OZ Film Files Podcast - Episode 12: Geoff Gardner
I'm your host, Steve Gaunson, and welcome to Oz Film Files, the podcast dedicated to exploring all of the individuals involved in creating and preserving Australian film culture. On this episode, we speak to film festival director and commentator Geoff Gardner. Geoff was involved in the cinema industry for several decades and is now regarded as one of the most knowledgeable and informative voices on the history of film and cinema. It was a pleasure speaking with Geoff about his extensive career, and I highly recommend checking out his terrific website, FilmAlert 101, and go to Cinema Reborn when it's next on. This was a great chat, and here is the episode.

Stephen: Geoff Gardner, welcome to Oz Film Files.

Geoff: Thank you very much, Steve.

Stephen: It's great having you here. Let's begin at the very beginning. Like, where did you first fall in love with movies? Were you a film buff as a kid? How did that all begin for you?

Geoff: Yes, I think I was. From an early age, we were taken to films by my parents...

Stephen: You grew up in Melbourne?

Geoff: Yes, and my parents allowed us to go to any of the cinemas along Brunswick Road, sorry, Sydney Road in Brunswick. There were five, all told. Our favourite was the Padua, which always had the newest films. I think back in about 1981, 1982, I remember wandering around the ruins of what was left of it after they'd knocked it down and feeling how saddened—and I think I was even more saddened when the building that went up on it seemed to be utterly nondescript, so there was nothing left of it.

Stephen: What sort of films were you interested in?

Geoff: I think standard kid stuff, a lot of the westerns that were screened at Saturday Matinees. There were various Tim Holt, William Boyd, Hopalong Cassidy, all of those, Jungle Jim movies, Tarzan movies; they were all part of it. They were all very short, all of those films, so that you could fit in cartoons and newsreels and so on and be two or three hours where you were out.

Stephen: Were you involved in any of those kids clubs where the parents would drop their kids at local cinema and the cinema would just basically entertain the children for Saturday afternoon?

Geoff: No, no, no, no, we didn't have anything like that. I'm not even aware that there was anything like that.

Stephen: Yeah, it was a big thing with Hoyts.

Geoff: Oh, right, yeah, yeah. We did have a connection with Hoyts. My Uncle Lindsay was a projectionist, and he worked at Hoyts Plaza in Essendon. I think that's now gone too; it was opposite the railway station. My first memory of how people can “organise things” was when there was a raffle at one of the Saturday Matinees for a Hopalong Cassidy outfit. My father told me, “If your name gets called out, go up and accept it.” There's this huge crowd of people for this thing. My name got called out. I'm fairly certain that Uncle Lindsay fixed the raffle. It took me a while to work out what had happened, but nothing was ever said at home.

Stephen: And there you were on the stage. So where did you go from a kid who liked going to the movies to somebody who was really interested in film culture?

Geoff: Well, I did have a very good English teacher called Bill Hannon, who I think is still alive. He taught at Warrandyte, became a major figure in Victorian union politics, education department, policy making. And Bill and another teacher, Alec Allenson, both of them would, as part of their sort of general meeting, around when you have your form meeting at the start of the day or whatever, both of them would actually say, “Oh, I went to see this wonderful film on Saturday night. Any of you who want to go and see it, you should.” But they would recommend films like The World of Apu or Rocco and his Brothers. And we felt very sort of bold sneaking into taking the afternoon off sport to go and see those films. I didn't tell my parents that I was doing it, so I had to nick in and out of town fairly quickly. But there were the Savoy, Art House and the Australia cinema, which were places that I started to go.

Stephen: But you weren't just going [to the movies], you're also sort of producing. You produced a film called Monash 66.

Geoff: Yes. Somehow or other, MUFS got a commission from, I think it was the student union at Monash, to make a film that would be for freshers at University. And Chris and I think Rob and Laurie did the debuts. Yeah, that's right. Rob and Laurie.

Stephen: And Nigel Buesst shot it.

Geoff: Oh, Nigel Buesst, yeah. And they gave us a tiny amount of money to make the film. And certainly nobody got a wage or anything like that, which is the way films were made. The only people they ever paid for making films in those days were the labs, who had quite expensive black and white film and quite expensive processing.

Stephen: And how did you get involved with that group?

Geoff: Oh, just through MUFS, joining MUFS when I went to University. I started going literally from day one when I was at University, a huge number of films over the course of the year. MUFS would, in turns one and two, screen at least three films a week. And the nearby Carlton Movie House was also a sort of seriously good repertory cinema in those days.

Stephen: There's a real mythology now around Carlton and that whole scene.

Geoff: Yes.

Stephen: What are your memories of the Carlton scene?

Geoff: Well, there were a number of figures. And Nigel Buesst has made a little film, quite a long film, about them all. But there were a number of sort of godlike figures. Bert Derling was one. They were later year students than I was. Bob Garlick was another. Brian Davies was another. I don't think Nigel went to University, actually, so he sort of was slightly to one side.

Stephen: Yeah, well, he was teaching at Swinburne from the early 70s, I think.

