OZ Film Files Podcast - Episode 13: Sue Maslin
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 renowned, respected and award-winning Australian film producer Sue Maslin AO. Sue is one of Australia's leading screen producers, renowned for acclaimed feature films including Japanese Story and The Dressmaker, and numerous award-winning documentaries. Co-founder of Film Art Media with Daryl Dellora, she is a passionate advocate for gender equality in the screen industry and a distinguished leader, educator and mentor. It was a pleasure speaking with Sue about her extensive career, and here is the episode.

Stephen: Sue Maslin, welcome to Oz Film Files.

Sue: Thank you. Great to be here, Stephen.

Stephen: Okay, so before you're a filmmaker, I believe you were studying zoology at university. So, were you interested in science as a kid? Where did filmmaking sort of come into this?

Sue: I grew up on 22,000 acres in the southern Riverina of New South Wales and was always surrounded by animals and just... I had a fantasy that—well, at the time, it wasn't a fantasy; it was actually a wish to become a vet. That was where I was wanting to head. So, going to ANU to study science and zoology was step one in doing that. And I got to university and then, as a country kid, total cultural shock, and my mind exploded with the politics of the mid-70s and the possibilities culturally that were going on, and the movies.

Stephen: Which uni were you at?

Sue: ANU in Canberra. So, I finished my degree, and I loved animal ecology and the fieldwork, and had a bit of a crisis because, while I loved it, I could also see a career that was one of increasing specialisation. So, you became an expert in one kind of field of endeavour, and that was the complete antithesis of who I was. I was wanting to learn everything I possibly could about the world. So, I did have to change tack, and I had no idea what I was going to do. So, I literally just thought, “Well, I'll head out to the other campus, which is now Canberra University—was then Canberra CAE—and see what they had on offer.” And, true story, I parked the car in Building Car Park Number Nine, which I thought, “I'm going to start there, walk around the campus and find something—anything—that I could convincingly tell my mum why I was dropping out of my honours year.” And the very first building I walked into happened to be the media studies building. Really cool posters on the wall, photography class, film screenings. I thought, “Oh, this looks cool. Maybe I could do this.” And then, so I did drop out, and I applied, and then discovered they only took four full-time students each year.

Stephen: Four?

Sue: Four. And to this day, I still don't know why I was selected as one of the four. I could only think I was the wild card because I had no media experience, except community radio 2XX, and I cut my teeth on radio broadcasting.

Stephen: Right, and what was the degree? Was it a media studies degree?

Sue: Graduate Diploma of Media Studies, one year: photography, film and— it was film in those days—Super 8, 16-millimetre sound, and half practice, half theory; very heavily centred on theory as well. So, it was life-changing: 24/7, living, breathing, eating, you know, just making movies. And to this day, I still work with one of my colleagues who went through the same course, which is Daryl DeLora. Yeah, we've been making films together ever since and set up a couple of companies together.

Stephen: Yeah, we will get to Daryl. Were there particular teachers that you remember who were really influential?

Sue: Always, always. When it comes down to, you know, life-changing learning, it often stems from fabulous teaching, and we were blessed because we had the poet and academic John Scott, who was one of our lecturers, and he did all the sound theory and sound production. And then we had Bill van der Heide, who led the film side of it—film and television—and they were both very, very gifted teachers, and teachers that really encouraged us right from the beginning to integrate theory and practice. Theory and practice. And that's always given me the language to share with filmmakers who understand film theory and understand film history. It's given me an understanding of the great film, the aesthetic, and so you've got a way, a framework in which to start experimenting with your own voice within, you know, the extraordinary context of film history and theory.

Stephen: Right. So, when you completed the degree, was it—“This is my calling: filmmaking”?
Sue: Absolutely. But, of course, I was in Canberra, and I was a woman, and there was no industry. And this was the 70s. This is in, you know—well, I actually ended up graduating in 1982. So, in those days, yes, there was no film industry in Canberra, and it meant travelling to Sydney or Melbourne if you were going to be serious about it. So, I moved to Sydney. But it also was pretty early days for a nascent Australian screen industry, and that was both the incredible opportunity, because you were at the height of feminist filmmaking, which is really where I really, and in many ways, this fitted into the framework of the feminist filmmaking collectives in Sydney and in Melbourne, where I got opportunities to be on film sets early on. I was able to find mentors who helped me with script, budgets, production—you name it.

Stephen: So, who were these mentors?

Sue: So, the very first, Sarah Gibson, who, at that point in the late 70s, early 80s, had made a number of really groundbreaking political feminist films that were political also in terms of form. She and Susan Lambert did a whole body of work that was deconstructing film language, really inspired by the theory of Laura Mulvey and others, to look at the female gaze in a fresh way.
And the film that I was making with my colleague Sue Hardesty—she was a history teacher, and I was the filmmaker—we teamed up to make a film about the history of the Australian Women's Land Army. And it was a classic feminist project because their story had never been told. Not only had it not been told, it actually hadn't even been collected.
So, the Australian War Memorial, which was the obvious place to go, didn't even have a collection. And they turned around to us and said, “Oh, look, would you do it? We'll give you some money.” Unbelievably, the early 1980s was a lot of money—$40,000—and Nagra tape recorders, and sent us off for, you know, a year on the road recording oral histories.
So, the reason that this was such a feminist project is we were really interested in film language. How are we going to begin to tell a story that had been deliberately left out of mainstream history? Draw attention to the ways that propaganda films had been used, the ways that they'd been categorised. They were called an army, but they weren't; they were a civilian force. They were never allowed to march on Anzac Day, or they were given no post-war benefits. They were completely forgotten.
So, that part was part of the politicisation of the storytelling—a forgotten chapter of women's history. So, of course, I go to somebody like Sarah Gibson, who was the perfect mentor, and Jenny Thornley was the script editor...

Stephen: Oh, wow.

Sue: ...and Jenny, likewise, had just done For Love or Money, which still today is one of the seminal feminist texts of the early 1980s. So, we were in very, very good hands. It took—oh my God—it took four, five years to make that film, but I still regard that as my apprenticeship.

Stephen: Yeah, it's interesting how that's where your career started: archiving history, feminists, you know, representations on the screen. And that's still how someone would define what Sue Maslin does. You remain very committed to that idea of storytelling, giving the mic to people who often don't get the mic, so to speak.

Sue: Yeah, it's really—I think it's not just the filmmaking. It's actually filmmaking, teaching, mentoring, distribution, all of it is in service of finding voice and empowering others by helping them find voice. So, I've always been interested in the stories that have not been told, the mythologies that have... So, we've made—Daryl and I've made—a number of films wherever we've exploded mythologies around Lionel Murphy or the Sydney Hilton bombing or Ewan Utzon. They are about dismantling dominant ideology that's defined mythology by going back to primary source material. So, that's the mission, really. It's about what is not being told here, and why, and a spotlight on both.

