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ABSTRACT 
 
 
The Australian film and television industry is currently undergoing a major transformation, 
which ultimately will have significant impact on its practitioners. As an Australian 
filmmaker whose interest and ambition lie in more idiosyncratic and autobiographical films 
for cinema, I believe a close examination of these filmmaking aspirations in relation to the 
current codes and practices of the Australian film industry is necessary. 
 
Apart from some festivals and media interviews, for filmmakers there is little room for self-
reflection. Having the opportunity to conduct a critical and in-depth examination of my 
work is vital for my professional development, as it signals a necessary shift from emerging 
filmmaker to the platform of a more mature and established filmmaking practice. 
 
The objective of this research work is to investigate whether socially conscious 
autobiographical cinematic documentary can be a viable filmmaking practice in Australia. 
This process of investigation is driven by a self-reflexive analysis of my studio projects, 
challenged, shaped and developed by the work and experience of other film practitioners 
and documentary theorists whose ideas relate closely to the problem at hand.  
 
This written component of my doctoral research comprises a wide-ranging analysis of what 
I have identified as being four fundamental elements of my filmmaking practice which 
need to be balanced: creative treatment, social conscience, control and commerce. It argues 
that in contemporary Australia, documentary production faces serious challenges. Its 
survival may depend upon the rigorous exploitation and promotion of non-fiction film on 
all available distribution platforms, as well as in all possible creative forms — including the 
autobiographical documentary for cinema.  
 
It is the finding of this dissertation that this kind of non-fiction film does have, with its 
embedded socially conscious objectives, the potential to develop into a more popular 
cinematic form subject to a series of concentrated efforts by government agencies, 
independent distributors and exhibitors, as well as the efforts of filmmakers (including 
myself) who have taken the time to develop an informed understanding of the realities of 
the industry in which they are operating. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Today, in 2007, the Australian film and television industry is at a crossroads, and so am I. 

 

The announcement of a new film rebate system in early 2007, in conjunction with the 

proposed merger of various government film funding bodies and institutions into one film 

body called Screen Australia, is causing much confusion — as well as cautious optimism 

— among filmmakers. Undoubtedly, the rebate system and the merger will have a profound 

effect on the fate of hundreds of filmmakers and will reshape and restructure — for better 

or worse — the various conditions that have enabled Australian film culture to survive over 

the decades. A notable minority group amongst these filmmakers comprises the 

documentary film practitioners who have become particularly concerned about their 

survival.  

 

As a documentary filmmaker, I am one of the many affected by these fundamental changes, 

having been an active film practitioner since 1998. I have completed two film degrees, shot 

documentaries for various film commissions as well as production companies, and have 

also written, produced and directed — with assistance from a tertiary education institution 

— my own television documentaries.  

 

Making ‘movies’ for the big screen has been a dream of mine since childhood. As a film 

practitioner today, I am interested in personally driven and idiosyncratic works 

fundamentally produced for cinema. However, given the strong television orientation of 

much of the documentary sector since the early 1990s, these personal aspirations do not 

seem to be in accordance with the current state of the industry. Russell Porter put it 

succinctly a decade ago in his essay ‘The Dumbing Down of Docos’ when he wrote: ‘TV is 

calling all the shots — and documentaries are succumbing to its formulaic demands’ 

(Porter 1998, p. 4). This factor further complicates my present situation, adding to my sense 

of being at a crossroads as a filmmaker.  

 

For the last three years, I am fortunate to have been the recipient of a Doctor of Visual Arts 

(DVA) scholarship. I have spent my DVA years marketing my feature-length documentary 
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Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story (2003), directing two short dramas, Redemption (2004) 

and Hole in the Wall (2005), producing and directing an hour-long ABC TV documentary 

Wings to Fly (2007) and developing the treatment for a theatrical feature documentary titled 

My America, funded by the Australian Film Commission (AFC) and the Pacific Film and 

Television Commission (PFTC). All of these works are presented for examination as the 

studio component of this doctorate. Inheritance, having been completed prior to my DVA 

enrolment, is submitted in relation to the marketing phase only. 

 

The last named of these works, My America, perhaps encapsulates the challenges and the 

opportunities upon which I especially want to focus in this written work. It is an 

autobiographical theatrical documentary project in its final stages of financing as an 

$1.78 million dollar documentary. Funding has already been received from various 

European TV stations, such as ARTE, the Hungarian RTL KLUB and Finnish TV, and I 

have a letter of intent from the Film Finance Corporation of Australia (FFC) for an 

investment of over A$600,000 with a producer offset of more than A$400,000.  

 

With my DVA scholarship ending, I need to know whether my socially conscious 

autobiographical approach to filmmaking for the cinema is workable in Australia, the 

country that is now my home. Accordingly, the fundamental research question directing 

this written component is: Can socially conscious autobiographical cinematic documentary 

be a viable filmmaking practice in this country? In this research process, I re-examine the 

key professional issues which have emerged from my past and current practice as a 

filmmaker within a wider context of both contemporary drama and documentary practice. 

 

In essence, the DVA has given me the opportunity to analyse both my childhood dreams 

and current professional aspirations. In November 2007, after two years of development, 

my team and I submitted My America to receive final approval from the FFC. It seems that 

if my hopes of making big screen films are ever to be fulfilled, now is the time. 

 

Status and style of this written paper 

This written work combines elements of both the thesis and exegesis formats. In terms of 

an exegesis, this work is written from a personal point of view. Its main aim is to research 

and reflect critically on my own film practice, both as an art form and as a viable 
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profession, encompassing the wider context in which these works are situated. On the other 

hand, this work also has a structured thesis format using a literature review as well as 

primary source material such as interviews and correspondence gathered during research. 

As in a traditional thesis, this paper works towards a clearly defined and argued conclusion 

by going through a body of discussion and analysis, all directed towards finding answers to 

the central question. 

 

Personal history 

To contextualise my desire to produce authored, more specifically autobiographical work 

for cinema, a brief account of my personal history is pertinent at this point.  

 

I grew up in Hungary. My parents divorced when I was six and my two sisters and I stayed 

with our mother. In this environment, I felt increasingly isolated and one of my favourite 

preoccupations was daydreaming. Very early, I found myself transfixed by Hollywood and 

I developed the desire to one day be involved in films of that sort. It is worth noting here 

that this fascination with Hollywood provides the premise of my latest documentary, My 

America. Although this was merely a childhood fantasy, such fantasies often remain 

relevant and can have an impact on our adult lives. Looking back to those early times, I 

believe I was looking for something substantial to form a sense of self, an identity, which I 

seem to have found in various preoccupations, one being the idea of America and its 

transformational potential. 

 

In 1991 we moved to Australia, a difficult transition for a fourteen-year-old who had to 

learn a new language and leave friends and family behind. As a Hungarian adolescent 

migrating to Australia, I experienced a culture shock finding my self dismantled and lost in 

a new culture and a new environment. In his book And Our Faces, My Heart, Brief as 

Photos (1984), English philosopher and award-winning writer John Berger puts it 

profoundly:  

 
Emigration does not only involve leaving behind, crossing 
water, living amongst strangers, but also undoing the very 
meaning of the world and — at its most extreme — 
abandoning oneself to the unreal which is the absurd. 
(Berger 1984, p. 56) 
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As a young boy, I searched relentlessly (if unconsciously) to find a medium for self-

expression in order to form a new identity that was no longer solely Hungarian but also 

took account of my new home in Australia. It was a matter of survival. In his book 

Concepts of the Self (2001), political scientist Anthony Elliott captures this impulse neatly: 

 
In everyday life we routinely engage in the process of self-
shaping and self cultivation, acting on the world and on 
others through our very need to give form and content to 
our identities, our sense of self. (Elliott 2001, p. 2)  

 

In film and television studies throughout high school, and to an extent even at university, 

we were constantly encouraged to stay objective and to follow conventional filmmaking 

styles and techniques. As someone who was primarily occupied with working out his own 

identity, developing the notion of objectivity did not sit well with me. Trinh T. Minh Ha, 

author of Woman, Native, Other (1989), explains how, in her school, she was taught a 

similar rule of objectivity: ‘achieve distance, they keep on saying, as much distance from 

your own voice as possible’ (Minh Ha 1989, p. 27). Nevertheless, studying film and 

television became a launching pad from which I began to develop my intentions and skills 

as a filmmaker in order to use the medium for self-expression. 

 

Despite any obstacles that may have arisen, throughout high school and university I 

experimented with the forms of documentary and drama to convey the feelings and 

emotions of separating from one’s country and adjusting to the new. I completed such films 

as My Journey (1994), a short drama about migrating to Australia (the film won second 

prize at the Brisbane Young Filmmakers’ Awards in 1995) and Hungarian Realities (1995), 

a 45-minute documentary about the political transition in Eastern Europe following the 

Cold War. Both films were in some way related to my attempt to come to terms with and 

form a sense of self, my dual identity of being an Australian-Hungarian. In other words, I 

used film as a vehicle for self-expression, for developing a new identity out of necessity, 

and showed no interest in pursuing stories that lacked a connection to my life or personal 

values. Consequently, one might conclude that I developed a subjective approach to 

filmmaking — effectively an autobiographical approach whereby I became focused on the 

journey of conceptualising myself. This is a somewhat lonely road that has always carried 
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the seeds of a kind of narcissistic obsession, but I believe it is a journey that it is imperative 

I undertake.  

 

The unexamined life is not worth living for man. 
(Socrates in Plato, 5th century BC) 

 

Another notable issue at university, which also contributed to my pursuing a solitary 

approach to filmmaking, was that only a few people were able to make their personal films. 

Film ideas were worked on in groups, where one person’s idea would be realised as a class 

or a group project. In the course of the selection process, many students became overly 

disappointed, not only because their ideas were not selected but also because they were 

forced to work on projects in which they had no interest. Consequently, I gradually became 

more and more interested in a ‘one man band’ approach that allowed me to pursue my own 

ideas independently. I became completely focused on the project of working on and by 

myself. It was here in my undergraduate years in the mid-1990s that my style as an 

autobiographical filmmaker began to take shape. 

While some of the other students were trying to make their first comedy or ‘horror flick’, 

throughout my undergraduate years and while completing my Honours degree, I tried to 

remain true to the process of developing and reconciling my identity as an Australian-

Hungarian. An indication of this approach came in the form of my first broadcast 

documentary, a film titled Grandfathers and Revolutions (1999). This 52-minute 

documentary explores the life of my grandfather, Andras Hegedus, who was the prime 

minister of Hungary in 1956, at the time of the Hungarian Revolution. He is still held 

responsible by many for calling in the Soviet troops to quash the revolution. As his 

grandson, I travelled to Hungary to confront him about his past and about allegations that 

he was responsible for the suffering of tens of thousands of Hungarian émigrés. The film 

formed a pivotal role both in coming to understand my origins as a Hungarian and in 

developing my autobiographical filmmaking style. These issues are explored more fully in 

Chapter 1 of this dissertation. 

Grandfathers and Revolutions marked the beginning of my relationship with non-fiction 

film as a medium for self-expression. Even though I still had plans to produce my own 
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drama, given the success with Grandfathers and Revolutions, non-fiction film became the 

most suitable vehicle to carry out my personal aspirations. 

Being in Hungary while filming Grandfathers and Revolutions aroused feelings of 

nostalgia, again shifting my focus as a filmmaker to my dilemma of identity. While longing 

for my ‘homeland’, I also felt a sense of urgency to return to my new country, Australia. 

Again John Berger articulates this experience concisely:  

Every migrant knows in his heart of hearts that it is 
impossible to return. Even if he is physically able to return, 
he does not truly return, because he himself has been so 
deeply changed by his migration. (Berger 1984, p. 67) 

 

My journey towards reconciling this dual identity eventually led to the making of 

Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story (2003). This feature-length documentary focuses on an 

environmental disaster that took place in Eastern Europe in the year 2000. The accident 

occurred in Romania at an Australian-Romanian mining company when 120 tonnes of 

cyanide flowed into the Lapos River, continuing downstream into the Somes and then to 

the Tisza River in Hungary. The spill killed 1200 tonnes of fish and devastated the eco-

system. The film focuses on the life of Balazs Meszaros, a Hungarian fisherman who takes 

on the responsibility of challenging the Australian mining company to pay compensation 

for the damage caused. Radio journalist Anna Nagy Lengyel conceptualises my personal 

motivations succinctly, and I believe accurately:  

 

Peter is occupied with the notion of Inheritance, ‘his sack’ 
which he left here as a child. As if he wanted to break the 
shell of a walnut which is full of heavy and unfamiliar 
secrets. That is why he visited Hungary for the first time 
five years ago. (Lengyel 2004, p. 4) 

 

Kerry Sunderland (2004), writing in the QPIX newsletter, also touches on the personal 

level evident in the film: 

 

It was providence that he found a story that was set in the 
country in which he was born and also involved the country 
he had adopted. (Sunderland 2004, p. 10) 
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Gradually, however, I began to understand the more specific motivations that drove me to 

make this film. Articulating these feelings required me to go through the process of 

producing the film, which took three years: 

 

I was experiencing feelings that I am still trying to come to 
terms with up to this very day. Again this duality. As a 
Hungarian I was very upset and angry about what happened 
but as an Australian, I felt a great deal of shame; this 
feeling of shame derived from the fact that I had by that 
stage taken on certain values from the society that I thought 
of as ‘mine’. (Hegedus in Lengyel 2004, p. 2) 

 

In retrospect, I believe these conflicting feelings of shame and anger, and my desire to 

reconcile them, propelled me to make this film in order to honour the Australian as well as 

the Hungarian in me.  

 

I realise that my work has been, and is, about working through my own issues of identity. 

However, as a result of conducting this doctoral research, I have become aware that ever 

since beginning my filmmaking career — perhaps unconsciously — I have also been 

developing a commitment to explore the complexity of the human condition. This inquiry 

has ultimately shaped my motivation as filmmaker in pursuit of unpacking comprehensive 

social issues and problems that are often simplified or exaggerated — even ignored — by 

people, communities and countries. The personal impetus to come to terms with my own 

identity, coupled with the aspiration to reflect on broader issues concerning the human 

condition, is strongly interdependent and the two constantly work off each other in my 

projects. These aspirations are reconfigured in my work as social issue objectives and are 

explored further in Chapter 2 of this dissertation.  

 

Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story, which partly propelled me to embark on this doctoral 

work, examined the effect of globalisation on a fisherman’s identity and livelihood and, 

through that, on the livelihood of a whole community. The human issue I was exploring 

was how people might find and preserve themselves in the midst of pressure to conform to 

the ways of globalisation. 
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My childhood aspirations, as well as my cultural background and the particular ways in 

which it has influenced my approach to filmmaking, all contribute to my determination to 

understand and develop my own autobiographical filmmaking practice. As a result, I have 

acquired a strong desire to probe into the notion of identity through all of my films, be it 

through the story of Catrina in Wings to Fly (2007), or the young man in Hole in the Wall 

(2005), or the ‘Peter Hegedus’ character in My America, currently in development. The 

desire to reach a mass audience with the themes of identity through all levels of distribution 

— most importantly cinema — has been an aspiration of mine for decades. This 

dissertation investigates the potential for this goal to become a reality. 

 

Authorship and autobiography 

The term ‘author’ is a highly complex and widely contested one, particularly among 

theorists and practitioners of art and film. Among the most influential analyses has been 

that of French social theorist Roland Barthes who took issue with the whole concept of 

authorship in his essay titled the Death of an Author (1968): 

 

Writing is the destruction of every voice, every point of 
origin. Writing is that neutral, composite, oblique space 
where our subject slips away, the negative where all 
identity is lost. (Barthes 1968, p. 116) 

 

The scope of Barthes’ critique of the authorship concept and the many forms of critical 

response to this position are beyond this paper’s terms of reference; however, it is pertinent 

to my inquiry that he was in part reacting against the auteurist film movements that 

emerged in the 1960s, proclaiming the director as sole author of the film. Earlier, French 

film critic Alexandre Astruc (1948) encapsulated the position of those critics putting 

forward filmmakers as unambiguously and individually authors/auteurs, stating: ‘The film-

maker/author writes with a camera as a writer writes with his pen.’ 

 

While acknowledging the ways in which any ‘author’s’ work is developed and received 

within the context of other cultural texts, practices and understandings, and the myriad 

inputs from crews and other people into the production of films, many contemporary 

interpretations and usages of the term ‘authorship’ allow for a concept which accords more 

closely with my own experience as a filmmaker: 
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Authors manifest themselves through certain cultural 
codes. They demonstrate or strictly deny the links with 
certain traditions … some authors are trying to mediate 
themselves through cultural context … These cultural 
relationships, cultural codes somehow substitute the 
author’s intonation, the author’s position. (Pipinite 1999) 

 

I propose that autobiographical filmmaking also is a product of certain cultural codes and 

cultural relationships along the lines described by film theorist Pipinite, and therefore 

reflects a form of authorship in my filmmaking.  

 

In this dissertation, I attempt to investigate the extent to which authorship may be said to 

exist in contemporary documentary. In this connection, I will draw on the work of new 

wave film theorists such as Vit Janecek (1998) and ideas that have emerged from 

contemporary thinkers such as Ruth E. Iskin (1994) regarding the fluid concept of the 

author in the digital age.  

 

Documentary theorist Bill Nichols (2001) writes about authorship in documentary, arguing 

that ‘every documentary has its own distinct voice. Like every speaking voice, every 

cinematic voice has a style or “grain” all its own that acts like a signature or fingerprint.’ 

(2001, p. 99) Arguably, then, documentary can carry the signature of the filmmaker 

producing his or her own authored work. This notion of authorship allows for a distinctive 

style, approach and use of creative freedom that will characterise the filmmaker’s work. 

Furthermore, Nichols’ concept of documentary authorship encompasses a variety of styles 

and approaches within which my work as an autobiographical filmmaker can arguably be 

positioned. 

 

Film theorist Michael Renov (2004) was one of the first to attribute significant weight to 

the autobiographical documentary. He was, in fact, one of the first theorists to write 

critically about the emergence of this style of filmmaking. In my view, he identifies the 

essence of the autobiographical film:  

 

I privilege a writing practice that couples a documentary 
impulse — an outward gaze upon the world — with an 
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equally forceful reflex of self-interrogation. (Renov 2004, 
p. 105) 

 

For me, the autobiographical element operates differently in each of my films, constituting 

a variety of modes of personal exploration. In some of my films, such as Grandfathers and 

Revolutions, I focus directly on my family history and personal preoccupations. However, 

in a film like Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story, which is not exclusively focused on my 

personal life, the focus of investigation is nevertheless strongly informed by, and in part 

derives from, my personal and ongoing concerns regarding the conflicts of being a 

Hungarian-Australian. Over and above this, the convention of using the filmmaker as an 

active observer, participant and first-person narrator operates in all of my documentaries. 

This reinforces the autobiographical element, constituting a series of intellectual and 

emotional journeys by my filmmaker persona who seeks understanding of the world in 

which he finds himself and, less directly, of the self who is compelled to make the journey. 

I contend, therefore, that my autobiographical style of filmmaking is my stamp and my 

signature, and could arguably be regarded as signifying my authorship as filmmaker.  

 

From a more pragmatic perspective, it is worth noting that my interest in choosing the 

particular focus of this research component of my doctorate was inspired by the recent rise 

of the autobiographical cinematic documentaries such as Bowling for Columbine (2003) by 

Michael Moore and Super Size Me (2004) by Morgan Spurlock. These filmmakers have 

demonstrated that personal documentaries imprinted with the strong voice of the filmmaker 

can find a substantial audience and a viable market. 