Geoff: Right, yeah. They did a lot of things that I still like to do. They had annotations on film. They had... Melbourne Uni Film Society produced a magazine called Film Journal, which was a seriously good critical journal. It was very regular, you know, maybe one or two issues a year. And the same people were the editors. Jim Beryls was one, Garth Buckner. I didn't really know either of those people. They were much older than I was. But Davies was also an editor. I think Peter Hourigan might have been an editor towards the end or the last issue. And that was, you know, seriously good film writing. And I think it stood, probably still stands up for writing at its time. I don't think the writing then was as good as it is now. I think there are huge numbers of people who can really write very well about film more than... I think, though, for instance, those early Annotations were not much when you look back on them. But they were, you know. Everyone was attempting to write something serious. It wasn't just a quick blab about something.

Stephen: Well, it seems at the time there was a lot of opportunities for writers to write, which is why Film Alert 101, that you look after, is a really good opportunity. Senses of Cinema, you know, really good forums that sort of continue.

Stephen: We will get to Film Alert 101. Another film I wanted to ask you about was Brake Fluid.

Geoff: Ah, yes.

Stephen: It's around 1970. Nigel Buesst shot that as well.

Geoff: Yes, yeah. Well, I think Doug Hobbs and Dan Burstall also shot some of it. I know Dan Burstle shot the last scene.

Stephen: Brian Davies from Pudding Thieves directed.

Geoff: Yes, yes. And I did sort of quite a bit of the production management on that film, you know, getting people to where they were shooting and so on. And some of it was quite complicated, but I think we wanted to go up to Ballarat to shoot that opening scene with the jazz band. Oh, somehow or other, there's about ten of us going up there, so we booked one motel room between the entire ten of us, and we're all sleeping on floors and so on. I think Nigel, I think he shot that scene, the scenes in Ballarat with the jazz festival, and there was a little end bit with John Duigan as well. It's where John Duigon actually got interested in film, but he was always a very analytical person, and he said to me more recently, he said he could never understand how flimsy Brake Fluid was. The actual premise of the story, he thought, was so thin, but he didn't dare discuss that with Brian.

Stephen: Were you interested in production? Was that an area that you wanted to go into, or was it just by chance?

Geoff: My entire working life has been very vague. I don't think I've ever had a career path of any great dimension.

Stephen: Did you enjoy being on set?

Geoff: I did, but I don't think I ever thought of taking some initiative. I remember meeting John Lamond, who maybe is about my age, and he had this career plan all set out on how he was going to become a producer, and I couldn't do that. He was just a different kind of person. Similarly, the famous Anthony I Ginnane, he had a career plan very well set out for what he was going to do, and by hook or by crook, and frequently with other people's money, he did exactly that. So I never had anything like that. I think I was more interested, actually, in local party politics, and that's where my career actually took me when I went to Canberra as both a public servant and then with both Whitlam and Hawke government. I was Parliament House staff.

Stephen: Well, before you went to Canberra, you were still in Carlton. You were an actor at this time, Bonjour, Balwyn.

Geoff: Ahh. Yes, a brilliant performance.

Stephen: Again with you. How did you get involved?

Geoff: Two roles, actually, in Bonjour, Balwyn. Unknown. Well, look, I was living... Bonjour, Balwyn must have been shot in 1970, was it?

Stephen: Yeah.

Geoff: I was living in Canberra by then. I'd come back to Melbourne for the weekend, and somehow or other I'd... I must have run into John Diugan. He said, “Oh, we're doing something and filming something with Nigel. Do you want to come tomorrow night?” And we had to go out to the trots. Harness racing, whatever they call it now, at the show grounds. And Nigel propped me in the background of one sequence, and then some actor didn’t turned up. So I got dressed up, a pair of glasses put on me, and my hair ruffles and so on, and a coat put on to do another role. I had to learn my lines within seconds. Yeah, and so that was my part, yes. I did not regard myself as a would-be actor at any stage.

Stephen: It holds up well, Bonjour, Balwyn.

Geoff: It does, yes. I think it's a great little film. Yeah, I think it's really good.

Stephen: So Nigel Buesst, I mean, you're working on all these films with Nigel. How did you find him?

Geoff: Nigel could get things done. He wasn't sort of great with actors.

Stephen: How so?

Geoff: Oh, well, you know, there was almost no direction. You know, this is your character. Just go and say your lines. Which is why Bonjour, Baldwin picks up around about the moment that Peter Cummins comes into it as the dodgy, what do they call it, repossesses TVs. There's this whole series of quite funny sequences where they're distracting the owner of the house, while one goes out the back and takes the TV back and so on. Because Peter was such a really good actor. He's a very, very fine actor. And he would be in anything if you asked him. He would have sparked up that film, but I don't think it would have come about from anything that Nigel was whispering in the actors' ears as to how he wanted them to go about it. He really was a sort of read the lines. And Bonjour, Baldwin, it certainly worked. And John, I think, was very good, and that was the thing that really, after Brake Fluid, really kicked him into wanting to write his and direct his own films. By that stage, John was actually already a published novelist. At the age of about 22 or something, he's got a book by a seriously good publisher out. And I don't think he's ever written another novel since, but he got fascinated by it. You know, we see each other quite regularly still, and he's actually got a film he's almost finishing now after he shot it 21 years ago. And it's quite an interesting thing what he's done with it. I've been sort of seeing how that's progressing as it goes, and we've talked quite a bit.

Stephen: So, 1980 to 1992, you were the director of Melbourne Film Festival. What led to that? Were you involved with film festivals?

