ACCEPTANCE SPEECH – Cecil Holmes Award

I’m humbled and delighted to get this award, and I wish to thank the ADG Board, Ruth and the many people who over the years have been associates, collaborators and good friends - people like Pat Fiske, John Hughes, Mitzi Goldman, Curtis Levy, Bob Connolly, Gil Scrine and the late Tom Haydon – to name just a few… 

BUT  I especially want to single out two people – Firstly my erstwhile brilliant editor Ray Thomas (we’ve been working now for 20 years). I’ve noticed that we’re beginning to wear almost identical wardrobe and have the same barber. Joined in the hip you might say!  Who but Ray could have cut this trailer.  Each film we’ve worked on together becomes almost an epic journey, and an adventure.  He’s great fun to be with.

The other person is of course my partner Julia who’s seen me through the good times and the bad, and given me constant encouragement and support (as she’s doing now to hundreds of other filmmakers – even sometimes at 10 at night when I want to go to bed!). I guess she’s a bit of a role model for me now.

Cecil Holmes was also a role model, although I only knew him by reputation. Cecil was a bit of a maverick – a nonconformist– which is not a bad quality to have as a filmmaker! He was certainly passionate, driven, and not afraid of standing up for his beliefs. People like Stephen Wallace did know him.  Stephen reminded me of a story of how Cecil was blacklisted from working in ‘the Commonwealth Film Unit (the old Film Australia) – one of the few places that back then would hire directors.  One day he apparently got a call from a person who turned out to be an ASIO operative wanting to meet him in a park. The deal was that if he named some names, and essentially became a spy, the job in the Film Unit would be his.

This Blacklist of course these days doesn’t exist, but there are more subtle forms of censorship, especially in the current television climate which can compromise a director and stifle more creative forms of filmmaking.

Looking back I feel very privileged to have been part of the heady days of the late 7o’s and 80’s – when you called yourself an independent filmmaker, and when creativity was encouraged and rewarded by the government film agencies.  They were exciting times and it was possible to find one’s director’s voice and develop one’s own individual style.  For me it was the ‘observational documentary’.  I’m talking about a non-fiction style of storytelling where you allow time for characters to build and situations to unfold, and where you capture moments that are unrepeatable, and often totally unforeseen…. scenarios even a scriptwriter could not have written.  This idea of the unexpected, of not knowing quite what’s around the corner, continues to enthral me as a director and its what keeps me and colleagues like Bob Connolly pursuing and constantly evolving this style of filmmaking.

But I’m coming to the realisation now that this and other unique styles of documentary are becoming less and less common. Its not that there isn’t a lot of interest amongst emerging filmmakers. (I get ideas pitched at me frequently). The reason is the powerful impact television has made on the documentary form.  The preference is for programs that are more formulaic and format-driven, lighter on content. Don’t get me wrong.  I’ve seen some really excellent programs that are ‘format based’ (we can outshine the Brits at their own game), but I still find the orthodoxy a little stultifying.  You just need to look at how the language has changed.  These days what we make is labelled ‘content’, and we the directors are the ‘content providers’.  

From what I’ve observed, a significant documentaries are now being, or at least started, outside the television environment, commonly on much lower budgets.  Interestingly the majority of the finalists tonight in the two documentary categories have been made this way.  All up it’s a very uncertain future indeed for us filmmakers who want to keep working and making a living from our art.

BUT we now have a new Agency – Screen Australia -  which has a cultural remit that many of us hope will remedy this situation.  Let’s trust the organisation doesn’t get bogged down and become an authoritarian and managerial bureaucracy.  It seems that so far they are prepared to consult with us and listen.

Back in Cecil Holmes’ day we didn’t have a Guild…. But right now, we do have one, albeit financially poor, but strong on influence.  We are the Guild.  It represents all of us filmmakers.  We must all get behind the Guild to ensure that the new Agency devises its programs around what we need, rather than us being forced to endorse their preferences. We must ensure that flexibility, diversity and creativity are values held high, and that directors are given the opportunity to find and develop their own voice.
As George Orwell once said:  "If liberty means anything at all, it 
means the right to tell people what they do not want to hear.” 

