | had become interested in being a
director ...| thought | could be an editor as well’.

While their pregnancies weren’t planned, they had all expected they would have children
at some point, and it was here they diverged sharply from the normal pattern for women
working in the film industry. The three Australian Film Commission surveys on women in
the film industry (1983, 1987, 1992) show 76—83 per cent of women working in the film
industry do not have responsibility for children.® In a culture with such a high level of
female childlessness it is not surprising that children are not publicly acknowledged and
their existence more or less denied. Jane felt it strongly.

| was very self-conscious about the baby. Very.And | was also very self-conscious about being
pregnant. ‘Cause | worked through both of my pregnancies and | would never make an issue of the
fact that | was pregnant, because | just felt that being in that industry, it is fairly male dominant,

you have high expectations about performing and for me to be walking around feeling tired or being
pregnant just didn’t seem appropriate ... I'd still carry all the film up the stairs to the point where
| got very pregnant and it was silly. It was difficult ... |just felt it was better to keep those things
to yourself really. Why make an issue of it?

The women interviewed became parents with the idea that it would affect their working

lives to some degree, but as Kristin said, You get absolutely shocked at how full on it is,
how your life completely changes’. Clare was on a career roll—she had edited a feature
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and just made a prize winning short film—but there were no visible role models on how
freelance editing and motherhood could be combined. Now, suddenly she felt completely
dislocated.

| didn't have any idea how I'd ever manage again. | thought | don't know how to do it ...
because I couldn’t justify the hours ... [ just was really confused ... | couldn't go and look
for a feature film editing job now because | couldn’t commit to six months, | 2 months of a 100
plus hours a week with a baby.

Moreover, Clare was completely unprepared for how others in the film industry now saw
her. She had stopped working, but to her mind she was still an editor and film-maker ‘on
hold’. The presumption that she was no longer a participant in the industry because she
had a baby hit hard.

They would just talk to me about the baby and they would ask me if | was pregnant again and I'd
say no, are you? ... but it's really crushing ... and they've got their dicks out talking about their own
ideas and you're not allowed to get your dick out ... (they think) that you can’t have a child and still
have a brain ... these people thought ... | was an airhead ... | was just a breeding machine now
... you just want to shoot them basically.

VM - Were they interested in your future projects?
No, not at all, not at all, not at all. | was now somebody to tell.

Kristin felt she couldn’t compete as an editor any longer.

| think it really affected my confidence as far as getting film work, | just thought I'm never going to
get [work] ... Somehow you've got to drive through all of that traffic to get to the creche ...
you've got to do all that ... get there by five—thirty, six o'clock at the very latest, and | just thought,
no one’s going to give me an editing job where | leave at four-thirty.

Kristin and Clare both have husbands in the film industry working the same long hours they
had done before they had children.The long hours meant that one parent was going to

have to stay with the children and by now both husbands were doing better financially than
their wives.‘And it seems likely that as long as men continue to earn more than women,
pragmatic considerations will continue to keep the man at his job and the women with the
young children’.¢ While both Clare and Kristin continue to work whenever they can, Clare
describes the current situation.

There’s that thing that my work ... [my husband] says it's not true ... but my work is more
sporadic and I'm not the major breadwinner, so it is true that it's on a lower level of value, so

| have to down tools to fit in with the children’s needs ... that's the thing that’s hard, that
you've got to do everything.
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This pattern is very common across all occupations with working parents, and the cycle is
self-perpetuating. While the women have primary responsibility for the children it is unlikely
they will ever earn more than their husbands, so they will continue to be the ones whose
work takes lower priority.

Jane, Clare and Kristin have spent the majority of their working lives in the film industry

as freelancers.This accords with the 1992 AFC survey showing freelancers as the biggest
employment classification.” The nature of freelance employment means there is always pres-
sure to accept a job whenever it is offered. Personal circumstances must be worked around
the job and not discussed publicly. Of course this affects men as well as women, but as
women have primary responsibility for family matters, they bear the brunt of this attitude.
Any intrusion from outside life into the ‘real’ world of film labels that person as unable to
cope and a probable liability for future employment. Jane’s narrative below shows the stress
inherent in trying to maintain this ideal.

| did take a job two months after my first baby was born. | had an editing machine at home and
that would seem like a good situation, but with a young baby | still was trying to put in an 8 or 10
hour day on that machine. It was quite difficult. | was working with women but these were women
without children ... even though there was a tolerance, there wasn't a lot of room to move around
the child and | was quite strictly trying to work my hours around those women ... and (to) have
someone trying to be in the house with the baby because there was no way | could work with the
baby anywhere near me and feed and express at lunch time ... When you had clients or had
people you were working with and the baby was crying, there was no way you felt comfortable to go
to that baby. | had a meeting with Film Victoria once, and there were all the heads who were coming
to look at the film, and that particular day my mother was away, and my husband was somewhere
else, and | was at the point where | was running around to the neighbours trying to find somebody
to hold the baby while | had this meeting.

Clare now finds that with children the once enjoyable on/off pattern of freelance work
is 2 major drawback.

You might work blocks and manage, but the time down is not really a holiday, it's more worrying
where the next job is going to be and | don't see that as a very satisfactory sort of existence.

| can't plan anything around my kids on a regular basis because one week I'm working and the
next week I'm not.

Kristin comments on how even a short job is a major upheaval.‘lf you had a permanent job,
instead of being a freelancer, you could employ someone two days a week to bring them
[the children] home, so that at least they are coming home straight after school, but when

’

you're doing a month here and there ..." .
The quest for regular hours means the women have had to rethink their careers. Jane is

editing corporate documentaries so that she doesn’t have to travel to location but she
finds them unsatisfying. I'm looking at other alternatives at the moment, like producing, like
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maybe teaching ... just looking at other ways of having more stability and regular hours in
my life. Regularity is the key thing’. Both Kristin and Clare see writing as a possibility. Kristin
is doing a script course and Clare is writing projects to develop as a director with her hus-
band, a producer. Having children has forced her to develop new skills.

| think [since the kids] I'm better than ever because it's just about negotiation isn't it, and raising
children teaches you all manner of getting out of tricky situations in terms of negotiation.You have
to get them through all these tantrums, and you think actors are easy compared to this, and in

a lot of ways they are.

Over the last 10 years the post-production industry has gone through a technological
revolution. For Kristin, Jane and Clare the timing was unfortunate. Jane’s first child was still
a baby and she was overseas with her husband around the time that non-linear editing
systems started to take over. ‘| really missed the boat being two years away from all that.
And once you'’ve had a child you sort of do get into that mode of ... [it’s] not as though
you're incompetent ... your energies are so much elsewhere, that it was challenging to get
back in’. Kristin, now starting to go for jobs as an editor after a break of eight years, sees
the new technologies as a barrier.

It immediately makes me feel less confident. I'm competing with people who have been working
in the last few years at least and so they've been dealing with the technology that's around at
the moment ... like DVC cameras for example. | can't really on-line as an editor on an Avid.

| don't know how to use Media 100s yet ... it does actually colour the way you approach
them (potential employers).

The rapid turnover of new technology and the constant unfamiliarity with new systems
adds another layer of stress and insecurity to freelance work. Jane is always having to
learn on the job.

Every day | go to work and there’s always something new that | have to know that | don't know ...
like Photoshop that | don’t know and | need to know for work, | need to know all this extra scanning
stuff ... there is always that thing of ‘Will | perform? Will | be able to do this?’