 

Theory and practice 

The research question directing this DVA project will be investigated through the 

disciplines of both theory and practice. In the dissertation, this process of investigation 

comprises several stages. First, I will evaluate within the field of documentary practice the 

style and approach of my filmmaking and its potential for cinema. Following this, I will 

examine the social conscience element in my work. Next, I will determine whether having 

directorial or producer control is a prerequisite for carrying out my personal vision as a 

filmmaker. Finally, I will investigate whether this model of socially conscious 

autobiographical filmmaking for cinema can be commercially viable.  
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The practical component of my investigation is the studio work. It consists primarily of 

documentary projects, but also includes two short drama films. While the latter projects 

represent an integral part of this research process, greater weight will be given to the 

documentary work, which has been the dominant element of practice during my 

candidature. 

 

Summary and description of DVA studio projects 

This paper will evaluate the filmmaking processes involved in My America, Wings to Fly 

and other productions completed or produced during my DVA studies. The purpose of this 

approach is to critically examine the practicalities of my own professional practices in 

relation to my objective to move towards producing cinematic documentaries in Australia.  

 

The process of developing these productions was informed by, and itself informed, my 

investigation of the issues outlined above. The studio projects are as follows:  

 

Project I: Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story (2003) — the catalyst 

This 75-minute social documentary took over three years to make and has become my most 

successful film to date. Apart from winning various awards around the world, the film was 

also shortlisted for an Academy Award in 2003 (see Appendix 1).  

 

Inheritance was produced while I was enrolled in an MPhil at Griffith University. After 

completing this documentary, I was given the opportunity of transferring from the MPhil to 

a Doctor of Visual Arts course with scholarship. As a filmmaker, I had a choice: either I 

had to turn commercial by ‘hiring’ myself out to various documentary production 

companies, or I could take the time to critically examine my work and explore the ‘ins and 

outs’ of my filmmaking practice with a view to continuing to develop an autobiographical 

and cinematic documentary practice. The Griffith University Doctorate scholarship 

provided me with a valuable opportunity to do the latter, giving me the possibility of 

continuing to forge my craft by working on the kinds of films I want to make. 

 

Throughout the first part of my DVA course, I was heavily marketing Inheritance: A 

Fisherman’s Story with the help of Griffith University. The marketing process for this 
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documentary has contributed significantly to my developing a wider understanding of the 

commercial aspects of documentary production. These issues will be examined in 

Chapter 4 of this dissertation.  

 

Project I: Wings to Fly aka The Lawrences (2007) 

Wings to Fly, a 56-minute television documentary film, follows an Australian family for a 

period of seven years with a particular focus on the young daughter, who struggles to form 

her identity. Wings to Fly is a project I intended to go ‘theatrical’ but instead it turned into 

something rather different from my initial expectations. 

 

I began shooting Wings to Fly in 1999. Two different trailers were produced to assist with 

fundraising for the project. During the first five months of my doctoral studies, I 

approached Film Australia and ABC TV, both of whom showed interest in coming on 

board. Film Australia’s offer was more restrictive and conditional so I declined and 

eventually, with the help of co-producer Gabrielle Jones, I decided to go with ABC TV, 

securing development funding from them as well as from the Pacific Film and Television 

Commission (PFTC). A third trailer was made at the request of the Australian Film 

Commission, which eventually rejected the project. Wings to Fly was eventually funded by 

the ABC, PFTC and my own company, Soul Vision Films Pty Ltd. The details of this 

funding structure will be discussed in Chapter 4.  

 

It is worth noting that Wings to Fly is less personal than any of my previous works. It 

signals a shift in my filmmaking style in that I am not a physical participant in the story and 

the overt voice of the filmmaker is no longer interpreting the happenings in the film. 

Furthermore, the emphasis is not so much on the relationship between the observed and the 

observer. Not only is the subject allowed to speak for herself, but also the viewer is able to 

become fully part of her world and witness in a close, personal way her interactions with 

the rest of her family. Inevitably, however, my own voice as a filmmaker remains present in 

terms of how the material is organised and structured in the film.  

 

Drama component 

Over the course of this doctorate, the drama component has grown into an integral part of 

both my filmmaking and this process of investigation.  
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The overwhelming majority of students graduating from a film course have the desire to 

make feature films. I too have found over the years that I am interested in exploring my 

ideas through drama, and I also see the need for pursuing alternative ways of maintaining 

my financial and professional survival. Feature film work, at least potentially, offers such 

an avenue.  

 

Furthermore, making short films is a necessary prerequisite that prepares filmmakers for 

feature film production. Their structure of production differs significantly from that of 

documentary. While I have been placing emphasis on developing an autobiographical 

documentary style for cinema, for a comprehensive analysis of my filmmaking practices it 

has become relevant over the last three years to also draw on my drama work. 

Unsurprisingly, perhaps, the personal and autobiographical issues I explore in my 

documentaries also tend to find expression in my drama work.  

 

Project III: Redemption (2004) 

Redemption, a seven-minute short film, was completed at the start of my doctorate. It deals 

with the issue of capital punishment, portraying the last few minutes in a man’s life. The 

film consists of one single shot, and it tackles the sensitive issues raised by the death 

penalty. It does not directly condemn capital punishment but rather, using fictional 

elements, focuses on the raw human experience to deliver the impact of the terror of losing 

one’s life.  

 

Redemption signals the beginning of my drama career. The film was entirely self-funded 

and I had to develop new skills, both creative and producer-related, in order to create this 

new work (Appendix 2 details the festival screenings of this project.). 

 

Project IV: Hole in the Wall (2005) 

Hole in the Wall is my second drama project. It was funded by the Pacific Film and 

Television Commission (PFTC) in 2005 as part of the ‘Jump Start’ initiative. Like my 

documentaries and first drama, this eleven-minute film also deals with social issues. While 

child abuse is a crucial element in this film, the main theme behind Hole in the Wall is the 

struggle towards independence and growing up. The film deals with breaking free from the 
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burden of the past in order to become your own person, with attaining an identity when one 

is denied free expression to be who one wants to be. While Redemption was my first 

professional drama, Hole in the Wall was my first funded fiction work, potentially paving 

the way for future larger form dramas. 

 

Making Hole in the Wall was also the first time I had worked with a drama producer; hence 

control and decision-making over the project needed to be shared. This scenario presented 

interesting challenges which are discussed in Chapter 3. The film explores the issue of a 

young adult’s identity in relation to his parent within a dysfunctional family environment, a 

theme I explore also in Wings to Fly.  

 

Theatrical documentary 

 

Project V: My America (currently in financing stage) 

The development, the writing of the treatment, as well as the full financing process of this 

film form part of the studio component of the doctorate presented for examination. 

 

My America is my first real experiment in terms of the viability of the autobiographical 

cinema documentary. The ideas and ways of financing discussed in theory in the 

concluding sections of this paper will be tested practically with My America. This written 

paper reflects on the evolution of this project through the various stages it has undergone as 

a practical case study. Each chapter will case study appropriate aspects of My America. 

 

My America is a theatrical feature documentary that explores our relationship with America 

in a critical, personal and entertaining way. This documentary is based on my idealistic 

childhood fantasy of an America (the United States) that is all powerful and just, its 

mission to save the world and protect the weak. In this documentary, this childhood 

perception is challenged by my adult fears — shared by billions of people — that the 

United States is in fact taking us closer to a worldwide conflict. As someone who 

developed an affectionate relationship with ‘America’ as a child but now feels critical of 

the country, like many in the world today, I am going on a journey to find out whether the 

America I fell in love with as a child actually exists. The intention is to a find a middle path 

amongst extreme feelings. 
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The documentary tackles some of the complexity of America and its culture. It features 

interviews with prominent politicians, my own relatives and ordinary Americans. The 

narrative drive is to get a meeting with Arnold Schwarzenegger, my childhood hero, in an 

effort to reconcile my childhood fantasies with the ‘real America’ as I now perceive it to 

be. Even if — as with Mike Rubbo’s Waiting for Fidel (1974) or Mike Moore’s Roger and 

Me (1989) — this plan does not eventuate, this quest will be a key structuring element.  

 

Selected literature review 

Over the last ten years, various personal, political and controversial documentaries have 

emerged, challenging both audiences and filmmakers to think outside the square. These 

films were authored autobiographical documentaries that often went into profit. ‘This is 

where I want to be,’ I thought — probably naïvely. However, I was quickly reminded that 

this documentary renaissance is only really occurring in the United States where the 

culture, in conjunction with its significantly larger population and its given funding 

structures, facilitates a uniquely different environment for documentary. By contrast, in 

Australia — the country which I have made my home and where I continue to operate as a 

filmmaker — the state of documentary, especially theatrical (and more innovative) 

documentary, according to many theorists, filmmakers and distributors, is somewhat 

flawed. These realities stand as significant obstacles to my filmmaking aspirations.  

 

Fiona Williams’ article in the 2007 Encore Magazine is alarming and causes me great 

concern as a documentary filmmaker: 

 

There are some 950 docomakers working in Australia and 
according to the AFC’s figures, more than half of them 
made just one film in all of the 15 years. (Williams 2007, p. 
5) 

 

The fifteen years cited here can be dated back to 1992, only a few years after a series of 

changes — including changes to the 10BA tax incentive — took place in the Australian 

documentary sector. Williams goes on to note that ‘when the 10BA incentive was reduced 

to 100 per cent, documentary production plummeted’ (Williams 2007, p. 5). The 1980s 

were dominated by the generous 10BA tax incentive as well as generous funding from the 
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Australian Film Commission. Together, these conditions produced some great works, but 

also countless hours of never-to-be-seen feature films and documentaries. 

 

By the late 1980s, the era of 10BA had abruptly ended, replaced by a broadcaster-

controlled environment. An ABC documentary unit, SBS Television - with SBS 

Independent being set up in 1994/95 - and the Film Finance Corporation emerged to nurture 

film culture and improve the quality of Australian films.  

 

However, Australian documentary filmmakers such as Dennis O’Rourke (Hegedus 2004 & 

2007) and theatrical distributors such as Gil Scrine (Hegedus 2004 & 2007), as well as a 

number of contemporary film theorists, argue that this system has brought an end to the 

authored documentary. Filmmakers and academics Gillian Leahy and Sara Gibson have 

written a persuasively argued article about the state of documentary in Australia titled 

‘Repression and expression: The Filmmaker’s voice in Australian documentary’ (2003). 

Their investigation is linked to that of Williams in that all three focus on the decay of the 

non-fiction film from the late 1980s onwards; however, Leahy and Gibson do so from the 

point of view of author-driven documentaries. They emphasise that, in a television-

dominated environment, documentaries are no longer director-driven, personal films with 

artistic innovation and an authored approach. They blame the emergence of the 

broadcaster-controlled documentary sector and the limited funding structures for this 

phenomenon:  

 

TV documentary is more or less the only game in town in 
Australia … Whereas independently made documentaries 
in the 1970s and 80s were fully funded by government 
grants or investment loans, almost all documentaries made 
in Australia since the late 1980s had had to tailor 
themselves to the television market. (Leahy and Gibson 
2003, p. 90)  

 

This article did not really raise significant concerns for me initially, partly because it was 

written almost five years ago and also because, as a filmmaker, I have in me a tinge of 

cynicism towards academic work that aims to offer overriding authoritative statements 

about the ins and outs of a complex industry and art form. Accordingly, I contacted 

distributors and filmmakers with a view to challenging this article in favour of my own 
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agendas for authored and cinematic documentary work. However, I was surprised — even 

shocked — about how widespread and active these sentiments about the plight of 

documentary are in Australia. Interviewing several prominent Australian documentary 

filmmakers such as Bob Connolly, Tom Zubrycki and Dennis O’Rourke, I discovered that 

they all seem to agree on the issue. Dennis’s statement captures the view of other 

filmmakers I interviewed: 

 

Television has changed the way for the serious authored 
documentary filmmaker … if you want to become a TV 
factory then you can do so as there is huge demand for 
content out there but only if you do things according to the 
broadcaster. (O’Rourke in Hegedus 2007, p. 1) 
 

Gil Scrine, the Australian theatrical distributor of the feature documentaries The 

Corporation (2004) and A Crude Awakening (2007), seems to agree with Dennis 

O’Rourke. Gil, who is also a filmmaker, has in fact walked away from television altogether 

and is now seeking alternative ways to get his films funded. According to Gil, ‘not working 

with a broadcaster you have more freedom’. He continues:  

 

In the 80s before television came to define documentary, 
we had more freedom and documentaries were more 
innovative. We self financed our films or usually the AFC 
came on board to fund our films. The AFC had put up a 
peer group assessment which provided a good sense of 
community. (Scrine in Hegedus 2007, p. 1) 

 

According to the arguments and opinions above, the obstacle for the creative documentary 

— ironically — seems to be the very thing that filmmakers fought for in the 1980s: to get 

their films on television in order to secure more funding and bigger audiences. 

 

It is interesting to note that from around the time when 10BA was replaced by the 

broadcaster controlled environment, the number of documentaries theatrically released in 

Australia began to decline. One only has to look at ‘Get the Picture’ published online by 

Screen Australia to see that since 1988, the number of theatrical documentaries released in 

Australia have decreased dramatically (Screen Australia 2008).  In 1988 there were over 20 

documentaries released theatrically and by 2007 the numbers were reduced to an average of 
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5 documentaries for cinema annually. It is also evident from the data that even though the 

number of Australian theatrical documentaries has declined, the variety of styles ranging 

from overtly political to commercial documentaries has been consistent. Furthermore it is 

important to note that in that period US documentaries have done particularly well in the 

Australian cinemas compared to the Australian theatrical documentaries. 

 

 Later in this paper, I explore further the impact television had on documentary in this 

period, as it closely links to my objective of developing an authored filmmaking practice 

for cinema under the current funding systems in Australia. In his essay ‘The Dumbing 

Down of Docos’ (1998), Russell Porter warns that: 

 

The reality in television today is that the chances for self-
expression in documentary are being whittled away very 
quickly. There are few outlets now where one can exercise 
independence and self-expression. (Porter 1998, p. 8) 

 

Australian documentary filmmaker David Bradbury who has had a number of 

documentaries released theatrically in Australia such as the Academy Award nominated 

documentary Frontline (1980) agrees with the above sentiment (Hegedus 2008). Bradbury 

is an acclaimed political and social justice filmmaker whose documentary Chile: Hasta 

Cuando? (1985) was released theatrically and broke box office records for political 

documentaries in Australia. Bradbury argues from a more political perspective that: 

 

In recent years under the Howard government both the 
ABC and SBS became driven by ratings and are funding 
documentaries that are not challenging the status quo. We 
are yet to see if this trend will continue with a less punitive 
Labor government in power. Probably it’s been set in 
concrete because the general population is also tired of hard 
core politics and being told how 'stuffed'' the world 
is. (Hegedus 2008, p. 1) 

 

It seems that there is a widening gap between those film practitioners in favour of a 

dominant television sector and documentary filmmakers interested in more authored, 

independent, stylised and cinematic documentary work. In this dissertation, I will attempt 

to explore the gap between these two conflicting views and evaluate whether authored 

cinematic work has a life on television too.  
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Methodology 

My methodology for this dissertation comprises analysis of both primary and secondary 

source material.  

 

An extended literature review will be used throughout this written work to draw on 

arguments from contemporary Australian theorists and academics in work such as Russel 

Porter’s ‘The Dumbing Down of Docos’ (1998), Gillian Leahy and Sara Gibson’s 

‘Repression of the Filmmaker’s Voice’ (2003), Trish FitzSimons’ ‘Accords, Slates, Slots, 

Strands and Series’ (2002), as well as various government reports — for example, that of 

the FFC (2006). These sources will be employed to support my investigation into the 

changes that have taken place in the Australian (documentary) industry, and to demonstrate 

their impact on my own trajectory as a documentary filmmaker intending to make authored 

cinematic films.  

 

I have also drawn widely from the field of documentary theory, in particular from writings 

by Michael Renov (2004), Stella Bruzzi (2000) and Bill Nichols (2001). On the issue of 

documentary as a vehicle for social change, I have gathered historical and theoretical 

literature from John Grierson (1946), Antonio Gramsci (1949) and Brian Winston (1988) to 

broaden and develop my inquiry. I also utilise the work of various Eastern European 

theorists such as Zivile Pipinite (1999) and Vit Janecek (1998) in relation to authorship in 

documentary. 

 

The primary source material includes interviews with established Australian as well as 

American filmmakers, conducted with the aim of shedding light on their methods and 

styles of filmmaking in relation to developing my own model. Australian filmmakers 

interviewed are Dennis O’Rourke, Tom Zubrycki, David Bradbury, Faramarz K-Rahber 

and Nicole McCuaig, while the American filmmakers include three-times Oscar winner 

Mark Harris and the director of Capturing the Friedmans (2003), Andrew Jarecki. Most of 

these interviews were recorded and then transcribed; otherwise, notes were taken in a phone 

conversation which was later paraphrased and approved by the interviewee. 
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A key reference source for this paper is a detailed series of reflective diaries on my work 

which I have been compiling since 2005. Every month I would document the various 

processes, obstacles and challenges facing my particular projects in order to be able to 

reflect on these in retrospect as I developed my filmmaking approach. These diaries will be 

drawn upon in the course of the dissertation and also used to document the work with 

which I have been engaged in my studio practice.  

 

Structure of written work 

As mentioned earlier, this dissertation consists of four chapters: 1. Creative Treatment; 

2. Social Conscience; 3. Control; and 4. Commerce. These major components of my 

professional practice equate to the practicalities of survival for a filmmaker. The purpose of 

analysis is to critically examine my filmmaking style as well as my cinematic aspirations 

against the realities of the industry.  

 

Often, conflict arises among these four elements as part of the filmmaking process with one 

being neglected in favour of the others. This professional balancing act required of 

filmmakers between continuing to develop a more committed and socially conscious 

creative practice while responding flexibly to the vicissitudes of funding availability is also 

a key issue to be investigated in this research project.  

 

Working through these four components functions as a means to better help me understand 

my own filmmaking practice; it will also possibly provide a series of answers regarding 

whether autobiographical cinematic documentary is viable in Australia today.  

 

 Chapter 1: Creative treatment. This chapter explores in detail the creative 

documentary, in particular my autobiographical documentary filmmaking and its 

suitability for the cinema. Guided by this research objective, there will be an 

examination of cinematic documentaries in conjunction with case studies of my 

own work and their potential for cinema.  

 

 Chapter 2: Social conscience. In this section, I develop an argument for the 

potential of socially conscious documentary to be cinematic. I also probe the debate 

about documentary’s potential for influencing social change, referencing writings 
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and interviews about the issue from both practitioners and theorists. In addition, I 

examine my own work for characteristics of social conscience, considering the 

extent to which such issues motivate my filmmaking.  

 

 Chapter 3: Control. Producing autobiographical documentaries for cinema which 

carry social issue agendas is challenging to say the least. In this section, I explore 

the obstacles that may arise for authored filmmakers as they pursue the goal of 

carrying out their personal vision. Is complete control a fundamental attribute of 

autobiographical filmmakers, or alternatively, can it become an impediment to 

realising their vision?  

 

 Chapter 4: Commerce: This chapter investigates whether autobiographical 

cinematic documentary is at all commercially viable in Australia. If so, what 

financing model is most appropriate for this objective? The current Australian 

funding system as well as some international financing structures are examined 

alongside case studies of different financing models. This process is combined with 

an analysis of my own experiences producing my studio projects as I attempt to find 

answers to my questions.  

 

The knowledge gained as a result of research conducted into the four components above is 

addressed in the Conclusion.  

 

Contribution to knowledge  

Filmmakers are intensively engaged in the practical process of filmmaking. Apart from 

some festivals and media interviews, there is little room for self-reflection. Having the 

opportunity to conduct a critical and in-depth examination of my work practices is valuable 

for both my future documentary and drama production. Conducting this research is also 

critical to my professional development, as it signals a necessary shift from emerging 

filmmaker to a more mature and established filmmaking practice. I believe that the formal 

discipline of the doctorate has given me the opportunity to develop as a reflective 

practitioner in the tradition of David McDougall (1998) and others.  
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The wider significance of my research within filmmaking practice is that the professional 

and creative issues I am investigating in both theory and practice are, I believe, 

fundamental concerns for any serious documentary filmmaker wanting to work in this field 

under current industrial and market conditions. Hopefully, in bringing together the 

theoretical literature and reflective practice of myself and fellow practitioners, I will 

produce work upon which others in turn can draw productively. 

