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      Introduction


    




    

       


    




    

      At time of writing, the Australian Film Industry stands as amongst the most dynamic and vibrant of national film movements anywhere in the world. Australian films can compete with the world’s best on any level. The balance of fine local product, exported hits and a technology base that attracts even Hollywood productions to Australia has made Australian film a high profile undertaking worthy of closer examination as to its heritage. Although this is a source of pride for many, and justifiably so from a patriotic standpoint, the emphasis on the international success of select popular individual films (Shine, Muriel’s Wedding) and the corresponding attention given high-profile Australian celebrities like Peter Weir, Russell Crowe and Cate Blanchett has duly elevated Australian film culture; but at the expense of greater public knowledge of the numerous back-stories about the battles and battlers which have contributed to this current high-profile success.


    




    

      The Australian Film Industry has been in constant operation in the century since the silent era and is replete with offbeat, unusual and informative tales. Australian Film Tales is a journey through this insightful and informative history, for the Aussie film buff. Indeed, once during the silent era Australian film was the equal of the incipient American film industry then concentrating on Hollywood. The first feature length films were Australian, not American; and Australian authorities were looking to use film to showcase both the nation and the talent of the Aussies within it. There was always debate in Australian film circles, however: over which images were acceptable for export to present the country to the world, over whether local or imported actors should be used in Australian films, over how to censor those films which pushed the envelope and over how to make truly Australian films to be shown in Australia for Australians.


    




    

      With such attention to both entertainment and national pride, Australian films present quite the perplexing enigma both to the Australian movie-goer and the general film buff. From the much-vaunted period in the 1970s, known as the Australian New Wave, Australian films have sought a quality which the pressures of box-office viability have always tempered with: such is the harsh reality of film as a business rather than an art. So it was that tax incentives and government funding in Australia worked to alleviate the joint artistic and commercial pressures on the film industry. Individual works were hence heralded or excoriated; careers were cut-short or taken up internationally; and the money men kept looking for a product that would appeal. The tension between film as national self-expression, commercial product and a business with a replenishing talent base thanks to Australia’s two dominant film schools (Swinburne and the AFTRS) resulted in a dynamic undercurrent to the making of Australian film: back stories hitherto uncollected in book form.


    




    

      This book, Australian Film Tales, is a celebration of a century of Australian Film. It collects unusual, entertaining and insightful stories, critical accounts, historical details and celebrity fan trivia previously known only in obscure text books or library periodicals and presents them in a reader-friendly tour through the seldom read-about world of Aussie cinema from the silent era to the present day. Divided into eleven themed chapters, the book presents Australian film from its least-examined perspective: the anecdote as tale. Full of anecdotal stories exploring, extolling and revelling in the distinctiveness of Australian Film culture, Australian Film Tales is written to engage the true Aussie film buff. Over 100 years of Australian film stories are to be found in this book. Without judgment and with a keen sense of wonder, Australian Film Tales is intended as a trip through the vibrant, dynamic legacy of Australian cinema achievement.


    




    

      As more attention is given the need for the archival collection and storage of classic Australian films and the popularity of the home entertainment revolution spearheaded by DVD makes for a renewed interest in Australian film, the often forgotten highlights of a century of Australian cinema are being re-released onto DVD. With my experience as DVD reviewer for two online sites, www.widerscreenings.com and www.dvdresurrections.com, I have here in Australian Film Tales sought to combine the perspective of the movie-hungry home viewer with that of the historian. My previous book trilogy published by Inkstone – Film Tales: Movie Trivia in the Age of DVD, Film Talk: Quoting the Movies in the Age of DVD and Film Tags: Promoting the Movies in the Age of DVD – enabled me to explore the seldom-examined fineries of film culture and it is the sense of discovery and informational entertainment that I sought to bring to Australian film exclusively in Australian Film Tales.


    




    

      I sincerely hope you find this book as rewarding to read as I did to write.