The presence of children means the women have a different set of priorities. Time is a pre-
cious commodity belonging to the children whenever possible.The women are aware this
cuts sharply against the dominant mode of thinking in the film industry, which assumes that
one’s work is one’s life. The attitude towards new technology is a good example of the way
the freelance industry functions. It is generally accepted that workers learn new systems in
their own time just as most job networking is done having a drink after work hours. Eve-
ryone understands a freelance industry is predicated on competitive advantage. If someone
chooses not to do this, that is their choice, so the thinking goes. But for these women such
strategies are out of the question. Most women working with dependent children are in

a no-win position, squeezed from both sides. There is no choice about looking after their
children; they must do it. Child care centres close at six pm sharp and there are fines and
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heavy penalties for late parents,® not to mention the guilt of facing a distraught child. At the
same time there is the constant anxiety of not being able to put in the perceived necessary
hours at work, in addition to the stress of trying to meet performance expectations while
flying blind on new equipment. Understandably a sense of being unable to perform at the
expected level, whether real or imaginary, leads to feelings of inadequacy and a consequent
loss of self-esteem. Clare, Jane and Kristin’s narratives all reveal a common theme—severe
loss of self-confidence in their work since the birth of their children.And in the film indus-
try, confidence is everything.

It is no surprise then that their attitude towards the film industry has changed. Kristin feels
more ambivalent towards it.

Since having children I've sort of regretted entering the film industry because it's so incompatible
with having children, but since going back and working in film again I've started to develop a bit
more of that ambition that | had before. | think when you're out of it for a while you sort of lose it,
but I don't feel as obsessed with it as a lot of people are.

The Australian Film Commission’s 1983 survey of women in the film industry contained
an interesting section on women who saw themselves as no longer working in film.This
group was 28 per cent of the total sample, and 20 per cent of them gave ‘responsibility for
children’ as their reason for leaving. 36 per cent of them had children in care—a much
higher percentage than among the women currently working in film (22 per cent). Most
of these women were employed at the time of the survey in related areas such as media
teaching, and 84 per cent of them wanted to return to film in the future.’

Although Kristin, Jane and Clare fit this profile—they have all spent time unable to pursue
their careers in editing because of responsibility for children—none of them think of
themselves as having left the industry. Even Kristin, who had the longest gap between editing
jobs (nine years) during which time she obtained a Dip. Ed. and taught, sees her absence
as only temporary. Perhaps it is because new careers are difficult to establish and editing
doesn’t automatically open a lot of doors. Or perhaps it’s because of the time already
invested.As Clare said,‘l came to the conclusion around the time of having children that
editing was really my trade ... and I'd actually put a lot of time into it’. Or even, despite
the difficulties, there’s still satisfaction to be gained.As Kristin put it,‘lt'd be great to get to
a position where | felt, even if other people didn’t recognise it, at least if | thought | was a
really good editor that would make me feel like I'd developed that skill’.

The 1987 and 1992 surveys didn’t follow up on women who had left the industry, presum-
ably because they were more concerned with women'’s experience in the industry rather
than outside it. But the seeming ease with which the absence, even temporary, of these
often highly skilled women from the film industry is accepted by the 1987 and 1992 surveys
is disturbing. The 1992 survey commented that the low percentage of women in the indus-
try with responsibility for children (24 per cent) suggested ‘that there are real problems
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for women in the industry combining family and domestic responsibilities with paid work.
Careers seem to be an alternative for women to coupled and parental relationships’. '°

As long as the decision (or not) to have children and the subsequent career consequences
continue to be seen as a woman’s individual choice rather than an equity issue, nothing
much will change.The 1987 and 1992 surveys place a lot of emphasis on discrimination,
training and experience, but important as these issues are, it seems counterproductive to
concentrate on developing highly trained professionals only to deny them the right to work
(or allow them to operate only in a severely restricted capacity) if they choose to have a
family. Here the difference between men’s and women'’s experiences could not be starker.
Men very rarely have to make this choice. It is a right they take for granted. At the time

of writing, film industry participation rates for males and females with dependent children
were unavailable,but the 1992 survey noted that 70 per cent of women with dependent
children said they were ‘limited by family responsibilities’ compared to 24 per cent of the
men.'" As Clare said, ‘Someone said last night on the AFl awards that the film industry had
been very kind and he’d felt nurtured ... | don’t feel that at all’.

The future for women working in the film industry, and particularly women with families,
doesn’t look encouraging. The 1992 survey revealed the female sample was ageing: 47 per
cent'? of women had been in the industry more than eight years, compared with 25 per
cent'® in 1983.The 1983 survey found that of the women who left the industry (28 per
cent), only one-third of them had been in the industry more than four years but of those
women over half gave responsibility for children as the reason for stopping.' If the ageing
trend continues we might expect to see a higher percentage of experienced women leaving
because of responsibility for children. But the drop in the number of women entering the
industry is even more alarming. In 1983, 36.3 per cent of women had been in the indus-

try 0-2 years'® compared to only 5 per cent in 1992.' At present the total percentage of
women in the industry has dipped only slightly (38 per cent in 1996 compared to 42 per
cent in 1986'7) because most of these older women are still working. For women remaining
in the industry with dependent children the implications are not good. Fewer women gen-
erally and fewer women with children specifically means that family needs are less visible
and less likely to be taken into account than they already are.

The recommendations of the 1987 and 1992 reports did suggest that the availability of and
access to child care be improved.'® In 1994, the Australian Film Commission undertook a
child care feasibility study to examine the impact of childcare responsibilities on women
working in the film and television industries. This chapter echoes many of the findings of
that report.The study’s focus group participants were in general agreement that raised
consciousness regarding work and family issues was fundamental if there was to be any
real change.'” The study suggested that the most effective action the AFC could take was
to establish a pool of approved carers willing to work odd hours; it was also suggested that
the AFC make the issues of work and family much more visible and provide information
about different child care models that might be relevant.
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One of the women | interviewed for this paper was part of the focus group interviewed for
that study. Clare noted that since the study there has been some change but not much. She
was unable to access the carers because she lived too far away, but there is now provision
for child care in Australian Film Commission budgets. In 1998 she worked on a small Aus-
tralian Film Commission funded project which asked for and received child care monies as
part of the budget. Since then however there has been a significant downturn in Australian
film and television production, with 40 per cent of Australian features made in 1999 rely-
ing on self-funding and cast and crew deferrals to shoot.?’ Budgets are now so tight Clare
doubted that the people at her producer husband’s work would even consider allowing for
child care. At the other end of the spectrum, Sue Marriott from the Media Entertainment
and Arts Alliance (MEAA) said that there is a push on for longer hours, with |2-hour shoot-
ing days instead of 10, and location work on Sundays becoming standardised for Fox and
Village Roadshow off-shore productions. ' Longer days on set flow through to longer post-
production days, as post-production crews don’t have the industrial muscle of those on set.

In the future it seems there will be less research done on the position of women in the film
industry. Government funding is shrinking and there is a general perception that women
have achieved equity and it’s the turn of other disadvantaged groups now.The Women’s
Program at the Australian Film Commission has been wound up and its activities are being
integrated into the mainstream body. It was the Women’s Program (from 1989) and its
predecessor, the Women’s Film Fund (1976-1988/89) that commissioned the three surveys
discussed. The AFC ‘intends to maintain its commitment to the area of women'’s participa-
tion in the film and television industry’? though there will be no more large surveys.”> The
only AFC statistics on gender differences to be maintained will be those showing grant
applications and the overall employment breakdown in Get the Picture.

Obviously, it is important for the future of women in the industry that their working lives
continue to be researched, the changing relationship between work and life scrutinised and
their needs recognised. Recent work on social justice issues increasingly prefers narrative
over argument to give minorities equal voice.” The narratives of Clare, Kristin and Jane

are important not only in validating their experience, but in validating the differences in our
experience. In this way they make a vital contribution to the ‘collective social wisdom™ that
enables equity issues to be addressed and attitudes challenged.
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AFFIRMATIVEACTION

Getting Women Behind the
Television Camera

JULIE JAMES BAILEY

THE EARLY DAYS

tralian Broadcasting Commission (ABC) agreed to start women in production with-

out typing speeds. Even in the early 1970s women in film and television could only
do stereotypical jobs such as secretary, wardrobe and makeup. In 1970 Gillian Armstrong
graduated from Swinburne Art School and, like the boys, wrote to the ABC asking for
work in the Drama Department.The ABC interviewed some of the boys and wrote back
to Gillian asking for her typing speeds. Jan Kenny was not allowed to work in the camera
department of the Commonwealth Film Unit (now Film Australia) and it wasn’t until 1979
that Mandy Smith became the first woman trainee director at Crawfords, then the largest
television drama production house in the country (employing over 300 people and produc-
ing for all three commercial television stations).