 

As stated earlier, this examination comes at a time of great upheaval for the Australian 

documentary sector in terms of the proposed merger of the major film funding bodies as 

well as the creation of the rebate system that favours the feature film over non-fiction. A 

central aim of the research and investigations conducted in the following chapters is to 

critically examine the argument established in the earlier part of this introduction, namely 

that the authored non-fiction work is in a process of disintegration.  

 

I have conducted these investigations in an effort to move towards clarifying my goals as 

an autobiographical filmmaker, but also hoping to contribute to the ongoing discussions 

and debates taking place about this issue in our current documentary climate. It is my hope 

that, just as I have benefited from the insights and production stories of other films and 

filmmakers, so this dissertation will provide a valuable case study for others.  
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CHAPTER 1: CREATIVE TREATMENT  

 

We believe that the cinema’s capacity for getting around, 
observing and selecting from life itself, can be exploited in 
a new and vital art-form. (Grierson 1932 in Forman 1978, 
p. 19) 

 

‘Creative treatment’ is a term coined by one of the early pioneer documentary filmmakers, 

John Grierson. He called upon the filmmaker to become a creative facilitator by revealing 

significant aspects of the culture’s social reality to the audience. For Grierson, documentary 

was a ‘new and vital art form’ that could be exploited in a creative fashion to portray reality 

— or, in his terms, ‘actuality’: 

 

The documentary idea demands no more than that the 
affairs of our time shall be brought to the screen in any 
fashion which strikes the imagination and makes 
observation a little richer than it was. At one level, the 
vision may be journalistic. At another it may rise to poetry 
and drama. At another level again, its aesthetic quality may 
lie in the mere lucidity of its exposition. (Grierson 1932 in 
Forman 1978, p. 21) 

 

The term ‘creative treatment’, as Grierson indicates, is very broad, encompassing a wide 

array of elements which shape the overall tone, look, structure, and the emotional and 

intellectual impact of the film experience. For the purposes of this chapter, however, I focus 

primarily on what I have called the autobiographical approach, which has become, in one 

way or another, a key characteristic of my films, fundamental in its effects on most aspects 

of my creative treatment. It is because the autobiographical approach has become so 

embedded in my work to date, often despite strong initial reservations on my part as to its 

effectiveness and/or viability as a creative stratagem, that I think it important in this process 

of examining my practice that I focus the investigation of creative treatment on this element 

and its ramifications for my work. 

 

This section therefore explores non-fiction film from a stylistic, conceptual and creative 

point of view, locating my work in the context of professional documentary practice. In this 

process, I will also investigate what kinds of creative treatment are most likely to realise my 
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cinematic aspirations. Can my style of creative treatment — more specifically, my 

autobiographically based documentary filmmaking — be a viable style and form of cinema 

documentary in Australia? 

 

The nature of this autobiographical approach, its varying manifestations in my films and its 

relationship to the concept of authorship will be clarified later in this section. 

 

Why cinematic documentary? 

Certainly childhood aspirations have a lot to do with my ambitions to produce work for 

cinema. Undoubtedly these fantasies were inspired by 100 years of worldwide cinema 

tradition; ‘going to the movies’ or ‘seeing a picture’ is an experience shared by billions of 

people around the world. In fact, according to the Australian Film Commission’s statistics 

in ‘What Australians are Watching: Cinema Industry’ (2008), it is clearly demonstrated 

that, in Australia, cinema attendance has been steadily showing a modest increase since 

1999. 

 

Going to the cinema is quite unlike watching a DVD or your favourite television program. 

People go to cinemas for a unique experience. For those two hours, they allow themselves 

to be physically captive in a confined space, allowing the power of the big-screen cinematic 

experience to overwhelm them completely. As a filmmaker, I want to be able to contribute 

creatively to this cultural experience. 

 

Recently I attended the 2007 Movie Convention where the keynote speaker was Dan 

Glickman, the CEO of the Motion Picture Association of America, who spoke about the 

great sense of community and tradition cinema has generated over the decades. Attending 

the conference made me more aware of how cinema is still the top of the distribution food 

chain for films, closely followed by a variety of other distribution platforms such as the 

internet, DVD, television and the education market. From a more pragmatic point of view, 

this too is a significant factor reinforcing my desire to make films for cinema. 

 

What kinds of documentary treatment can be said to be particularly cinematic? 

With the success of Michael Moore’s personal documentary Bowling for Columbine in 

2003, I suddenly felt that documentary as a form had exceeded all expectations. As an 
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emerging documentary filmmaker, I came to the conclusion that, finally, (autobiographical) 

non-fiction film had conquered cinema. Soon after this, in 2004, Spurlock’s Super Size Me 

was released. This confirmed my belief that documentary which focuses on the personal 

journey, and to this extent can be said to have a definite autobiographical element, has just 

as much potential to be cinematic as dramatic features. I was convinced that, as an 

autobiographical documentary filmmaker, one day I would be able to produce my own 

documentary films for cinema.  

 

Filmmaker Robin Hughes, in Alex Moses’ article titled ‘Celsius, Not Fahrenheit’ in the 

Sydney Morning Herald (2004), seemed to echo my almost utopian perception. In his 

article, Moses discusses the state of documentary filmmaking in Australia in relation to the 

success of American documentaries. The article is compelling because it ends with an 

interesting proposal: 

 

Perhaps then, the best way to get a theatrical documentary 
noticed is to do what’s anthema to most documentary 
filmmaker: make a film starring themselves. Not only does 
it build a filmmaker’s profile, it gives the public a face, and 
journalists a name, to hang the film on. (Hughes in Moses 
2004, p. 23) 

 

The basic concept for the theatrical documentary My America was to make a film that 

would feature me as the filmmaker travelling around the world exploring why people 

around the world hate the United States. The autobiographical element underscoring this 

concept, as outlined in the Introduction, came from the inner conflict created by my 

childhood adoration of and fascination with America as opposed to my adult fears and 

concerns that the contemporary American mindset and way of life are destroying our 

planet. The film project is thus informed by a strong and genuine need to resolve, or at least 

better understand, my own conflicted response to this country which has been such a major 

cultural influence both in my life and across the entire planet. 

 

Apart from being the protagonist of the film, thus able to ask directly the questions I 

wanted to ask, I was also very much inspired by the possibility of giving voice to the anger 

and disillusionment so many people in the world felt about America. I thought that my film 

could provide a platform for communication between a disillusioned world and a somewhat 
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ignorant America. However, in the midst of the popular emergence of the personal 

documentary, I failed to recognise the complexity and variety of issues that would need to 

be addressed as part of the creative treatment for the film.  

 

Among other things, I had not thought sufficiently clearly about the crucial differences 

between my style of personal/autobiographical filmmaking and associated on-screen 

persona, and those aspects of, for example, Michael Moore’s films. Certainly, 

autobiography and personality strongly drive creative treatment in his films via his highly 

constructed ‘performer’ version of ‘the self’; however, glaring differences in our respective 

on-screen personas notwithstanding, I had not adequately understood the complex 

interrelationships between Moore’s ‘performer-self’ and creative treatment in his film. In 

hindsight, it is very clear that I had not properly addressed this issue in developing My 

America. 

 

Consequently, the initial proposals for My America lacked specificity; rather, they were full 

of individual ideas that were scarcely connected by my filmmaker character. My 

motivations and objectives were unclear. My America was a polemic whilst claiming to be 

funny, filmmaker driven and even slightly controversial. However, in reality My America 

had no real story, no potential for conflict and nothing other documentaries had not 

addressed before about America. In essence, I believe that it lacked both focus and a strong 

engaging creative treatment. At this point, the autobiographical element which had 

generated effective and interesting approaches to creative treatment in my earlier films had 

failed to do so in this case. 

 

Gil Scrine, a filmmaker by background who has found it easier to support a family by 

distributing rather than filmmaking, is a Brisbane-based distributor of the documentary The 

Corporation (2004). He was quick to provide a reality check on my perception of the 

successful recipe for cinema documentary: 

 

It has to be entertaining and informative by definition … A 
filmmaker as central character is not necessary for a 
documentary to be successful and popular. Look at Rats in 
the Ranks (1996) or Cane Toads (1984) or Winged 
Migration (2003). (Scrine in Hegedus 2004, p. 1) 
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I knew well that the approach taken with My America needed a great deal more 

development. However, it took a long time, as well as a significant amount of persuasion 

and guidance by commissioning editors, producers and writers, to realise that what my film 

needed most was an emotional and personal journey. Andrew Jarecki, producer and director 

of the theatrical feature Capturing the Friedmans (2003), explains this notion succinctly:  

 

There is no formula in docs, just as there is no formula in 
features. Unless you consider ‘great story, well told’ to be a 
formula. I think that people in the US particularly are 
noticing that TV news has gotten less detailed and more 
homogenized and that if they want any semblance of a true 
story with all the human complexity, rather than a sound 
bite, they have few places to turn — documentary is one of 
the few media that offer a richer picture of reality. And 
docs are behaving more like features, giving us emotional 
reactions, and not just historical studies. (Jarecki 2004) 

 

It was in fact the emotional journey — apart from a much-needed research process — that I 

needed to develop in My America, and it took many years before that happened, preceded 

by many rejections and disappointments. The error was, I believe now, that I was 

stubbornly determined to make a theatrical documentary regardless of the particularities of 

its creative treatment. As it is often the case for many filmmakers, my process of 

developing an idea begins with a personal vision for the project that becomes my concept 

which I unpack, evolve and reinvent in the process of writing the treatment. Perhaps with 

My America I clung too strongly to the original vision, disallowing myself from being open 

to the process of creative reinvention. 

 

Theatrical documentary is not a new phenomenon in Australia. There are a handful of 

distinguished Australian documentary filmmakers whose films have had theatrical release. 

Like Jarecki’s Capturing the Friedmans, not all of these theatrical documentaries are 

autobiographical. Moreover, these filmmakers are recognised both nationally and 

internationally as practitioners who tend to imprint their individual stamp on to their work: 
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It was in this ‘independent’ sector, extant from around 
1970, that a strong tradition of authored, often political, 
one-off documentary developed and attained a degree of 
maturity and international recognition. (FitzSimons 2002, 
p. 174) 

 

‘Authored’, as discussed in the Introduction, is the term often used by critics, fellow 

filmmakers and broadcasters to describe those filmmakers whose work reflects their own 

signature and particular creative style.  

 

While the autobiographical approach examined in this chapter is not at all synonymous 

with this much broader concept, it is certainly one of many different ways in which a 

filmmaker may develop an authorial signature. I believe that, in my films, the 

autobiographical approach does function in this way. The issue at this point, however, is 

how important the strongly authored approach of these early Australian documentary 

makers was, and continues to be, for their success with theatrical works. Three of these 

filmmakers, Dennis O’Rourke, Bob Connolly and Tom Zubrycki, trained and emerged in 

the era preceding the broadcaster-dominated 1990s and are more or less still active as 

filmmakers. As documentary practitioners, they were born and bred in the pre-broadcast 

era: 

  

I consider myself an authored filmmaker. I make films with 
a personal style and I can always put my personal stamp on 
my film regardless of where the funding comes from. 
(Zubrycki in Hegedus 2007, p. 1) 

 

These filmmakers have developed distinctive creative styles and are recognised for them 

amongst broadcasters, funding bodies and their peers. As Bob Connolly explained to me:  

 
My style is narrative uncontrolled verite — structured into 
a very clear story. It is difficult to do. Observational 
narrative feature is the hardest to do. I am not really 
interested in any other work. (Connolly in Hegedus 2007, 
p. 2) 

 
Despite these encouraging anecdotes, aforementioned filmmakers and academics Sara 

Gibson and Gillian Leahy argue passionately that the voice of the filmmaker in Australian 

documentary is repressed, and that ‘the negative impact of documentary made for television 
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is the reduction in the palette of genres required of the independent film-maker’ (Leahy and 

Gibson 2003, p. 91). However, the reality is that since the emergence of the broadcaster in 

the Australian documentary system, veteran filmmakers such as Zubrycki and Connolly 

have still been able to make films the way they wanted to make them. In fact, their 

documentaries, stamped with a personal vision and approach, were more or less all released 

theatrically before, as well as during, the broadcaster era of the 1990s.  

 

What is significant to my concerns is that Bob Connolly and Robin Anderson, Tom 

Zubrycki and Dennis O’Rourke are regarded as authors. In my opinion, these filmmakers 

can be regarded as the creative facilitators of our reality whom Grierson called upon in the 

early twentieth century. They began producing films in the 1970s and 1980s, partly with the 

assistance of the AFC’s Documentary Fellowship Program which ‘was instituted in 1984 

with the declared intention of encouraging “innovation” in the documentary form’ 

(McMurchy and Stott 1988, p. 10). The result was a great crop of work released theatrically 

that included films by Zubrycki, Connolly and Anderson as well as O’Rourke. As a result, 

these filmmakers entered the fierce broadcasting realm with experience and credibility. 

However, what about those filmmakers who made themselves in the era of the broadcaster? 

And those whose voice is being formed only now? 

 

It is important to note that there were fewer filmmakers emerging in the 1990s with a strong 

sense of style and idiosyncrasy characteristic of the generation before them. As a result of 

the changing environment and with increased competition for funding, I would argue that 

many younger filmmakers have had a more challenging time stamping their own signature 

on to their films and hence becoming authors. When I began making documentaries in the 

late 90s, as an emerging filmmaker, I struggled and got rejected — as many of my peers 

did. And when we did get funding, a lot of us often compromised on our vision to suit a 

particular television slot, often conforming, as Russell Porter puts it, ‘to the formulaic 

demands of a particular strand’ (Porter 1998, p. 8). On the other hand, it must be 

acknowledged that there are also many filmmakers who are happy to produce films for any 

particular strand and feel no need for a personal signature or sense of authorship.  

 

Perhaps I belong to the minority of filmmakers who have emerged in the 1990s with the 

intention of developing a method, style and practice that differentiate our work from that of 
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our fellow filmmakers. I believe that, as opposed to the veteran author filmmakers, our 

disadvantage is that our voice as filmmakers is still being developed, which makes it 

difficult for us to stand up to the more demanding broadcaster or investor. However, despite 

this gloomy observation, I contend that if we do not allow it, our voices cannot be repressed 

by broadcasters. Drawing on the experience of our older peers, we must stand up for 

ourselves. Certainly our resistance will meet challenges that may have financial and 

personal consequences. But perhaps that is worth it in the long run as it will help us 

develop our own style and approach, teaching us to become better filmmakers, better 

authors.  

 

From the research gathered in this section, it becomes evident that, as Jarecki argues, there 

is no real recipe or ‘formula’ for documentaries. Nevertheless, my research has at least 

allowed me to identify some indicators as to what might or might not be significant for a 

documentary’s success as a cinematic film. It is with these thoughts that I now turn to my 

own style of filmmaking and explore its potential for cinema. 

 

Is autobiographical filmmaking a viable approach for cinema documentary? 

 

Autobiography, far from being an endangered species, 
shows new signs of life. It is the site of a vital creative 
initiative being undertaken by film — and videomakers 
around the world that is transforming the ways we think 
about and represent ourselves for ourselves and others. 
(Renov 2004, p. 111) 

 

Going back to the personal theatrical documentary, clearly there is a great deal more to 

documentaries such as Bowling for Columbine or Super Size Me than the mere presence of 

the filmmaker protagonist. Both of these documentaries explore fascinating topics featuring 

interesting characters who offer dramatic stories, conflicts, turning points and, most 

importantly, emotional experiences as well as entertainment. As an audience, we learn 

something new and absorbing about the particular issue presented to us.  

 

Documentary is not a reproduction of reality, it is a 
representation of the world we already occupy. It stands for 
a particular view of the world, one we may never have 
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encountered before even if the aspects of the world that is 
represented are familiar to us. (Nichols 2001, p. 20) 

 

What also makes these documentaries compelling, however, is the audience’s interest in the 

filmmaker character and his or her ability to reflect upon his or her own (inner) condition. 

Documentary filmmaker John Hughes argues: 

 

It was (Mike) Rubbo, with his Waiting for Fidel (1974) and 
other films that followed, who established the legitimacy 
and effectiveness of the documentary filmmaker character 
with an explicit and ironic editorial point of view, an 
explicit agency in the narrative, and an anti-authoritarian 
alternative to the orthodox ‘objective’ narrator. (Hughes in 
TOF, 16 August 2007) 

 

This is an approach that is now widely used in other contemporary theatrical documentaries 

such as My Date with Drew (2004). 

 

Interestingly, it was John Hughes who acted as SBS commissioning editor on my first 

broadcast documentary, Grandfathers and Revolutions, which followed me on my journey 

to investigate my grandfather’s past. Looking back to Grandfathers and Revolutions as well 

as to my second documentary. Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story, my filmmaking style was 

undoubtedly influenced by this tradition of a strong autobiographical approach that includes 

the filmmaker as protagonist in the film. Furthermore, as an autobiographical filmmaker, I 

reflect upon my own (conflicted) identity through positioning myself in the context of a 

larger cultural and political context. My work in Grandfathers and Revolutions, Inheritance 

and now My America exemplifies this characteristic. 

 

Ironically, for many years I attempted to move away from this approach. After 

Grandfathers and Revolutions, I wanted to break out of the mode of autobiography and 

produce films like those of Bob Connolly and Robin Anderson that were purely 

observational with little or no reference to me as the filmmaker. Part of my reluctance to 

engage with the autobiographical mode of filmmaking was due to my fear that I would be 

making the same film over and over again, producing work that was far too personal with 

little interest for the public. I now realise that this autobiographical approach in fact 



 32

constitutes my style of filmmaking — my authorship — and accordingly has become 

central to my creative treatment of a subject. 

 

At the time of making Inheritance, for example, I was pushing myself away from the 

subjective. Eventually, however, I had to realise that my part in the story was essential to 

the film’s narrative. In retrospect, I can see that the real issue was about achieving a fine 

balance. Michael Rabiger, in his book Directing the Documentary (2004), articulates this 

issue incisively:  

 

Stamp your work with too much of your own viewpoint, 
and you imply a deficiency in the personalities and events 
you filmed. However withdraw your own values from the 
tale and the point of telling it vanishes. (Rabiger 2004, p. 
92) 

 

In both of my earlier documentaries, Grandfathers and Revolutions and Inheritance, my 

personal exploration of my family history is integral to the films, and I appear in my films 

as a participant. I do not hide the fact that my intervention as a filmmaker, and my 

experiences of that filmmaking process, are instrumental in shaping the narrative of each of 

the films. However, while making these documentaries, I was strongly aware of the 

importance of doing justice to the individual stories of my characters, of constructing a 

coherent and dynamic narrative and not letting the film become self-indulgent or ‘deficient’ 

in the sense outlined by Rabiger. 