Stephen: Yeah, I know you're not a journalist by study, but it's very journalistic, a lot of those films that you're doing, especially with Daryl, where you're actually doing the work that journalists may not have the time or the scope to actually do, which is why those films are so important and significant, I think. Were you always interested in being a film producer? Was it—no, no, what? Like, did you want to be a director? Like, what was your thinking? Oh, in the beginning...

Sue: It was when I graduated in 1982 from doing the film course. I stayed in Canberra for 1983–84 and just did as many films as I possibly could. Videos were mostly, in those days, shooting on U-matic and VHS formats, and I was writing, producing, directing—writing, producing, directing—doing everything from political videos, rock clips, through to documentaries, through to corporate boring work like, you know, the Department of Transport: “Heavy trailer braking system design rule number 91.” You know, just anything, anything to get the craft—writing, producing, directing, writing, you know. That’s what you did as an independent filmmaker in Canberra at that time.
And then, with the opportunity to write, produce and direct the Land Army film, which was shot on—sorry, it was shot on 16-millimetre film—I did all of those roles. But then, at the end of that, I started working with Sue Brooks and Alison Tilson on drama, and then I got to see what a real director does, like, and a real screenwriter does. And, you know, they were both at early stages of their career, but it was, “Oh, look, you know, I have such enormous respect for the craft, the skill, the commitment, the dedication to writing.” It’s the hardest job in the world, and to write with and work with a really good writer was such a joy. And the same with Sue as a director. I thought, “Okay, that’s not where my real strength is. My real strength is in producing and actually championing talent.”
So, like, working in a creative team, where we all work together, and it’s out of that creative team that we then create the projects. And that’s really been the methodology ever since. So, it was—that was the point. Look, I’m pretty good at, yeah, falling in love with, you know, filmmakers that have got talent and finding a good story, or finding together a good story. But championing and making things happen—that’s really my job in life: is to make things happen.

Stephen: And you often work with people time and time again, which is probably something about the respect that they have for you and the trust that they have in you to actually get things done.

Sue: And vice versa, and vice versa.

Stephen: Yeah. So, when people say, “Well, what does a producer do?”, it’s often a thousand different definitions, right? So, you tell us: what does a producer do? What is your day-to-day work on a film?

Sue: Day-to-day changes significantly, depending on the phase or, you know, within the long journey. I’ve never managed to produce a feature film in under seven years, and documentaries have tended to be two to three years of time. So, as a producer, my job is to make it happen. But that covers the span of: well, what’s the underlying idea? Why are we making this film? Setting up the framework in which to acquire the rights to make the film, if it’s original, or, if it’s an adaptation, optioning the work. So, setting up the legal and the business structure is what a producer does.
But most importantly, you’re setting up the environment by which a writer can do their best work. You’re raising the development money, you’re creating the space, you’re giving them the feedback, you’re championing their work—and it’s bloody tough, you know, developing any script.
And then, so, you’re effectively in a leadership position, driving, bringing a project to market and financing the film. At that point, you’re bringing in all the finance. But at the time of going into production, then you take a step sideways, and it’s, in fact, the director who’s leading the film, particularly on set and through the edit, because you, as a producer, have been supporting that director’s vision.
So, now you’re starting to lead from the side, and you’re helping give them the space—and the crew and the cast the space—and the time to do their best work. And then, of course, when the film’s finished, as a producer, you’re only 50 per cent of the way through. You’re only halfway through. It doesn’t matter how many years it’s taken. And I have to keep reminding this to Charlotte and Erica, who are working—they’re doing their first feature film that I’ve been producing with them, A Language of Birds, right now. We’re still only halfway through, and we’ve been at it for eight years.
So, the next half is—and it’s the producer’s responsibility—to ensure that you’ve got all of the right elements for the marketing and the distribution of the film, that it’s with the right distributor, with the right sales agent, that the film actually finds its audience. And then you work your butt off—absolutely work your butt off—to try and get every single bum on a seat into seeing your film when it comes out.

Stephen: Yeah, there are so many more films being produced now, not just in Australia but around the world. Is it more challenging to raise the funds for films than it’s ever been, or...?

Sue: It is much harder now than ever, but the access to the means of production is lower than ever before. So, everybody who’s got a mobile phone or access to an edit suite on their laptop is potentially a filmmaker. So, the barrier to entry is virtually zero, which means everybody’s out there making films.
But in terms of making films that, A, audiences want to see, and, B, have the craft and the skills to actually entertain those audiences, such that they actually want to go to a cinema and pay to see it, that’s probably at an all-time low. And the reason it’s so hard to go out and raise money in the way that we used to for films that have more creative ambition or scale, or just period pieces—things that actually do require a budget—is that the business model post-COVID has pretty much collapsed.
It’s very, very difficult now, particularly for emerging filmmakers, to be able to convince a distributor to put up a serious amount of money in advance on the back of a script and a creative team, which was just normal business practice for the last 40 years. Really hard to do now, because the distributors have no way to offset the risk of that money they put up front in the way that they used to. They used to have output deals with free-to-air television. They used to know that there was a whole entertainment revenue stream that could come in. All of that’s gone. There used to be pay-TV deals; that’s gone.
The streaming services haven’t helped. No, no streaming service has got no interest in theatrical. They don’t need to. They don’t need theatrical. They need films that will drive subscriptions and drive uptake.

Stephen: Because there’s a documentary—what’s it called? Doco something, you know. There are others, like Stan, putting out a lot of Australian stuff, but that hasn’t really helped in actually being able to raise funds to make the films.

Sue: Yes, it has helped insofar as programmes for streaming, for sure, and there are a lot of films that are made for the streamers. But those films, by and large, will not be screened in any theatrical setting.
So, we have situations where, you know, films like Rob Connolly’s The Surfer, starring Nicolas Cage—big-time movie star—it’s a really epic film, it’s all shot on the coast of Western Australia, and it has a tiny, limited theatrical release because none of the major movie chains will touch it. Why? Because it’s got a Stan deal.
We’ve got Jennifer Peedom at the moment making the Tenzing Norgay film. Mountain and River were extraordinary theatrical features, and this one will be no exception. It’ll be—but it’s financed by Apple, so it’s probably going to have day-and-date, which means it’ll be on the streamers at the same time, theoretically, that it could be in cinemas. But no cinemas are going to touch it, except a few, you know, independents.

Stephen: How important are the film festivals?

Sue: Really important. Film festivals are more important now than ever, because that’s where audiences will still get an opportunity to see good, curated independent films, and in instances, the only chance to see those films. So many of these independent films that used to have a regular independent theatrical circuit now are limited to around sort of 60 screens in Australia. Here in Melbourne, of course, Cinema Nova and the Lido are the most notable, but that’s a small percentage of the total number of screens. And, yeah, the festivals have become the site in which you can actually see really interesting, curated work.

Stephen: And have festivals become more competitive in actually getting your films into them?

Sue: Yeah, festivals are definitely more competitive now than ever, because there are so many more films out there being made every year.
Stephen: Yeah, but the question is: is there an argument—is there still a case—for theatrical Australian film?