Geoff: Well, I had been. I'd done two things that I thought gave me some cred in my application. One was we had started a little film festival in Canberra, which was entirely voluntary or run by volunteers. But I'd also, with my friend Andrew Pike, he went up to Japan to do some study. And at that stage, the Australian dollar was absurdly worth more than the American dollar. It was all to do with our tariff regime, and the exchange rate was pushed high. So one Australian dollar in those days bought you a $1.50 US. And there were Japanese films by well-known directors. And Andrew somehow or other spoke to somebody from, I think, Toho or one of these major companies about getting some Australian screenings of some of these films. And I think Andrew probably thought maybe he could interest the then NFT in screening them. And when he was told how little they would sell the films for, he came back and said, “Why don't we buy some and we'll become film distributors?” So we bought maybe 8, 10 Japanese films over that time. And we managed to get them into the Sydney Film Festival, more Sydney than Melbourne. So I had that sort of knowledge.

Stephen: And was this a distribution company that was official?

Geoff: Oh, yeah. It still exists. It's now called Ronin Films. It changed its name to Ronin Films when I came down to Melbourne and Andrew...

Stephen: It's going gangbusters still, Ronin.

Geoff: I wouldn't say gangbusters, but it still exists. And Andrew is still operating it as his day job.

Stephen: And he puts out interesting things.

Geoff: Oh, he does, yeah.

Stephen: Things that wouldn't get distribution elsewhere.

Geoff: He has a fantastic thing with the Australian documentary filmmakers in particular, that they're all keen for him to do it. And it's not an easy... Back in the day, you know, Andrew was... After I left, Andrew was actually sailing quite high. He had a number of really, really successful films. I think Bob Connolly and Robin Anderson's film First Contact. He hired the Opera House, the cinema in the Opera House, not the Opera House itself. And it was packed day after day for several weeks to see that film. And that was a huge success for him. He had successes with some of Dennis O'Rourke's films. Oh, Gary Gilday's films. A whole stable of filmmakers. Many of them who actually worked out of Canberra, who Andrew distributed their work. And since then, you know, lots of people like Tom Zubricki and so on have all had Andrew handle their films. But it's harder and harder to get theatrical on those things unless you just sort of buy a cinema for a little while.

Stephen: Yeah, well, Ginnane, who you mentioned earlier, he also started as a distributor.

Geoff: That's right. Yes, yes, he did. Well, he had that little film that he made himself as a sort of, I don't know whether it was a calling. I've never, did I say it? Maybe.

Stephen: Yeah, he made that when he was a student at Melbourne Uni. Yeah, yeah. So how does the distribution go for you to take on the Melbourne Film Festival?

Geoff: Well, I simply put in an application. I had from 76. I'd been to Europe a couple of times. I'd been to festivals under my own steam a couple of times. I'd met a few people. Pierre Rission came out to Australia in the 70s, about 77, and he came down to Canberra. He was at the Sydney Film Festival for something or maybe his own film, in fact. And he wanted to come down to the Film Archive because he had discovered an American director called Clarence Badger. And Clarence Badger made the famous Clara Boe film It. IT (eeet), as he pronounced it. And he heard that the Film Archive in Australia had a Clarence Badger film, which he wanted to see. And they still do have Wrangel River. I don't know if you've ever seen it.

Stephen: I have seen Wrangel River.

Geoff: Somewhat racist, in my opinion.

Stephen: There are some effective sequences in Wrangel River.

Geoff: And so he was very keen to see this Clarence Badger film that he thought no one else in the world had seen. And he rather hoped that it would prove to be a brilliant work of art and that he personally would pull it out of obscurity and bring it to Cannes, for which he was a spotter or advisor or program or whatever. And he was seriously disappointed by it. He certainly didn't chase that up. But my then-girlfriend Karen Foley was working at the Film Archive and saw this lonely Frenchman. He was there. He was there about three days. First of all, they set him up on a Steinbeck. And after one film, he said, “I can't do this, I can't do that.” So Karen just went and got the... The National Library has this theatre with a full 35mm projector. Possibly still, I don't know. And she just started showing all the films he wanted to see, him sitting alone in this 400-seat cinema watching all the films he wanted to see from the Australian collection. Then she took further pity on him and brought him home for dinner, and we became firm friends. I saw him every time we went to Paris. He always organized things for us. And he had helped get some festival accreditation for us on a couple of occasions. So I knew how festivals worked. That's where all that elaborate tale is leading.

Stephen: You applied for Melbourne Film Festival. Erwin Rado was the director before you. What were the politics around? Did he just decide he didn't want to do it anymore? Was he being moved on? He'd been there for a while, and he was a larger-than-life personality, wasn't he?

Geoff: It is more complicated than that. There's more than likely more than a few versions of all of this. The version I'm aware of is that in 1979, Erwin hadn't gone overseas. He'd left that part of the job to David Stratton, because you remember they shared about 70% of all the titles. And Melbourne had hired a guy called Albert Johnson to program a huge amount of their stuff, and Albert did that. And Albert had been at Cannes just weeks before he came out to Melbourne to look after the – leading up to a joke here – he'd applied a lot of his own contacts to get some good stuff. But they certainly didn't get the Cannes Prize winners or anything like that the way they do now. But I don't think Erwin and Albert got on very well. Albert told me when I saw him afterwards, he said, “Oh, Erwin complained that ticket sales were down, and he was not amused when I said maybe some of them died.” So Albert was out as far as they were concerned. But either the committee did not want Erwin to sort of resume going back to being the full-time director, or they decided that they needed to get a fresh person in, and I think the decision was, “We will get someone in who will do the full job,” rather than the bifurcated relationship they'd had before.