Television commenced in Australia in 1956. It took another 20 years before the Aus-

Today it is difficult to appreciate the lack of sensitivity to gender issues. Twenty-five years
ago there were no employment statistics let alone information on gender.The ABC did

not report the number of staff it employed in its annual report until 1978 and there was

no gender break down until 1984.The Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) provided staffing
figures when it commenced broadcasting television in 1980 but there was no gender break-
down until 1991.The commercial television stations had to supply staff figures in the three
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yearly licence renewal applications to the Australian Broadcasting Tribunal (ABT) between
1977 and 1992 but a gender breakdown of those figures depended on outside organisa-
tions being able to prove they were relevant to the renewal of the licence. In 1986 the ABT
did compile some figures from Melbourne and Brisbane (HSV7, GTV9,TVQO, BTQ7?).! Since
1994, commercial television companies who employ more than 100 people have had to
submit a report and provide gender statistics to the Affirmative Action Agency, now called
the Equal Opportunity for Women in the Workplace Agency.

To get any picture of the employment of women in television before 1994 one has to rely
on the surveys conducted, in the first instance, by the Australian Film and Television School
and then by the Australian Film Commission.2Women working in the freelance film indus-
try, as opposed to full time television, mainly completed these surveys. However, there is an
overlap, because increasingly production houses employed freelance women to make films
shown on television.

WOMEN IN FILM

The happy coincidence of International VWomen’s Year, 1975, and the government initiatives
to support a film industry has made the Australian film industry the envy of many women
round the world.

In the late 1970s the newly established federal government organisations, the AFTS
(Australian Film and TV School), the AFC (Australian Film Commission), the Film TV and
Radio Board of the Australia Council, and the existing government employers, the ABC
and the Commonwealth Film Unit all started to introduce affirmative action initiatives to
get more women into the industry.

Part of the new school’s commitment to International Women'’s Year was to organise a
seminar for women in the media. They also published the speeches from it,* a background
paper profiling successful women* and they conducted a survey of women in film and televi-
sion® as part of a six-country survey for UNESCO organised by CILECT, the international
organisation of film schools. Much of the report relied on anecdotal evidence from the 150
individuals and 100 employers who responded to the survey. It noted that of the 482 film
projects funded by the Australia Council from 1973 to 1976,73 (15 per cent) were wom-
en’s film projects; of the 30 completed feature films which the AFC and the Australian Film
Development Corporation (the predecessor of the AFC) had invested in since 1971, only
two had screenplays written by women, two had women producers, none had been edited
by a woman and it was 46 years since a woman had directed a full length feature film. (It
was to be another three years before Gillian Armstrong directed My Brilliant Career).

In the following 25 years Australia has carved out an international reputation for its suc-
cessful women feature film producers and directors. Premiere Magazine produced a special
edition Women in Hollywood 2000 in which it stated that Australian women had found a way
to make personal films that reach wider audiences whereas American women were still
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struggling against ‘event’ movies and ‘gross out’ comedies to make female oriented stories
and they were not on the director’s lists in Hollywood.® Gillian Armstrong, Jane Campion
and Jocelyn Moorhouse have all worked in Hollywood making films about women. Arm-
strong and Campion have also won Academy Awards nominations with their films and many
other nominations. Campion’s The Piano won her an Oscar for best script and it got a total
of nine nominations including best director in 1993. Armstrong’s Little VWomen was nomi-
nated for three awards in 1994.

Gillian Armstrong says that Australian directors are not just good, competent directors but
they put their own personal stamp on films which is what makes them outstanding in the
international market. She believes that it is due to the film schools,‘l wouldn’t have been
strong enough or had the confidence if | had started at the bottom in that male-dominated
industry’.’

The Australian Film and Television School offered opportunities to women which had not
been available before—to direct, use cameras, sound and editing equipment.The School ran
courses specifically for women and later subsidised an on-the-job training scheme.They still
continue to support women through their VWomen’s Training Development Fund in areas
where women are disadvantaged. But it has always been biased towards film in spite of
several attempts to develop a multi-camera television course.

In the 1970s the Film and TV Board of the Australia Council supported video and later
radio but when the Board was amalgamated into the AFC, support for community video
and radio ceased.?

Slowly more women are getting opportunities in the craft areas, but there are still not
many women heads of camera and sound departments on feature films.

One of the key issues for women working in films today is childcare. Some women have
delayed having children and others are dropping out of the industry because of the lack of
childcare facilities. This is a serious loss of experience and role models.

The AFC commissioned a report on childcare in 1995 that highlighted the problems
women have in juggling work and family. The AFC decided that the most effective action it
could take was to work in partnership with the major industry players to provide informa-
tion and raise the need of childcare support.This has led to the involvement of the AFC in
television.?

What happened to women in television?
Although Australia is the envy of most women feature film directors and producers around

the world, the same is not true for television. Debra Hill, Hollywood producer (The Fisher
King, Crazy in Alabama) asked the question at a Women in Television Breakfast (Sydney,
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November 1997), ‘Why is it that Australia has some great women producers and directors
but doesn’t have as many women in high positions in the television industry?

In Hollywood and in New York the television industry is really a good place for women.
Debra elaborated.‘One of the reasons network television in the States is a power base
for women is that most of the programming, predominantly daytime, is directed towards
women, and also because of the buying power of the women.'°

One of the answers is that our industry is structured differently.WWe do not have the large
production houses making daytime television programs where a number of women in the
States are the power brokers. Janeen Faithful, Head of Network Production at Seven, and
the first woman to hold such a position, agrees that television is still a very male-dominated
business in Australia compared to the States.'' She was Vice president, Business Affairs at
Columbia Tri-Star and of the six vice presidents, four were women.

Women have been slow to get the senior management positions in television, and when
they do they don’t seem to stay. They are also very rare in engineering.

The AFC research on childcare found that many women working in television felt that

their situation had not improved since the 1960s.As a result the AFC decided to research
women’s career advancement from mid-career to upper levels in the television industry

in cooperation with the Federation of Australian Commercial Television Stations (FACTS)
and the Screen Producers’ Association of Australia (SPAA).This resulted in the VWomen’s
Television Industry Reference Group, which included the ABC and SBS, and supported skills
development workshops and provided opportunities for women to network through indus-
try breakfasts and small informal lunches with guest speakers.

Part of the problem is that many of the full-time permanent jobs in television are techni-
cally based and the traditional career path has been through staging, which involves heaving
scenery around.The operations area is a male ‘blokey’ culture and jobs and promotion have
traditionally been through mates giving each other opportunities to fill in on holidays and
get experience.There is also not the same turnover of staff as there is with production jobs
that are based on a specific program.While there are often women producers and assist-
ants, the senior jobs in the station and the heads of departments all tend to be men who
have often worked their way up and been there a long time. However, women say that it
is much better than it was although most agree that they move up by ‘zigzagging between

different organisations and different jobs’."2

THE AUSTRALIAN BROADCASTING CORPORATION
In 1975 the ABC employed 7,269 people of whom 2,268 (3| per cent) were women. Of
the 5,001 men 1,250 (25 per cent) were employed in the technical area but only 23 (I

per cent) of the women, and they were secretaries. 1,450 (29 per cent) of the men were
employed in the professional creative categories and only 318 (14 per cent) of the women.
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There were only two women Heads of Departments (Education and Research). Until 1966
women had to leave permanent employment in the ABC when they got married. (This was
a public service policy)."