    




    

       


    


  




  

    

      
Outbacks, Australian Identity and Antics



    




    

       


    




    

      Although Australia is a heavily urbanized country, with most of the population being concentrated around major centres, it is country or outback Australia which has been used in depictions of nationhood in cinema emanating from outside Australia and it is terms of that image that we remain judged in cinema. Now matter how we as Australians may consider “the bush” it is the portrayal of non-urban Australia which has made the biggest impression outside of the country. Recent films have gone a long way to remedying that but for many audiences, it is the country’s vast open resources which define the nation.


    




    

      One need only think of the enormous success Paul Hogan had in Crocodile Dundee or the depiction of Australia society that informed the adaptation of Colleen McCullough’s The Thorn Birds so popular on especially American television. The sunburnt country may indeed be a justifiable source of national pride: thus it is intriguing to examine not only the movies which attempt to express that national identity, but the diverse anecdotes and back stories that essentially make up a justifiable basis of our bush mystique. This section’s anecdotes all examine the Australian experience of presenting the Australian landscape and the Australian identity both for Aussies and for international audiences.


    




    

       


    




    

      Running for Cover


    




    

      In the 1970s, the South Australian Film Corporation was beginning to seek an identity of its own, even though the state’s distinct landscape was proving attractive for interstate productions. Such was the case with The Last of the Knucklemen, an exploration of Aussie codes of machismo, which went to the remote SA township of Andamooka for some location filming. However, as often happens with visiting film crews, there were difficulties between the locals and the filmmakers. So it was that a drifting larrikin wandered onto the film set one day carrying a stick of dynamite. On seeing the man carry in a dangerous explosive, the cast and crew fled, seeking fearful shelter: all except one special effects technician who noted that the stick of dynamite did not have a detonator and was actually harmless. The provocative larrikin was determined to exploit the situation and thus approached a truck to which many had fled and tossed the dynamite under the truck, creating another panic. He was soon apprehended and the joke revealed. However, the authorities did not look favourably on the prank and so the unfortunate man was fined $200 for general nuisance when the matter went to local court.


    




    

       


    




    

      Popularizing the Californian “Outback”


    




    

      Colleen McCullough’s popular novel The Thorn Birds was a genuine crowd-pleaser, offering a slice of Australiana that proved endearing to readers outside of the nation. Hence, when the novel came to the attention of American TV producers, they felt it viable material to be adapted into a television series. After a casting process that shifted from Englishwoman Jane Seymour in the role to genuine Aussie actress Rachel Ward, the production examined the feasibility of filming on actual Australian sheep-shearing stations. However, the genuine locations were found to be too far away from the facilities needed and thus a cumbersome trek to bring all the filming resources necessary to make the film, without much of a support network. In addition, the Australian government was so overwhelmingly protective of the fledgling Australian film industry that a “foreign” production was subject to such intensive and expensive regulations that the producers concluded it would be more practical to film the project in the USA. Thus, new locations in California were eventually found to stand in for Australia, recreate the supposedly unique Australian outback environs and, perhaps most importantly, avoid the Aussie procedural red tape.


    




    

       


    




    

      Making the Biggest Exterior Set in order to Stage the Biggest Explosion


    




    

      George Miller’s original film of Mad Max starring Mel Gibson was an enormous and popular hit in Australia, even though when the film came to be distributed in the USA the distributors felt the Australian accent so off-putting that they re-dubbed Mel Gibson with an American voice. When it came time for the sequel, the filmmakers were determined to top their already landmark achievements. Although the original film had been hampered by severe budgetary restrictions (with, for instance, vinyl used instead of supposedly leather police uniforms), this time, mechanisms were in place to prevent such. Indeed, the film would soon make Aussie movie history for featuring the largest exterior set ever constructed for an Australian feature – the desert oil-rig compound. After much location scouting, an area just outside Broken Hill in New South Wales was decided upon and construction of the massive set duly began. However, the spectacle of the largest outback film set was apparently not enough for these filmmakers who felt in true Americanized grandeur that the best way to top off this achievement would be to stage the largest special effects explosion ever for an Australian film and blow the set up. That they did.