Stephen: And the fresh person was Geoff Gardner?

Geoff: It was me, for my sins, whatever I'd done in some past life.

Stephen: OK, so you take over 1980. Did you have certain aspirations, things you wanted to bring into Melbourne?

Geoff: Well, look, there's one thing I should say. They decided after the 1979 Festival that they would move Albert on and that they would look out for another director. That process involved some interviews in about September, but me being told I wouldn't start until January, which time Erwin took off and spent the entire travel budget on a lap of honour around the world. When I arrived, I was stuck in Melbourne. So Erwin chose quite a few of the films that year on that trip, so it wasn't wasted or anything like that. But in those days, we only screened about 48, 50 programs, and it was a sort of very regimented two films a day, two programs, because Melbourne had this big thing about there had to be an hour of shorts before virtually every feature film. So you could only fit in two programs, one starting about five and another one then starting at eight. And there would be an interval and all that sort of stuff, and then there would be a feature film that finished about 11. So it was an entirely different task to assemble that 48, 50 films. Melbourne had something that I really did like, which was it focused quite a lot on returning on older films. It had a sort of recovered masterpieces or missed masterpieces or something like that, which were often six, eight of the 50. Sydney did not do that, although occasionally over the years Sydney would and Melbourne would do it too, would bring a seriously good retrospective out, and that would form part of the 50.

Stephen: Stratton did the, in 75, the history of Australian cinema, and he was playing a whole range of films.

Geoff: I think they did a Kurosawa thing one year. Albert Johnson, that was how everyone first met him. He was teaching, I think, at Berkeley or UCLA, one of those, one of those which had a seriously good film library that Albert could have access to. And he brought a whole collection of American silence and early sound films to Australia one year. I think that was into the 70s. They might have still, might have been early 70s, I think possibly down when Sydney was still the Rose Bay Winter Garden. So Albert became known, and Sydney kept bringing him back for things. And the other thing that Albert did was he was director of the San Francisco Film Festival as his day job or his night job or whatever. But David Stratton was always very impressed with what Albert did. And because San Francisco you could ring Howard Hawks up and say, “Can you come up for the day and do a day of your films?” And Stratton used to just think that was the bee's knees. Quite right.

Stephen: With the retrospective films that you're playing, were there people introducing the films?
Had maybe 10, 12 films from them. And Clyde Jevons came out from the BFI for that season. I met Clyde at the Edinburgh Festival in 1980, and I said, “How would it go if we just had a thing we called the British Archive Collection or something like that?” And he said, “Oh, never done that before, but yeah.” And I think Clyde's eyes lit up at the prospect of a trip out to Australia and so on.

Stephen: And with the older films, were you filling cinemas where people turned up?

Geoff: Yeah. They just went in the general program. Well, I don't think anything filled. The Palais was this gigantic old wreck of a barn. In those days, it was freezing cold. The projection was terrible. The sound was awful. It was a millstone around the festival's neck. But it was regarded as “where we want to be”. And they did have a 16-mil projector and the 35 as well. There was a bloke called Gerry Harrod who, year after year after year, went to the enormous efforts to set the Palais up because the equipment was all sort of taken out again, and the sound equipment was terrible. It was very rarely showing films. So all that had to be done. And Gerry used the resort to sneak in there at night and go up and work in the projection booth to set things up. He had a key that let himself into the place.

Stephen: So you would have been working quite directly with David Stratton? Yes. And how did you find working with David?

Geoff: We'd always been friends. There was a bit of rivalry. I don't think I quite understood how much more, much deeper contact David had with film producers, distributors and so on. People knew him, I think, more than they knew Erwin and Melbourne. I'm not saying how bad, that's particularly bad, but he did know a lot of people. He always seemed to be able to reveal a couple of new French films or new Italian films that used to make your teeth grind to say, “How come he got that?” But it was because he knew the producer, and the producer had said, “Do you want this film?” And he just didn't bother informing you of what he was screening. We did swap lists of all that sort of stuff. And there were any number of times when he would point me at something or I'd point him at something and say, “We should do this.” But he was a very determined person, David Stratton. He didn't broke fools easily. And in one sense, he had a fabulous relationship with Ross Zarnies, the president of the Sydney Film Festival during pretty much David's entire tenure. But things could get very tense between Ross and David if there were criticisms coming through about what David had programmed or something. Ross would have to be the person who broached him about it. And David did not necessarily take to criticism very well, ever.

Stephen: And you remained friends with David over the years.