Sue: The box office would tell us no, there’s not a case, because at the moment, the last few years, we’ve barely been able to earn around 2 per cent of gross box office each year. And our average used to be, you know, sitting around 4.5 to 5 per cent per year. In the year that The Dressmaker came out, we were sitting at 8 per cent of total gross box office. That’s how bad we’ve got now.
Because the reality is, COVID meant audiences got really used to watching quality content in their homes via streaming platforms, and have an absolutely reasonable question: “Why would I pay all of that money to go out and see a movie on the big screen?” And if I am going to go and pay all that money, what kind of movies do I want to see?
Well, the answer is, yes, they do want to still go out, but it’s the studio pictures that are doing the big franchises, the spectacles, the animations, the remakes, the sequels, prequels, et cetera, that dominate the cinemas now. That’s what people want to see. Even if they’re going to pay money in a cinema, they want something more than they can watch on streaming in the comfort of their own home.

Stephen: Well, let’s jump to The Dressmaker, because The Dressmaker showed everybody that you can create an event around Australian film. Because The Dressmaker was an event. Everybody was going out: “You need to see The Dressmaker.” Everybody was talking about it, and it’s a terrific film. I commend you for it. Deb Verhoeven, I’m not sure if you saw, in her top 10 Australian films of all time, she put The Dressmaker on the list. And I asked her, and she said, “Oh, well, no film has made me feel like that at the end.” She just thought the ending was so devastating that it completely stayed with her. So, there’s a big tick from her for that film.
But how did that film come about? And, just with the marketing and everything that you were doing, were you doing different things to really try and build that audience?

Sue: I know. I was doing the job of a producer, and, in fact, that was a perfect example of what I’m talking about in terms of your job of making the film was only half the job. The other job is marketing. So, for me, that starts a year before we even start making the film.
So, on The Dressmaker, for instance, we had set up our social media strategy and marketing strategy really, really early on. And it was in the days where I was with a really great distributor, Universal Pictures, and I said, “This is what I want to do. We’ve got a core audience—we know which is the readers of The Dressmaker, who loved it.” Very popular book.

Stephen: Very popular book.

Sue: And, in addition to that core audience, we’ve got fashion people who love the 1950s couture fashion. So, we know our audience. Right, let’s start with them now and build up a conversation with them and take them through the whole journey.
And Universal Pictures, you know, said, “Well, Sue, that sounds all very commendable, but we don’t do social media until, you know, you’ve got a trailer and the film’s finished and the film’s coming out. It’s a marketing expense.”
I said, “Look, it may be a marketing expense, but it’s not a marketing exercise. It’s an exercise about building community and bringing it with you.” And they sort of said, “Well, all right, you can do it, but you pay for it,” which I did at the outset. We paid for all of that.
And the reason why it was so important—and we very quickly built up to around 5,000 followers, 6,000, 7,000—was we used it as a way of putting a call out for extras. And we did casting of extras in country towns all over Victoria and in southern New South Wales. And, of course, word went out. Everybody wanted to turn up and audition for the film that was going to star Kate Winslet and Judy Davis at that stage.
So, that kind of worked for us because word was out now, and it was just getting bigger and bigger. And then the other thing that we could do when we were actually in production was bring on influencers into the production process. So, we had two influencers that became extras and went through the whole costume department—the corsetry, the makeup—and then had a boring day on set, I’m sure, but they loved it.
But that’s what I mean about marketing: it starts really, really early on. And right from the outset, I was able to work with the stills photographer, brilliant guy Ben King, and to say, “Okay, this is what the film’s about. She’s an avenging angel. She is like a Clint Eastwood—you know what I mean? This is from Jocelyn.” And she was absolutely right. This is like a spaghetti western. Instead of riding into town with a six-shooter, she’s got her Singer sewing machine as her weapon of choice, and she’s going to get revenge on the bastards that did her wrong all of those years ago.
All of those things spoke to, really early on, storyboarding the kind of image that would work for a poster. We shot that photo, I think, in week one—week one of the shoot—and it became the poster from then on end, because it needed Kate Winslet looking amazing in a couture silhouette with a Singer sewing machine with the Australian outback behind her. Boom, you’ve got the movie. So, yes, that’s the stuff I do as a producer. But, of course, long before that, you’ve got to find the right book, read the book, think, “Okay, I can see how that might play.” I had to wait five years before I could get the rights, so be at it until I could get the rights for that book, because it was actually with another producer before me. And I had reconnected with Rosalie, but because it was with another producer, there was nothing I could do. I just had to, you know, forget that it’s not going to happen. But I made damn sure that Rosalie and I continued to get to know each other, and we’ve become really great friends, of course, now.

Stephen: So, you optioned the book?

Sue: Yes. So, the book, and then I had a script—

Stephen: Well, no. Then I had to find the right writer-director, and that, in my mind, was Jocelyn, always, because of her beautiful work on Proof and the fact that Proof, like The Dressmaker, was a film that was just really steeped in irony. So, the balance between comedy and tragedy—and if you can’t get that balance right, and you just go too much into the broad comedy, then you just end up with another lame caricature Australian, you know, rural comedy, which we didn’t want to do, obviously. But if you go the other way and it gets too heavy, then it becomes really a leaden drama, which it wasn’t either.
So, you know, it’s a very, very fine line, and I saw Jocelyn do it with Hugo Weaving and Russell Crowe in her film Proof.

Stephen: And Hugo Weaving is fantastic in The Dressmaker as well.

Sue: Yeah, yeah. You can’t imagine another director doing The Dressmaker.

Stephen: Well, I couldn’t, because Jocelyn turned me down as well. So, I had an option on a book that initially I couldn’t get. Then I finally got the book, and then I got turned down by the director of my choice, who was living in LA at the time. And it just wasn’t the right time for Joss. You know, a whole lot of personal reasons. She just said, “Look, you know, no. I can’t see my way coming back to Australia and doing this.”
So, I came back to Australia and spent some time thinking, “Okay, well, I guess I could go to another director,” thinking about who that could be. But I just kept coming back to Jocelyn. It was Jocelyn’s sensibility. So, I waited a year, and I went back to LA, and this time she said, “Oh, I’m so glad you didn’t option it—or, you know, you didn’t bring on another director. I’m ready now.” And she and her family moved back to Australia and made the film.

Stephen: And when did Kate Winslet become involved?