 

In order to understand the genealogy of my style of filmmaking as an interventionist 

filmmaker, I must go back to the early 1960s, when a notable period of documentary 

revival took place. Filmmakers, mainly in France and America, began producing films with 

the intention of capturing ‘real life’ on screen, partially to explore and communicate their 

nation’s problems. Significantly, each country developed its own quite different 

filmmaking techniques to realise these objectives. In my Honours thesis, I examined the 

relationship between the American and the French cinéma vérité:  

 

The fundamental difference in the approach of the 
American and French verite documentarists was that while 
the French verite filmmaker was often a keen participant, 
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often the provocateur of the particular event, the direct 
cinema artist aspired to invisibility, almost like an 
uninvolved bystander. Thus direct cinema documentarists 
like the Drew Associates carried their camera to the 
particular event and waited patiently for a crisis to occur; 
the French version of cinéma vérité (Rouch) attempted to 
precipitate one. (Hegedus 1999, p. 9) 

 

Examining my own filmmaking style and technique, I conclude that my documentaries are 

much closer to the principles of French cinéma vérité than to those of the Americans. As 

opposed to direct cinema — which is often referred to as the ‘fly on the wall’ approach — 

my films reflect the French methods of filmmaking often described as ‘fly in the soup’. In 

his article, ‘Documentary: I think We are in Trouble’ (1988), Brian Winston compares 

American direct cinema with French cinéma vérité:  

  

They [French] were more aware of the intrinsic difficulties 
than were the Americans. They understood better the effect 
of the observer on the observed, and obeying their own 
notions of what ‘truths’ were possible in the filmmaking 
process, they resolved that honesty demanded they be 
visible in the final film. (Winston 1988, p. 24) 

 

In his acclaimed documentary Chronicle of a Summer (1961), Rouch filmed ordinary 

people on the streets of Paris and interviewed them about their lives. Rouch and his 

collaborator, Edgar Morin, were often seen on camera appearing as both provocateurs and 

participants in the film. As Rouch said: ‘The camera deforms, but not from the moment it 

becomes an accomplice. At that point it has the possibility of doing something I couldn’t do 

if the camera wasn’t there.’ (Rouch in Renov 2004, p. 178) This statement reminds me of 

my filmmaker character in Inheritance, where I acknowledged my role in the events 

occurring. With this approach, the audience recognises the filmmaker as a participant and 

instigator in the film, producing a very particular kind of ‘truth’. In my opinion, this sense 

of the relativity of ‘truth’, of its many possible forms, relates directly to what John Grierson 

termed the ‘creative treatment of actuality’ — a notion encapsulating the many different 

ways available to the filmmaker for conveying the social realities of our time, ‘in any 

fashion which strikes the imagination’ (Grierson 1932 in Forman 1978, p. 21).  
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In fact, I believe there is a compelling similarity between the Griersonian concept of 

creative treatment of actuality and the French cinéma vérité movement’s approach to 

reality. Both carry a sense of acknowledgment regarding the partiality of the ‘truth’ and the 

reality their films are trying to portray. It is therefore perhaps no surprise that the 

Griersonian model was rejected, especially by the direct cinema practitioners, on the basis 

that actuality was not portrayed unswervingly on to the screen as observed by the observer, 

but in fact was modified. In other words, it was creatively treated by the Griersonian 

filmmaker.  

 

A topical issue which is constantly debated concerns the extent, if any, to which a 

documentary that is authored and manipulated by the filmmaker can be said to represent the 

real. Clearly, no documentary can do this in any absolute sense, but it can reach a level of 

truth that is valuable in its own right. In fact, I believe that it is only through applying and 

acknowledging this interventionist approach that I can remain truthful to the ‘reality’ I am 

experiencing in the process of shooting the film.  

 

The representation of ‘truth’ is undoubtedly the quintessential documentary debate of our 

time: the relationship between documentary and the real. In the book New Documentary: A 

Critical Introduction, Stella Bruzzi (2000) states that: 

 

Documentary will never be reality nor will it erase or 
invalidate that reality by being representational. 
Furthermore, the spectator is not in need of signposts and 
inverted commas to understand that a documentary is a 
negotiation between reality on the one hand and image, the 
interpretation and bias on the other. (2000, p. 4) 

 

My own autobiographical filmmaking is about the sort of reality that comes into existence 

as the negotiated truth between the filmmaker, the events taking place, the subject of the 

story and, to a lesser extent, the influence of the funding bodies. This issue is further 

discussed in Chapter 3. 
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Case study: Wings to Fly 

Wings to Fly, a 56-minute documentary, is my least autobiographical work. It was sold to 

television and there are no plans for it to go to cinema. This film is my first attempt at 

observational documentary filmmaking.  

 

I began making Wings to Fly in 1999. The concept for the film was to follow for ten years 

the life of Catrina, a sixteen-year-old girl who once dreamt about moving to Sydney and 

becoming an actress. At the time, I was determined to help Catrina because she seemed to 

me obviously suppressed in her Christian fundamentalist family environment, especially by 

her father. I believed that she was a good actress who, with some encouragement, could 

‘fly’. For years I pursued the story, travelling to Mackay once a year. I was in a sense 

pushing Catrina to break out of the family circle. I was planning her life for her. As a 

filmmaker, I have made the mistake of intervening more than I should have done. I 

confused intervention with participation. I realise now that it is not necessary to take the 

word ‘intervention’ literally. From the ongoing visits to Catrina and her family, it became 

evident that it was clearly a struggle for the then 21-year-old Catrina to move away from all 

of this. Her dreams as a sixteen-year-old of going to Sydney and leaving the family were 

merely the fantasies of a teenager. While she was determined to put the past behind her, she 

struggled to take even one step without the approval of her father, who still controlled her.  

 

As I was making Wings to Fly, I often thought of Andrew Jarecki’s theatrical documentary 

Capturing the Friedmans (2003), as it too was exploring a family unit from a personal and 

rather controversial point of view.  

 

Capturing the Friedmans offers a very interesting representation of ‘truth’. The film tells 

the powerful story of the Friedman family, and how each of the family members judges and 

perceives the alleged paedophile accusations against the central character of the film, the 

father Arnold Friedman. In my opinion, this documentary is one of the great examples of 

how ‘truth’ is indeed subjective. Although the filmmaker is physically absent, his directing 

becomes apparent in the careful and precise structuring as he presents ‘the truth’ of each of 

the subjects of the film in ways that make it clear not all these truths can be reconciled into 

a definitive, objective truth. This is a technique I attempted to employ in Wings to Fly. 
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The uniqueness of this story was linked to the fact that 
there were all these smart people who were telling detailed 
recollections of these events, yet no one could agree on 
anything. So the mission of the film was to share these 
conflicting perspectives in a way that didn’t force-feed the 
audience a conclusion. The truth is so subjective and 
elusive, but that goes against the way the justice system 
likes to work — finding the good and bad guys and 
drawing hard and fast lines. That formed an interesting 
inner conflict in the story. (Jarecki 2004) 

 

I feel content that my approach to the difficult issue of truth in documentary seems to have 

resonance in some of the more successful documentaries of our time. In the process of 

making Wings to Fly, I have learnt that, instead of interfering to change my characters and 

their lives, my job is to observe without imposing my needs and wants on to my characters. 

Consequently, I gradually assumed a less influential role in Wings to Fly, abstaining from 

imposing a predetermined structure on to the story.  

 

Importantly, Capturing the Friedmans was a major theatrical hit in the United States, and 

to an extent worldwide. Naturally I was inspired to attempt to do the same with my 

documentary. However, in hindsight I can now say that I failed to recognise some of the 

fundamental differences between our projects — for example, the structural significance of 

the court case in Capturing the Friedmans with its intrinsic narrative arc that includes the 

home movies of the Friedman family providing a ‘counter narrative’. I tried to model 

Wings to Fly on Jarecki’s film, but under-estimated the significance of key differences 

between our respective creative treatments of our stories typified by tone, style and 

approach, as well as budget. Furthermore, the more low-key intimate exploration 

undertaken in Wings to Fly would appear to be intrinsically more suited to television.  

 

Fellow Australian filmmaker Faramarz K-Rahber confirms my findings when he recounts 

the Hindu story of Rumi who bought an elephant. Rumi took it back to his village, but by 

the time he got back it was dark. He kept the elephant in the stable and people in the middle 

of the night came around to inquire about this animal called the elephant:  

 

They said ‘what is an elephant?’ ‘Well it is in the stable 
you can go and see it.’ ‘It’s too dark.’ ‘Well go on and try.’ 
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So he sent five of them inside. They went inside and 
touched the animal, obviously on different parts. They 
came out. He asked the first person ‘What is an elephant 
like?’ ‘It’s like a flat piece of a skin which is thick.’ The 
second person said ‘It’s like a pole, it’s a very heavy pole 
sitting there.’ The third person he said ‘It’s like a long stiff 
tail.’ The fourth and the fifth person they all have different 
answers. So, were they telling the truth? Of course. But was 
it the shape of the elephant? I don’t think so. A 
combination of that maybe describes some sort of shape of 
an elephant. But it’s still not covering the whole thing of 
what is an elephant like. What we’re doing is more or less 
the same thing. We have access to some parts of the story 
that we can tell. And that’s the truth. That’s absolutely the 
truth! (K-Rahber in Hegedus 2006, p. 2) 

 

While Wings to Fly needed to fit the formula of the ABC Compass slot, there was a great 

deal of creative freedom given by the broadcaster. Commissioning editor David Jowsey and 

I enjoyed a good working relationship. Perhaps if the film had not been made for Compass, 

I would have been able to develop more cinematic aspects for film such as exploring each 

family member’s life in more depth, along lines similar to Jarecki’s method of inquiry into 

his characters.  

 

Case study: My America 

In many respects, Wings to Fly and My America are total opposites.  

 

Bill Nichols, in his book Introduction to Documentary (2001), describes several different 

modes of documentary production. The mode that seems to best describe My America is 

undoubtedly the participatory mode as delineated by Nichols: 

 

The filmmaker steps out from behind the cloak of voice 
over commentary, steps away from poetic meditation, steps 
down from a fly on the wall perch and becomes a social 
actor (almost) like any other. (Nichols 2001, p. 116) 

 

Over the years, My America has become a complex, layered and personal essay film. As it 

moves to production and post-production, it will continue to shift. With the help of co-

writer Mark O’Toole, the story has been substantially refined:  
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Peter Hegedus travels to the US to find out what has 
happened to the country he fell in love with as a boy 
growing up in Socialist Hungary. He tries to discover what 
lies at the core of the American heart, and why America has 
become the country we all love to hate. (Hegedus and 
O’Toole 2007) 

 

In the latest draft of the treatment, Mark and I have been able to develop the (personal) 

emotional journey with a good sense of humour largely absent from the first draft of the 

script. I would argue that, as of 2007, My America is the film that encapsulates best my 

autobiographical documentary style: 

 

More and more often author becomes a character. Although 
it sounds paradoxical, thus he is much freer to retain his 
subjectivity, because becoming a character you as if 
estrange yourself from yourself. Besides, in a sense, you 
can be more open and more direct in means of expression 
(Pipinite 1999). 

 

It is only now that I realise that the style I am working with in My America will be similar 

to that of Grandfathers and Revolutions, a blend between a serious and committed 

investigative line and a playfully intimate approach. SBS commissioning editor Jennifer 

Crone has been encouraging me to continue with this style of inquiry as she feels this is my 

strength as a filmmaker. In fact, Jennifer Crone has also given me a free hand in many of 

my ideas for the film. She has guided me to be more creative and less conventional, 

consciously developing my established filmmaking style, often by forcing me to be more 

intellectually engaging. Accordingly, I strongly reject the notions of ‘dumbing down’ or 

broadcast documentaries necessarily ‘being intellectually unstimulating’ put forward by 

Leahy and Gibson (2003). While both Gibson and Leahy have argued that the repression of 

the filmmaker’s voice is due to broadcaster control, my experience has been completely the 

opposite.  

 

In the course of developing My America, the project was, for better or worse, often 

compared with the work of Michael Moore. Certainly I embrace the fact that Michael 

Moore has done a lot for the autobiographical and creative cinema documentary, but I 

believe my approach differs from Moore’s. In a recent response to a funding evaluation, co-

producer Jane Jeffes and I articulated the differences:  
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Annette’s comparison between Michael Moore and Peter 
Hegedus is also interesting — but there are some key 
differences between Peter’s journey and those we have seen 
Michael Moore undertake. Michael Moore precipitates the 
events and develops a polemic, often forcing his own 
argument on to his characters and audience. Peter Hegedus 
is the principal persona of My America and is also the film-
maker/director who has only put forward — in the form of 
the treatment — a map to guide him on the journey he 
plans to undertake. Peter enters his story with an agenda 
but for the sake of developing an argument and moving 
away from the polemic, he subjects himself to the very 
process, the testimony of various characters as well as to 
the unpredictable series of events that are to form an 
outcome for the film. We feel this is an important aspect of 
My America and our approach. (Hegedus and Jeffes 2007) 

 

Narration and personal interviews are other strong features of my work, and will continue 

to be so in My America. While both elements are long-established documentary techniques, 

I find both mesh very productively with my autobiographical first-person approach. A 

characteristic aspect of my approach is that I enter interviews and situations not as a 

journalist but as a filmmaker, with a problem to solve and work through. I ask my 

characters to help rather than putting them against the wall. Often I am just as much on the 

spot as my subject is. This autobiographical approach constitutes a series of intellectual and 

emotional journeys by my filmmaker character, who seeks understanding of the world in 

which he finds himself, exploring any situation that will provide him with answers and 

solutions to his particular dilemma.  

 

Lars Von Trier, ‘who sees documentary film as having distanced itself from reality and 

become a muddle of manipulative sounds and images’ (Danish Film Institute 2002), has 

come up with the Documentarist Code (2001) to restrict the filmmaker from manipulating 

reality. Following is an example of his code: 

 

Manipulation of the sound and/or images must not take 
place. Filtering, creative lighting and/or optical effects are 
strictly forbidden. (Von Trier 2001 in Danish Film Institute 
2002) 
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I believe documentary filmmaking cannot be limited to a set of rules but it should be given 

the freedom of creative treatment. It is also my belief that interviews in particular are roads 

of communication between the subject and the filmmaker, giving an opportunity for the 

subject to fully open up, making it possible for the audience to engage with the subject on a 

deeper level. Interviews provide an opportunity to the person to talk about things he or she 

otherwise would not talk about. I regard this as a gift, not as an intrusion that needs to be 

made invisible: 

 

I’ve done a lot of interviewing and I’ve seen where people 
tell you things when the camera is on when they wouldn’t 
tell you otherwise. (Harris in Hegedus 2004, p. 5) 

 

As people, we tend to enjoy the attention others dedicate to us because it gives us an 

opportunity to share our feelings with a fellow human being. Evidently people in general 

love performing for the camera. This sense of sharing of feelings and thoughts between two 

people — the observed and the observer — can provide the opportunity for the most 

intimate kind of ‘truth’ to emerge. In this connection, Bruzzi (2000) proposes: 

 

The notion that a performance, far from being merely a 
fictionalisation or falsification, can possess an authenticity 
— or reveal a truth — no less valid than the ‘truth’ revealed 
by a person when the camera is absent (Bruzzi 2000, p. 
123). 

 

The aforementioned theatrical documentaries such as Super Size Me (2004) and even the 

fairly observational documentary Rats in the Ranks (1996) were in some way manipulated 

by the filmmaker, either in production, post-production or both, to resemble a classic 

Hollywood narrative structure. Within this context, I would argue that to experience and 

portray ‘reality’ one need not ‘be as unobtrusive as possible’ (Drew in Hall 1991, p. 24).  

 

My road is towards the creation of a fresh perception of the 
world. Thus I decipher in a new way the world unknown to 
you. (Vertov 1922) 

 

I relate Dziga Vertov’s famous words to John Grierson’s concept of the creative treatment 

of actuality as he argues about producing work that ‘strikes the imagination and makes 
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observation a little richer’ (Grierson 1932 in Forman 1978, p. 21). In my opinion, both film 

masters are writing about the importance of creative freedom in filmmaking, and the 

possibility through this process of portraying a kind of truth that may have never been 

conveyed before.  

 

I would therefore argue that autobiographical filmmaking, and essentially authorship in 

documentary, derive not only from French cinéma vérité but also from the traditions of 

Vertov and Grierson and their ability to recognise non-fiction’s potential for creative 

treatment and communicating an individual point of view.  

 

Inspired by both Vertov and Grierson, I almost feel like creating my own manifesto about 

the need to acknowledge and generate creativity in documentary. But, rather than becoming 

too grandiose, I would simply state here that these liberating ideas of filmmaking 

articulated by these two great masters of documentary will have a significant impact on my 

future work. 

 

Clearly, not only personal or autobiographical documentaries can become theatrical 

documentaries. One only needs to look at Cane Toads (1987), March of the Penguins 

(2005) or Migration (2001). At the end of this section, however, it also becomes evident 

that, for me, autobiographical filmmaking seems to be the most effective way of reaching 

an audience. Further, there is also persuasive evidence to suggest that this personal style of 

filmmaking does have the potential to be cinematic on an international level.  

 

It is also apparent that not all documentaries have theatrical potential. For a documentary to 

work effectively on the large screen, the right combination of elements is required, even 

with autobiographical documentaries. Here I am referring to elements of entertainment, 

topicality and the level of emotional engagement generated in an audience. Nonetheless, I 

think television is a strong outlet for documentary filmmakers and a solid door to the 

audience. I must conclude also that without the strong hands of the television 

commissioning editors, I would not have been able to develop my autobiographical 

filmmaking approach effectively. In some ways, television has taught me how to 

communicate with my audience and also to become a better storyteller. 
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I asked Bob Connolly whether documentary innovation and creativity had been 

compromised by broadcasters since the early 1990s. 

 

There were some excellent films that happened in that 
period. I don’t think there is a great misfortune in 
conforming to a slot or to duration. To a certain extent 
having to conform to a time slot is limiting, but most art 
forms have to conform to one sort of discipline or another. 
(Connolly in Hegedus 2007, p. 3) 

 

I do acknowledge that those film practitioners who are considered ‘emerging’ by 

broadcasters have a more challenging task in asserting their own vision for the 

documentary than do the veteran documentary filmmakers. But I think it is this very 

pressure or set of rules imposed on the filmmaker that can, potentially, force the filmmaker 

to find creative ways of developing a unique documentary voice.  

 

Having discussed the style of my work in relation to current theory and practice in the 

context of cinema documentary, I next examine the themes and objectives that drive me as 

a filmmaker. The following chapter investigates how film might possibly contribute to 

positive social change, examining the role and responsibility of the documentary as well as 

exploring the potential of such films to be cinematic.  
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CHAPTER 2: SOCIAL CONSCIENCE 

 

It’s time to bring the light of doubt into the darkness of our 
certainty (Ryan 2006, p. 21)  

 

The re-emergence of cinematic documentaries in the United States has fundamentally been 

about films engaging with social change agendas. As a filmmaker, I have had a long-term 

attraction to the idea of film as an agent of change. In fact, I began writing this research 

work in March 2004 with a passionate belief that documentaries can change the world. 

Since that time, my views have changed somewhat. Among many things, I have been 

engaged in the development and production of two documentaries, consulted and 

interviewed filmmakers both in Australia and overseas about my ideas, and have been able 

to assess — with the benefit of hindsight — the impact of my feature documentary 

Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story in this regard. In other words, this process of academic 

reflection has shown me that it is probably naïve to think documentaries can directly 

change the world of their own accord.  

 

Instead, I have become interested in considering the ways in which documentary might 

contribute to the shifts in consciousness that are a feature of processes of social change. I 

call films that set out to contribute in this way ‘socially conscious films’. The title of this 

chapter is therefore ‘Social Conscience’, and in this section I explore ways in which 

documentary can become part of the process of constructive and positive transformation in 

people, communities and societies. A corollary of this intellectual shift is that I have 

stopped trying to quantify exactly the nature of this contribution. This chapter delineates the 

processes of production and reflection that have led to this shift in position. 

 

Research cited in the previous chapter shows that cinema is still considered to be one of the 

most popular forms of distribution, reaching billions of people around the world. With this 

kind of a market in place, exploring documentary and fiction in terms of their potential to 

engender a social conscience in their audience becomes very important. Therefore, the 

questions I explore in this section are: What capacity is there for films engaging with 

processes of social change to be cinematic documentaries in Australia? Am I the person to 
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make them? And, given my personal passions and professional trajectory, what is the best 

way for me to engage with this broad category of filmmaking? 