Geoff: Yes. We saw him, it was only a couple of literally weeks, I think, before he died. The Ritz in Randwick have got a so-called walk of fame out the front, where all these famous Australian actors and so on have got a little star on their footpath. And they put one out for David and Margaret. They both came along. They then went on and did a sort of onstage David and Margaret session in the old-fashioned way. I think the place was absolutely chock-a-block, 700 people in there. We went off and had some dinner that night. There were half a dozen of us, including a bloke who gets very little credit for the David and Margaret team and a guy called Claude Gonzales, who was their producer at the ABC for years, and watched that show sort of, you know, but mature and so on. And so there was Claude and David, Susie, myself. And that was the last time I saw him. It was literally weeks before he impacted him.

Stephen: I kind of fell in love with world cinema because of David's Sunday night movies. He'd introduce the movies, and he'd be sort of pointing out things to watch. His contribution was immense. And his death sort of felt like something had ended with that, but there would never be someone like that.

Geoff: That's right. Well, certainly SBS isn't going to go down those paths. You know, I think over the course of that time that David did cinema classics, there were about 2,000 films screened. Huge numbers of them had never been screened outside their own country, except maybe at one single film festival. SBS put new subtitles, really good subtitles. They had all these poets working for them to get the subtitles right. And those films started to attract sufficient attention that I met people who would say, “Oh, yes, I know him. You see him doing intros on videos I rent from so-and-so's video in Los Angeles.” They literally went around the world, those films, and frequently, possibly still, are the only subtitled copies outside the country of origin.

Stephen: And his intros were very accessible.

Geoff: Yeah. Absolutely.

Stephen: Can we just go back to Melbourne Film Festival briefly? So you're there from sort of 80 to 82.

Geoff: January 80 to August 82. Yeah.

Stephen: What was the reason for you departing after that?

Geoff: Well, the festival was in a not great shape. Its audience had declined over, well, certainly before I got there, but it continued to decline when I got there. So I did nothing to the rest. I still remember.

Stephen: Why was that? Why was it declining?

Geoff: Well, I think that, for a start, I think the subscription model had seen its day. What the festival was asking people to do was to buy this subscriptions ticket to see 25 or 30 films or more. And with all of the sort of expansion of arthouse cinema, SBS, it was just not felt to be the same need to be at the film festival, to see all this stuff. That's, I think, one thing. Maybe I suspect we didn't find a newer and younger audience. As Albert's joke was, they were dying.

Stephen: Were there competing film festivals at this point?

Geoff: No. I don't think there was a French film festival or Italian thing or anything like that in those days. It was very expensive to put a film festival on. We had in a budget of maybe somewhere between 100 and 200,000, covering everything, including wages and all that stuff; we had a freight bill of $20,000. We can put our little Cinema Reborn thing on for a freight bill of about 1,000. It's shipping 35mm prints around the world. A single subtitled 35mm print was an expensive business. And the producer, generally, unless you were Theo Angelopoulos' brother, got nothing. Angelopoulos' brother stiffed us for 1,000 US, two weeks before the festival. So I rang David and said, “I've just got this demand for $1,000 from this joker in Athens.” And he said, “Yeah, I've got one too.” But in those days, the model was an honour for a producer to have his film invited to a festival as prestigious as the Melbourne Film Festival. We were a FIAF festival, only 20 or 30 in the world at that stage. And no, no suggestion that anyone got paid. And I think that model lasted until well into the 2000s. And back in about 2007, Claire Stewart, who was the director of the Sydney Film Festival, told me that all the distributors had got together, possibly in what might be called cartel activity, and just said, “We're not giving you any films unless you pay us a share of the box office.” And that was the moment when a whole new model emerged and assisted all of this showing 250 films, because producers now want to get their film into a festival, whereas they were fairly, often very hard to convince that it should play the festival. You know, when they're told that it's going to be screened at the Palais, 2000 people are going to see it, in those days that was a swag of the possible audience was being removed. And distributors like Sid Blake, who had pretty much a lock on maybe 75% of all the foreign language films released in Australia, he wouldn't have anything to do with the film festivals. If Sid bought a film, there was no chance you were ever going to screen it at the festival. He certainly didn't believe in the idea that a festival screening might be a publicity opportunity or anything like that. All he could see was an audience being drained away from film, and I suspect he was right.

Stephen: So when you were director, did Erwin Rado, did he just remove himself, or was he still around? Because when you left, he came back as the director.

Geoff: He never removed himself. He attended every board meeting, every committee meeting. He seemed to know everything that was going on in the office, all the contacts that I had. Erwin somehow managed to keep an eye on things, so it was not an easy relationship.

Stephen: No, and there's a theory that that was very problematic in...

Geoff: Well, I certainly believe it was very problematic. I just don't think that someone like that should stay and attempt to be a second-guessor. And almost, you know, of course all of these people who were on the organising committee, all of them had known Erwin for anything up to decades. And if Erwin wanted to whisper something to them, well, they took him very seriously. So, you know, meetings weren't easy. There's this glaring presence sitting there looking at you as you say what you're going to do and so on. And it was not an easy relationship at all. And when I left, originally a guy called Franco Cavaro was appointed to replace me. He only lasted about three months before Erwin did a sort of audit of what Franco was up to. And the committee gave Franco his marching orders and said, “Well, the only person who can bring this to life is you.” And so he came back as director for another year before he followed Paul Seto, who was appointed the next year. And then the thing went belly up.

Stephen: I do want to give some time to Cinema Reborn because that's, again, you as festival director, if that's what your title is.