Sue: Well, we did actually approach leading Australian actresses for the lead role, and sadly were turned down. And you have to remember, back when we were trying to do this—so, this was 2009, 2010—The Dressmaker was still being seen as a little arthouse film. It was regarded as not commercial because it was a female demographic, women’s demographic, which at that time was not regarded as commercial.
The same thing was happening with distributors. Distributors were saying, “Sue, it doesn’t make sense. You’ve got, you know, it’s period, it’s couture, you’ve got a cast of thousands, it’s all shot on location, and you’re burning the town down, and you’re telling us the budget’s got to be, you know, $17 million. You’ve got a little arthouse film. It doesn’t add up.”
And I just kept saying, “Well, that’s how we need to tell the story.” So, we reverse-engineered it. We thought, “We will find—we will find the actress that can deliver us that.” And once we got turned down by the A-list Aussie actresses—it doesn’t take much imagination to work out who they are—we just thought, “Forget it. All bets are off now. We’ll just go to who we think is one of the best actresses anywhere in the world,” and that was Kate Winslet.

Stephen: It’s one of her great performances. I love her in this film. I think she’s just terrific.

Sue: Well, she’s amazing in it, and her accent is brilliant. And we had to wait for definitely nine months—it might have been longer—for Kate to get back to us, because she had a baby just before—

Stephen: No, that came after.

Sue: So, what happened was, we decided we were going to wait. She was very busy, because Kate only does about three films, three or four films, a year, and she usually does a couple of really big-name films, studio pictures, and then she does really interesting choices. And we hoped to be one of, you know, independent, interesting choices.
Now, people back here were saying, “Oh, you’ve got rocks in your head. There’s no point waiting for Kate Winslet. It’s not going to happen.” As time went on, months rolled by, and we didn’t hear back. But Jocelyn and I were quite strategic about it. Jocelyn had pitched the film to Kate’s LA agent, and I had met Kate’s London-based manager. We certainly made sure that they had both read the script. They both really liked the script, and, in particular, her London-based manager, Dallas Smith. He just kept saying, “This is a really good script. I just think Kate might go for this. So, just wait, hold your horses, just wait. Give it time.”
And nine months later, this email pops into Jocelyn’s inbox, and it’s Kate saying, “I’m so sorry I’ve been so hopeless. You know, I finally got to read your script. I love it. I think I know how to play this character. I want to do it.”
And we couldn’t believe it. Jocelyn sent it to me immediately. We just sort of said, “Okay, you’ve got to get on the next plane. Just go straight to London.”
So, Jocelyn writes back and says, “Oh, look, you know, I’d like to come over and have a talk to you about it.” And Kate says, “Oh, well, we could meet next week. We could have a cup of tea,” because she lived in the south of England. So, Jocelyn literally flew over for a cup of tea in a little café with Kate to make sure she was serious, which she was, and then flew home again.

Stephen: Wow.

Sue: So, that’s what happened, and Kate came on board. So, I was then able to raise the rest of the money. And that was in 2011. So, at the end of 2011, I finally managed to raise—can you believe it?—$17 million. I rang Kate and said, “We’ve just been green-lit. We’ve got the film up. We can actually start filming at the end of the year”—or, well, it must have been earlier, actually. It was early in 2012 when that happened—“We can start filming at the end of the year.”
And she said, “Got great news too. I’m pregnant.”
So, it was kind of like, “Oh, congratulations. That’s great news,” and my heart sank, of course, because I knew perfectly well—and this is what happened—money doesn’t sit on the table waiting for a year. I had to refinance a year later and just pray that everything went well with the pregnancy and the birth, and that Kate would be up to it, you know, in a year’s time. And, to her credit, she absolutely stood by us. It was incredible, and she came out with her little baby.

Stephen: Yeah. Wow. Yeah, great.

Stephen: The Dressmaker was such a success—such a critical and box-office success. And often, when The Dressmaker is mentioned, it’s mentioned because of its box office. But is that a problem? Like, when a film like that is first and foremost being discussed in terms of its box office, does that sort of undermine other films that might come out that don’t do that sort of box office?

Sue: No. I see it as probably one of the things I’m most proud of: that I made a film that audiences loved so much that they voted with their hard-earned money and bums on seats to watch that film. And not only watch it once—you know, people came back time and time again to watch that movie, which really is the key to a box-office success.
To me, it’s all about audience. I’m only interested in making films that, I hope, have powerful ideas that connect with people, that connect with audiences. So, to me, it’s a hard-and-fast measure that you’ve done your job.
And when the film was awarded by the Australian International Movie Convention, which is the annual gathering of the cinemas and the distributors from all around Australia, it was awarded the highest-grossing film for 2015–16. That was kind of a high point.
I’ve had lots of films that have won AFI Awards for Best Documentary, Best Film, all of that critical success. The Dressmaker was nominated for 13 nominations at the Australian Academy Awards, so it had the critical and peer success as well. But it’s actually the box-office success that I’m really, really proud of.

Stephen: Yeah, and it sits there as one of the most successful Australian films ever made.

Sue: But only because it’s a measure of audience.

Stephen: Yeah, that’s what I love about it. It is still an important measure of audience engagement.
Well, we’re talking feature films, or fiction films. Let’s talk about Sue Brooks, who you’ve done a couple of films with: The Road to Nhill and Japanese Story. Well, Sue Brooks and Alison Tilson—so, you know, as a creative team, how did that team come about?

Sue: Well, it came about really because Sue and Alison had graduated from AFTRS in Sydney and had made a fantastic feminist short film called High Heels. And they were going on to make another short film, An Ordinary Woman. They asked me to come on as a production manager, and that was fantastic because I’d just finished the documentary Thanks Girls and Goodbye. And, again, we were all working within that milieu of feminist filmmaking, so we knew of each other’s work.
But what was, I think, so interesting about working with those two is that they have always, in their work, been interested in the continuum between fact and fiction. So, documentary practice and drama practice, and the kind of grey area of what happens when you merge the two techniques, really, in order to try and find a different level of truth within the storytelling.

Stephen: Which many of your films do.

Sue: Yeah, I’ve always been interested in that. So, of course, I jumped at the chance and got to see how a proper screenwriter worked and how a proper director worked. And that’s when I thought, “Okay, I’m going to stick to producing now, because I can see how it’s done properly.”
And we really enjoyed working together on that film, and we talked about, “Okay, let’s keep working together.” We all wanted to make a feature film, and we decided that The Road to Nhill, which was a kind of funny social commentary-comedy-drama, embodied similar kinds of ideas, really, about ordinariness, the small moments, and how that can lead to both incredibly comic as well as tragic consequences, particularly when you’ve got a carload of lady bowlers that flips upside down on the road to Nhill, which was the central irony of the story.

Stephen: And, like The Dressmaker, it had quite a big budget, which I’m sure gives you a lot of creative freedom. But The Road to Nhill and Japanese Story had much, much lower budgets, and the story that was going around with Japanese Story was that it really had kind of no budget. As a producer, how do you manage that? And are there hard decisions you have to have with the director about what can go in and what can’t?