 

US autobiographical documentaries such as Bowling for Columbine (2003), Super Size Me 

(2004) and to an extent An Inconvenient Truth (2006) have inspired me to evaluate whether 

Australian theatrical documentaries could become just as socially conscious, and as 

effective, as their US counterparts. The filmmakers of these American cinema 

documentaries successfully shed light on social issues that require urgent attention and have 

global implications — for example, global warming or the junk food culture that seems to 

be enveloping the planet. 

 

Documentary’s potential for social change 

As part of my inquiry, it seemed important to develop more awareness of the history of 

socially conscious filmmaking. My research in this area quickly made it clear that 

filmmakers have always been motivated to make documentaries for various personal 

reasons. It was not always about ‘getting paid’. From the early twentieth century, 

filmmakers have been using documentary to educate, to inform and even to attempt to 

produce social reform in the world. Documentaries have often been made in response to or 

as a result of social upheavals taking place. Documentary film, or the so-called newsreel, 

was also used in both world wars as an effective means of propaganda. 

 

John Grierson began making films in the 1920s. John Beveridge (1978), in his book titled 

John Grierson: Film Master, writes: 

 

Grierson felt that film could perform a far more valuable 
function than simple entertainment. He imagined that it 
could serve as a marvellous means of informing, exciting, 
educating, revealing — in short, communicating the 
essence of modern life, with all its problems and 
possibilities, to the mass audience. (1978, p. 24) 

 
Grierson once said: ‘Education is the key to the mobilisation of men’s minds to right ends 

or wrong ends.’ (Grierson 1946, p. 193) I have great respect for John Grierson for his 

dedication to the betterment of humanity through documentary; however, Grierson’s 

documentaries have been termed ‘victim’ documentaries (Winston 1995), given the way 
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they portrayed the lives of working-class people in an effort to promote social change in 

those communities. Grierson first worked in Britain and then moved to Canada, where he 

worked extensively with the Canadian Film Board producing hundreds of documentaries. 

One of the major criticisms of his work was that his films were sponsored by government 

funding as well as corporate investment. According to Winston (1995), the constraints and 

the very nature of state funding disallowed Grierson from making films about important 

social issues and ‘he never got on (sic) the social problems of the world … the enterprise 

had little to do with a real political analysis of social problems. How could that be 

otherwise, given the funding sources?’ (Winston 1995, p. 57) I disagree with Winston, and 

believe that government funding as well as corporate investment can be utilised for 

producing socially conscious documentaries. 

 

I have found it useful in considering the above questions to talk with fellow practitioners 

both in Australia and in the United States, and to compare practitioners’ views with those of 

documentary theorists. There are many filmmakers today who produce non-fiction because 

they want to be able to contribute to the betterment of our society. Dennis O’Rourke is one 

of these, and he is also a filmmaker whose work is regularly released theatrically. Of his 

work Dennis says: I make documentaries to make this world a better place. (O’Rourke in 

Hegedus 2004, p. 1) However, the idea of documentary as a tool for instigating or 

contributing to social reform sparks heated debates among filmmakers and documentary 

theorists alike.  

 

Michael Donovan, the producer of the Oscar-winning Bowling for Columbine (2002), says 

he believes that documentaries can serve this function, stating that ‘film and media, in 

whatever form, including documentaries, can be transformative’ (Donovan in Hegedus 

2006). On the other hand, Brian Winston (1995), in his book Claiming the Real, argues 

that: 

 

The underlying assumption of most social documentaries 
— that they shall act as agents of reform and change — is 
almost never demonstrated. It will be objected that any 
expectation of documentaries changing the world is unfair, 
if not absurd and is certainly simplistic. (Winston 1995, 
p. 236) 
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Winston is not alone in his questioning of the potential for social documentary to have a 

positive impact on society. Jane Gaines (1999), in her article titled ‘Political Mimesis: Did 

Documentaries Ever Produce Social Change?’, interviewed distributors and other 

practitioners and found that: 

 

Although they could list documentary films that moved 
them personally, they could not be certain that these films 
had actually changed anything for anyone. (1999, p. 85) 

 

Brian Winston’s later book titled Lies, dam lies and documentaries (2000) proposes a 

slightly altered view from his earlier belief, allowing that ‘documentaries may, of course, 

have indirect effects, contributing to slow and unobservable changes in public opinion’ 

(2000, p. 151), but he is quick to conclude that ‘whatever the public thinks the public does 

very little’ (2000, p. 151). This statement by Winston is challenged by the blockbuster 

success of recent documentaries such as Bowling for Columbine (2003) and Super Size Me 

(2004). Kerrie Murphy writes in The Australian: 

 

Bowling for Columbine — in which he and survivors of the 
Columbine massacre went to Kmart’s US head office to get 
a refund on the bullets lodged in their bodies — persuaded 
the retailer to stop stocking ammunition. After Morgan 
Spurlock’s Super Size Me, McDonald’s in the US 
announced it was dropping its ‘super size’. (Murphy 2004, 
p. 20) 

 

Gaines (1999), referring directly to the documentaries that want to change the world, states: 

‘we see very few examples of films that have even been viewed widely let alone sparked 

anything resembling a chain of social reactions’ (1999, p. 86). Perhaps Gaines would have 

reconsidered her statement if she could have seen Bowling for Columbine or Super Size Me, 

which came out only a few years after her article. Perhaps these two films may be the ‘very 

few examples’ Gaines is referring to, as these films did spark off a chain of social reactions 

and continue to do so. On the other hand, there is the complex situation of Moore’s 

documentary success Fahrenheit 9/11 (2004), which made over 100 million US dollars at 

the box office. The film’s aim was to produce a change in the US political election. 

However, some people now speculate that the film may be responsible for the election loss 

by the Democrats in 2004. This example demonstrates the difficulty of evaluating whether 
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documentary can indeed act as a tool for social change, given that the nature of that change 

— if it does occur — may not be under the control of the filmmaker. 

 

To refine my position in relation to documentaries that claim to produce social change, I 

turn to various veteran filmmakers around the world who have had considerable success 

worldwide. Australian documentary producer Andrew Ogilvie, who has produced award-

winning documentaries for both Australian and international broadcasters, says: ‘When I 

was younger, I thought I could change the world but not now. I don’t think films change the 

world; they can only influence people and attitudes’ (Ogilvie in Hegedus 2006, p. 1). 

American documentary filmmaker and three times Academy award winner Mark Harris 

tells me jokingly, ‘When I started out as a filmmaker, I wanted to change the world, now I 

just want to get funding for the next project.’ (Harris in Hegedus 2004, p. 1) Mark 

maintains, however, that one of his earlier documentaries titled Redwoods did have social 

impact: 

 

It was a propaganda film that was to help establish a 
Redwood national park. There was a Bill in front of 
Congress and had been for several years, but they were 
making a big push to try and preserve a certain area of 
redwood to make that into a national park so we made a 
film specifically to try to get people to see the beauty 
values of redwood. And the Sierra club used it as a tool and 
a bill was passed and the Redwood national park was 
established. So the film was part of the organizing effort 
and the film won an Academy Award and so it did have 
some impact in the sense that it had a cachet … (Harris in 
Hegedus 2004, p. 1) 

 

Australian documentary filmmaker Nicole McCuaig, whom I admire for her ability to go 

from project to project, has put things into perspective for me and contributed to my 

decision to seriously reconsider my argument. She rightly contends — in response to my 

question about documentary and social reform — that claiming one is capable of doing 

that, and has set out to do that, is an arrogant position to take up: 

  

I think it’s scary to try to aim to reform society through 
your work. It can be a depressing endeavour because you 
might not affect anybody. But I think a really nice outcome 
is debate and discussion. That’s what I would aim for. I 
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hope the films that I make inspire some sort of debate or 
discussion about issues within the film. I don’t necessarily 
think that I can change people. People have to kind of come 
to that themselves. (McCuaig in Hegedus 2006, p. 7) 

 

Over the years, veteran documentary filmmaker David Bradbury has certainly had an 

impact with his political and social justice documentaries. His recent work Blowin’ in the 

wind (2005) was released theatrically by Dendy. The film exposes the flaws and dire 

consequences of allowing American military presence on Australian soil with a focus on 

the use of Uranium in warfare. 

 

The film's release has been timely as the government 
currently moves to approve more uranium mines while 
arguing the contrary - that by going nuclear we are being 
both 'safe' and 'green'. (Frontline Films 2008)     

 

Even if Blowin’ in the wind did not produce specific changes, it at least raised the 

awareness among the public about the use of uranium in warfare. The film has never been 

shown on television.  

 

In light of the arguments presented by various theorists and practitioners, it is my 

conclusion that, while documentaries cannot claim to change societies in any quantifiable 

fashion, they can be motivated by an attitude of social conscience and that it is possible for 

them to contribute positively to processes of changing consciousness. 

 

Case Study: Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story 

Exploring the case study of Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story can show the ways in which 

reflecting on my own productions has contributed to this viewpoint. 

 

In his book Writing, Directing, Producing Documentary Films, Alan Rosenthal (1996) 

poses the question ‘Why bother to make documentaries?’ (1996, p. 13). Elaborating on his 

findings, he says that when he spoke to filmmakers, ‘most defined a concern for the world 

around them, though they expressed this concern very gently’ (1996, p. 13). 
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When I began making Inheritance, I had an explicit aim of creating films that could make 

the world a better place and shedding light on problems that affect people and their 

communities in a significant way.  

 

Following the political transition in Eastern Europe in 1989, for the first time Western 

capital began pouring into old Soviet bloc countries. Australian companies were among the 

many attempting to make profitable investments in the region. Esmeralda was an Australian 

mining company that invested in the construction of a gold mine in Romania. The project 

enjoyed cheap labour and used a Western technology — designed for the Australian desert 

— that was inappropriate for the harsh European climate. This was naturally overlooked by 

a post-communist (non-existent) environmental protection agency, and as a result an 

accident occurred which almost caused the extinction of a river system. I happened to be in 

Hungary as the disaster unfolded, and could see the opportunity to explore my ideas about 

socially conscious documentary in relation to this story. Inheritance was made in response 

to, and as a consequence of, the disaster.  

 

Around the time that I began writing this thesis, and five hours after the television premiere 

of Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story, I received almost 100 emails wanting to donate 

substantial amounts of money to the fishermen whose livelihoods were devastated because 

of the disaster. One of the people who emailed me was a shareholder of the mining 

company that was partially responsible for causing the disaster:  

 

We have 1000 shares in a company called Eurogold 
Limited, which formerly was Esmeralda Exploration Pty 
Ltd. Today we will sell these shares, and would like to 
donate the proceeds to Balazs or the Fishermens Co-op. 
(Dixon 2004) 

 

After the marketing phase of Inheritance, Balazs became accustomed to appearing on TV 

shows in Hungary. Furthermore, he took part in another two documentaries about the 

environmental problems that face his region. He became an activist in his own right. 

Inheritance has also travelled extensively through Hungary, Romania and Serbia, with the 

film being used by various organisations and film festivals to make people aware of the 

environmental hazards in their region. The film was also shown at the Green Film Festival 
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in Seoul, South Korea in late 2004, where Balazs and I were invited to attend and talk about 

the disaster as well as our experience of making the film. It was at this festival that I came 

to realise the importance of producing socially conscious films that combine environmental 

issues with the human story. I became inspired to produce documentary films in the future 

with this combination in mind (see report on the festival in Appendix 3). 

 

Meanwhile, Inheritance was followed by another environmental documentary by 

Hungarian filmmaker Tibor Kocsis, titled the New Eldorado (2004), that looked at the 

emergence of another mining company in Romania wanting to set up a mine for gold 

extraction. The aim of the film was to stop the mining company from starting its operations 

with the plan of replacing two entire villages to build its gold mine.  

 

Recently, Inheritance has been selected as a case study for the Documentary Australia 

Foundation (2007), a newly founded organisation created by filmmaker and philanthropist 

Ian Darling. The Documentary Australia Foundation aims to bring filmmakers together 

with grant-makers and charities to facilitate the production of socially conscious films for 

various purposes, be it the environment or the fight against poverty.  

 

This case study positively reinforces my earlier belief that while documentaries cannot 

claim to change societies, they do contribute constructively to processes of social change in 

society and can also have a positive effect on the mindsets of individuals. 

 

Developing social conscience through the theory of hegemony 

As a filmmaker, I have often wondered about the best ways to encourage documentary 

filmmaking that reflects important social issues and challenges us to think or even act 

differently and responsibly in our lives. This section develops further my ideas about 

filmmaking’s potential role in society. 

  

Today in the twenty-first century, we live in a world that is unlike all other times before. 

Terrorism and wars of all kinds are being waged around the world. Globalisation has taken 

its toll on our environment, while the proliferation of nuclear weapons propels the 

emergence of further tensions in an already overwrought global environment; overall, we 

are still racist and sexist, and domestic violence is still an integral part of our society.  
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However, apart from terrorism — which, for the most part, we learn about through the 

media — our lives in the Western world are largely secure and in many ways very 

comfortable, indeed almost luxurious compared with those of the developing world. Renee 

Holub’s view in her book Antonio Gramsci (1992) is poignant in describing this unusual 

world of ours: 

 

The transformation of the twentieth century reality towards 
ever increasing processes of rationalization and 
bureaucratization is marked by the evolution of a culture 
industry which, particularly since World War II, is engaged 
in the production and reproduction of a mass culture 
needed for mass consumption. (Holub 1992, p. 175) 

 

Holub suggests that we are all part of this developing mass culture, and we all contribute to 

it as individual members of a hegemonic mechanism, which I find alarming to say the least.  

 

Antonio Gramsci (1949), the early twentieth century theorist, argued that both the civil and 

the political society function in an orderly fashion in the interest of the predominant class, 

which seeks consent from all other classes in order to maintain its dominance. Our 

contemporary society is now evolving towards the establishment of a globalised mass 

culture greatly influenced by the powerful and the wealthy. Whether we like it or not, we 

are partly products of our social and cultural surroundings and we contribute, by our 

consent, to the way society is run and managed. We give consent by consuming the meat 

that is mass produced, driving our cars that are run on fuel from the Middle East and 

purchasing the toys and video games that are produced by large companies. As Holub 

(1992) seems to suggest, our society is caught up in the vicious circle of consumption and 

production, materialism and individualism. As the band Midnight Oil sang in Read About 

It: ‘the rich get richer and the poor get the picture’ (Hirst, Moginie and Garrett 1982). 

  

Gramsci, however, believed that the individual could foster change in society. He regarded 

the individual as the hope of challenging the status quo — in this case, the present state of 

our mass culture — to bring about all ideological, political and cultural changes. He states: 
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The mode of being of the new intellectual can no longer 
consist in eloquence … but in active participation in 
practical life, as constructor, organiser, ‘permanent 
persuader’ and not just a simple orator … (Gramsci 1949, p 
10) 

 

What if we treated the filmmaker as one of these new intellectuals: the constructor and 

organiser? And the documentary as the tool of the filmmaker? What if documentary could 

collectively evolve into an art form used specifically for serious reflections on our social, 

environmental, economic and political conditions? In some respects, this is a process I feel 

we are already witnessing. 

 

According to Barry Burke’s (1999) interpretation of Gramsci’s writings, Gramsci identifies 

a kind of ideological bond between the rulers and ruled which results in the hegemony of 

the ruling class, so the way to break that bond is to ‘build up a “counter hegemony” to that 

of the ruling class’ (1999). In this research paper, I am not proposing to take Gramsci’s 

words literally, but merely to apply the context in which he proposes to challenge the ruling 

class — and hence the status quo — by his introduction of the so-called ‘intellectual’. 

  

In my opinion, there is a correlation between Gramsci’s argument and the emergence of the 

French cinéma vérité movement which came about in the 1960s as a response to major 

events and upheavals in French society. As discussed in Chapter 1, rather than simply 

taking an observational role as filmmakers, filmmakers such as Jean Rouch ‘provoked’ as 

much as watched the realities they captured. For these filmmakers of the newer generation, 

it had become a necessity to explore and communicate their nation’s problems while re-

examining history and their place in the world.  

 

As filmmakers, we may identify with Gramsci’s intellectuals, and express ourselves and 

our opinions in relation to our environment through filmmaking. One must accept that there 

will always be a hegemonic system at work; however, it is up to the individual — or, in 

Gramsci’s words, the so called ‘organic intellectual’ — to massage, challenge and help 

improve the framework at hand. Here I am referring to filmmakers and their documentaries 

or fiction films that illuminate the dangers about global warming, wars and famine, or seek 

to help resolve the social problems that exist within societies.  
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It was Thomas Waugh (1984) who — over twenty years ago — coined the label 

‘committed’ documentary filmmaker. In his introduction to Show Us Life, subtitled Why 

documentary filmmakers keep trying to change the world, or why people changing the 

world keep making documentaries, Waugh seems to indicate that the filmmaker has acted 

like Gramsci’s ‘organic intellectual’ and could indeed take on that role: 

 

Ever since Vertov first entered the Soviet newsreel 
initiative, activists on the left have continued to use the 
documentary medium to intervene wherever they have been 
challenging the inherited structures of social domination. 
This continuous tradition of radical documentary flourishes 
more than ever today as the front of radical change 
broadens and retrenches at the same time and as technology 
becomes increasingly accessible. (Waugh 1984, p. xii) 

 

A recent example of the above argument is Davis Guggenheim’s and Al Gore’s 

groundbreaking documentary An Inconvenient Truth (2006), which deals with the problem 

and consequence of climate change on our planet. The film made more than 24 million 

dollars at the box office and won an Academy Award:  

 

The film … has brought awareness of the climate crisis to 
people in the United States and all over the world … this 
film proves that movies really can make a difference. (Gore 
in Sunderland 2007, p. 12) 

 

According to Gramsci, each social group produces its own intellectuals. Consequently, a 

filmmaker may potentially be one of the many intellectuals who could perform the tasks of 

a ‘counter-hegemony’ alongside their fellow intellectuals. Here I am not referring to 

revolutionaries who would incite violence and breed hatred; rather, I mean committed 

citizens who may be environmentalists, spiritual leaders and even politicians. These people 

— who may not always be right about their cause — would foster and instigate peaceful 

dialogues about various problems in society. Obviously this process has already begun 

through the work of filmmakers like David Bradbury, Michael Moore and Morgan 

Spurlock, and with Al Gore. 
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I must, however, be mindful of promoting Gramsci’s notion of the ‘intellectual’ in a 

country that is not traditionally known for integrating its intellectuals, let alone having them 

produce a strong counter-hegemony. Certainly class divisions in Australia have a long and 

energetic history of disputation and conflict played out in a variety of ways including 

politics, but essentially there have been no issues in Australia sufficiently inflammatory to 

have produced widespread opposition or major upheaval on a national scale. On the other 

hand, Antonio Gramsci is from a country and a continent with a history of revolutions and 

wars that were started or inspired, if not overthrown, by intellectuals.  

 

Perhaps my tendency to promote these ideas originates from the fact that I too have come 

from a country that has often been a battlefield between conflicting ideals of the left and the 

right. As a result, I am determined to advocate filmmakers taking part in the relevant 

discussions and shedding light on problems in their society. As a social documentary 

filmmaker, John Grierson states: ‘Active participation is the end purpose.’ (1946, p. 225) 

My ambition is to address pressing issues in my work as a response to a world I consider to 

be chaotic and fraught with major problems and anxieties. 

 

Australian film critic Tom Ryan (2006) puts it succinctly in his article in The Age, writing 

that ‘in times like these, we need the arts to be edgy and questioning’ (2006, p. 21). 

 

The elements of social conscience in my work  

Throughout my investigation into the potential relationship between documentary 

filmmaking and social reform, I have come to understand that my filmmaking is not about 

advocating or actively contributing to a specific change in society. While many filmmakers 

may have the objectives of saving the environment, conveying a political message or even 

overthrowing governments, my social imperative is to shed light on problems associated 

with the complexity of the human condition. More accurately, I am interested in reflecting 

on how people come to terms with their own personal issues, be it a question about their 

identity or more external problems. This mode of inquiry is achieved through my 

autobiographical approach and my involvement in a particular story. 