Geoff: No, it's not. I call myself the chair of the organising committee. I like to think we are reasonably democratic. I certainly put some hours in looking after the sort of the admin of it all. But the festival director in most places is the person who's making the artistic decisions and so on. And I'm not doing that. I think we have a... I would like to think, anyway, we have a very democratic group. Certainly none of us get our own way with everything that we want. You know, some of it's... Sometimes, when it's clear that a film doesn't have the votes, it feels a bit like, you know, Christ, when the nail goes in, you know, “Oh, that hurt.”

Stephen: Well, you're the figurehead. Let's call you the figurehead. It's a great festival. It's my favourite festival. And I think it's the best festival. What I like is that there's single sessions.

Geoff: Well, that's the Sydney and Melbourne Film Festival model from about, you know, from the 80s. Yes, we're not offering you alternatives.

Stephen: No, but everyone feels part of the same thing. Look, I've been there. We're talking the day after it sort of concluded in Melbourne. And you'd see a film, you come out, you have a chat with everyone, you go back, you see the next film. And it really does build rapport, a good kind of community. A question we sort of ask a lot of people that come on these podcasts is: what is the difference between a film audience and a film community?

Geoff: Ah, right.

Stephen: And how do you think about how you build a community?

Geoff: I like the question being asked, actually, because from the start there were a small group of us who used to meet down at the Masonic Club in Sydney. And there's still a couple of us left who did that. My friend Simon Tafe has done an enormous amount of work keeping our databases up to date and so on, and spends an enormous amount of time just pouring over all of the events and the places where restorations are being screened. Karen Foley, maybe the three of us are from the original. Rod Bishop and Quentin Turner have stepped down. Eddie Cockrell died. And we did have one blow up between some serious aggravation between various people on that committee that caused some to leave. But my view was that if we had a model where, and this is very much what I think I've extracted from the Bologna event, where the films are supplied by people who actually love doing that, want to get some of their back catalogue out, all that sort of stuff. That we have a group of people that we can draw on to talk about the film beforehand, another group of people who can write about the film. All of that does form some sort of community of people who want to work, and we get regularly, particularly now, younger people wanting to contribute to our catalogue, wanting to write the notes, asking if there's any film that they can talk about
.
Stephen: The quality of writing is excellent.

Geoff: Yes, I think it's a really good publication.

Stephen: And the introductions also—

Geoff: And all of that group has simply offered complementary admission to the festival, and many of them take it up to the nth degree. They come to everything. So I think there is, if we have established some sense of community, it's about those people. Someone drops out from an introduction because of their schedule. We find someone quickly amongst the group who we think is the right person to do it. And so I'd like to think we have a sort of broad lot of people who want to help, and they don't, no one's asking for payment. They know that the model just doesn't sustain that sort of thing. But a lot of people are more than happy to take it out in entries to the movies.

Stephen: Yeah, with a festival of restorations, I feel like there's a real need for it. It's something that's very unique in Australia. Like there's so many film festivals now. Like everything's being called a film festival. Every week there's a new film festival on it. But there's something very special about Cinema Reborn, and there's a real buzz when it's on, and people really feel engaged and part of it. How did it come about? Like, what were you trying to do?

Geoff: Well, it came about in two ways. Firstly, Rod Bishop and I were constantly nagging, mostly at each other, to say the Sydney Film Festival just doesn't do much. And we're noticing things like Cannes Classics had started, and Venice Classics and Berlin Classics, and there were all these, Bologna was going. And we thought the Sydney Film Festival wasn't picking up the ball and running with it.

Stephen: I think that's a criticism for most of the city festivals, that restorations have really fallen away.
Geoff: And so we actually got in touch with the Sydney Film Festival and decided we will offer our services voluntarily to help you program all of this. We've been to these places. We know what's out there. If you don't know, well, you know, maybe we can help you. And there wasn't any interest at all in responding. So that sort of fell over. And then 2017, I got very sick. I had some medical treatment that was making me hyperactive. And on the way back from Bologna, I started writing letters to people about we could have a film festival, do this, do that. And most of the letters remained unanswered or ignored. But Neil Peplow at the film school responded. And he really gave us a fabulous kickstart. We only lasted one year there before the so-called all the aggravation occurred and things went bad between some of the people involved in the festival. So we moved on, and Edi Tamir from, he has the Lido here in Elstenwick. And he had just bought The Ritz in Sydney. And one of our committee knew Edi, and we said, “Oh, well, let's reset.” So we went round to see him, and we already had bookings on maybe 10 or 11 films. And we were saying, “Oh, well, we'll put it off until next year. We'll get a reset.” He said, “Why? Just do it. We'll knock it out.” He said, “We'll take it to Melbourne too.” So he saved it. He saved the festival. And we've been eternally grateful to them. And he's been at us from the start to come down to Melbourne. And I think that Melbourne now is the making of the event. It gives us a lot of bulk. We now pay some seriously high rentals to people, such that some of the major companies are now sort of checking with us first if we want something before they offer it to anyone else, because they know they will earn a very significant rental office if they do a deal sharing the box office.

Stephen: Because that's another issue with something like this.

Geoff: We pay for everything.

Stephen: You pay for everything. And there's a certain budget that you would have. So you just can't get the top 15 films that have been restored in the last 18 months. It's a matter of working out what you can afford.