WOMEN IN THE ABC 1990 - 1999

1990 | 1990 | 1993|1993 | 1994 | 1994 1997|1997 1998 | 1998 1999 | 1999

Wi % | W| % | W| % W | % N | % N | %
TOTAL 878 | 32 | 836 | 35 2089 4l 1875| 43 1726 | 43 1775| 44
SENEXEC| I3 | I5 | I5 | 17 | 88 | 30 74 | 28 78 | 3l 85 | 35
ADMINOFF | 382 | 73 | 288 | 65 | 807 | 60 732 | 63 636 | 63 643 | 65
ENG/TECH| 4 2 4 2 12 | 4 11 4 14| 6 16 | 6
PROD.OPS | 115 13 | 80 | I3 | 88 | 14 83 | 145 79 | 14 82 | I5
PROD SERV| 75 | 29 | 53 | 22 | 78 | 33 59 | 34 48 | 4 40 | 32
JOURN/REPI| 73 | 36 | 143 | 45 | 339 | 45 346 | 48 346 | 48 370 | 50
PROD/DIR | 47 | 26 | 56 | 35 | 64 | 37 59 | 37 52 | 39 56 | 39
PRODSUPP2| 140 | 62 | 193 | 75 | 221 | 76 183 | 78 157 | 78 155 | 80
TRANSMISS| 2 10| 4 19 | 4 18 6 | 25 4 |20 9 | 39
OTHER 3 27

# From 1994 television figures were not separated.

| Journalists/Reporters include overseas correspondents and cadet journalists

2 Production support includes FMS, PAs, Script Editors, Program Researchers

3 Other includes trainees, overseas administration and ops staff, operation staff, publicity
and general staff (property printing etc).

Today women are being appointed to senior positions.The Heads of Children’s and Edu-
cational programs have from time to time been women and in the 1980s Sandra Levy rose
through the ranks of the Education and Drama Departments to become Head of Drama
and is now Director Television. Penny Chapman, who came from the film industry, suc-
ceeded her as Head of Drama and then became the first woman Head of Television. Today
there are seven senior women; they are Director Corporate Affairs, Director Content
Rights Management, Director Radio, Director New Media, Director Television, Head Legal
and Copyright and Acting Director Development.
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The ABC provides the most comprehensive information about its women employees. It has
been producing annual Equal Employment Opportunity Reports since the introduction of
the Equal Employment Opportunity (Commonwealth Authorities) Act in 1987. It has had an
equal employment opportunity (EEO) vision statement since 1990 which stated ‘the staffing
mix in all areas and at all levels will accurately reflect the cultural diversity and composition
of the Australian society’. This means that the three-year plans developed since 1990 not
only cover women but also Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, people of non-Eng-
lish speaking backgrounds and people with disabilities.

The ABC has, ever since it got the wake-up call from its female staff in International Wom-
en’s Year, tried to increase its female profile.

In 1976 the Australian Women’s Broadcasting Cooperative (AWBC) was established and
a task force set up to inquire into the role and status of women in the ABC. It reported
in 1977 with a list of recommendations and a coordinator was established to oversee and
implement some of the recommendations.

In 1980 the ABC appointed an EEO officer and in 1984 the Sex Discrimination Act was
passed giving effect to Australian obligations under the international convention on the
‘Elimination of all Forms of Discrimination Against Women’.

The first EEO three-year plan to 1993 introduced ten-year targets of 50 per cent women
in the ABC workforce, 50 per cent representation of women in management (this was
later revised to 35 per cent'®), 20 per cent in broadcast engineering and sub-professional
positions.

These targets provided incentives for affirmative action and as a result courses for women
in management have been offered annually since 1988.When David Hill was managing direc-
tor he initiated a policy to give women the first opportunity to act in a position of manager
if a manager was away. This was a strategy to break down the stereotype that only men
could manage.

A lobby group, Network 99, was established for women in television at Gore Hill to lobby
for change and raise EEO issues with management. Childcare centres were opened in
Gore Hill in 1992 and in Melbourne in 1994. For a number of years young women were
supported in a physics residential school. This aimed at encouraging Year 10 girls to take a
careers interest in physics. In 1994 four engineering scholarships were established which
included monetary payment and three weeks’ work experience. These have now been
extended to all states and eight of the past scholarship winners are employed in technical
areas. In 1998 the training department was restructured to develop trainees in each state
and in 1999 there were 41 trainees, of whom 3| were women.

The ABC'’s policy to improve its gender profile has had to be carried out against a back-
ground of staff cuts, but in the engineering and technical areas there have been vacancies
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caused by the retirement of many of the men who started in the technical areas when
television commenced.

By 1999 there were 4,061 staff, 1,775 (44 per cent) were women, 85 held 35 per cent of
the senior executive positions, but only 16 (6 per cent) of the 249 in engineering/technical
staff were women and 82 (15 per cent) of the 542 in production operations were women.
This is well short of the 10-year plan outlined in 1990, but since then there has been indus-
trial reform legislation, enterprise bargaining agreements and a restructure.

In keeping with the new climate and language which is forcing affirmative action to take a
back seat, the ABC has got rid of its Equal Opportunity Program and replaced it with an
Equity and Diversity Program where ‘gender’ issues are part of strategies for ‘workplace
diversity’ to be negotiated and implemented by line management.There are now no specific
targets, but a range will be discussed with individual core groups.There is a refocusing away
from processing and regulating to a consultancy approach.Will this approach do any better
at breaking down the male culture? As always it will depend on the commitment of the
organisation to not just help women get equal opportunities but to intervene pro-actively
when they do not."”

THE SPECIAL BROADCASTING SERVICE

SBS is a much smaller operation than any of the other networks. In 1998 it employed only
418 staff in television and there were a total of 103 in the television operations area.

Until 1994 SBS staff were employed under the provisions of the Australian Public Service
Act. It then became independent, with its own enterprise agreement. Unlike the ABC it
does not table an equal employment opportunity report to Parliament. Instead it reports
to the Public Service Commission who does not require it to give detailed gender statistics
(except for senior executive service positions),and SBS provides the closest equivalent. The
gender statistics in its annual report have become less and less detailed.

SBS 1994 - 1998'¢

1994 1997 1998
N W % N w % N W %
TOTAL 477 | 211 44 | 865 | 424 | 49 | 885 | 435 | 49
SEN. MAN. 17 4 24 37 1 30 39 12 32
v 285 | 109 | 42 | 413 | 208 | 50 | 418 | 210 | 50
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SBS TV OPERATION 1998'°

1998

N a4 %
TOTAL 103 40 39
MANAGEMENT 4 I 25
SUPERVISORS 8 4 50
VIR 19 6 31
EDIT 16 8 50
GRAPHICS 6 4 66
VTLIBR 8 4 50
STUDIO 23 5 22
HAIR/MAKEUP 4 4 100
AUDIO 5 0 0
DIR/DAs 5 3 60

Overall SBS does appear to have a better gender balance in the difficult areas of studio/
engineering and management than the other networks although sound is still a problem.

Maureen Crowe is currently the Head of Resources (Financial, Human, Corporate, Informa-
tion and Planning) which makes her one of the most powerful women in television.VWhen she
arrived in 1993 she was the only woman on a six-person management committee. Sawsan
Madina was the Head of Television in the mid 1990s and although she has been replaced by a
man there are two senior women—Head of Marketing and Policy Manager.

In 1999 SBS set up a childcare centre in conjunction with Willoughby Council. This was a
response to staff wanting secure reliable childcare within the workplace. It was orches-
trated by Maureen Crowe and is seen as a milestone in creating an organisational climate
which is fair and equitable and encourages and supports women by promoting family
friendly policies, providing flexible working hours and ensuring the recruitment process
recognises qualifications without gender bias.

COMMERCIAL TV NETWORKS

Commercial Television is the largest television employer. In 1998 the three networks
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employed approximately 4,688 people of whom 1682 (36 per cent) were women.This has
been the most male-dominated sector of the industry. There are many stories women tell
of the difficulties they have had in working in the male culture. Since the mid 1990s this

has started to break down.The publicity around sexual harassment and sex discrimination
cases has alerted managements to the issues that confront women in male environments
and having to report annually to the Affirmative Action Agency since 1994 has sharpened up
the management practices within the commercial networks.

