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contingent links among disparate elements. disparate tellings. varied film- making
National cinemas are. in this sense, not so much coherent as dispersed.

At one time, this cort of disper<al was considered a problem disqualifying the
study of national cinemas from screen theory. Christian Metz contends in his
seminal book Language and Cinema (1974 9) that because the cinema was such
a ‘multi-dimensional phenomenon’ it did not lend ‘itselfl to any nigorous and
unified study, but only to a heteroclite collection of observations involving
multiple and diverse points of view' For him “cinema” ... is not & knowshle
object’. Under this view - and it is one which has persisted in various ways into the
present ~ the study of a national cinema could be amenable only to observations
and not to systematic knowledge

Although [ disagree with Metz, he does have a point. The national cinema writer
must take on ‘multiple and diverse points of view’. This imposes practical lmits
on any analysis. If | examine the intersections of text, industry, policy, economics
and public reputation, the films necessarily get the more limited attention of
synoptic review and not detailed textual exegesis. The reader is confronted with
something more, and something less. than journalism, film reviewing. policy
analysis, economic analysis and film studies. Nanonal cinemu analyses posch
from these apparently more fully achieved domains, and are dependent on their
innovations. They mix and match the concepts and the innovations drawn from
each field (thereby running the risk of failing o apprehend each sufficiently )

Metz rightly observes that the insights developed from film cnticism’s ex-
tended discussion of film meaning are not as avatlable to the writer who examines
‘the cinema’ as a whole. Without the lengthy discursive trajectories and purifica-
tion of language made possible by concentrating on a particular aspect of the
cinema, the national cinema writer cannot match policy studies, economic analy-
sis, and textual analysis on its own terms. National cinermas cannot bracket off all
those other components that shape the circulation of films, in order to concentrate
on one or two. They need to combine, to give due weight to & heteroclite mnge of
‘elements in one and the same place and at the same time. National cinema writing
is that critical practice which Mw@bm%dmw“
the heteroclite nature of cinema.

A national cinema focus forces an analysis of the connections between these
‘elements and insists, however unevenly. on their collocation. The hybod analys-
ical strategics demanded in examining national cinemas are alvo s swengih.
Significantly, national cinema writing is neither the analysis of & flm s nor
policy discourse; neither film industry Journalism and economuc analyses noe fitm
mua mixture of cach. m-“ﬂﬂm




market, financing and the local and international works of the cinema. Like 1,
national cinema itself, national cinema writing needs to combine the local and th.
international. The local conditions, the relative speeds of development of ..
mestic infrastructures, the specific and local histories of cinema regulation,
politics and governmental subsidies, the discursive fields in which the nationa)
cinema is inscribed — these conditions give an inflection 1o the public's under-
standing of that cinema.

National cinema analyses are predisposed in some fashion to local history and
sociology. to emphasizing the local as well as (and sometimes at the expense of)
the international. National cinema writers have no choice: they must deploy
hybnid forms of analysis. The special local, cnucal, cultural, historical and
industnial milieu of each cinema needs to be ‘translated’ into a form available for
vanous kinds of local and international circulation. By showing how these
elements are combined, 1t becomes an arena which can travel along diverse and
often public cormidors. It can have importance to general readers, to those who
programme Alm retrospectives and film festivals, 1o film and cultural critics, to
policy makers, educators, industry economists, film-makers. politicians, and
Iawyers in the entertasinment industnies. It can become essential reading for
students of film whether they are film-makers, those involved in the film industry
outside the film crew, or screen studies students.

The study of national cinemas is the proof that it is possible to do things with
our recognition of the cinema as a multi-dimensional phenomenon. Multiple and
diverse points of view can be the subject of our systematizing atiention. Whereas
Metz used his basic insight to legitimate his turn to the apparently more manage-
able and pure problems of film language, we use ours 10 lead cinema cnticism
un&mMMWMdtlmsyﬂanspafxs
of the cinema as a social practice. Those of us who do take part in it even think
that such messy (John Hartley (1992: 23) calls them ‘dirty”) spaces are more

The problem every national cinema analysis faces is one of how to do justice 0
Assralian cinema as 3 hybrid assemblage of diverse elements, statuses and films.
One solution — and this is one adopted in this study — is to demonstrate 2 film
‘milics made up of antagonistic, complementary and simply adjacent clements,

which are 10 be made sense of in their own terms. This means keeping the question
is Australian cinema’ as firmly and permanently open as it is on the
{and international) public record. My task here is not one of deciding
mwiﬁenﬂmh‘ofﬂwmg how each
: scloses something about it. When I examine strategics 0!
] alation I do not see my task as one of choosing
them. The task of national cinema studics.