 

We live in an age characterised by migration, globalisation and military conflicts. These 

occurrences affect — indeed often threaten — people’s livelihoods, and confuse their 
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identities. As a filmmaker who has also undergone a kind of transformation, I feel it is my 

duty to address similar issues through my work. 

 

If indeed we now live in an age of intensified and shifting 
psychosocial identities, it should surprise no one that the 
documentation of this cultural scene should be deeply 
suffused with the performance of subjectivities. (Renov 
2004, p. 177) 

 

One only need turn on the news or click on the internet to see that most of us struggle for 

our livelihoods and our identity around the world. Issues related to identity are in fact the 

cause of major conflicts. The conflict in the Middle East revolves in part around the 

problem of identity; those who migrate to other countries, be they the refugees who reach 

Australia’s shores or those illegal Latin American workers who are struggling to find 

acceptance in the United States, all deal with these pressing questions of livelihood and 

identity. 

 

In my previous films, I have been engaged in the process of reconciling and working out 

my identity as an Australian-Hungarian whilst reflecting on the human condition, be it in 

relation to the victims of the Hungarian Revolution in 1956 or the victims of the 

environmental disaster in 2000. While I was surely concerned about the environmental 

impact in Hungary, I was more taken by the human condition of my subjects, by the 

psychological devastation and cultural displacement the disaster left behind, not only for 

the fishermen but also for the three workers in the Australian mining company.  

 

In my studio projects, both Wings to Fly and My America, I explore again the particular 

human conditions that exist in conflict with one another. In my work, these conflicts can 

take place within a community or a specific group, or on a familial or even a personal level. 

Above all, my films attempt to unpack the complexities of the particular situation. In a 

world increasingly polarised by such extreme notions as ‘good’ and ‘evil’, my intention is 

to move beyond such clichés and break the conventions around the twin poles of 

idealisation and denigration which continue to cloud our thinking about and interactions 

with our fellow human beings.  
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This is what I tried to do in Wings to Fly with the father and daughter conflict. By 

presenting the two sides of the story — both the father’s and the daughter’s perspectives — 

I attempted to break the stereotypes built up around Christianity as well as the stereotypes 

of the rebellious teenage daughter or the domineering father. Further, my objective in 

Wings to Fly was to help Catrina work through her own issues with identity in the hope that 

people who have grown up in similar environments might reflect productively on their own 

conflicts by watching the film.  

 

Case study: My America 

My attempt with My America could possibly provide answers to both the questions I pose 

at the beginning of this chapter. What capacity is there for films engaging with social 

change to be cinematic documentaries in Australia? And am I the person to make them? As 

mentioned earlier, my work does not advocate specific change in society, and is therefore a 

difficult fit with many institutions that explicitly support socially conscious filmmaking. 

This point is best demonstrated by the email I received from an organisation that supports 

documentaries with specific social goals and outcomes. Participant Productions in the 

United States which co-financed Inconvenient Truth (2006) rejected the project after I 

submitted my idea to them for production funding:  

 

We took careful consideration in evaluating the materials 
provided, and while we think this film is important, it does 
not fit our needs at this time. Specifically, we are looking 
for projects that deal with socially relevant issues. For 
example, we tackled global warming and education in our 
last two documentaries. Films built around subjects like 
this allow us to create social action campaigns, which will 
hopefully enlighten and inspire our audiences to take 
action. (Sexton 2007) 

 

Then they sent me to the Sundance Institute, an organisation best known for supporting 

projects that aim to shed light on critical social issues. Sundance also rejected My America 

for the same reasons. This was a major realisation for me that, while I am a documentary 

filmmaker who produces films concerning social issues, my work does not 

translate into the typically activist documentary. 
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Tracee Hutchison (2006), in her article ‘Where are Our Brave Filmmakers?’, posits a lack 

of contemporary Australian films that carry the essential ingredients of a social conscience:  

 

This is precisely the time we need our filmmakers to be 
telling rigorous and fearless stories about the Australian 
condition … while politically charged films dominate 
festival line-ups around the world, the present slate of 
Australian feature films are obsessed with relationships and 
outback abductions (Hutchison 2006, p. 9) 

 

I must admit that My America is partly ‘obsessed with relationships’, as it is about my 

relationship with America — the country I idealised as a child. As I wrote in my director’s 

statement submitted to the FFC: 

 

America — in all its various shapes and forms — is on the 
minds of almost every human being on this planet. We 
think about America almost every day. It’s in our media, in 
the products we buy, in our clothes, the movies we watch. 
The politics and economy of every country are affected by 
America. We hate them, we love them, we demonise them 
and we admire them. Whether we like it or not, America is 
the Rome of the new world and we are part and parcel of 
the American (Western) way of life. (Hegedus 2007) 

 

The United States is denigrated as well as idealised by millions of people around the world. 

It is misunderstood but also overly idealised. My intention is to attempt to break these 

stereotypes about America and explore the complex nature of a country that continues to 

shape the world economy, politics and culture. In this process, the film will try to unpack 

some of the fears and concerns people have about America around the world. Is it really the 

country that will eventually cause western civilization’s downfall? Alternatively, can 

America finally show responsible leadership in this overly fraught world of ours?  

 

These questions will be tied in with my own cultural and political heritage in Hungary, a 

country which over the centuries has been the battleground for conflicting ideologies. As 

someone whose grandfather blindly followed an ideology and later regretted it, I feel the 

need to ask whether our way of life, so typified by US cultural, economic and political 

hegemony, is in fact the right path to follow, or whether we can have a future that is not 
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dictated by ideologies or extreme points of view, be they religious or political, but rather by 

bipartisanship, common sense and an ability to judge each situation on its own merits.  

 

Essentially, the aim is to reach global audiences and contribute to a dialogue about these 

controversial issues. It is my belief that films such as this can indeed be politically astute, 

and can illuminate larger problems. 

 

The drama studio projects and social reform  

As an emerging drama filmmaker, I have also made short dramas that depict both the 

personal and the universal, a trend I am bringing over from my documentary work. In my 

experience, the personal and the universal go hand in hand, and it is through this nexus that 

a film becomes powerful.  

 

With the nine-minute short film Redemption (2004), I was experimenting with how drama 

could contribute to social change in the world through a personal story. The film was my 

first professional drama, and it attempted to convey a strong social message in a way more 

fully articulated than in my previous documentaries. Redemption documented the moments 

before a prisoner’s execution. The initial attempt was to create empathy in the audience for 

the human character and only then to reveal the message of the film: 

 

For me, Redemption is not just about forgiveness and the 
need for one to forgive one’s self. In fact the film goes 
beyond revealing the ethical dilemmas of capital 
punishment. More importantly, it deals with the issue of 
responsibility, that of the state and of the individual. 
(Hegedus 2004) 

 

The film is inherently against capital punishment and screened in October 2004 at the 

Conference of the National Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty (NCADP) in 

Washington DC as the short feature to Michael Moore’s Fahrenheit 9/11.  

 

During the premiere and various other screenings of my second short film, Hole in the 

Wall, some people were shocked at how viewing the film stirred up certain past 

experiences; others simply recognised the importance of talking about the issue of abuse 

and of considering ways in which this issue could be dealt with in our society. Two months 
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after completion, in July 2005, I was invited to present Hole in the Wall at the Life Stories: 

Narrative and Identity conference presented by the Brisbane Centre for Psychoanalytic 

Studies at the Queensland University of Technology. It was an extremely interesting 

experience, as dozens of psychoanalysts both from here and abroad were eager to share 

their very diverse and creative interpretations of the film. During the Q&A, I was 

applauded as well as criticised for the way the film was made. At the end of the conference, 

I was approached by Margot Waddell, psychoanalyst and consultant child psychotherapist 

in the Adolescent Department of the Tavistock Clinic in the United Kingdom. She 

requested a copy of the film in order to use it in her work at the clinic. Being able to present 

the film to professionals dealing with patients whose backgrounds were in some way 

similar to that of the main character in Hole in the Wall assures me that filmmaking can 

contribute to changes in social consciousness.  

 

In conclusion, I would like to endorse Hutchens’ argument that ‘we need our filmmakers to 

be telling rigorous and fearless stories about the Australian condition’ (2006, p. 9) and add, 

from my perspective, that this also applies to the global condition.  

 

Perhaps it is for this reason that I named my production company — many would say 

naïvely — Soul Vision Films Pty Ltd (www.soulvisionfilms.com). My company’s motto 

may be interpreted by some as grandiose, but for me it has represented a personal 

commitment:  

 

Soul Vision Films was established for the purpose of 
producing films that in some way reflect upon the human 
condition. Our aim through filmmaking is to understand 
ourselves, to learn more about compassion, forgiveness and 
reconciliation, all in order to celebrate our humanity. (Soul 
Vision Films 2004) 

 

Regarding the never-ending debate about whether documentary can be a tool for social 

reform, I spoke to Andy Opel, an Associate Professor at the Florida State University who 

lectures specifically about these issues. When I shared with him the broad outline of the 

discussion earlier in this chapter between Winston and other theorists, Andy warned me 

that ‘theorists provide heavy deconstructions without tying it into broader social relevance. 

What are audiences thinking? They are not necessarily concerned with that.’ (Opel in 



 60

Hegedus 2007) Andy reminds me that one needs to reach a fine balance between the 

theoretical and the practical. He is convinced documentary can make a significant 

contribution: ‘they become starting points of cultural conversation’ (Opel in Hegedus 2007, 

p. 1). He uses Sicko (2007) as an example of how, due to the film, the public discourse 

around the health-care system of the United States is changing. ‘By producing the film it 

opened up the space to talk about the healthcare situation.’ (Opel in Hegedus 2007, p. 1). 

Opel’s argument reinforces the position I have developed through writing this chapter that, 

without needing to quantify film’s precise role as an agent for change, it can contribute to 

shifting the perceptions and understandings that are a precursor to changing behaviour. 

 

Although there are only a few recent examples, it is my opinion that Australian theatrical 

documentaries could potentially exemplify a strong socially conscious approach to 

filmmaking. The President vs David Hicks (2004) and Blowin’ in the wind (2005) are two 

strong examples, and there is also the highly polemical documentary Time to Go John 

(2004) which was launched in one cinema in every major city in Australia and showed for a 

couple of days. The aim of this project, however, was really about building awareness 

through media coverage, getting people to buy copies of the film and organise house 

parties. Eventually, Australian distributor Madman picked it up for DVD release.  

 

It is also worth noting that, even though we have our own issues and problems to deal with, 

Australia — with its relative equilibrium and strong economy — may not be a place where 

issues of social conscience often or easily come to the forefront of public debate. However, 

even though the Australian psyche is widely reputed to be ‘easy going’, I believe that 

various issues of importance need to be addressed and reflected upon. I propose using 

aspects of the Griersonian model of socially conscious filmmaking as a way to make our 

government more aware of the importance of producing such work in our society. Hence I 

would like to emphasise the importance for government of financially supporting socially 

conscious documentaries. This matter will be further addressed in Chapter 4.  

 

My wish is that more documentaries and fiction films in Australia would aim towards 

addressing social issues. The evolution of our democracy is dependent upon self-reflection 

and our ability to create and embrace constructive criticism. Therefore, in my opinion and 
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in the true spirit of the ‘Gramscian intellectual’, documentary filmmakers ought to be 

encouraged and supported to make films which shed light on the problems of the society. 

 

Documentary filmmaker and lecturer at the Australian Film and Television and Radio 

School Dr Mitzi Goldman has also produced ‘authorial work titled eg Hatred.(1995). Dr 

Mitzi Goldman, argues that: ‘we can’t rely on politicians to make this world a better place’ 

(Goldman in Hegedus 2007, p. 1). With Ian Darling and Susan McKinnon, Mitzi has been 

active in establishing the Australian Documentary Foundation to attract tax incentives for 

investors to support documentaries that illuminate our cultural values and promote social 

issues. This is an excellent opportunity for documentary to strengthen its role in society, 

and perhaps fulfil what I term the ‘Gramscian dream of the documentary intellectual’. 

Further discussion about this issue will take place in Chapter 4. 

 

I regard the principle of social conscience as an essential attitude informing my authored 

filmmaking practice. Having clarified these imperatives, I now move on to Chapter 3, on 

control. Whether we like it or not, most filmmakers work within an environment where we 

collaborate intensely with producers, writers and editors and are dependent on various 

forms of funding and investment. How can I, as a filmmaker, manage these power relations 

while still realising my personal vision? These issues, among many others, are the central 

topics of discussion to be explored in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 3: CONTROL 

 

Both the managements of hierarchical, conventional 
institutions and their hired creative practitioners share a 
view of themselves as needing to be in control. (Singer in 
Iskin 1994, p. 349) 

 

The quote from Alex Singer, a theatrical and film director, has resonance for me for power 

relations that exist in the filmmaking process itself. Developing a personal vision for a film 

in the midst of influence from broadcasters, investors and talents presents significant 

challenges for the filmmaker. Given that I am interested in producing autobiographical 

documentaries potentially for cinema, it is pertinent that I evaluate the issue of control in 

terms of the viability of producing such work in Australia and in relation to the experience 

of other film practitioners. Italian political theorist Antonio Gramsci in his prison 

notebooks, writes:  

 

It is not true, in any sense, that numbers decide everything, 
nor that the opinions of all electors are of “exactly” equal 
weight…And what then is measured? What is measured is 
precisely the effectiveness, and the expansive and 
persuasive capacity, of the opinions of a few individuals. 
(Gramsci 1949, p. 192) 

 

It is important that critics, audience, broadcasters and the filmmakers themselves recognise 

(documentary) film as a negotiated product of the power relations between producers, 

broadcaster, talents and the filmmaker. Even though control is dispersed among these 

individuals, I believe, the product is ultimately the responsibility of filmmakers, who must 

control and manage these power relations in order to deliver their work.  

 

In this section, I intend to examine the obstacles to producing autobiographical work for 

cinema in terms of this issue of control. I will also investigate whether control over a 

project is in fact a prerequisite for attaining my vision as filmmaker or, alternatively, 

whether too great a focus on control can actually become an impediment to that objective. 

Does an autobiographical approach require the filmmaker to have complete control if they 

are to avoid being a fraud? Or are there ways to share power? And how might the control I 
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wish to exercise as a filmmaker relate to my documentary subject and their similar desire 

for control of the way they are represented? 

 

Relationship with the broadcaster and the investor 

Veteran documentary filmmaker Dennis O’Rourke said to me: ‘It’s up to the filmmaker to 

negotiate what level of control they want. How do you think it is in Hollywood?’ 

(O’Rourke in Hegedus 2007, p. 1) Dennis is obviously a filmmaker well and truly in 

control of his projects. He seems to dominate the power relations with investors and 

broadcaster. In the case of his latest theatrical documentary project, yet to be released and 

partially funded by SBSi, Dennis had only to put together a three-page concept rationale to 

be approved for funding: 

 

I am very open to commissioning editors. This is all 
predicated on the fact that I am the author; and at the end of 
the day even if I am wrong I am right. (O’Rourke in 
Hegedus 2006, p. 1) 

 

Clearly, the power relations within a filmmaking process change significantly when the 

broadcaster is dealing with an established filmmaker who has a strong track record. But 

what about those who are still forming their voices as filmmakers? How effectively can we, 

as younger and less experienced filmmakers, attain the kind of control O’Rourke implies 

above? 

 

According to filmmaker Faramarz K-Rahber, wanting to control is not the right approach. 

He believes the most important thing is to make sure that you have a mutual understanding 

with the broadcaster about the type of film you want to make: ‘It’s not a matter of control, 

it’s a matter of understanding.’ (K-Rahber in Hegedus 2006, p. 6) If there is a discrepancy 

between understandings, then there are bound to be problems later on down the track of the 

production process which Faramarz experienced on one of his projects. Evidently he has 

learnt from his experience and is able to offer viable solutions to resolving similar issues in 

the future: 

 

Be able to understand why this person wants to make this 
film, why I’m putting money on the table for him or her to 
make the film. And if you can answer these questions 
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you’ve got a film, a good film. (K-Rahber in Hegedus 
2006, p. 6) 

 

I was certainly not mindful enough of the important point Faramarz makes above when I 

was producing Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story. Given the urgency of getting the film 

financed, I got locked into a deal with a French distributor who wanted to make more of a 

scientific documentary than a human journey story. This distributor and potential co-

producer of the project attempted to exercise his influence over the project to shape the 

film, both stylistically and conceptually. He strongly criticised my intention to build into 

the story Balazs’ difficult relationship with his fiancée and his attachment to a dead stork, 

poisoned by the polluted river, which he wanted to donate to the local high school so 

students would not forget their history. Fortunately, this French distributor was forced to 

relinquish the project after not being able to put on the table the sort of money he was 

proposing to invest. 

 

Fellow documentary filmmaker Nicole McCuaig has also had some fierce battles with 

investors and broadcasters. She points out that the problem may have been that her work 

was not sufficiently personally authored. They were documentaries she was commissioned 

to direct and she warmed to the projects gradually — but the broadcaster was equally 

passionate about the film. Nicole appreciates the feedback process from the broadcaster as 

an invaluable process of making the project a better film. However, she points out that:  

 

There are different people in there (within the TV stations) 
that are trying to establish their place of power. But what’s 
happened is that that creative negotiation has become too 
one-sided, and so it’s not a matter of can we discuss these 
changes as adults, like creative partners. It’s ‘you put that 
in the film or the film doesn’t get screened on television’, 
that’s the reality of the environment at the moment. 
(McCuaig in Hegedus 2006, p. 9) 

  

Unlike Nicole and Faramarz, I have so far been very fortunate in never having to consider 

the broadcaster as an obstacle to my vision. In fact, in all cases the commissioning editors 

encouraged my autobiographical vision for the film.  
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Overall, judging from the above examples, there is no doubt that the obstacles mentioned 

could be avoided if both the filmmaker and the commissioning editor genuinely agreed on 

the concept of the film and put their thoughts and ideas into writing. For example, a 

director’s statement to which all parties, including the director, producer and the 

commissioning editor, agree would be a useful start.  

 

Case study: Wings to Fly 

The contract signed with the ABC was complex and full of ‘approvals’ on behalf of the 

broadcaster over creative crew, elements and cuts. For example: 

 

The ABC’s Representative will have the right of approval 
over the Rough Cut and the Fine Cut, such approval to be 
consistent with previous approvals given by the ABC and 
not to be unreasonably withheld. (ABC 2006, p. 8) 

 

Despite the paper work, my experience was that both commissioning editors, David Jowsey 

and Sonya Pemberton, understood my vision and so gave me virtually complete creative 

control. I believe it was a combination of factors that created an environment in which — 

subject to the Compass program guidelines — I was free to do as I pleased. One of these 

factors was that I had been working on Wings to Fly for seven years and they saw this work 

as an authored piece after Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story. Another factor was that our 

budget was extremely low and the ABC presale was minimal. The situation is entirely 

different with My America, where the presale is substantial and our budget is seven times 

that of Wings to Fly. Later in this paper, it will be important to investigate how My 

America’s significantly higher budget impacts on the issue of control in relation to my role 

as the director and autobiographical filmmaker. 