These reports give the most comprehensive statistics that have ever been available on the
employment of women in commercial television. Each network has had to give a gender
break down of staff in categories that conform to the Australian Standard Classification of
Occupations (ASCO).These categories are not readily recognisable in the television indus-
try and the networks are not prepared to identify the specific jobs that they included in
each of these categories.”” The ‘professional’ category is likely to cover producers and the
‘para-professional’ category to cover the non-traditional jobs for women in engineering and
production operations departments (camera, sound etc) and probably directors.

The commercial networks have now been reporting for five years (1994-98) with the
exception of the Nine Network who was exempt for 1998.This was a prize for reaching the
status of best practice employer in 1997.

COMMERCIAL TV NETWORKS 1994 - 1998

1994 1997 1998 1994 1997 1994 1997 1998

STAFF 1884 2609 1877 1669 1725 1034 1291 1086

WOMEN 185 | 31 | 839 | 32 | 659 | 35 | 569 | 33 | 573 | 33 | 453 | 43 | 568 | 44 | 450 | 4l

MANAGERS| 5 8 I 16 | Il 16 | 9 I5 |17 1716 | 28 | 14| 27 | 14| 30

PROFESS 185 | 32 | 266 | 29 | 219 | 35 | 124 | 48 | 125 | 36 | 104 | 53 | 92 | 39 | 84 | 37

PARA-PRO | 90 | I3 | 172 | 19 | 105 | 16 | 187 | 23 | I52 | 21 | 165| 33 | 128 | 25 | 117 | 25

TRADES 10| I8 | 47 | 28 | 34 | 31 | 23 5 30 | 17| 9 | 25| 27 | 47 | 17 | 55

CLERKS 253 | 75 | 287 | 88 | 247 | 89 | 173 | 92 | 195 | 83 | II5| 77 | 203 | 8] | 160 | 77

SALES 22 | 40 | 34 | 37 | 41 | 41 | 54 | 40 | 52 | 67 | 44 | 47 | 104 | 59 | 58 | 59

PLANT 0 0 0 0 2 |50 0 2 6 0 0 0 0 0 0

LABOUR 18 20| 22 24| 2 8 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
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There are still very few women working in the operations and technical areas and women
senior executives don’t seem to stay long.

The Seven Network has five stations in Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane, Adelaide and Perth,
and in 1998 employed a total of 1,877 people, of whom 35 per cent were women. It has
had a number of management changes since 1994.When reporting started it was well
ahead of the other two networks in its management practices which had been put in place
to try and change the culture. It was the only one that had a human resources manager
and it had already taken some affirmative action initiatives. The then CEO, Chris Chapman
believed that good old-fashioned male chauvinism has stopped women getting into senior
positions and that if you acknowledge that, you can start to deal with it.??

Since then Seven has had a checkered career, as can be seen by the movement of the
employment figures. In 1995 it almost doubled its staff, employing 2145 casual employees—
the total staff increased to 5228, raising the percentage of women employed to 41 per cent.
The major increase was in the professional category and the number of women profes-
sionals employed that year was 1501, representing 44 per cent. However by 1997 there
were only 266 women professionals, which represented 29 per cent. There was also a steep
downturn in the percentage of women employed in trades—in 1995 there were 58 per cent
women and in 1997 only 28 per cent, which rose to 31 per cent in 1998.The increase in
women managers has doubled from five (8 per cent) to eleven (16 per cent) in the five-year
reporting period and Seven now has some of the most senior women managers in com-
mercial television, with Maureen Plavsic as the first Network Managing Director.

The Nine Network owns stations in Sydney, Melbourne, Brisbane and Darwin and Sky TV.
In 1997 (the latest figures), it employed 1,725 people, of whom 33 per cent were women.
It has been top of the ratings for many years and therefore has a philosophy of ‘if it ain’t
broke, don’t fix it’. It was only when Bruce Gyngell, who had experience of management
practices overseas, became Chairman in the early 1990s that the network started to con-
cern itself with gender issues. However, there is comparatively little staff movement over
the five-year period, which does not leave much opportunity for change.

Nine does appear to have made an effort to change the stereotypical jobs, increasing the
women in management and in trade jobs although the proportion of women working in the
para-professional jobs declined. Eighty jobs were lost (813 to 733) and women lost 35 in
that category. Fiona Baker, producer, says ‘Things are improving. There are a lot of women
who are series producers’.” Nine was the first network to introduce maternity leave.

The Ten Network, with the same number of stations, employed 1,086 people in 1998 of
whom 41 per cent were women and it has continued to have the highest proportion of
women on its staff in the various job categories. However, as the numbers have fluctuated
in the five years, the proportion of women has dropped, showing that women are losing
jobs faster than men are. In 1994 there were 1,034 staff and in 1998 there were 1,086 but
fewer women.
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In 1993 Peter Viner, the new Canadian CEO, brought in three senior women executives but
none of them lasted. Carmel Travers, who was the first woman to become Head of News
and Current Affairs, says that that experience made her aware of the very male culture at
that time and how women needed support. 2

The Affirmative Action Agency requested that the companies identify their goals and strate-
gies to raise the profile of women employed in the jobs where they are under represented.

The first Affirmative Action Reports in 1994 show that basic management practices, which
had been very common in the ABC, were non-existent.

Five years later all the networks reported that they have policies for EEO, Affirmative
Action and sexual harassment. Managers and supervisors are now trained in EEO aware-
ness, sexual harassment and grievance and dispute resolution procedures.There are staff
manuals, job descriptions and selection criteria without a gender bias, regular performance
appraisals and career counseling, staff training in appraisals, and vacant positions are adver-
tised within the organisation. These were all practices identified by the Affirmative Action
Agency which are needed to assist women.

Each network is trying to assist women to return after they have had children because
they now realise that they are losing valuable experience if they don’t return.There are
now more opportunities for part-time work, flexible work practices and Nine and Ten have
established six weeks’ paid maternity leave. No commercial network provides childcare
facilities, although the Nine network does give assistance in finding childcare.

Each network identifies the goal of ‘getting more women into technical positions’ but none
has set specific targets. So there is a question of how much of this reporting is just lip
service, particularly as the statistics don’t show a great improvement.

Not all networks demand that the managers and supervisors support affirmative action
when their performance is appraised; not all include at least one woman on interview
panels nor ensure that their advertising is designed to encourage women in areas where
representation is low.

However, many women say that it is much better than it was although all three networks
seem to confuse affirmative action policies and EEO policies.All insist that promotion
practices will be fair and conducted on merit whereas affirmative action may sometimes be
seen as unfair. The ABC advertised for women only to fill an assistant news camera position
to overcome the gender imbalance, and some men complained it was unfair.

In 1995 Seven said that it encouraged applications from suitably qualified and experienced
females but also said, The company continues to experience a reluctance by females to
apply for certain vacancies’.?® Subsequent reports give no indication of research to find out
why women will not apply so that they can be pro-actively supported.
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The networks only appeared to take pro-active initiatives when organised by the AFC and
when all three networks are involved. They all noted their support for the women’s net-
work breakfasts in their reports.

The degree to which each network supports affirmative action can be judged by their
calculation of what they spend on the issue. Seven’s Human Resource Manager spends 2-3
per cent of his time, Nine’s spends 20 per cent of her time and TEN spends 10 per cent of
the human resource budget on affirmative action.

Since | January 2000, the Affirmative Action Agency has become the Equal Opportunity and
Women in the Workplace Agency. The emphasis is to eliminate discrimination and provide
equal employment opportunities. The reporting requirement is simplified, no reports are
required for 1999, and organisations that have complied with the Act for three years can
now be waived from reporting for a period of time.

This, like the new Public Service legislation which affects the ABC and SBS, could mean even
less pressure for pro-active policies for women and certainly fewer statistics.