Sue: Well, in both The Road to Nhill and Japanese Story, we were working in the context that Gecko Films was the three of us. So, writer, producer, director—we were not only a creative team, but we were the kind of business together in the company and making the film. So, it meant we were all involved in those decisions the whole way along.
And so it means that you’ve got, you know, a producer thinking in terms of writing and direction; you’ve got a director thinking in terms of, you know, producing challenges. So, there were discussions we had. It was not a hierarchical model at all.
And with Japanese Story, look, the budget for that film was, I think, about $5.5 million, so it was actually not too bad. But, again, it was a very ambitious project and a budget that was really struggling to deliver an eight-week shoot up in a remote corner of WA, in the Pilbara.
And there’s very good reason why Rabbit-Proof Fence was not shot up there and why most desert films tend to happen around Alice Springs or around the Flinders Ranges, because it’s actually a really, really tough thing to do—to take a crew and a cast remotely and not have the backup that you have when you’re working close to a city.
So, you have to be very, very highly organised and have the right kind of crew and the right mentality to deliver it. So, yes...there were production challenges, but at the same time, you do it because it’s unique. The Australian landscape, if it’s in service of the story, can deliver the most powerful effect. You’re taking people into another world, and in the case of Japanese Story, of course, that’s just what we wanted to do. We wanted people to come on a journey thinking they’re into one kind of movie, one kind of world, and then have the rug pulled out from underneath their feet and be thrown into a completely other world. But they were going to suspend disbelief, and they were going to come on that journey. And that’s what we were setting out to do.
And the Pilbara gave us the canvas in which to tell a story that’s very elemental, really, about how you can’t—you know, we spend our lives thinking that we can plan and understand what’s going to happen next week, next month, next year, and how we organise our lives. But at any moment, at any moment, something can happen that changes the entire course, and you are now no longer thinking about next, next, next thing, but about right now, right here. And that’s what the film was about.

Stephen: It was a good decision, because no film looks like Japanese Story. It looks amazing.

Sue: Well, no film will look like A Language of Birds, which is the film we’ve just done in Yolngu Country. And, funnily enough, no film really looks like The Road to Nhill either. In the sense that here’s a pretty shaggy-dog story of the day that something happens in a little town where nothing ever happens.
And it’s precisely the web of relationships, and that film could only happen because Sue grew up in Pyramid Hill, Alison likewise in rural South Australia, Whyalla, and I grew up in the Riverina. We understood the minutiae of country-town relationships and connections. And Sue and Alison could tell that story of—well, it’s like a pond: you drop the stone in the pond and then the ripples go out. You could tell it with such authenticity and such humour and such pathos as to really connect with people.
So, yeah, that was the key to that working relationship, I think.

Stephen: Yeah, and the film was edited by Jill Bilcock. Japanese Story was edited by Jill Bilcock, and The Road to Nhill was edited by Tony Stevens. How was it working with Jill? Legendary film editor.

Sue: Totally legendary. Oh my God, I’ve worked with Jill on about four films, and she is a master. And so much so, we made a film—you know, worked with Axel Grigor—and we made a film about Jill and her methodology.

Stephen: So, what’s Jill like? What makes her so legendary? What is she doing that others aren’t?

Sue: Jill is a master storyteller. She’s deeply, deeply interested in people, in theme, in story. She’s rigorous—and now, these are all things that all editors share—but what Jill has got is the most phenomenally great sense of humour and a bullshit detector.
So, she will do things like, on Japanese Story, where we had miles of unbelievable wide-format footage of the Pilbara that you see time and time again in Australian films. They just throw it in, and it slows the pace down and the story suffers. The filmmakers fall in love with it. She was ruthless. She said, “No. If it doesn’t progress the story, it’s off. It’s off.”
Needless to say, the cinematographer, Baker, wasn’t particularly impressed, because a lot of his beautiful shots—a lot of it, of course, is in the film—but unless it’s in service of the story, it goes.
But I think the real key to Jill is her deep, deep understanding of rhythm. She’s very musical, utterly attuned to music. She cuts to music. She’s very mindful of the rhythms. So, whether it’s Moulin Rouge!, or Romeo and Juliet, or Road to Perdition, or Dogs in Space, which is so rhythmic, it’s all about the rhythm.
And I can tell you right now that The Dressmaker would have fallen in a heap—it is just so—the film itself would have fallen in a heap had it not been for the music score and the rhythm of cutting as it builds to a crescendo. Had that not worked, then it really would have collapsed.
And Jill understood. In order to really have us—she’s really big on great endings. And, unfortunately, most Australian filmmakers are shoddy with endings. But for Jill, it’s all about the beginning, all about the ending. And she would argue that, you know, lots of Australian films are really first acts. They build a world, they build a problem, they go on and on and on into maybe a second act, but they fail to deliver a third act. It happens time and time again.
And she’s very, very rigorous about, “Okay, where are we going to leave the audience? What’s the emotion? What’s the feeling? What are they going to walk out of that cinema with? How do we get there? That’s where we’re going.”

Stephen: It sounds like all the people you collaborate with really feel like they have complete ownership and investment in the projects. They’re not just a person for hire; they really come in—

Sue: Never done that. You give them that licence.

Stephen: Never been interested in it?

Sue: It just—it’s just not how I work. But it’s interesting, because the business has changed now. And, of course, streaming and television production is the main way that people can have a sustainable career. And that’s how it works: you know, you’re a job for hire.
And the number of line producers who I’ve worked with over the years—and a couple of them have said to me, “Oh, Sue, we just miss the old days. Miss the old days when we just all worked on something we really cared about and felt passionate about.”
And I kind of went, “Oh. Did I miss something? When did it change? What happened? Isn’t it still like that?”
And they said, “No, no. If there’s a better offer, people just go, you know, and the studio pictures come in with huge budgets and big paycheques, and they just go.”
I said, “Oh, okay. I didn’t realise that.”
Because even on this latest film, A Language of Birds, which is the First Nations project filmed up in East Arnhem Land with Erica Glen, writer-director-producer, and Charlotte Seymour, producer—and I was producing alongside them—we didn’t have a big budget at all. Everything was in service of trying to get the cast and crew up there.
But we got the most phenomenal, phenomenal, talented crew: people who had a string of credits, who wanted to work on this film because they believed in Erica, they believed in the script, and they wanted the adventure—the experience of working in a remote, beautiful place that hadn’t really had many films in it. Only one other feature film has ever filmed up there.
So, people will come forward for the right project. But you’ve got to create—you know, you’ve got to create the world that they can get excited about, and then they’ll come on board and they will do their job with passion, and they stick with you.

Stephen: Yeah, but the fact that you work with some experienced directors, but also first-time directors, and, you know, I think it’s a credit to you. You’re really excited about the next generation of the industry and really getting behind them as well.
Daryl Dellora—I do want to touch on... I was interested in the Melbourne Cinematheque a couple of years ago now. They put on a programme of your collaborations together, which was a great night. It was full, and, you know, it was just really great to see them all.
How was it for you and Daryl actually watching those films and the programme they put together? Did you have a sort of different experience watching those films and going back and looking at them?