¢ films produced under its acgis, but also

elements, strategies and purposes that produce.
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THE ORGANIZATION OF THIS BOOK

In Chapter 2 — “Theorizing Australian cinema’ - [ argue that Australian cinema
should be considered as naturalized by a combination of statuses. It is a ‘natural’
part of the screen world, it is a social bond circulating among people and defining
that bond in their circulation, it is an object of knowledge and it is a problem of
knowledge. Australian cinema (s an assemblage which is simultancously real,
discursive and collective. [ draw attention (o the diverse knowledges about
Australian cinema and how power is exercised through the application of
knowledge.

The book then subdivides into three parts. In the first 1wo parts, “Making a
national cinema’ and ‘Making a distinct cinema’, 1 establish the nature of
Australian cinema. In *‘Making a national cinema’, | consider Australian cinema as
a particular kind of national cinema, sharing characteristics with other national
cinemas. Here I foreground how certain knowledges, particular discursive figures,
cinematic influences, formations of value and routine sense-making procedures
normalize Australian national cinema on the horizons of diverse agents. In
‘Making a distinct cinema’, I consider the character of its diversity, its regularities,
its cultural transfers (how it imports and indigenizes genres and film-making
norms), and how they contribute to producing a distinct cinema. My emphasis in
these first two parts is on those processes of naturalizing which make Australian
cinema self-evident. These parts provide a map of the general field of Australian
cinema within which the concerns of my third parn — about how Australian cinema
becomes a problem of knowledge - is established and maintained. In that part |
ask: How does Australian cinema function as 3 vehicle for social problem solving?

And how are knowledge, objects and people brought together in Australian
cinema?

Making a national cinema

hmpms3,4.5md6lcmsidammhncimmsanﬁmddnmh
diptq;mpareAusnﬁancimtoo(hﬂmﬁmﬂcinemmMMb'&e
concept of national cinema is made operational in the Australian context In
Chapter 3, ‘A national cinema’, I survey more generally those charactenstics
which Australian cinema shares with other national cinemas. discuss itas a
rs’pommnouywooddonxinm.saloalmdinwm:hm.
faﬁvdcimwhkhhﬁarel&dmmimutmﬁoundhmﬂlﬁﬁ
messy in its local, national and international involvements. National cinemas sre
identified as a relational term - a set of processes rather than an essence.

In Chapter 4, “A medium-sized English-language cinema’, | consider Aus-
wmu.wofmmmmmmww
hththKmdd:USAiniu&gl&hani‘ht
“foreign language’ (art house) and ethnic cinemas in the minor stream. Like the
MMSWMiIisamﬁudulhﬂwE‘
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Making a distinct cinema

In Chapters 7, 8, 9 and 10, I discuss the characteristics of Australian cinema which
contnbute to its production as a distinct cinema. [ find Australian cinema’s
specificity to lie, not in any particular set of attributes, so much as in its relational
character. This specificity emerges, on the one hand, from its diversifying.
unifying, importing and indigenizing, blending and Othering dynamics, and, on
the other hand, from its negotiation of its political and cultural weakness and the
related importance to it of projecting Australian ugliness and ordinariness.

In Chapter 7, 'Diversity’, [ discuss the intrinsic diversity of Australian cinema.
film-makers typically contribute to this or that pathway of the cinema with varying
degrees of intensity over time, with some contributions ~ to the documentary and
the western — being continuous over film history and other contributions ~ to the
science-fiction film and the thriller ~ being relatively recent. They draw on a range
of cultural differentiations from social life, politics and government. They reach
out to non-Australian locations for story settings, materials and subjects. Aus-
tralian cinema is largely of a one-off character and one in which film-makers
routinely work across a variety of film forms. In its turn film criticism also bears
the marks of this diversity.

In Chapter 8, 'Unity’, I consider the paradox of how various agents - film
critics, audiences, policy-makers, film-makers - routinely create unities and
singularities for this diverse film-making. There are those regularities common 10
all national cinemas, such as a domestic informational and local symbolic goods
archive, representing modal forms of the nation and local speech, which inform
the production and circulation of films and provide agents with ways of unifying
national film-making. Many of these agents develop a practical map of Australian
cinema, in which it appears as a genre or type of dominant film-making or as so
many thematic regularities — a masculinist cinema hypereritical of family life and
male~female relationships which eschews conventional heterosexual romance
structures and Oedipal trajectories. Critics and film-makers also unify Australian
cinema around particular stylistic preoccupations — in particular naturalism - and
around cultural and stylistic preoccupations with settings and landscape.

In these two chapters, I look at the ways in which agents think and assemble
Australian cinema in diversity and at the ways in which they think and produce it
in unity. Such processes of creating unity and diversity are not so much opposed
as twinned. Sometimes, for example, critics narrow the meaning of Australian
cinema to a handful of thematic, plot or other preoccupations, so as 1o claim that
Australian cinema is stylistically and culturally homogeneous. Such narowing
then justifies their arguments for more diversity in the Australian cinema. Unity is
specified as a problem in order to permit a greater diversity.