THE FUTURE

The obligation to report has had a significant impact on television management practices
even if it is not yet reflected in better gender-balanced statistics. In commercial television

it has raised management’s awareness to the low proportion of women in certain jobs,

and sensitised them to discrimination issues. In the case of the ABC it has meant that
targets were set and programs initiated to help meet those targets. It is sad that just as the
obligation to report was moving networks beyond setting up good management practices
and starting to put into effect policies to actively support women, they now appear to

be let off the hook. Is it too cynical to suggest that the need to go further and become
pro-active may be the reason why the legislation has been changed? Commercial companies
just do not like being accountable.

It takes a perceptive manager to break the male culture. David Hill at the ABC, Chris
Chapman at Seven, Bruce Gyngell at Nine and Peter Viner at Ten all broke the mould and
encouraged women. But for one reason or another they all left their organisations before
they could consolidate initiatives to change the culture.

Gradually the ABC and SBS are succeeding in getting more women behind the camera and
the new pay-TV companies are using more women in non-traditional jobs. Foxtel has the
only woman post production sound supervisor. But it is a slow process and women agree
that it also has to be tackled in the schools and the tertiary educational institutions.

The AFTRS, in spite of its title and its state-of-the-art television equipment, has not really
applied itself to training for multi-camera television. Its recruitment for its own technical
traineeships has a poor gender record compared to its students for film and radio. This is
not all the fault of AFTRS.The Federation of Commercial Television Stations did not sup-
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port a national school to teach television in the early days; when the school was being
established the ABC had its own very comprehensive training program and SBS TV did not
exist. Therefore there were no obvious employers waiting for the graduates and no funding
program for women wanting to work in multi-camera television.

However 25 years on the future does not look all that rosy. The AFTRS no longer runs
special training courses for women, the AFC’s Women’s Program has ceased, there is no
Women'’s Television Program or Fund, there has been no industry pressure on electronic
engineering courses in the universities and TAFE to become more female friendly and the
government has changed the direction and limited the powers of the Affirmative Action

Agency.

We have had nearly half a century of television and the very few women in technical
and senior management positions has to be an indictment of everyone involved in the

industry.
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DIANNE REID

FROM CHOREOGRAPHERTO
FILM-MAKER

DIANNE REID

here is a ‘triple threat’ associated with making dance films. For the most part dance

films are disregarded because the content, dance, is a minority interest' that is

mostly represented in the two extremes of the ethereal or the erotic. Secondly, the
form, most often resembling the experimental film or documentary, is not a mainstream
genre. The avant garde tendency to oppose our culture’s commodification of art, and the
often provocative nature of its form, places it on the periphery of accessibility. Thirdly, if the
film-maker is a woman, and dealing with the
‘feminine’ subject of dance, she is doubly
regarded by the dominant culture as ‘other’.

For me, film is primarily a dance medium ...
possibilities peculiar to film in kinetic action
give choreographers great dance possibilities,
not available in ‘real space’.And of course film
offers the choreographer a work of art that
does not vanish after the performance. 2

After|2 years of working as a contempo-
rary dance artist the only tangible body of
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work | possess consists of those few
works | have created for the camera
since 1993. In relation to the other 40
or so programs of work which | have
- u choreographed and/or performed

in, my artistic history exists only as
promotional material, under-lit wide-
shot video documents, and my own
fragmented muscle memory.The value

of my artistic contribution is potentially
reduced to the assessments of those

reviewers who wrote about the work,
and the quality of the art becomes
directly proportionate to the quantity of written words available.

Choreographing for film and video gives dance longevity. The tangible can become expe-
riential, with those fleeting ‘moments’ of the body captured.The past can be replayed and
transported to a wider, larger audience. But, moreover, dance is given access to the new
spatial, temporal and dynamic range of the film medium.

Film ... provides a new kind of access to the body and its movements: familiar gestures, movements
and expressions can be presented for a renewed attention ... such forms of renewed attention

can entail a resensitization of the spectator's body and a re-figuring of the imaged body which ...
renders visible new spatial and temporal configurations. 3

Choreographically | am drawn to the multi-textural and the non-linear, to the combination
and juxtaposition of images and text, to a play between abstraction and realism. Film and
video offer a re-location and re-arrangement of the body and a re-definition of artistic
space.Time is not bound by linear chronology, and alternative narratives can occur
simultaneously. An attention to the moving body as a site of meaning and as ‘lived’
experience can offer the choreographer a new access to the senses of the spectator, and ‘a
different concept of what dance is arises’.*

In this chapter | will discuss some of the issues arising from the shift from choreographer
to film-maker; in the re-definition of artistic identity.As a choreographer | am looking to
redefine my art by exploring the form | consider best suited to my personal aesthetic,
namely the mediums of film and video. | can redefine my role as a female’ artist by taking
active control of the range of aspects of production, from choreography and direction,
to camera operation and editing.As a dance artist | can redefine dance by seeking new
representations of the body and dance in media, and by participating, with the growing
number of choreographers working with film and video, in the development of screen
dance as a medium in its own right.



DIANNE REID

THE STATE OF CONTEMPORARY DANCE

| was interested in an area of dance that
was, if not esoteric, at least not popular. |
would do things ... and then they would
disappear. Few people would see them
and | was interested in having the work
subjected to the critical appraisal of an
audience ... It was also a question of
situating the work in relation to particular
modern dance lineages.®
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Contemporary dance lives in the

present.The nature of funding means that most contemporary dance work is presented

in short seasons, at smaller venues, to primarily the same dance-literate audiences.The
short performance seasons don’t give the work time to mature, to ‘live’ as a performance
experience or for the performers and collaborators to develop the textures, subtleties and
emotive range of the performance material. If we accept that the work of art exists through
the act of being seen, then it could be said that the art work viewed once by a small live
audience is essentially less ‘real’ than the one that can be viewed repeatedly by a larger film
audience. In this sense, live contemporary dance barely exists.

As humans we measure and define our existence in chronological terms.We retrace our
family trees and recall our relationships.We list our achievements and collect trophies.

We write stories and re-tell them.The stories for the dancer and choreographer are
written on the body and, with the physical body, are in continual flux. The subject matter

is the physical matter, which carries with it the neuromuscular and emotive patterns of any
particular ‘moment’.While the emergent nature of the kinaesthetic makes dance intangible,
it is that very condition which the dance artist seeks to make visible. Our bodies imprint
and respond to our lived experiences, and the choreographer seeks to reflect that present
moment, to draw attention to change, to movement.

With the expansion of global communication and technology we have become increas-
ingly focused on the future. Our ‘present’ moments are made up of a pastiche of past and
present images; samples of old phrases or melodies are layered and appropriated. Chro-
nology has become non-linear as we float in multi-textural cyberspace always speeding to
the next gigabyte, the next web-site and the next piece of information. Our bodies have
become motionless shells passively riding on rapid eye and finger movement seated before
the small screen.

The contemporary dance artist is being put out of business. The response has been two
fold. On the one hand, performance artists are removing themselves from the technologi-
cal loop, returning to ritual, large-scale outdoor events involving physical masses of people
and the natural elements. A growing number of dance artists are drawing on Buddhism
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and improvisation to amplify the
present, the experiential. Con-
versely, many artists are re-skill-
ing, collaborating, sourcing and
creating their own pastiches of
multi-media, programming and
projection in performance.These
choreographers are trying to

fit the three-dimensional body
into the computer port and live
performances are becoming
multi-media installations or virtual
transmissions. There is indeed
some exciting work being created
from these explorations,® but
often it serves to draw more attention to the technological processes, back to the cerebral,
rather than to the body and the individual housed within.
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DANCE IN A MEDIA CONTEXT

My journey into the dance film/video arena began five years ago with a three minute, |6mm
film which was projected with a live dance solo within a larger performance work enti-
tled Betrayal. This solo section dealt thematically with those few seconds that build to an
outburst of anger, that chemical flash that surges through the physical body as a result of
this extreme emotion.The solo became a duet between the live dancer and her projected
double.

| wanted to portray the dual nature of the emotion, on the one hand completely physically
inhabiting a person while simultaneously placing them outside as observer to their own
actions.The physical manifestation of the emotion was represented in the kicking, jumping
live dance sequence, while the film showed a parallel social context where the dancer,
alone, destroys a surreal dinner table setting as she drags herself across it.