Sue: Look, it’s incredible, because they seem to resonate with a younger audience. They seem to resonate with an audience that weren’t around at that particular time, and yet it still spoke to them, which suggests to me that the themes are still relevant.
So—and filmmaking’s purpose of trying to make films that counter dominant mythologies or missing gaps in history, or do, as you said before, start to try and do the work that journalists can’t do, because journalists run to deadlines and just don’t have the capacity to necessarily do what Daryl does, which is spend two years going through all the underlying primary-source material.
Two years working through the Royal Commission into the Sydney Hilton bombing, to look at early manuscripts and to find the gaps and the points in the story that people have either missed or have not been properly interrogated over time. That’s the job of documentary filmmakers.
So, to be in an audience looking at a film that was 20 or 25 years old, about a topic that probably, at first look, might not have been of interest, and then to see people really engage with those stories was extraordinary.
There was an interest in the filmmaking practice of merging fact and fiction techniques—drama and documentary techniques—the filmmaking practice of making work that was really controversial, work that would never get on broadcast television today.
So, I think, no, we were just blown away that the films seemed to hold up. They really hold up.

Stephen: Yeah, no, I mean, good filmmaking is always good filmmaking, right? Where did you first meet Daryl?

Sue: Oh, we were at university together, and we just remained friends.Yeah, we remained friends, but we kept working together. So, I would work on his next film, which he made. He came down to Swinburne, actually, to do an honours year so he could get his—
In those days, we didn’t have access to the means of production unless you were in a film course, or you were connected in some way to somewhere that had gear. So, I stayed in Canberra precisely because, as a tutor, I still had access to the edit suites, the sound studios, the gear, the cameras, et cetera.
He went down to Swinburne to do the same thing, but make his film seven years later, which was shot on 16-millimetre, and I helped him on that. And then, through that, we teamed up to do our first documentary together, Mr Neal Is Entitled to Be an Agitator, which was released in 1991. And that was the film about Lionel Murphy.

Stephen: I think the reason why there was such enthusiasm that night to see these films is because they’re almost impossible to see, with archiving and giving access to these films, which has always been a real frustration for Australian filmmakers. Where do you sit with this? And was that one of your reasons why you began distributing films yourself?

Sue: That’s a good question, because we’re both intensely interested in our archives and archival material and footage. And we’ve been in and out of the National Film and Sound Archive now, you know, for the last 40 years, through its changing fortunes, I must say, which have risen and fallen as time’s gone on.
No, look, Film Art Media came about in 2008 because we took the opportunity to sit down and look at what it was we were doing. We were going project by project, trying to keep making films, but it was boom and bust, boom and bust, you know, the whole time when you’re going project by project.
And we kind of looked at, “Okay, what is it that we’re actually really doing?” Yes, we’re making movies, but why? Why are we making movies? Why are we making these documentaries? How can we actually sum up what Film Art Doco is about?
And we thought, “Well, look, it’s really about the ideas,” and this is back in 2007 when we were doing this thinking, and it was long before it became very fashionable to talk about “ideas that matter”. But it became our banner: “Ideas that matter,” and, more importantly, connecting those ideas with audiences.
We thought, “Okay, well, that’s great, to redefine that. But the other thing is that the technology was really shifting big time, and we were moving now into Web 2.0, where we could start to have an interactive engagement with our audience. You could make interactive media,” and so on, which was something we were very interested in. We started doing interactive documentaries.
And the third thing was that the Producer Offset was introduced. This was the first time that there was a mechanism by which filmmakers could actually participate in the profitability or success of their films—that is, have deemed producer equity as part of the Producer Offset rebate.
So, for the first time, we had an incentive not just to make the film, but for the film to successfully connect with an audience. At that point, we thought, “Let’s set up Film Art Media,” which has never been a production company. Film Art Doco is still always making the documentaries, but Film Art Media we put together to become a rights-management and distribution company.
We would get the rights from our back catalogue. We would get ownership back. And, in 2008, no one was doing this. We went back to the distributors of all of our films, which had been sitting around for 20 or 25 years at that point, and were not so-called active titles. They were older titles, sitting on back-catalogue shelves, not necessarily continuing to earn an income.
And the distributors said, “Sure, look, you can have them back. We haven’t really been doing much with this. Here, have them back.”
Now, of course, we got all the rights for those films, got our catalogue together, used Film Art Media as the mechanism to acquire rights or develop our own copyright and new productions. Film Art Media would then develop those rights, and at the point at which we could take them to market to get them financed, we would then assign the rights to the production company.
So, the production company for documentaries was Film Art Doco: go and make the film. Or for drama, like The Dressmaker, it was a standalone company, a special-purpose vehicle: Dressmaker Productions.
So, that’s how Film Art Media operates. It still operates today, still has a growing catalogue, and the Film Art Media catalogue is all of the films that we have either produced or executive-produced over those years. So, it was an effort to say, “Here’s an opportunity for us to have a vested engagement with the marketing of our films,” because we’ve also got the opportunity now to participate in the reward if they do well.

Stephen: Working in that side of the industry, did you learn a lot about the industry that you didn’t know?y

Sue: Oh, yeah. Absolutely. I started thinking like a distributor, and I’ve now, of course, been distributing other people’s films that I’ve executive-produced.

Stephen: Have you changed as a producer?

Sue: Yes, yeah, because I’m really very audience-focused. I’m constantly thinking about, “Okay, yeah, that’s a great idea, but who’s really going to want to see this?” And that’s not to say there are generic audiences. There are really multiple targeted niche audiences, and you have to work your butt off to find each one of those multiple niche audiences.
But in the case of The Dressmaker, a perfect example: I’m thinking about not just the film on the screen. I’m thinking about, “Okay, what are we selling here?” We’re selling the experience of going to the film. So, that’s where the mantra of “Get dressed up, get your girlfriends, have a glass of bubbly and come and have a great night out” came from. That’s what we were selling. The film was then a bonus.
People loved it. They told their friends. What did they do? Got dressed up, had the bubbly, came and saw the film, then went on to a costume exhibition, which had the rights. We had them, because I was thinking like a distributor. I made sure that we retained those rights.
The making-of, a directed documentary behind the scenes, The Making of The Dressmaker—again, thinking like a distributor, I put it to Universal Pictures: “You control the rights of the film and the footage, so you give me zero licence to make this film, and in return, I’ll give you zero licence to exploit the documentary. Let’s put out a Christmas edition and a beautifully embossed edition with the documentary attached to it.” And that sold like hotcakes.
So, this is what I mean: if you think like you’re just a film producer, you’re making projects one by one. Once you start thinking about intellectual property, managing rights and distribution, now you’re starting to think about how you’re going to monetise every aspect of the experience, not just what’s on the screen.

Stephen: The experience. Yeah, fantastic.
So, most recently, you’ve donated some of your archives to the Australian Screen Research Collection, which is currently housed at RMIT University. What’s the thinking behind that donation?