    




    

       


    




    

      Where Australians Draw the Line, International Critics Embrace


    




    

      In the early 1970s, as the Australian New Wave was beginning to emerge in a vibrant resurgence of local filmmakers and filmmaking, nostalgic evocations of Australia’s past set amidst a resplendent countryside were the vogue. Indeed, the highly influential American critic Paulene Kael (writing for New Yorker magazine) had summarily dismissed Australian cinema as being provincially prettified banality. Director Fred Schepisi was determined to change this when he embarked on the period film The Chant of Jimmie Blacksmith, based on the novel by Thomas (Schindler’s List) Keneally and telling the story of a young Aboriginal man who defies the white authorities and is hunted across the land for it. Although the film featured the expected evocation of the majesty of the Australian landscape, Schepisi here made no concessions whatsoever for nostalgic sentiment for the bush and presented a full and violent criticism of the destruction of the Aboriginal race by white authority. At a time when the stolen generations fiasco was still in practice this sentiment was not popular with Australian audiences and the film flopped. However, Paulene Kael was impressed enough to mention the film as the sole exception to her condemnation.


    




    

       


    




    

      Outlaw Revivalism and Australian Irony


    




    

      In Australia’s pioneering cinema of the early 20th Century, there was a great attention on the escapades of notorious bushrangers such as Ned Kelly. However, authorities at the time expressed contempt for these films and worried that impressionable audiences would imitate the behaviour of such notorious criminals. Thus, in perfect irony for a nation with a convict ancestry, governments of the day banned screen depictions of bushrangers, lest they be considered heroes and so pose a challenge to true authority. By the time of the 1970s revival in Aussie film, bush-rangers were again a popular trend, one seized upon by the British when they came to Australia to produce a version of Ned Kelly with none other than Rolling Stones singer Mick Jagger in the title role. In the early 21st century, Ned Kelly became again the subject of a film, but now Australia’s concern for its bush-ranging ancestry was such that the media could make much humour of the fact that when star Heath Ledger tried on Ned Kelly’s actual suit of armour it fit him perfectly, causing Ledger to remark that he was destined for the role and that although he and the real Kelly were evidently of the same physical type, it was because Kelly was starving, whereas Ledger merely didn’t go to the gym.


    




    

       


    




    

      Making the Best of Natural Adversity


    




    

      Tasmanian director Robert Scholes had experienced tough weather conditions when he was researching for a series of oral histories about the people who lived in the Central Highlands of Tasmania. Graduating from Melbourne’s Swinburne College, Scholes set about his first dramatic feature, 1987’s The Tale of Ruby Rose. The hardest aspect of the filming process, however, proved the location – the Walls of Jericho, a valley surrounded by three-sided high cliffs. Special permission was obtained from the Tasmanian authorities to fly in supplies, including aluminium sheds for the crew to sleep in, livestock and clothes. It was an incredibly tough shoot for the mid-1980s and stretchers were used as beds – a long way from the world of personal trailers given Hollywood stars. Filmed mid-winter conditions got so bleak that the film crew were isolated. Supplies were planned to be flown in by helicopter but the weather was so bad that the chopper could not get off the ground and supplies had to be trekked in by foot. Food ran out and the cast had to get by on catching and eating wallabies, a technique taught actor Chris Haywood by a local. Perhaps unsurprisingly, on its Aussie release the film was praised for its majestic scenic values.


    




    

       


    




    

      Gay Gimmicks and Macho Revisionism


    




    

      The film of The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert became one of the most loved of 1990s Australian movies, thanks in part to colourful depictions of a trio of flamboyant drag queens who set out across the Australian landscape in a bus. The film was a success overseas also, even prompting Hollywood to appropriate it and make its own version, To Wong Foo, thanks for Everything, Julie Newmar. But it is the Aussie-ness of the film that endures – the sense of hilarious (and harrowing) culture clash as the values of Sydney’s famous (or infamous) Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras come to the most remote areas of bush-land and the most macho towns. Although quite knowing about the macho identity still so present in Australiana, the film’s gentle lampooning of such ensured that its gay characters were as much true-blue Aussie as any existing stereotype. Indeed, some cinemas were so intent to make the gay subculture an official part of Aussie-hood that they tried an audience participation gimmick: some theatres installed disco mirror balls and colored lights which were activated during the film’s final party scene, a gimmick acknowledged in the closing credits, which proudly state that the film was shown in select theatres in “Dragarama”.