A review described Betrayal as ‘a complex and accomplished piece from its opening, remi-
niscent of a Michael Jackson film clip, to a climax worthy of Graeme Murphy and David
Lynch’.” At once | was linked to concepts of commercial success, popular culture and cult
film, yet the role models were all male.At the time the recognition was exciting and flat-
tering and probably played a part in securing my creative development funding from the
Australia Council the following year. In reflection, however, | am increasingly bothered by
the idea that dynamic imagery, in particular imagery of the moving female body, is associ-
ated largely with the male auteur or the music video clip form.The dilemma for the female
auteur is in representing the moving body in ways which can distinguish between the sen-
sual and the sexual, and which present the dance form as primary, not merely a supporting
visual to the musical form.
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While music videos ‘have
augmented the accessibility of
dance via the media’, the cho-
reographers of these videos are
‘usually anonymous’ and the use
of ‘choreographers of proven
worth from contemporary
dance is the exception rather
than the rule’® The ‘dancer’

pop stars (Madonna, Janet and
Michael Jackson), have ‘tended
to position themselves in rela-
tion to the screen tradition of
dance and to current popular
forms rendering the activity of
dance more one of “social mobility and stardom” than of artistic expression’.’
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At a recent screening of my video The |2 Stages of Adventure an academic colleague apolo-
gised for comparing the work to a music video clip. He was at once acknowledging the
limits of his experience with the filmed dance image and implying that the music video form
is an inferior artwork.The music video is, | think, not a bad model for the contemporary
dance video or film.The emphasis is on the moving image within frame, and the assemblage
of strong, often close-up images of the body in relation to each other.There is an abstract
aesthetic which calls attention to the body in a kinaesthetic way, and which strongly con-
nects the evocative impact of sound or music with the moving image.The ‘dancing acts as a
metaphor for the individual’s control of his or her destiny’.'°

The music video constructs an often non-linear narrative that returns to physical or
emotional themes with the repetition and variation of the musical structure and lyric.
Contemporary dance, too, preferences an assemblage of abstract physical and emotional
ideas, encouraging the viewer’s participation and recognition through repetition, dynamic
play, the juxtaposition of sound and moving image, and subtle variation and development.
In a postmodern sense the constant juxtaposition of images, the imploding of boundaries
between image and reality, encourages the viewer to respond on a more sensual level. The
reading is ‘sensually felt rather than rationally interpreted’."

Apart from the small percentage of arts programming on television (predominantly
screened on the public and community networks such as ABC and SBS), the majority of tel-
evised dance is seen as music videos, dancesport competitions, or documentaries of stage
dance.The latter tends not to be adapted for the camera, ignoring the differing nature of
film space ‘with indiscriminate use of wide and close-up shots viewed from the proscenium
aspect’.'? In addition, most of these dance works are filmed and edited by non-dancers,
adding a language barrier to the translation. As inferior film products, then, these dance
documents tend not to get screened on television, ‘thereby propagating the opinion that
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dance does not translate well to the
screen’.”®

It is the dance artist’s level of under-
standing of the film medium in all its
aspects, which has, to date, sparked
debate about the relative success of
dance on film and video. Bob Lockyer,
Director of Arts and Entertainment at
BBC Television, supports a re-defini-
tion of the role and skills of the cho-
reographer in dance film and video when he suggests that it is the choreographers who
should direct, and in that way, we, the spectators, would get the creators’ view first hand’."
Similarly, Lloyd Newson,Artistic Director of DV8 claims that ‘dance on film needs to be
better’,'s implying that dance film and video is a distinct art form requiring specialist atten-
tion.

THE |12 STAGES OF ADVENTURE, DIANNE REID, 1998

THE ARTISTIC VISION

The tools and codes of the film-maker reflect those of the choreographer so strongly that
it could be asserted that the role of film-maker is well suited to the choreographer. Many
texts on film production and direction talk about the ‘choreography’ of a scene, or the
camera. Choreographic processes already resemble cinematic codes: framing; open and
closed form; depth perception; planes of movement; angle; proximity and proportion; colour,
form and line; weight and direction; oblique versus symmetrical composition; texture; light-
ing; sound; and overall structure or editing.

At the 1995 Green Mill Dance Project,‘ls Technology the Future for Dance?’'® Susan Jordan
acknowledged that choreographers are ‘literally taking the camera into their own hands’,
are ‘deciding on the editing cuts’ and ‘becoming (their own) director’."” She attributes this
to the fact that ‘choreographers are not used to having anybody standing between them
and their creation’.'®

| am used to my work being my work."?

In 1994 | made Triggered with funding provided by a creative development grant from the
Australia Council. | collaborated with a writer/video artist (Paul Huntingford), a film-maker/
director (Andrew Ferguson) and another performer/choreographer (Brian Parker)® to
develop dance work for the camera. | wanted to explore the medium, learn the languages
and tools, experiment with containing the bodily narrative within the filmed image. Two
short stories, one written by myself and one by Huntingford, provided two parallel narra-
tive structures as starting points for movement and image. In both stories a single char-
acter (one female, one male) is caught in a sequence of events that leads to their demise.
The woman reflects on banal memories evoked by the senses of smell, touch, and image
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as she is led to death row.The man, in
the course of a mundane nine-to-five
day, makes one small mistake, starting
a chain reaction that similarly ends in
death.
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We developed solo and duet sequences
performed by Parker and myself which
reflected the themes of struggle and
isolation, of accident or inevitability.
After working part-time over several
months we had several hours of video footage to edit into 10 minutes. After storyboarding
a composite structure based around selections of narrated text from the two stories, and
grouping selections of footage to each piece of text, the editing was given over to a friend,
Jim Stewart, a professional editor with a Sydney video production company, Apocalypse.

The result was a surreal but polished edit that would not have been possible given the limit
of our financial resources and expertise. However, it was no longer our artwork, and |

recall a sense of loss associated with viewing a finished product which | hardly recognised. It
was at this time that | realised the extent to which the edit shapes the final product. It

was this recognition of the creative influence of the editor that ultimately led me to train
myself in non-linear editing, giving myself control over that choreographic range and control
over my artistic vision.

| love editing, it's a stage where you can still bring a lot, where original ideas appear*'

Trevor Patrick says of his experience of creating a dance film as part of the Microdance
project?? that ‘a hundred films could have been made from all this material and they could
each have been very different’.® Unfamiliar with the film production processes, he found
himself collaborating ‘against [his] will’ because ‘the whole structure is geared to the losing

of ownership in order to become the collective ownership and collective responsibility’.2*

CHOREOGRAPHY OF THE CAMERA

Michelle Mahrer, documentary and dance film-maker, asserts that ‘dance and film are a very
exciting combination, as long as one uses the tools of the medium boldly and appropriately
to capture the kinaesthetic quality of the movement’.”

As an art form that is mostly abstract and not narrative, dance needs to present images
that will lead the eye on, allowing the movement to continue through and in the camera
frame to assist the flow from one shot to the next. By controlling the size and perspective
of the image, the camera ‘can pinpoint those aspects of the dance which are significant [and
determine] the emotional content of a scene or section’. With the camera the choreog-
rapher can offer views of the body from a range of perspectives, and play with the viewer’s
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sense of balance and gravity. The camera
can come close to the dancing body,
offering an intimacy unavailable in the
theatre as it brings the viewer into the
dance action. Most choreographers
focus on the ‘choreography of move-
ment within the frame rather than

the movement of the frame itself’.?”
The moving camera can further invite
the participation of the viewer as it
increases the kinetic effect, encouraging
a shared sensual experience. Ideally, the
camera should be viewed ‘as though it
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is another dancer in the choreography’.?®

It is for that very reason that many choreographers are putting themselves behind the
camera or, in live performance contexts, placing cameras directly onto the dancer’s body.
The accessibility of video as an inexpensive format with immediate playback facilities, cou-
pled with the fact that the video camera has become a familiar tool for choreographers in
the rehearsal studio, accounts for the ease with which many choreographers approach the
camera.The alternative is to train and choreograph the camera operator.