Sue: It was the only collection and archive that would actually respect that the body of work is encompassed by a paper collection, posters, some audio-visual material, and that would actually accept the totality of a lifetime of filmmaking in one place.
It’s an incredibly important collection, because most other archives—so, if you’re going to the National Library or to the State Library Victoria—are very paper-oriented and unable to look at, you know, the audio-visual material or the posters and so on that tell the story. Same thing with the National Film and Sound Archive: yes, they have the master copies, but they’re not really interested in the paper collection.
So, then there are access problems, and they have access problems and storage problems. I cannot tell you the delight I had when I had team members of the Australian Screen Research Collection come and actually be interested in looking at a body of work in total, and being able to keep it together as a collection, so that somehow, for future researchers, that CV and filmography could actually tell a story amongst those files, and that they would get the whole story.
And it’s the story that it tells within the bigger story of the whole industry, and how your films—you know, how they speak to other films. So, it’s really important to have that there.

Stephen: I’m just interested: when you’re handing over your archives, you’re giving it away, giving it to the public, did it feel nostalgic? Like, were you mourning the loss of this? How did you feel?

Sue: Relief. It was unbelievable relief, because I think, in the end, there were around 45 boxes, every box representing pretty much either a different project or a different component of projects. And there was quite a bit of sorting and logging that needed to happen before they got boxed up, so that it would make it a bit easier for future researchers to know where to begin.
And I’d been storing all of those boxes for years and years and paying a fortune in storage. So, the possibility of finally being able to hand them over—not only for future researchers and for the public, but also knowing that they were going to be kept safely, that they would be catalogued, and that I no longer had to move them from lock-up to lock-up to lock-up, which is what I’ve been doing for the last 25 years.

Stephen: And it goes through the whole career, like boxes for The Dressmaker and everything?

Sue: It pretty much is the whole career. The only thing is that it certainly covers the entire body of work for Film Art Doco. It’s all the films with Daryl Dellora. It covers The Dressmaker and the films that I’ve executive-produced and distributed in recent years.
What it doesn’t include yet—which I’m working on—is the Gecko Films collection with Sue Brooks and Alison Tilson, because, of course, they are copyright holders in that body of work. So, I want to put my files together with their files and for it all to come across to the Research Collection, if they’re interested and when they’re ready.

Stephen: Oh, fantastic. I look forward to digging into that myself. Yeah, thanks for your donation.
It would be remiss of us not to talk about your advocacy work for women in the Australian screen industry, which you’ve been involved with for your whole career. Women in Film and Television, WIFT—which, did you begin that about 1989? What was that, and what was the reasoning behind that?

Sue: Oh, the reasoning behind that is that I moved to Melbourne. I moved to Melbourne, I didn’t know anybody, did not know a soul. I moved into a group house, which was great, but I came down here to finish Thanks Girls and Goodbye, thinking that I’d just finished the edit and then moved back to Sydney, which is where I was based at the time.
And so, I started asking around, because I had gone to Women in Film and Television events in Sydney. I said, “Oh, you know, where’s—where does WIFT meet in Melbourne?”
“Oh, we don’t have WIFT.”
And it was kind of, “Oh, okay, well, let’s make it happen.” A few people thought, “Yeah, this is a great idea.” I think Deb Verhoeven was involved in those early days.

Stephen: All right, so Sydney—we were more ahead?

Sue: Yeah, yeah, yeah. And so, there was probably about eight of us, and we just decided, “Okay, we’re going to set up Women in Film and Television in Melbourne.” And that’s how I kind of found a network. I found, you know—I’d obviously committed to feminist filmmaking, so there was a—
We just made it happen. And I’m pleased to say that Women in Film and TV Victoria is still going strong after all of those years. It’s still very much a networking organisation for emerging and mid-career women.
So, later in my career, I thought, well, there’s a group of us thinking, “Well, what’s happening for women who are mid-career, trying to proceed into executive or into leadership roles? Why are they consistently getting blocked? Why is there only one woman who owns a cinema in Australia? Why are there so few women distributors? Why do all the films, year in, year out, seem to be male-focused?” Because the programmers and the distributors are largely men.
So, we decided we’d set up the Natalie Miller Fellowship, which was really in honour of Natalie Miller from Sharmill Films and Cinema Nova, who was the only woman exhibitor in this country. She still remains the same after all these years, even though Natalie’s now in her 80s. We would do it in honour of her namesake.
And so, again, it was about a group of eight or nine of us, and it’s still going strong. But it awards scholarships, if you like, or grants, to help women further their leadership aims. And it’s really helped elevate a number of women into senior executive roles now.

Stephen: Yeah, right. So, it’s had a real impact on the industry, you think—that fellowship, just giving exposure?

Sue: Oh, look, you know, some of our recipients include people like Claire Stewart, who’s running film festivals internationally. The short answer is that, if you look at the alumni, it’s been running for well over 10 years now. There are a number of women now who have very successfully moved into senior roles.

Stephen: We still have these barriers for women that have continued for decades. Why do these barriers persist?

Sue: We have—I mean, there are a few things that sit behind why that may be the case, not the least of which is that the screen industry, by definition, is not particularly family-friendly or women-friendly in terms of its working conditions and demands, for a start.
So, this is particularly evident for women who have children and need to take time out. And it’s an industry that is so fast-moving that, if you’re out of the circuit for two years, you’re kind of old history. You know, it’s very, very current because there are just new people coming into it all the time.
So, that is one significant barrier. For many years, it was because there just weren’t enough women in leadership positions, but that isn’t the case now. There are a lot of women in leadership roles, and certainly an abundance of women in middle management, and the bureaucracies—a lot of the film agencies and so on—are led by women.
But when it actually comes down to green-lighting, that’s what I’ve always been interested in: who gets to decide what is made on our screens? Who gets to decide what is green-lit? That’s stage one. Secondly, what actually gets put up on a screen, whether it’s streaming, television or cinema? So, that’s the second stage. And those really critical junctures tend still to be fairly male-dominated.
There’s certainly been a kind of seismic shift, you know, with diversity and inclusion policies and so on in recent years. I would argue it’s not always worked in the best interests of audiences and content. And that’s an odd thing for me to say, because I’ve always been an incredibly strong advocate for having diversity in voices. I think it’s really important to do that.
But the minute you start getting creatives thinking, “Oh, they’ve got to make films for the policy, films for the guidelines, and not films for the audience,” that’s where it collapses. And I think, tragically, that’s where we’re sitting at the moment.

Stephen: There seems to also be a thinking that unless it’s appealing to a male audience, it’s not worth funding.

Sue: I don’t think that’s the case. I think The Dressmaker changed all of that when it came out in 2015.

Stephen: And you did have to convince them at the time.

Sue: I did. Absolutely. We had to convince the funders, and then the box-office results spoke for themselves, which is another reason I’m so proud of those figures, because it meant that Ladies in Black and so many other films came out.

Stephen: Ride like a girl.

Sue: Yeah, there was a whole swathe of them.

Stephen: Yeah, a real cycle that followed that.

Sue: Absolutely. That demonstrated that, you know, it was a commercial demographic.