    




    

       


    




    

      The Strange Case of the Missing Outback


    




    

      During the revival of Australian film in the 1970s, depictions of the outback were popular as a means of asserting national identity. However, actual outback lifestyles, while distinctly Australian, ran the risk of being viewed in a different way when seen through non-Australian eyes. This was the case when Canadian director Ted Kotcheff (who would direct Sylvester Stallone in the first Rambo movie, First Blood) came to Australia to make Wake in Fright (aka Outback): a quintessentially Aussie view of outback living tinged with dread and revulsion. The film’s treatment of Australia’s national identity made it divisively controversial, it essentially depicting a monstrous side to Australia’s “bush” living. Thus, after its initial release, it was seldom screened and although prints of it existed, a decade later the original negative went missing and was thought lost, making the film the one genuine lost classic of modern Australian cinema. Producer Anthony Buckley had an impetus to restore this classic to its proper status and began a quest to track down the negative for archival purposes. After ten years of searching, the lost classic’s negative was found in film canisters in a warehouse in Pittsburgh in the USA, in a container marked “for destruction”.


    




    

       


    




    

      The Great Skinny Dip


    




    

      Many English directors have been attracted by the prospect of making their films in Australia. In the early 1970s thus, some were drawn to the vast landscape and the so-called Australian character. Although most of these focused on immigrant experience, a number felt drawn to explore more erotic themes in outback settings. However, with official Australian censorship at a restrictive level, nudity was still a controversial thing, especially the nudity of a young woman. Michael Powell convinced a young Helen Mirren to frolic in his tale of artist Norman Lindsay in Age of Consent but Mirren had little problems with nudity. Such was not the case when nubile young actress Jenny Agutter was imported to star alongside Aboriginal actor Gulpilil in Nicolas Roeg’s classic Walkabout. A film saturated with inter-racial sexual tension in its tale of the culture clash between an Aboriginal man and a pair of stranded British schoolchildren, Walkabout demanded a scene where Agutter take a nude swim in a billabong. The English actress was reluctant to film the nude swim in front of the crew and thus all but essential personnel were sent away. When they were summoned back, they immediately threw of their clothes and went for a skinny dip.


    




    

       


    




    

      Sounding the Sunburnt Country


    




    

      When talking about Australian cinema, most think of its contemporary revival in the so-called New Wave of the 1970s, birthing such now internationally renowned directors as Peter Weir, Bruce Beresford and Fred Schepisi. However, in the silent and immediate sound era, Australia had a thriving film industry and much local talent. Amongst these was director Ken G. Hall. Hall was working with early sound technology when he was recruited into the ranks of new film production house Cinesound. Hall got to expand his experience with one of Australia’s very first sound films, On Our Selection, based on an immensely popular stage show. Although a small studio was set up in Bondi Junction, Hall was aware that although many Australians had seen the vast landscape of the outback, they had not as yet heard its distinctive sounds. Recognizing that such aurality was just as important a facet of the whole Australian character, Hall set about recording what he considered a “bush symphony” full of birdsong, cattle by a river and the activities of stockmen. When the film premiered, critics and public alike were enthralled as now the bush was a more vivid an aesthetic experience than was ever shown before.