Geoff: That's right. Yes. Well, it's funny. The Japanese have an absolutely wildly inflated view of the value of their films. The Indians, even worse, Indian producers. The Italian producers are shockers in some cases for the amount that they want. But for those three countries, we essentially get subsidies back from the governments of those countries to support the screenings, without which we wouldn't be able to. Even despite paying very, very significant amounts of money to some of the companies here like Universal and Studio Canal, it's nowhere near what those people ask in advance. Not shares of box office or anything, just straight upfront fees. But the Italian Institute of Culture, there's various Indian government bodies that have supported us this year with the Satyajit Ray film. Oh, the Japan Foundation came on board this year, and they were really terrific, and they loved our choice of our film, and we got sufficiently good crowds. I think they want to keep the relationship going. But they are fiendishly expensive, those companies, the big Japanese companies, the Indian companies.

Stephen: So, based on money and availability, how do you decide what goes in?

Geoff: Oh, right. Well, we assume there will be a balance across, a geographic balance and a chronological balance. I'm leery of anything in the 2000s. I think we might have screened one or two films made in the 2000s, but I think that's, you know, if all you're doing is polishing up a film from the 2000s with a bit of 4K dust removal, et cetera.

Stephen: Well, this year, I think Happiness would have been the most recent.

Geoff: Yes, 1998, yes. And we'd like to thank Todd Salons for making Happiness. It's had more business this year than any other film, and it would be very, very high, probably second or third overall. I think maybe Les Samurai a couple of years ago was a bigger earner for us, but we've been very grateful for Happiness. And the other thing about Happiness is that it has brought in an entirely different demographic. It's 25-year-old to 35-year-old males is the predominant thing, which, you know, otherwise, there's lots of grey and white hair in our screenings.

Stephen: But I did notice across the, well, what was it, 10 days of screenings, there were a lot of young people at all of the screenings.

Geoff: Oh, yeah, yeah, but nothing...

Stephen: Like, even Lubitsch, there was a lot of young people.

Geoff: Oh, well, that's good, yes. I didn't particularly notice it, yes. I think I did expect more younger people to be curious about Martin and Lewis than turned out to be the case, I have to confess. What else? Oh, the Michael Mann film Thief. That had a distinctly different demographic, too, especially when the word... I think the word goes out between the first and the second screenings for films like that, because the Thief sold more tickets at its second screening than its first, which is very unusual for us.
Stephen: Well, there's such interest in Heat.

Geoff: Exactly.

Stephen: And Heat plays. It just gets 300 people turning up at the Astor, and they play it like three times a year. Same at the Ritz, yes. And I think people are now interested in these earlier films and seeing where sort of inspirations came from.

Geoff: The reason why I was curious about Thief, and I saw Thief at Bologna last year, I had been at the Ritz and come out of a session, and waiting to go in was the crowd for Heat. I went, “Oh, this is seriously, seriously good business, yeah.” And it was. It was the 25 to 35-year-old males that want to see Michael Mann movies.

Stephen: With Cinema Reborn, you always put Australian content in, which was great. Something I've noticed...

Geoff: Sometimes it's been tiny, others, yeah.

Stephen: Something I've noticed is very little of these restored films coming directly from the archive. A lot of these films are being restored by the directors themselves. Is that... This is problematic in some regards, because if the director has the money to actually restore their own films, that's fantastic. I suppose this is a bit of a loaded question. Is the archive actually restoring a good breadth of the history of Australian cinema and doing that work that's needed? And how is your relationship, how is the festival's relationship with the archive?

Geoff: Well, I don't think we've had anything from the archive for a little while, although we did have to go through a bureaucratic process with the archive a couple of years ago when we screened Three to Go, because the archive has some sort of commercial arrangement with the National Archives in relation to Film Australia material. So the final formal contract to screen that film was signed between us and the archive. But the NAA had done the work. The NAA approached us. The NAA basically ordered the archive to give the film to us. I'm not quite sure whether that was a particularly bright move on our part to sort of acquiesce to the way, although we were keen to screen the film and so we ignored that. I don't know whether that's coloured in any way any relationship, but we certainly haven't had anything from the archive for a number of years now. We always ask them if there's anything they'd like us to show. But I'm not trying to be wildly critical of them. They don't do a lot of restoration work of the sort of order that gets you into Cannes classics and Venice classics and so on. Or, and I think most of the stuff that they do goes to the Sydney and Melbourne film festivals, where they certainly get a bigger audience than we deliver.

Geoff: That gets you into Cannes Classics and Venice Classics and so on. Or, and I think most of the stuff that they do goes to the Sydney and Melbourne film festivals, where they certainly get a bigger audience than we deliver.

Stephen: These are very popular mainstream films that are being restored. And who's deciding on what's being restored?

Geoff: Yes, if they restore Soler & Homes, for instance, I'd love to see it. We'd love to have it. But that's a personal thing that we have.

Stephen: But even the shots that were being made by the directors in the 60s and the 70s, I mean, they're crucial in understanding the history of the cinema.

Geoff: Yeah, we had a little program of those, plus an extra one that I was very keen to add somewhere into the program called Return that David Gregg made. And that was one of those early experimental film fund films where, again, the fund would only give you the money for the lab work. That was it. You didn't put down director's salary four weeks or anything like that, or one week. You were given enough money to maybe hire a cameraman and, if you weren't your own cameraman, and pay the lab.