Stephen: So, I think that was kind of—okay, what practical steps could make greater change for the industry? What practical steps do you want to see rolled out?
Sue: The practical steps I would really like to see, that would be revolutionary, is for an industry that funded and recognised that marketing and development was 50 per cent of the job, and properly got behind it. It would change everything. It would change everything tomorrow.
At the moment, we have an industry policy. It’s really built around development and production, and then these films get made, they go out for two weeks, three weeks, and they’re gone. And that’s because most of them have not necessarily had the campaigns and the P&A support in order to cut through what is an incredibly crowded marketplace out there—not just in terms of what’s on the screen, but what people are looking at with their gaming, on their devices, and all the myriad of entertainment that competes for attention.
So, that would be revolutionary: if there was something like an offset for distribution and exhibition marketing costs.
So, that would be number one. And number two would be getting filmmakers and people who’ve been at the coalface of making work back into the decision-making process for green-lighting, and having the distributors and exhibitors, who, by and large, are the people who’ve had to make those decisions, usually cut out of making any green-light decisions.
So, that’s how it started. We’ve somehow got so far away from that. But in the early days, they were the people who sat on the boards. It was filmmakers, distributors and exhibitors who sat on the boards to decide whether something should be green-lit or not.
We’re now in the era of middle management, where we have really extensive management processes and people making that decision who’ve never been at the coalface of making films.
So, that would be the second really big change, I think. The third really big change I would make is somehow getting attention back on what it is we do. We’re in show business. We’re in the business of not only making spectacle and incredible experiences on any screen, whatever it might be, for audiences, but film schools and the industry alike should really also be about, well, how do you integrate the business around that, so that you’re helping people make a sustainable creative life?
I’ve been blessed because I have been able to have a sustainable creative life, and I spend a lot of my time mentoring and teaching still and working with David Court—same deal—is trying to help people find the ways to achieve that.
But that’s my greatest fear going forward. It’s just all about instant hit, instant—you know, your moment in the sunlight, and then you’re old history. And truly, it’s really hard for anybody to sustain a practice now.
And getting your films exhibited in the theatre is even more difficult now, it seems, with that competition. Very difficult getting it exhibited beyond the opening weekend and perhaps the second weekend. We just see film after film dropping off the cliff, and that is a really profound question. And we have to ask it of ourselves: you know, have those days gone? Like, have we really...



 

Sue: Have we reached a tipping point now, that Australian audiences are not looking for Australian stories on their screens because they’ve got so used to seeing the big screen used in a completely different way by the studios and through event programming? And that the big screen, as an option for most Australian films, is kind of vanity publishing, really? If anything, it’s just a fantasy—it’s a desire to get your film on the big screen for two minutes, that then dissipates.
What’s that about? You know, are we failing the audience through not making the kind of films—the kind of films they want to see? Are we failing the audience because we are making great movies, but they can’t get to see them because they disappear within about two weeks because they haven’t been supported by a proper campaign?
And I’m just a firm believer that it’s no point just keeping doing the same thing over and over again. But we, unfortunately, have an industry that seems to be doing the same thing over and over again because it’s a heritage business. People have been in the jobs for a long, long time. There’s not, I don’t think, a real desire for revolution. And where there is a revolution, it’s basically making cinema utterly irrelevant. It’s all happening anyway. It’s on YouTube. That’s where the revolution is.

Stephen: And at the film festivals—I mean, returning full circle—Australian films that play at the Sydney International Film Festival are packed, and audiences love them. So, there’s something about that: the buzz, the eventness, like we were talking about earlier with The Dressmaker.

Sue: Festivals can create that. Festivals absolutely create that, and they create it because they become sites for curation. People will trust that, if they buy a cinema ticket, they’re probably going to see a curated film that actually is a well-made film with a directorial vision, and it’s money well spent. So, they’ll take the risk in a way that they might not just roll up at a cinema and take the risk.
But I have to say, it’s about opportunity. Think about when was the last time that Australian audiences had a real opportunity to see Aussie movies. It was actually during COVID, when, in 2021, we had this extraordinary window where the studio films weren’t yet coming back, either in production or being held back from being distributed in Australia.
So, the screens were just hungry, hungry for content—anything to put up on the screens—because people wanted to go back to the movies. And they screened all our Aussie movies.

Stephen: Yeah, people really enjoyed them.

Sue: Yeah, Rob Connolly’s The Dry—we had gangbusters. We had High Ground. Bran Nue Dae was in there as well. There was a whole bunch of us in that little window that audiences went to, these Aussie movies, really enjoyed them, and actually went and saw more Aussie movies.
Now, I know that because one of the things that I’m doing now—because Film Art Media, rights management and distribution, we’re now actually running a film festival down in Tasmania called the Bicheno International Film Festival, which I’m curating. And I do deliberately just screen what I think—and it’s personal—but what I think are the best Aussie movies that have been released in the previous 12 months, so drama or documentary.
And, again, because it’s curated and people know they’re going to see good Aussie movies, it’s packed. People come out and see movies. The only ones where I’ve fallen foul is that people in Tassie, by and large—or certainly on the east coast—they will not watch horror. So, I really, really fell on my sword when I screened great movies like, you know, Talk to Me and Late Night with the Devil. Nobody turned up.

Stephen: Dark cinema.

Sue: Yeah, yeah. But apart from that, you know, the people just say, “God, we just— all of these films, you just never get to see these Aussie movies. They’re really good, aren’t they?”
And they are good. There are some really good movies around. A film like, you know, Warwick Thornton’s We2024?; it earned, you know, $350,000 at the box office—nothing. His film Samson and Delilah, in pre-COVID years, earned $3 million. This is where we’re at at the moment. They’re both by the same director, beautifully made films, and we are in a different era.

Stephen: Yeah, the film didn’t have the kind of P&A support, and audiences have different expectations about what they want to see on the big screen.

Sue: Very, very hard for a film to work on the big screen now.

Stephen: Yeah. Look, we’re completely out of time. I just do want to thank you on behalf of the industry, because I look at your filmography and I think these are such wonderful films, such important films. But they wouldn’t have been made if Sue Maslin wasn’t actually the one behind them. And to think of the industry without any of these films is, you know, quite a sad thought.
So, I just thank you for all of your advocacy, what you do for putting women’s stories on the screen, which you’ve continued to do, and for actually championing new women directors and filmmakers. So, it’s a real credit to you and the legacy that you’ve had. So, thanks very much. It’s been a real pleasure.

Sue: Oh, I really appreciate that, and I love the fact that you used the word “championing”, because that is really dear to my heart. So, thank you for this opportunity to chat. That’s been great.

Stephen: Thanks, Sue.
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This podcast is recorded from RMIT University in Naam, Melbourne, on unceded Wurundjeri Country. This show is produced by Olympia Barron and me, Steve Gaunson; music, Oliver O'Brien; editing, Stephen Tapping. Big thanks to the RMIT Library. That's it for the show. See you next time.