    




    

       


    




    

      The Perils of Taking a Dry and Dusty Land for Granted


    




    

      Premier Don Dunstan came to power in the early 1970s and was determined to turn the state of South Australia into a cultural centre for the arts to rival Victoria and New South Wales. Battling the continued reputation of the state as backward and provincial, Dunstan established the South Australian Film Corporation. The first state-funded project set up under his auspices was Sunday Too Far Away, detailing the experiences of bush shearers in the late 1950s. Director Ken Hannam had worked for ABC television before leaving for England, only to be lured back to direct this venture. As the film required location shooting on hard, dry and arid land, the region of Quorn was selected as the ideal place. However, a most ironic and unexpected problem happened – it rained. In fact it rained so much during the filming of this story of a dry land that much of the production was improvised on the spot, leading to a seven week shoot of constant surprises in which the script played a secondary role. Due to such unexpected factors, the producers thought the first cut of the film wholly un-releasable and thus ordered it recut a second and third time, to the dismay of Hannam who felt such cuts were merely filmmaking by committee and left the production.


    




    

       


    




    

      A Revolution in Colour


    




    

      In the doldrums of the 1950s, one man, Charles Chauvel, was all but single-handedly determined to see to it that Australia maintained a quality feature film industry. Chauvel was also very concerned over the official treatment of Aboriginals and when a visiting American journalist suggested to him that he make a feature with Aboriginals in the lead roles, Chauvel was enthusiastic. In addition, he felt that the industry could benefit from changes in film stock abroad: thus, with his wife Elsa, he embarked upon what he fully intended as the first colour Australian film to be produced – Jedda. Chauvel travelled 10,000 miles through the Northern Territory to scout locations and to find a suitable cast, finding his male lead Robert Tudawali on the recommendation of another journalist in Melville Island, and his female lead Ngarla Kunoth quite by chance in a hostel for Aboriginal girls. Although this landmark film was now ready to commence, soon into production Chauvel faced a big problem – no laboratory in Australia was equipped to process the colour film stock. Chauvel thus arranged for his shot footage to be sent regularly to a small airport, from where it was then sent in consignment to Darwin and from there on to England for due processing, before being sent back.


    




    

       


    




    

      Presenting the Proper Face of the Nation to the World


    




    

      In the early years of the 20th Century, the dilemma between what was suitable for Aussies to see about their home nation and what was suitable for foreigners to see became something of an issue, especially when “the bush” was an idealized aspect of national identity and pride. This found its harshest expression when cinema pioneer Franklyn Barrett filmed his vision of Australia’s bleaker reality in The Breaking of the Drought. Barrett scoured the country – filming around Sydney, Narrabri and the Kangaroo Valley – in order to find usable locations gripped by what Australians knew all too well as part of the national identity – severe drought. In his search he managed to capture on film some of the first footage of enormous dust storms and plagues of mice devouring grain stores. This realism, however, counteracted the more romantic, prevailing view of “the bush” that had pervaded Australian cinema to that point and although resonated with experienced Australian audiences presented a problem for those government officials concerned with international image. Hence, the film was felt to portray the country in an unfavourable light and thus the realistic scenes were censored from prints of the film intended to be shown overseas.


    




    

       


    




    

      Publicizing Australia’s Efforts During World War Two


    




    

      Harry Watt was a British filmmaker who came to Australia during the war years. He was so impressed by the potential of the land and by the then thriving local film industry that he persuaded the British Ealing Studios to come to Australia, making Ealing the first foreign production house to regularly sponsor films in Australia. At the same time, the Australian government had complained to the British Ministry of Information about the lacklustre and even non-existent publicity given the Australian war effort in the British press. Watt was thus assigned the task to find a suitable theme worth developing in a movie that would address just those propaganda concerns. As Charles Chauvel was busy filming the war epic The Rats of Tobruk, Watt decided to steer clear of wartime films and produce something which not only reflected his training as a documentarist but give audiences a glimpse at “true-blue” Aussie concerns during the years of World War Two. The resultant film was The Overlanders, for which Watt and his film crew would spend five months around the Alice Springs region with a thousand head of cattle to dramatize the evacuation of a farm under the so-called scorched earth policy.