 

When the co-producer and I decided on a shift in Wings to Fly from focusing primarily on 

Catrina’s story to covering more of the family members, commissioning editor David 

Jowsey welcomed the changes. In fact, he agreed that this be my approach as I continued to 

document the lives of these people. Ever since that time, I felt I was ‘left alone’ by the 

broadcaster. Some would argue that this is a sign of neglect by the broadcaster, but I 

contend that I have felt all the way through production that my vision was entirely 

supported by the ABC. 
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Having said this, Wings to Fly was shaped almost entirely in post-production, and input 

both from editor Angela Trabucco and co-producer Gabrielle Jones was essential in 

formulating a structure for the film. Even though it was extremely difficult, I was able to let 

things happen rather than trying to control them. I felt that, for the first time, I was able to 

allow both Gabrielle and Angela to make this film their own as well. Perhaps because both 

Gabrielle and I have put our money and time into this project, we both felt inherently 

involved and responsible for the birth of this film. However, I think another matter that 

played a part was the fact that I was not as close to this story as I was to the fisherman in 

Inheritance or to my grandfather in Grandfathers and Revolutions. Due to the challenging 

relationship I encountered with the main protagonist of Wings to Fly, I was able to distance 

myself from her in post-production, which I think benefited the film overall. 

 

Case study: Drama work Redemption and Hole in the Wall  

Of course, working on a drama is a quite different experience from making documentaries. 

However, I believe having a documentary track record has helped immensely in building 

my relationships with actors and fellow crew members. To put it simply, I was not treated 

as a first-time filmmaker, and this enabled the work to go more smoothly. 

 

On my first professional short film, Redemption, I had practically total control — being the 

investor, the producer, the director and the writer. With Hole in the Wall, the situation was 

entirely different. First, I had to hand over the rights of my script to the producer Vickie 

Gest, who exercised a great amount of control over the project — mainly during 

production. However, she allowed me to develop and write the script to the best of my 

ability with the help of a script editor. She read various drafts of the script but refrained 

from too much input. In retrospect, her involvement was rather like that of someone 

watching over me, almost like a commissioning editor watching over a documentary in 

progress. Working with an experienced actor like Samuel Johnson was equally challenging 

and inspiring. It was rather like making a documentary with real people like Catrina in 

Wings to Fly, where I was constantly tested by her own ideas and her own wish to be in 

control. Retrospectively, I believe my own need for control had become an impediment on 

Wings to Fly but having this experience was a necessary stage for me to come to this 

realisation. 
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Overall, in both these films, I was made to realise that my challenge was not literally letting 

go of control but in fact being willing to share it. In hindsight, perhaps in the case of Hole 

in the Wall I should have allowed more freedom for the actors to improvise, trusting in their 

skills and experiences.  

 

Over the years, it has become apparent to me that sharing control is about respecting and 

allowing the other creatives of the team to offer ideas and contribute constructively to the 

script, style and various other aspect of the filmmaking process. Undoubtedly, the film can 

only benefit from such collaboration. This is a process I believe I am still learning.  

 

Authorship in the twenty-first century 

As I reflect on the previous sections of this chapter, I am acutely aware of my almost 

obsessive need to maintain control and my clinging to the notion of ‘authorship’ as a norm 

of defence to protect my vision at all costs.  

 

Accordingly, in this section I would like to consider further the contemporary notion of 

authorship as understood by artists and experts from various disciplines. The ideas gathered 

from these writings challenge me to re-evaluate my own stance.  

 

‘the author’ as we once thought about him or her doesn’t 
exist anymore. (Iskin 1994, p. 349) 

 

The above quote is from an article titled ‘Design and Entertainment in the Electronic Age’, 

documenting a round-table discussion in the United States between artists, designers and 

professors. Some of the discussion centred around authorship, bringing together some 

compelling and even contradictory opinions about the subject. One of the members of the 

panel, art historian Ruth Iskin, argued that: 

 

We are still living with the older discourse of ‘the author’ 
in mind, though the reality is that it was decentralized a 
long time ago. (Iskin 1994, p. 349) 
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Iskin’s argument refers primarily to the use of computer software and hardware, and the 

way these technologies can be manipulated and altered by the user, making him or her the 

new author of an old work. However, the implication of this argument for the authored 

documentary filmmaker could become significant with changing delivery platforms and the 

needs and demands of an audience, or more accurately consumers.  

 

It is already possible to see evidence of Iskin’s predictions in those documentaries that are 

currently produced in Australia and internationally through the various networks. These 

documentaries all have quite similar budgets, have a fast turnaround and are produced by 

larger production companies such as the Essential Viewing Group or Electric Pictures. In 

this scenario, the filmmaker is not the author of the work. Rather, they are merely a 

necessary part of the filmmaking process, as is the producer, the editor or even the 

commissioning editor. Perhaps this is the situation that Leahy and Gibson (2003) were 

trying to encapsulate in their article the ‘Repression and Expression: The Filmmaker’s 

Voice in Australian Documentary’ when they decried the loss of the authored voice in 

contemporary documentary. BBC Commissioning editor Nick Fraser makes an alarming 

prediction regarding this type of documentary: 

 

In some circles, it is becoming fashionable to assume that 
docs will eventually be ordered up, like our food, clothes, 
books and newspapers, via the internet. They will become, 
to use a current phrase, the ultimate long tail, serving a 
global market of niche customers. (Fraser 2007, p. 9) 

 

Case study: My America 

Unlike Wings to Fly, My America is an autobiographical work. The process of financing 

this project has presented many kinds of obstacles, which have created all sorts of risks for 

the production. With a budget close to $2 million, five producers and almost ten investors 

as well as broadcasters, one is bound to run into problems on the way. 

 

Initially, I was producing and developing this project with two script editors, one associate 

producer, an executive producer and five researchers, who all appeared on the scene for 

short periods of time. Throughout this process, I maintained strong control over all aspects 
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of production. Being both a co-producer and director would have been impossible if it 

weren’t for my Griffith University scholarship.  

 

Perhaps My America could have developed a lot further if only I had been willing to share 

control much earlier on. However, it is also true that certain projects take significantly more 

time to develop than others, and it would be fair to say that My America is one of these 

projects. In fact, I believe that shooting this film around the US elections in 2008 will be 

most appropriate given the hunger for political, social and spiritual change currently 

evident in America and around the world. 

 

This ‘solo’ period lasted roughly sixteen months until February 2007, when Trish Lake 

joined the production as executive producer. She was followed by Jane Jeffes, who joined 

the team as co-producer. We were then soon joined by Mark O’Toole, who came on board 

as the co-writer. I must confess that, throughout these first few months, I was often 

overcome with discomfort, even fear, about the proliferation of collaborators and the 

consequences if I gave over some of my control. 

 

On the one hand, as the main protagonist — the writer, director and principal producer — I 

should be able to exert a degree of control throughout the filmmaking process of My 

America. My executive producer Trish Lake, with years of theatrical experience and 

credits, has warned me that if we are able to secure a distributor and sales agent or investors 

who are to put up money for the project, each party will have their say and be given some 

degree of creative control.  

 

It is one thing to understand intellectually that I must be open to sharing control, but quite 

another thing to practise it. I believe that my strong attachment to the concept and story of 

My America will affect my ability to let go of certain aspects of the filmmaking process. At 

the same time, I am realising in the process of writing this dissertation that it is crucial for a 

project of this magnitude to have the right combination of people, with the right array of 

talent and skills, working on the project. At the same time, however, I believe a director 

also needs to hold firmly to his or her directorial vision. 
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Given the theatrical documentary framework of My America, the negotiations between 

investors, broadcasters and myself will be different from the power relations that existed in 

Wings to Fly or even Inheritance. However, be it television or cinema, I am committed to 

making sure that the film I am trying to make is the one also desired by the broadcaster. 

 

Even though our major investor, the FFC — which is contributing 60 per cent of the 

funding — expressed informally that it would not impose its editorial views on the film, I 

also contend that the proportion of funding of each investor will contribute to the balance of 

power in the making of this film. On the other hand, it is essential to recognise that the 

existence of multiple broadcasters and investors can strengthen the position of the 

filmmaker, and that the filmmaker should use this to best advantage in maintaining the 

authorial vision.  

 

Being still in the early stages of negotiations for My America, I am filled with anxiety about 

how we will be able to share power effectively over the project and overcome the many 

obstacles already in sight. However, I know that the time has come to take action and put 

theory into practice. One must tackle the situation regardless.  

 

Equally important in relation to the issue of control is the relationship between filmmaker 

and subject. The inner frameworks of the documentary process are often overlooked, if not 

ignored, by filmmakers.  

 

Filmmaker’s responsibilities in relation to the subject 

 

In documentary we use people, our rationale is that we are 
using them for a higher purpose — to expose corruption to 
right wrongs, to promote public welfare and so on. And in 
the name of the public good, we delve into people’s lives, 
invade their privacy, end expose their souls … an interview 
can affect a person’s life; it can have long term effects 
outside the film, and the interviewer must realize the 
responsibility thus entailed. (Rosenthal 2002, p. 186) 

 

Filmmaking can be a very narcissistic occupation. The filmmaker’s stubborn need for 

control can potentially cause serious harm to the subject, and potentially to the film as well.  
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At the recent premiere of Wings to Fly, as part of the panel discussion Catrina reminded me 

of the magnitude of filming the lives of a family over seven years and how these people 

were not fully aware of the ramifications of their consent to be involved in the film. This 

prompted me to reflect on the fact that issues of ethics arise inevitably, as at the bottom of 

every story are the real people whose lives and the representation of these lives on screen 

lie in the hands of the filmmaker. Bill Nichols (2001) notes in his book Introduction to 

Documentary that ‘tensions often arise between the filmmaker’s desire to make a 

compelling film and the individual’s desire to have their social rights and personal dignity 

respected’ (2001, p. 34). 

 

Nichols’ statement takes me back again to the making of Wings to Fly when, after four 

years of filming, Catrina told me that she would like to stop the filming as she wanted her 

privacy back:  

 

Catrina has expressed her wish that she would like to 
conclude filming this year. We agreed to go back and do 
the last part of principal photography in late March but the 
ABC did not get back to me till May and with an offer 
different to what I expected … I personally feel that Catrina 
expressed her wish to stop because of the lack of control 
she was exercising over the process. (Hegedus 2005) 

 

I realise now that this situation arose because, for years of filming, I failed to recognise and 

fully respect Catrina’s desire for control — precisely due to my own need for control. 

Nevertheless, at the time I was deeply shocked by this development because I knew that I 

needed to continue filming in order to do justice to the story. However, I was far from 

having the desired material. With a great deal of effort, I was able to convince Catrina that 

we ought to apply for production funding and resolve the film together. This process took 

another twelve months, but at least we were working towards a deadline together rather 

than me trying to impose my expectations on her. I recognise that to a certain extent as 

filmmakers we play the role of the manipulator and the exploiter. As Nichols argues:  

 

Most times what can be more clearly discerned is the 
filmmaker wittingly or unwittingly exploiting the subject to 
one degree or another. The exploitative potential of the 
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equipment coupled with unfettered freedom of expression 
has this effect. (Nichols 2001, p. 232) 

 

His statement rings true. My experience tells me that this is unfortunately an inevitable by-

product of filmmaking. So, as filmmakers, we need to be careful and must at all times rely 

on our morals and ethics. In other words, it becomes important that I weigh up the balance 

between wanting to tell socially relevant stories and respecting the subject’s wish for input 

and privacy. I must confess that, as a filmmaker, I often operate out of my own inner world 

and at times overlook the rights of the other participants who are also taking part in the 

film. Doing this research work has made me more aware of my behaviour and 

responsibility as a filmmaker. 

 

This concern leads me to discuss the document that seems to encapsulate the awkwardness 

of the subject–filmmaker relationship: the release form. It is the awful and uncomfortable 

piece of paper that intimidates the talent and terrifies the filmmaker.  

 

For filmmakers Bob Connolly and Robin Anderson, release forms are ethical problems, and 

for this reason they never get their subjects to sign them. Instead, they screen the film for 

them upon completion and get their opinion this way: 

 

They’re a joke, for a start. A legal joke. And secondly, in 
this sort of filmmaking, it is totally unfair on the subject to 
have them sign away their right to anything before you 
start, and people would never do it. (Connolly in 
FitzSimons 2000, p. 30) 

 

As mentioned in the earlier chapters, there was a stage during the making of Wings to Fly 

where I realised that nothing was really happening in Catrina’s life which would sustain a 

one-hour documentary. In fact, I recognised it was that this ‘nothing’ — essentially her pain 

and inability to step outside of the family environment — was what I needed to probe. Soon 

I knew that I would need to focus on the whole family, rather than just on Catrina. Having 

that wider focus would enable me to still occasionally return to Catrina and her journey by 

reflecting on the rest of the family’s story. Because of the change in the story, all members 

of the family needed to be briefed, and they also needed to sign a new release form. Catrina 
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was more difficult to deal with on this front, as she seemed somewhat reluctant about the 

changes. Hence a great deal of negotiation needed to take place.  

 

Not having a release form signed until the talent saw the end product would be a very risky 

strategy that would need to be approved by the broadcaster, and potentially the investors as 

well. I am not a Bob Connolly, who has the decades of experience to defy the investors and 

to trust the process that may or may not go in favour of the production. But perhaps in years 

to come I may be able to do operate more in the way Bob and Robin have done. 

 

In 2007, I embarked on My America and have already identified several potential characters 

for the film, all of whom need to sign release forms and all of whom I am following over 

twelve- to sixteen-month time periods. Already many ethical questions arise regarding my 

conduct with the various participants of My America which, in light of the work done as 

part of this research, seem more solvable than they did previously. One of the cases is a 

thirteen-year-old boy whom I have been following since April 2007. He has spent time in 

juvenile prison and is now getting ready to end his probation period. Although his parents 

have already signed a release form for the boy, sooner rather than later I will need to talk to 

them about what this all means.  

 

The essence of film directors and painters and writers is 
that they deliver the final, fixed forever form to the 
audience. (Singer in Iskin, 1994, p. 349) 

 

In concluding this chapter, I would say that during researching and about writing about the 

issues of control, I have found that it is often my own struggle to carry through with my 

own vision as a final form that creates a series of obstacles and pressures, but that these — 

if handled appropriately — can help develop and shape the film. However, unnecessary 

conflicts often arise because of the filmmaker’s fear of not fulfilling the vision which 

initially generated the project. Authored filmmaking does not mean that the filmmaker 

needs to suppress the point of view of the character, nor does it mean that he or she needs to 

silence its co-creators in order to have his or her vision told.  

 

If a director is serious about undertaking a cinematic project, he or she cannot possibly do it 

alone, especially if a large-budget film developed for mass audiences in cinema and on 
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television is envisaged. Budgets, distributors, investors, subjects and marketing are only 

some of the major areas that need to be dealt with in the course of a film of that magnitude. 

This has been my experience with My America, where I have learnt that to make a serious 

and ambitious ‘big event’ theatrical documentary, I need to work as a part of a team. 

 

I have found that the bigger the project, the less control there is for the filmmaker — 

unless, of course, the filmmaker has a bullet-proof track record. Given my filmmaking 

experience up until now, I am still significantly far away from that position. So I must learn 

to develop my style organically along with help from broadcasters, investors and the 

creative crew. Naturally a mutual understanding needs to take place between the filmmaker 

and the investor/broadcaster about the vision for the film. It is important to be true to one’s 

vision, but at the same time it is equally vital to be open to these individuals and entities, 

which may assist in fostering a strong vision for the particular film. It is for these reasons 

that I would argue that it is not about ‘letting go of control’ but about sharing it in an 

appropriate and effective way. Equally important, on the other hand, are Dennis 

O’Rourke’s words which should be good reminder regarding the need to be able to 

negotiate the level of control we all want for our film. We must also stand up for our beliefs 

and vision, even in front of a potentially intimidating broadcaster, investor or another crew 

member. 

 

In terms of the filmmaker–talent relationship, I would say that filmmakers must honour the 

people and their stories — and their own need to be in control — in their film and 

determine whether their intervention would in any way distort the truth of their subject; the 

integrity and the dignity of the people we interview in our films must come first. 

 

Overall, the above analysis has been a productive and engaging process for me, but the 

question remains of whether autobiographical filmmaking is at all sustainable as a 

commercial model, given the difficulty of raising finance for such films. With these 

imperatives, I go towards Chapter 4, dealing with commercial issues. Having great ideas, 

noble ambitions and strong working relationships is important, but the question remains of 

whether an audience, a market and funding possibilities exist out there for the 

autobiographical filmmaker. These issues, amongst many others, are the central topics of 

discussion to be explored in the next chapter. 
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CHAPTER 4: COMMERCE 

 

The objective of this chapter is to investigate whether autobiographical cinematic 

documentary can be commercially viable in Australia. An associated aim is to evaluate 

which commercial model — if any — would work best to achieve these filmmaking 

objectives. 

 

Since March 2004, I have lived on a Griffith University scholarship. As this comes to an 

end, I must devise a future financial model for my work. An important issue is that my 

films usually take between two and three years to produce and complete. In the past, none 

of my films has had the budget to provide me with a reasonable wage to cover the periods 

between making each film. Ideally, my hope is to be able to make my own authored work 

with sufficient money to live on during the course of making the films and even to have 

revenue from these works. 

 

To find answers to the above question, I have gathered information from various outside 

sources, personal diaries and studio project case studies. I will also reflect on the experience 

of other documentary practitioners, such as Connolly and Anderson, O’Rourke and US 

documentary filmmakers who have had their work released theatrically. The work of these 

filmmakers has been recognised internationally, bringing not only modest fame but also 

reasonable financial rewards.  

 

In March 2007, I was invited to the Documentary Producers’ Expert Group Meeting 

organised by the Pacific Film and Television Commission (PFTC) for local documentary 

producers. The purpose of the meeting was to discuss the plight of Queensland 

documentary filmmaking and explore ways in which the industry could be strengthened and 

revitalised. One of the major findings of the discussion was that many filmmakers, both 

emerging and less established, think about filmmaking as an art form and not as a business. 

Two of the more established producers in Brisbane, Mark Chapman and Norm Wilkinson, 

were adamant about the importance of training filmmakers to begin thinking about 

filmmaking as a business venture that needs planning and preparation (see the outcomes of 

the Documentary Producers’ Expert Group Meeting in Appendix 4).  
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In the context of the above meeting, the idea of making personal cinematic documentaries 

seemed naïve to say the least. In the interval period of the meeting, Henry Tefay, head of 

production at the PFTC, suggested in front of other producers that I ought to team up with 

someone like Mark Chapman or Norm Wilkinson so that I could focus on directing. At the 

time, I felt only frustration at Henry’s comments as I thought such a move would only 

jeopardise my aspirations to make documentaries for the big screen. However, in hindsight 

I think Henry’s ideas are not necessarily a threat to my goals but actually offer realistic 

opportunities for making ends meet. I should mention that Henry Tefay has been a key 

supporter of my filmmaking career. We would usually meet up at conferences such as 

MIPCOM or MIP TV in Cannes and ponder the state of the documentary industry. Often he 

would give me advice about the right career move, urging me to move beyond this notion 

of treating documentary purely as an art form: 

 

What I’ve always been trying to push you to do is to use 
your filmmaking skills, not to undermine your own voice 
so much but if you want to make your personal films you 
might have to do two for the networks and one for yourself. 
If you created a business structure similar to Larry Zetlin or 
Mark Chapman … it is possible to survive but at the same 
time there is room to do something that might or might not 
break out. (Tefay in Hegedus 2007, p. 1) 

 

I feel I haven’t fully taken Henry’s advice, though I am beginning to seriously embrace the 

idea he is suggesting. Writing this paper in 2007, I am becoming strongly aware of my 

situation if My America does not get funded production funding. If that happens, I have no 

back-up plan of any kind. Certainly, we are currently locking off all the different 

commitments from various parties, but My America not getting financed would not be the 

first time that a project has collapsed just before production. Furthermore, the process of 

agreeing on deal terms — one of the most strenuous and difficult stages of financing and 

contracting — is still ahead.  

 

Following this, I will now revisit my previous studio projects, in particular Inheritance, to 

consider how my ideas on commercial viability have developed. 
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Case study: Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story 

As mentioned in the previous chapters, the concept for this DVA research project was 

partially generated by my feature documentary Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story (2003). 