In a 1996 dance work entitled Point of View | projected video taken from my point of view
inside a duet with Jane Mortiss while we danced the same duet live on stage.”” Without the
equipment or funds to actually strap a camera to my body | went through a fairly elaborate
process of ‘faking’ it. After creating the dance duet | ‘pulled it apart’ and inserted Paul, the
camera operator, into the action.Working in small segments we developed a quartet for
three bodies and a camera that could simulate the duet as | experienced it. In the edited
video we further distorted real time and space by adding fragments of alternative land-
scapes (my hand across the floor became a hand wiping sand from the surface of a mirror
to reveal my face) or short successive still shots of Jane approaching or receding from

‘me’. The live duet was then re-choreographed to fit the timing of the video.The result in
performance was an interesting play for the audience between live space and video space,
between viewing objectively from a live distance to entering the action and connect-

ing kinetically to a projected image.The process of creating this effect ‘manually’ actually
increased our engagement in the choreographic process and served to inform and enhance
both our dance performance and Paul’s edit.*

READING MEANING IN DANCE FILM

Any act of dancing reproduced on screen is at once mediated by all the conventions of that act of
recording and transmission ... the dance fraternity [need] to be prepared and equipped to deal
with all the ways in which dance is presented and represented on television if it is to gain maximum
benefit from such exposure. 3!
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| sent a copy of my latest video to my
best friend in Budapest. He emailed me
to say he'd received it, and watched it,
and ‘loved it’ but, ‘of course, [he] didn’t
understand it’.

8661 ‘AI3d ANNVIA

‘FYNLNIAQY 40 SIOVLS Z1 FHLNI OISYND IINVLIVN

How and why do we ‘read’ or ‘not read’
dance and the body?

Dance is primarily identified with move-
ment, and its significance is situated in
the moving body. Our readings of dance
respond chiefly to the visual stimulus

of the body dancing. The act of ‘looking’ is an activity that distinguishes cinema from many
other forms of expression, but one that links it to dance.We have to physically move our
eyes in order to perceive an object, so we do read an image physically as well as mentally
and psychologically.

Leslie Satin summarizes dance theorist Ann Daly’s discussion of how we ‘sense’ a dance:

According to Daly, that which we claim not to ‘get’ about dance, that which eludes all conventional
critical and theoretical methods of knowing, we do know perfectly well—but we know it at the level
of communication which does not preclude preverbal knowledge. 3

We become potentially active in the process of observing. The extent to which we
‘understand’ what we are reading varies, and yet there is a degree of understanding at an
unconscious level by which we invest meaning in an image. Meanings attach to parts of the
space as they do to parts of the body.

What we see affects how we feel. Leslie Satin writes about the concept of kinaesthesia, how
the viewer receives and responds to dance ‘through the skin’.*

The spectator completes the dance not only through the experience of intellectual observation, or
emotional or psychological identification, but through the somatic, neuromuscular, dialogic response
with the performer and the performance. **

THE ‘OTHER’ PERSPECTIVE

| think the sensibilities | have developed in my experience of being a woman have helped me be

more aware of the humane potentials of film, and to express myself in my work with freedom and
security.
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In 1997 | made a live performance work incorporating a video interview of my parents dis-
cussing the pros and cons of contemporary dance as they see it. At one point in the video
my father says:

The sort of work you do, the places you show it, well you're not really beating them away from the
door, now are you? You need to be more commercially viable ... more tits and bums | guess is the
crude way of putting it.3¢

During the video | danced in a remote alcove of the performance space, my movements
turning in on themselves, coming up against walls, juxtaposing the image of myself physically
distanced and confined as my parents’ words marginalised and categorised my identity as a
contemporary dance artist and as a woman.

Annette Kuhn* talks about the ‘dominant culture’ in cinema as one in which the cinematic
address advances male subjectivity as the only subjectivity available, and regarding woman
as ‘other’. Teresa de Lauretis, in her paper on aesthetic and feminist theory, writes that

we ‘need pictures of female experience, of duration, perception, events, relationships and
silences’.® She writes about giving space to the daily gestures of a woman, with her own
rhythms, her own way of looking at things, her own aesthetic. The questions that arise
regarding a feminine’ aesthetic reflect those regarding a dance aesthetic in film and video.
Dance, of the body, traditionally viewed as a feminine art is equally ‘othered’, by the domi-
nant cinema’s signification process.The woman, or the dancing body, is seen as the object of
looking.

The history of dance film-making compares in a number of ways to the ‘herstory’ of
feminist film-making. Both sectors of artists have sought out structures which facilitate an
expression of the personal, the intimate, and which have the potential to ‘evoke pleasures of
looking outside the masculine structures’.* Feminist film-makers began working mainly in
the documentary genre on the cheaper, more accessible | 6mm format, before moving into
the avant-garde arena which is mostly underpinned by notions of artistic freedom and self-
expression. Dance films could also be most readily classified as experimental or avant garde
in genre and similarly seek out alternative narrative techniques and devices to communicate
the language of the intimate, physical subject.

Yvonne Rainer moved from dance into film-making and found that ‘the complex aesthetic
practice’ of choreography could exist most comfortably for her within the documentary
genre. She also found that ‘feminist theory was a means of re-directing an already elaborate

process of choreography’.*

My films don't stay at one level of identification ... the spectator’s relation to the image is con-

stantly shifting to adapt to shifting registers of meaning. Therefore a ‘mass’ audience is automatically
ruled out*
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While dance may be a minority interest, ‘at the same time, dance for screen is tending to
challenge the dominant cultural practices of narrative fiction and documentary’.2 That ‘dis-
ruption of, or messing around with narrative coherence has a positive function in pointing

towards possibilities for a more fluid and open organizing of social relations’.®

MAKING DANCE FILM VISIBLE

There is no place for [dance] work to be distributed [in Australia], no formal platform where
people can come together to look and work and talk about it ... [however] because there is no
infrastructure, we can create any model we want to.*

Dance Lumiere is a dance film festival based in Melbourne which this year, under the direc-
tion of dance film-maker Tracie Mitchell, shifted from being a low-key screening for dance
peers at Dancehouse in North Carlton to Australia’s First Dance Film Festival attended by
an eclectic audience at Cinemedia’s Treasury Theatre. Mitchell has been a strong advocate
for the funding and distribution of dance film and video in this country, having to fund and
distribute her own work for several years in an environment which saw dance film as an
expensive means to an unmarketable product. Her first film, Chicken, was made to ‘give
funding bodies a sense of what [she] thought dance for the camera could be ... and when it
was finished [she] found it was a substantial piece of work’.*

In the short five years since then Mitchell has had her work screened on the water wall of
the National Gallery for the Melbourne Festival, at international festivals in New York, Buenos
Aires and Auckland, and has received funding from the Australia Council for her work Sure,
and from the AFC to travel with it to the IMZ Festival in Cologne. Dance Lumiere screened
three days of international, Australian and New Zealand dance films and videos, showing

a range of works specifically made for camera, live works that have been restructured for
camera and dance documentaries. Mitchell sees her curated program as ‘a window from
where Australia can present its work’ and dance on screen as ‘the place where movement can
be captured and, at its best, present us with experiences of the human spirit’.*

CONCLUSION: CREATING IDENTITY
You can create an audience for anything if it's well done, and you are passionate about it

The development of platforms for the screening of dance film and video, the growth

of collaborative activity across the dance and media disciplines, and the accessibility of
computer and media technologies at a domestic level all serve to facilitate the development
of dance film as a medium in its own right.The film and videographers of dance are
reclaiming the moving image as dance, making the experiential tangible, and redefining
dance as a significant lived experience. Through the choreography of dance for film | have
access to ‘new excesses and subtleties’,*® to a new range of creative skills,and can make
myself visible.
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