    




    

       


    




    

      A Future in Documentary


    




    

      By the 1950s, Australian filmmaking was entering a slump. With little or no features being made, those who wanted to keep filmmaking alive had little choice but to recourse into documentary. Indeed, it was hoped that documentary would save Australian film. Thus the Shell Film Unit secured money from its parent company and gave John Heyer the important task of making a film that would show the Australian character in its natural glory. Heyer decided that the rigours of outback life truly revealed such a national identity and so set about making a documentary about life along the Birdsville track in Central Australia. Heyer thus assembled a worthy team of some twenty technicians and using non-professional actors set out with some five trucks of filmmaking equipment into the desert, for what he hoped to call The Back of Beyond in honour of bush-living Aussies. However, not long into his trek, Heyer faced a typically Australian problem – blow flies. Flies were everywhere. But, more than just an inconvenience, the flies soon got into the equipment trucks, apparently being attracted to the cameras, which they somehow managed to get into. The production was threatened with ruin if the flies could not be kept out and the cameras cleaned.


    




    

       


    




    

      The Root Cause of Aussie Film Censorship


    




    

      It is both ironic and wholly apt that the history of Australian film censorship in effect dates back to one of the very first feature films produced in Australia – The Story of the Kelly Gang. The makers of the film were the five Tait brothers who gathered together around them enough equipment and personnel to make a feature, shooting on weekends over a period of several months, venturing to Heidelberg near Melbourne. Determined that their film should be more than a mere piece of filmed theatre, the Taits did extensive research to capture the feel of the land and the details of the outlaw life – guns, horses, etc. Taking into account the Australian sympathy for the underdog, the film proved popular but one incident brought the film to the attention of the authorities. The Bulletin reported that shortly after the film was shown in Ballarat, five kids went on an imitation crime spree. The copycat incident led the authorities to conclude that films about criminal activity were tantamount to inducing crime and corrupt vulnerable youth. When local townships protested screenings, fearing the worst, the Victorian Chief Secretary issued a ban on the film from those districts. When the film was re-released six years later it was banned outright in the state of Victoria.


    




    

       


    




    

      When the Yanks are in Town


    




    

      Beginning as producer and working through as director-producer, Stanley Kramer developed an interest in the hot topic of the 1950s, nuclear war, and took to Australian author Nevil Shute’s novel On the Beach, in which Melbourne was the only city to survive a nuclear holocaust. Determining that the Australian landscape would be suitable for both the urban and desolate settings required to make the movie, Kramer, at considerable expense, moved the production to Melbourne for added authenticity. However, Kramer soon faced a problem when filming the necessary scenes on the beach. Considering that genuine US stars like Ava Gardner were in Australia for the shooting, the film attracted a lot of interest from star-struck locals who turned up to the beach in their thousands, standing shoulder-deep in the water to watch the filming. Their spontaneous applause after every take caused many a headache for the sound recordist although was treated with humour. More frustrating was the tendency for the crowd in the water to press ever forward for a better look and impose on the set. Often the crowds were so great that they intruded into the camera shot and forced Kramer to have to do re-takes of key scenes.


    




    

       


    




    

      It’s All in the Editing Process


    




    

      In the 1920s it was common practice for Australian film distributors to recut imported films, rewrite the silent title cards to give the film a different plot than originally intended and release them with alternate titles to cash in on the public hunger for movies. Often these efforts results in nothing substantial but in one case, the interference with a foreign film led to an Australian classic. Film National had come into possession of an unremarkable German film named Emden, glorifying the war adventures of a First World War German ship, a raider. When First National handed the film over to their editor, one Ken G. Hall, Hall noted that the film could indeed be transformed into something remarkably patriotic for Australian viewers. Thus, thanks to clever editing and re-titling Hall re-worked the film so that it became not a glorification of the German raider but a valediction of the Australian destroyer Sydney which had finally managed to sink the Emden in what was the first Naval engagement Australia had taken part in. Hall took his premise for the re-working to the Australian Navy and managed to secure their co-operation. The resultant film, The Exploits of the Emden, was a huge success with Australian viewers towards the end of the 1920s.
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