Stephen: The three shots that was played as part of the festivals, which was really a great night. Margot Nash introduced those films in Sydney, and her introduction is now on your blog, Film Alert 101, which gives us a good segue. Yeah, it's a great introduction. We are running out of time, but I do want to sort of bring attention to Film Alert 101 because it's got great people contributing, and it's got some great writing, which you edit this.

Geoff: Sometimes write, yes. Sometimes write. I used to write a lot more. It started as me, and then people would send me stuff and say, “Oh, I'll put that up.”

Stephen: But now you've got great people.

Geoff: Yeah, well, there's over 3,000 posts, and it's actually fascinating to look at, say, if you just click on, you know, what were the 10 highest posts, page views for the day. And I did it just the other day, and there at number five, only 50 page views or something like that, was a piece that my friend Janice Tong wrote about Wong Kar Wai, and it's a very good piece, and it's written beautifully in the way that she writes. And I'm pretty sure someone somewhere in a university course has set an essay on Wong Kar Wai, and people have been trawling around, and up it's popped on Google as something. And I was quite surprised to do it. And there's another piece that Bruce Hodgson wrote about Elia Kazan that has had thousands and thousands of page views. I don't know why it is. Maybe someone's teaching Elia Kazan, and it pops up on Google. I don't know. But it just gets hundreds and hundreds still every year for since the five years or so that it was written, and it's now into the thousands. The most popular post, by the way, my friend Tony Rains was an advisor to the Busan Film Festival, and the mayor of Busan was not happy at all this communist lefty stuff that the Busan Film Festival was screening. And he attempted to eject the festival director and put his own stooge in to run the Busan Film Festival. And Tony wrote an open letter to the people of Busan, and it still gets dozens and dozens of page views each and every day. And people around the world said that letter actually stopped the mayor, and the committee who had to do the sacking developed some spine as a result of that and wouldn't sack the director and do what the mayor wanted, and Busan sailed on.

Stephen: Yeah, there's terrific things on it, and I love how accessible it is, and I think that's one of the great... Well, no, I don't think you should charge, and this is something we're always pushing here on this podcast, is actually making things accessible. Because you did a whole range of really great oral histories that's at the archives. Some of them are online, but a lot of them aren't, which is a pity that the archives just don't put all of their oral histories online.

Geoff: I share your disappointment on that. I think the technology is there for the archive to just load an enormous amount more stuff up online. You know, when the new director arrived, I think he was wanting to develop a greater online presence, and I did say to him once in a team's meeting how much I thought, you know, if he followed the model that the French Cinémathèque Française has developed with a thing called... I think it's called Henri or something. A huge amount of free material that you can watch in beautifully restored English subtitled versions. You can get a huge history of French cinema. But, you know, they've gone for a model where you have to pay, and very little has really been uploaded, I suppose. The Australian film thing is really, you know, everyone's thoughts are post-1970. But it strikes me as an enormous amount of pre-1970 stuff must be public domain for starters, so you don't need to be charging people or anything, and the revenue would be derisory.

Stephen: And if we don't have access to it, we stop writing about it, we stop learning about it, and it just disappears. It really does disappear. On that bleak note, we do have to wrap it up. But Geoff, just think...

Geoff: That would be positive, and, you know, things can change.

Stephen: Thanks so much. I will alert everyone to Film Alert 101, which is terrific. And Cinema Reborn will be coming around at some point, so please, if you're in Sydney or Melbourne, or you can get to Sydney or Melbourne, check it out.

Geoff: Well, the first week of May in Sydney and the second week of May in Melbourne, I think we're putting you a diary now.

Stephen: Any plans of an Australian tour, taking it around to other states?

Geoff: Well, look, that's an interesting question. It's not easy to do it because a huge amount of the stuff that we get, we have to pay a single solid upfront, no money returned, basic fee. I think what we could expand it to would be to use the stuff that the local distributors will supply on a box office share basis, so that small places could simply return 30% of the box office or whatever that they're called for. And we really do. We've got now a backlog of, goodness knows, 50, 100 films, because we haven't just done the seasons. In Sydney, we did a Jean-Pierre Melville retrospective. When we came out of COVID and they couldn't find any films to screen, we were programming the Ritz's Saturday films for about three months. We did Jean-Pierre Melville, we did Claude Sauté, we did Pasolini, and it was something that we haven't done since. But all of those films are in the hands of local distributors that we can probably pick up quite easily. And they'd be delighted to screen them in Castlemaine or Adelaide or wherever. And the technology just exists for the company that just assembles all of your films. Send it out. The cost is minimal in that terms, in terms of delivery.

Stephen: Well, you've shown a model of how it can be done as well for others. Geoff, we've got to stop here, but thanks so much for being on Oz Film Files. It's been a real pleasure.

Geoff: Thank you very much, Steve. I've enjoyed it. This podcast is a production from the Australian Screen Research Collection at RMIT University.
This podcast is recorded from RMIT University in Naam, Melbourne, on unceded Wurundjeri Country. This show is produced by Olympia Barron and me, Steve Gauson; music, Oliver O'Brien; editing, Stephen Tapping. Big thanks to the RMIT Library. That's it for the show. See you next time.