Because of the evident impartance of the international cinema in an import
culture, cultural transfers are a central issue in and for Australian cinema.
the work of the Russian semiotician Yuri Lotman, | develop a typology of culturs)
transfers in Australian cinema in Chapter 9. Lotman’s five stages of cultural
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transfer enable me 10 theorize the international circulation of concepts, films and
styles in the Australian receiving context as multifaceted and multileveled. | use
Lotman to reconsider Meaghan Morris's (1988) discussion of the unoriginality of
Australian cinema and to position its specificity in the style and character of it
negotiation of cultural transfers.

In the last of this section, Chapter 10, 1 seek more directly the distinctive
character of Australian cinema. Here 1 make a case for its distinctiveness as a
relation made of the intersection of a number of traits. These are: its manner of
dealing with its one-off character and its unoriginality and cultural weakness as o
medium-sized cinema, its narrative negotiation of Australian political weakness,

its Othering of the Australian, and its blending of melodrama and the art film, and
fact and fiction.

Problematizing Australian cinema

Chapters 11, 12 and 13 examine various ways in which Australian film becomes
more than ‘film in the film world® and attaches itself 10 social domains and
vehicles of social problematization. In Chapter 11, "Problematizing the Social’, |
examine Australian cinema as a vehicle for represeating and miervening in
Australian lifeways, politics and symbolic culture. | consider how film-making
organizes socinl meanings by exploiting social problems - relanonship break

down, custody disputes, incest, intolerance, generation gaps. Aborniginal and
settler society relations — whether it be to motivate characters and generate lension
between them in fiction film-making, or treat them as subjects for documentan
and experimental film-making.

In Chapter 12, “Problematizing gender’, I look at one of the most public of
problematizations in Australian cinema. The gender cleavage 15 not only an
important structuring difference in front of and behind the camern. While women
have always been depicted in the cinema, they still do not drive the narrative @

' in creative, technical and administrative positions 10 the same exient »
men and the opportunities and wages for women actors and performers are
nowhere near that for men. The problematizing of gender in social and cultural
criticism and elsewhere impacts at the level of representation, politics, work

' and social organization in Australian cinema.

In Chapter 13, ‘Problematizing nationhood", I examine how Australian cinern
represents the Australion *people-among-themselves' and defines them in relali
to other like peoples. Specifying who the Australian people are, and .msf;'
MWVMAWW with something to represent. (o be. and wit ,
materials to exploit. Audiences and critics recognize themselves in films and v:<
them a5 a source to project their society and nation in a certain kind of way. ol
‘makers, film-makers, critics and audiences rely on the existing poliical, civic 27
mmwm Australian society is represented to 1tself -
STt ' < l I’ ; ’i 5 .muﬂnulm' ' \m’ J ‘“ a’nmlm s(xlc[.\".l.\ A
national society — a European derived society, a diasporic society. a New World
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society and a multicultural society. Here I examine these formulations and their
translation into film.

Finally, in Chapter 14, ‘Critical dispositions’, I turn the point of focus squarely
on film criticism and national cinema description. I examine Australian cinema

criticism as the intersection of cultural criticism, cinephilic and history discourses

and the institutional networks that support them. | discem three different critical
styles; “symptomatic’ (or demythologizing criticism), ‘explicatory” criticism and
remythologizing criticism (remaking its objects). Cinephile institutions are shown
to transform through remythologizing film meaning; critical institutions through
demythologizing the meaning of films; and historical institutions through narrativ-
{zing the relation between past filmic trajectories. T end with a brief self-reflexive
examination of my own practice of problematizing Australian cinema. [ ask what
are the appropriate critical ethics to the diverse problematizations of Australian
cinema. | believe that our best ethics are pluralist, as they allow for a diversity of
equally valid ends.

This book emphasizes the plurality and diversity of Australian cinema and the
open-ended interrelations developed for them. Diversity is taken to be a mundane
property of Australian cinema. It is a naturally occurring property of a field and a
logical consequence of diverse film-making, of critical and governmental projects.
As it is constitutive, diversity is not taken to be an end in itself. My purpose in this
study 1s 10 demaonstrate how Australian cinema is 8 hybrid assemblage of elements
that are continually being improvised, combined and recombined; and to develop
a critical ethics appropnate to this situation.



Formations of value 137

e
Conceiving a national cinema as a mundane cinema is important to any national
cinema. It refuses 1o see only its exceptionalism. It talks to the heteroclite
of a national cinema in ways the self-defensive ethos of the oppositional

and the self-congratulatory ethos of the prestigious cannot.

Sometimes there is an attempt to value the mundane cinema as such and to
celebrate a diverse film industry by using those moments of spectacular local
success 10 open out on to cultural and aesthetic discussion. In 1982 I wrote an
article for Filmnews on The Man from Snowy River which was subsequently
republished (1985a) in reaction to the then prevailing and subsequent reflexive
denunciation of this film as in Rose Lucas’ (1993: 103) words, ‘a shamelessly

ist pandering to the box office and to American film markets in parti-
cular’. This was a film with no redeeming features: aesthetically, politically and
culturally. By using an ‘American colonizer’ the ‘heat’ was taken off our ‘fine
Australian pioneers’ who were ‘involved in an identical process of encoding the
landscape within their own temitorial and ideological parameters’. The film was
also particularly ‘objectionable’ because of its “stereotypical equation of women
with a passive landscape to be cultivated or a horse to be ridden’. “The love
interest, Jessica . . . is virtually indistinguishable from the missing horse’.

Snowy River was idcologically bad, technically bad, masculinist, poorly scrip-
ted and shamelessly commercial. We needed. | thought, better tools than these to
explain a film which supplanted all previous successful Hollywood films to
become the most successful box-office film in Australian theatrical exhibition (it
was later eclipsed by E.T. (Spiclberg 1982) and Crocodile Dundee). We also
needed a better way of respecting the audience that had made it so successful than
a declamatory critique that turned the audience into dupes of explontative Amer-
icanized film-makers.

In my essay, | argued that film and cultural intellectuals had much to learn from
Snowy River and its firm situation in Australian popular culture. Snowy River is a
story loosely based on the famous Banjo Patterson poem It has the main lead Jim
leave his mountain home after the death of his father “at the hands’ of brumbies.
He is forced out by the older mountain men who tell him he must carn the right to
return o the high country. He works as a horse wrangler on the plains for a
wealthy and hard American squatter, Harmson (Kirk Douglas). There he meets
and falls in Jove with Harrison’s daughter (Signd Thomton) and is subsequently
forced 1o leave. He is able to return to the mountains when he catches Harrison’s
Prize colt which has escaped to the brumbies. He succeeds, where everyone else
has failed, in the film's central spectacular chase sequence. He and his surrogate

father ~ Harrison'’s despised half-brother Spur (also played by Kirk Douglas) =

strategy of address on the part of the film
kw:dAw:lnh'wmAm-ﬁawuseenwbenmmmudmrw

aational character’ but “diverse publics’. The film-makers saw M i
providing something for cach — ‘parents, kids, those who never g0 10 the cineny
cineastes, adolescents of both sexes’. 1 argued that the film displayed the marks o
this selection when ‘what appeared plausibly and apprecuamely.as’bm -
quotation appeared to other audiences as something real, new, genuine (250 We
also needed to recognize aspects of Australian popular culture for what they were
1 wrote:

The terrain The Man inhabits is that of the cigarette commercial, clothes,
fashions, real estate, tourism, soap opera (melodrama), bush dancing, Joha
Ford and John Wayne. In other words, the film is firmly situated withn
Australian popular culture. The ‘fictive space’ of Australia and the locale that
the film calls upon is one formed in and informed by television, the press aad
radio; rather than the state, existing Australian feature films, or ... literature.

(245)

The film was also situated in contemporary values and debates. So Harmison (the

b.ad guy) rails against feminism. Jim (the Man) talks in the language of animal

liberation whcg he breaks in the colt from Old Regret. Clancy admonishes the

predatory Harrison in terms that make sense *only within an ecological frame of
reference’.

I thought cultural critics could learn from this film. I

: : . It could help them

understand just how localized and specific to them were some of the ideas they

med :; a general Australian condition. T was specifically thinking about the

asalien, foreign, mysterious, uncolonisable, predatory or revengeful’. nthe

stead of these, the film posed a much more ordinary, banal and pragmatic relation

with the bush: 't is a commerial, ecological, desirable, pleasurable, traversable

mmm:: 3(1}’:&;546) White Australians were not *Europeans’, ey
Hanging oct) aad Aboxia i“ai‘nmm'e Was not a *hermeneutic’ (as in Picnic at
Keys 10 89 experience of lshc A':z "‘:::’mﬁzozlgmal culture did not ‘provide [:
A0 ndscape’ - as in Walk .

Wove md Ma"‘a"f"'"' (247). The bush i not scrt:rulc);r::n‘t:i‘zm‘j:v\:kh:f and
the audience. It is simply available, It is not alien although it is unfamiliar’ (247
The utback folk in turn were not ‘the vicious, nasty, racist. ugl redatory peopk
of Wake in Fright,nor the European peasantry of & - ugly, predatory

G ¢ i g 1y Brilliant Career', rather they
wete ‘variously simple, naive, dignified, affectionate, likeable and resilient’, Wt