After the completion of this film, I found myself in the midst of an exciting era where, as 

discussed earlier in this paper, a series of theatrical documentaries exposing social flaws 

enjoyed great commercial success and reached a large number of audiences globally 

through cinema. They highlighted the genre’s potential for producing reform in a global 

society troubled by various social, human rights and environmental issues. I felt inspired by 

these films and put a great deal of work into marketing Inheritance which eventually had 

considerable success worldwide, both in television sales and at festivals (see Appendix 1).  

 

Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story was funded as a non-accord documentary by the FFC, 

SBSi, the PFTC, Belgian TV, the Hungarian Film Commission and the Hungarian Ministry 

of Environment. Full financing for this documentary took place only after one and a half 

years of shooting and researching. I was fortunate to have my own digital camera 

purchased with the prize-money for my previous documentary Grandfathers and 

Revolutions, enabling me to begin shooting the film. After being fully financed, I received 

approximately A$45,000 for Inheritance as the writer, director and producer for 

approximately four years of work. My wage was minimal compared to my labour. 

However, at that point, I was just glad to be able to raise the finance for the film. Back then, 

I did not take too much notice of the share of copyright entitled to my company Soul Vision 

Films from Inheritance. But now, looking back to the PIA, my aggregate investment, 

comprising the presales received for the project, was $119,667, putting Soul Vision Films 

at 42.06 per cent ownership of the project. 

 

The difficulty was that, with some help from an assistant, I attempted to turn Inheritance, a 

television documentary, into a theatrical documentary. We targeted over 60 festivals. 

Despite my limited knowledge and experience in marketing, Inheritance participated in 

almost 30 film festivals, winning numerous awards (see Appendix 1) as well as being 

shortlisted for an Academy Award. Having secured distributors in Europe, the United 

States and the Asia Pacific, the film has so far been sold to Hungary, Poland, Finland, 

Belgium and the United States, recouping roughly A$50,000 against its investment of 

approximately A$185,000. Only in the last 20 months have I received my first royalty 
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cheque for the film. Whilst this may seem like a substantial achievement, from a purely 

business point of view it is a very low rate of return. 

  

Despite all my efforts, the film was never released theatrically in Australia, except for a 

one-off screening at Cinema Nova in Melbourne which was attended by less than 20 

people. I never received any money for this one-off exhibition despite many attempts to 

claim my fee. Hence my dream of making big-screen movies has so far remained 

unfulfilled. Since then, I have often wondered whether this could be an indication of my 

future with theatrical documentaries. More importantly, however, this experience 

highlighted my lack of understanding of the film industry and my lack of preparedness to 

seriously tackle the possibility of going after my own goals and achieving them.  

 

As can be seen from the previous chapters, apart from its potential to make money, a 

documentary may be made primarily with the intention to educate and make people aware 

of certain social issues. In that sense — looking back to the chapter on social conscience — 

I would like to think that Inheritance has recouped its investment. 

 

The following sections examine various funding structures, case studies and financing 

models that could potentially shed light on a suitable model for my autobiographical work 

for cinema.  

 

The financing models of the 1980s and 1990s in Australia considered in relation to 

creative (potentially theatrical) documentaries 

 

I had my last full-time job in 1973 and from that point on I 
have been making films. I had five children, two marriages 
and two divorces. I am successful with my work. After I 
pick up the camera for the last time to make a film, I’ll 
probably go on the pension. (O’Rourke in Hegedus 2004, 
p. 1) 

 

I was impressed and also inspired when Dennis O’Rourke told me that he still earns 

between $20,000 and $30,000 annually from royalties on the films he made in the 1980s. 

He has been able to do this as his films had exceptional success internationally as well as 

nationally, but also because when he began making films throughout the 1980s, he took 
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advantage of the 10BA tax incentives as well as some government funding opportunities in 

place in Australia. Three of his films, Shark Callers of Kontu (1982), Half Life (1986) and 

Cannibal Tours (1988), were produced through the 10BA tax incentives. For the first ten 

years, the investors recouped the profit, but after that the rights reverted to Dennis, who 

began receiving significant revenue and has continued to do so ever since (O’Rourke in 

Hegedus 2007). 

 

His contemporary, Bob Connolly, is in a similar situation. When Bob and his partner Robin 

made First Contact in the early 1980s, they also applied for the 10BA tax incentive, a 

section of the Income Tax Act then extant that gave tax deductibility to investors. First 

Contact was funded by entrepreneur Dick Smith through the 10BA scheme. Smith invested 

$250,000 and received a very good tax break. The film was also released theatrically in 

Australia; it won multiple awards around the world and was also nominated for an 

Academy Award.  

 

When Dick recouped his initial investment — in about 
1987 — he handed the rights to the film over to us, and 
we’ve been getting an income from it ever since. After the 
theatrical release, etc we now own all the rights and have 
been receiving profit from the film. (Connolly in Hegedus 
2007, p. 1) 

 

Another golden opportunity for the authored filmmaker was the Australian Film 

Commission’s Documentary Fellowship Program, introduced in 1984, which basically gave 

filmmakers money to make the films they wanted to make, no strings attached. The 

architect behind this scheme was Tom Hayden, who has since passed on.  

 

The scheme brought together an established independent 
filmmaker, a generous ABC presale and guaranteed AFC 
funding, without supervision or control of either subject 
matter or form. This scheme represents the zenith of the 
older system of government funding — focused on one-off 
documentaries and with an emphasis on formal innovation. 
(FitzSimons 2002, p. 174) 

 

Dennis O’Rourke, Bob Connolly and Robin Anderson, as well as Tom Zubrycki and Gil 

Scrine, were all awarded the AFC Fellowship Grant in the 1980s. Tom Zubrycki, who did 
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not take advantage of the 10BA tax incentives, praises the AFC both for the creative 

development scheme and the fellowship grant as they nurtured and supported authored 

filmmaking in Australia. He argues that ‘the 70s and 80s were a much friendlier 

environment [for the creative documentary filmmaker] but without the Australian Film 

Commission this wouldn’t have happened’ (Zubrycki in Hegedus 2007, p. 2). 

 

The 10BA tax incentives, as well as the AFC initiatives, were opportunities that helped 

filmmakers develop their own ‘signature’, as Bill Nichols (2001) puts it, and soon they 

were known for the distinctive style and approach that characterised their films. Some of 

these documentaries screened around the world, winning numerous awards and giving a 

name to Australian documentary internationally. Significantly, these documentaries were 

also being released theatrically on the home front. As Bob Connolly told me: ‘all of our 

five films were theatrically released’ (Connolly in Hegedus 2007, p. 1). I will go into more 

detail about theatrical releases in Australia in a later section of this chapter. 

 

Before moving on, it is important to emphasise that these filmmakers have invested a great 

deal in their work. As mentioned in the previous chapter, they often operated as small units 

doing all aspects of the production process from producing right through to editing. This 

way they not only retained control of their projects but also had a greater investment in 

their films. This could, in fact, be a possible business model for my future work. However, 

I must also be mindful that this approach may not be viable without the support of such 

systems as the 10BA or the AFC Fellowship Scheme.  

 

In 1988, the FFC was established in response to problems with, and excesses of, the 10BA 

model, especially in relation to feature films. At this time also, the ABC Documentary Unit 

was set up as a way for the broadcaster to manage relations with perceived independent 

documentary filmmakers. While Tom Zubrycki tells me that there was a lot of money 

available in those first few years, he admits that when ‘television came in it did affect the 

production of the author driven films’ (Zubrycki in Hegedus 2007, p. 1). But he also 

emphasises that:  

 

It was a very good thing that the ABC and SBS emerged as 
strong supporters of documentary. Because even though the 



 82

essay film or authored driven film was not particularly 
favoured by the new funding system, there were a lot of 
films that still got made through Film Australia, through 
television. I managed to make them and people like Dennis 
O’Rourke still makes them. Bob Connolly also made them. 
(Zubrycki in Hegedus 2007, p. 2) 

 

Evidently there still existed various funding opportunities in the 1990s that supported the 

creative filmmaking aspirations of someone with inspirations similar to my own. Bob 

Connolly and Robin Anderson were able to make Rats in the Ranks (1996) with the ABC 

and Tom Zubrycki was able to produce Exile in Sarajevo (1996), which was funded by the 

AFC entirely as an essay documentary. 

 

Nevertheless, the early 1990s onwards became an environment increasingly characterised 

by a documentary sector focused on catering primarily for the broadcaster. In her paper 

‘Accords, Slates, Slots, Strands and Series’, Trish FitzSimons (2002) observes that:  

 

By the second year of their operation, 1992/93, 75% of the 
FFC’s documentary funds were going to Accord projects 
most of which were seen exclusively on Australian 
television, without further distribution to cinema or 
overseas broadcasters. (FitzSimons 2002, p. 176) 

 

SBSi and the ABC had an Accord system with the Australian Film Finance Corporation 

(FFC) to jointly fund ‘up to nine one-hour documentaries each year’ (SBSi 2001). The 

documentaries funded through this so-called Accord program were mainly one-hour 

documentaries with some half-hour documentaries. For the Accord documentaries, 

filmmakers needed to do no more than submit an application and financing was all in place. 

If successful, the production company received the money and delivered the film. 

Significantly, the financing of the project did not require the film to be marketed. For the 

Accord documentary filmmaker, the process was usually as follows: the practitioner wrote 

up a proposal to the broadcaster and, if accepted, he or she made the film. In most cases, 

this was where the life of the film ended, primarily due to the lack of incentives for the 

filmmaker who had already been paid and was then busy writing up a new proposal for 

another documentary.  
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One can conclude that the support of the public broadcaster for the independent 

documentary was vital for its survival. However, at the same time documentary became 

almost entirely broadcaster dependent. In many ways it was about catering for the 

broadcaster’s needs and not about developing one’s own authored vision and style. As 

Dennis O’Rourke argues: ‘it is just about programming’ (O’Rourke in Hegedus 2007, p. 1). 

This new system created the ‘specialist documentary producers’ (FitzSimons 2002, p. 176) 

who became the suppliers of goods (documentaries) to the broadcaster. One of Australia’s 

top documentary producers, Andrew Ogilvie, is one of these specialists whose work is 

entirely television based. In an interview, he too confirmed that documentary makers are 

dependent almost entirely on public broadcasters. The notion of documentary authorship 

seems to be out of the question for Ogilvie: ‘If you want to have a livelihood, you have to 

be diverse. I do both commercial and social documentaries, political, science, history.’ 

(Ogilvie in Hegedus, 2006, p. 1) Ogilvie’s comments are somewhat reminiscent of 

commissioning editor Nick Fraser’s dire prediction about a dystopian future for 

documentaries where they become commodities as opposed to individual works created by 

individual filmmakers.  

 

In my view, while the 10BA scheme of the 1980s was surely flawed, at least, along with 

the generous AFC Creative Development Fund since 1978 and the Documentary 

Fellowship Program beginning in 1984, it gave the filmmaker more personal incentive for 

creative filmmaking to develop with a view to distributing and marketing these films.  

 

I believe that utilising government funding is necessary, but that better incentives are 

needed for filmmakers to produce a film that is marketed well and is effectively exposed 

internationally. Production companies need to feel ownership over their projects and must 

be made to see the potential in having revenue from their films. A report recently 

published articulates a similar view: 

 

Without access to a more capitalised and diversified 
company structure, small production companies rely on 
fee-based remuneration and struggle to sustain themselves 
between projects. Here the producer’s focus is too strongly 
on getting the project financed in order to generate a fee, 
and not sufficiently on project performance and retaining a 



 84

share in program revenues. (Film Finance Corporation 
Australia 2006, p. 11) 

 

In the last five years, the FFC documentary funding round, through the domestic (market) 

door in particular, has become intensely competitive as there are more documentaries 

receiving presales but with the matching money being available for fewer films. 

Consequently, there are now documentaries with presales that are not guaranteed to get up 

because financing has become so competitive. Even though it is frustrating, I believe that 

this is actually a good thing because it prompts the industry and its filmmakers  — both in 

terms of financing as well as producing films — to become more original, innovative, 

creative and competitive in their work.  

 

Rachel Lander comments in an article from The Australian: ‘We’ve produced some of the 

best in the past two to three years, why not throw some money this way?’ (Landers in 

Moses 2004, p. 23) In my view, Landers’ statement typifies the sentiment dominating the 

Australian documentary industry, whereby the filmmaker almost expects more money in 

order to make better films. In my opinion, ‘throwing more money’ into documentary is not 

the solution. Instead, a more constructive and effective approach would be for the 

government to give more incentive to the filmmaker and production company to be more 

motivated regarding ‘project performance’ as described in the above quote from the Review 

of Australian Government Film Funding Support (2006). So, while I agree that government 

funding must be encouraging and more available, as my experience with Inheritance 

shows, documentary filmmakers — regardless of government incentives — must consider 

marketing their films efficiently after completion. Doing so will not only engage their film 

in the international marketplace, but could also create potential future working relationships 

with international partners that may bring more funding.  

 

The FFC, which co-finances many hours of documentaries a year, has not by and large had 

great returns for documentaries except in four cases: Antarctica (which returned 163.26 per 

cent of its budget through IMAX), Webs of Intrigue (which returned 134.66 per cent of its 

FFC investment budget), Kissing Crocodiles (which returned 118.26 per cent of its FFC 

investment budget) and Underwater Discoveries (which returned 101 per cent of its FFC 

investment budget). Obviously, none of these is a social conscience documentary. 
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According to FFC recoupment analyst Georgia Britton, the trick to the success of these 

documentaries is that ‘they are all wildlife pictures … it seems that good wildlife, natural 

history docs are what the TV stations all over the world use to fill their timeslots’ (Britton 

2007). Unlike wildlife documentaries, the social issue documentary tends to be more 

parochial, and each country likes to make its own version.  

 

Susan McKinnon, who was head of FFC documentaries from 1999 until 2005, informs me 

that in her time the FFC financed three feature documentaries. One was never released; 

another, titled Mary, made back only 1.82 per cent of its budget. In 2005, the FFC financed 

its third (theatrical) feature documentary titled Night, produced by Lizzette Atkins and 

directed by Lawrence Johnston. It was done through the evaluation door of the FFC as 

opposed to its market door. The film premiered at the Toronto International Film Festival in 

September 2007, and has done poorly at the cinemas. Subsequently, there has also been 

another documentary funded through the FFC evaluation door, Forbidden Lies (2007), 

which won best documentary at the AFI awards and made over $500,000 at the Australian 

box office — returning one-third of its budget.  

 

From the above research, it seems evident that the Australian documentary system is at a 

crossroads, still struggling to vitalise itself and to find a way of guaranteeing its survival. 

Furthermore, authored filmmaking seems also to be at risk in light of the emergence of the 

more specialist documentary. Clearly, both the government and the independent production 

companies need to find a compromise together in terms of incentives and levels of funding 

for documentaries, and to move forward efficiently.  

 

Case study: Wings to Fly aka The Lawrences  

As I search for a workable model that could best suit my filmmaking aspirations, I now turn 

to Wings to Fly because it exemplifies a form of financing that bears only minimal 

resemblance to the models discussed previously in this chapter.  

 

Wings to Fly received a very low amount of funding with an ABC presale of A$30,000 as 

well as some in-kind contribution to cover post-production (see Appendix 5). Hence it 

provided both the crew and myself with very low wages. This is the project that took 

literally six years to finance. I did not approach the broadcaster until the fourth year of 
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filming. The waiting games, the endless promises and constant rejections could not have 

been handled if it were not for the fact that I was receiving an allowance for my doctorate. 

In the real industry, this project would have been dropped as soon as the second rejection 

arrived. However, my co-producer Gabrielle Jones and I kept going and managed to receive 

the extremely low budget that allowed us to finish the film: 

 

We just got rejected by Film Australia. I am extremely 
angry. I feel like making a film about funding bodies in 
Australia and how they flirt with you and then drop you 
like a sack of potatoes. That’s what happened to us both by 
the AFC and FA. I am very disappointed. (Hegedus, 
February 2006) 

 

In hindsight, I marvel at how angry I felt with the funding bodies. Having gone through this 

process so many times, I have come to appreciate the difficult position of the 

commissioning editors in a highly competitive industry such as filmmaking.  

 

Something to be considered for my future model is our decision, after these series of 

rejections, to make my company Soul Vision Films an investor in the project. Then if the 

film is successful, Soul Vision Films becomes a beneficiary of royalties alongside the other 

investor in the project, the PFTC. My company is not only in first position to recoup its 

deferrals (producer and director fees), it is also 76.22 per cent copyright owner of the work, 

with the rest falling to the PFTC. This is an ideal situation to be in. However, Wings to Fly 

is not a project that has an obvious potential to recoup its investment quickly. In order to 

maximise our returns, I have done what so many other filmmakers such as David Bradbury, 

Tom Zubrycki and Dennis O’Rourke have done and created a website to market the film, 

thereby trying to sell DVDs on the internet (see www.soulvisionfilms.com/wingstofly). 

 

Wings to Fly premiered at the Queensland College of Art in July 2007 and was followed by 

a panel discussion where the issue of longitudinal filmmaking was raised. It became clear 

that there are not a lot of opportunities for filmmakers to make those sorts of films. The 

question is how a filmmaker could afford to follow a story over a period of more than two 

years without substantial backing. The fact is, as David Jowsey pointed out at the launch of 

Wings to Fly, today in Australia there is no real support for longitudinal documentary films. 

In this case, there is only verbal agreement between broadcaster/investor and 
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producer/filmmaker. However, this is not enough to guarantee ongoing support for these 

kinds of films. It often requires the goodwill of an ‘insider’ such as ABC commissioning 

editor David Jowsey, who helped make Wings to Fly a reality.  

 

Obviously there are documentaries that are more suitable for television than for cinema and 

vice versa. As discussed in Chapter 1, in the course of making this film, I realised that 

Wings to Fly clearly suits television much better.  

 

Even though making Wings to Fly has been valuable for my creative development, its case 

study has illuminated that, as a commercial model, this type of financing is unfeasible for 

my future work. Despite this, I acknowledge that it was a worthwhile project to have taken 

on at this stage in my career. 

 

A look at the American financing system 

I have often wondered why is it that American theatrical documentaries can become so 

commercially viable, both in their domestic market and internationally. In my opinion, 

unlike Australian documentaries (and, for that matter, feature films), American theatrical 

documentary films such as Capturing the Friedmans, Bowling for Columbine and even 

Sicko travel so well because of the existing US cultural dominance around the world. US 

domestic issues take on almost local community quality for the rest of the world.  

 

US cultural hegemony aside, however, it is important to my inquiry to explore the funding 

structures of these documentaries. I am interested to find out whether there is anything 

valuable to note and learn for my own filmmaking purposes about the various forms of 

financing and filmmaking existing in the United States. 

 

American documentary filmmaker Mark Harris has won three Academy Awards for his 

documentaries Redwoods (1967), The Long Way Home (1997) and Into the Arms of 

Strangers: Stories of the Kindertransport (2000). All three documentaries were released 

theatrically in the United States as well as abroad. Mark put forward his proposal for the 

Kindertransport film to producer Deborah Oppenheimer, its focus being a film about the 
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transportation of Jewish children to Britain at the beginning of Word War II. There was no 

doubt he was in for a big surprise: 

 

That was an unusual situation because the producer was an 
Executive Producer on a very successful TV show where 
Warner Brothers funded and made millions of dollars. And 
for Debra, it was a personal story for her because her 
mother was on the kinder transport and she told the story 
very well, she was well connected with Warner Brothers. 
She went to see an executive, she told the story she cried 
and maybe from embarrassment he said that I’ll give her a 
million and a half dollars so that she would just stop 
crying! They felt a sense of loyalty to her, probably if I 
would have gone to them they wouldn’t have done it. She 
came to me because she had made a documentary film 
before but she also saw A Long Way Home. (Harris in 
Hegedus 2004, p. 3) 

 

Mark indicated that, in the case of experienced filmmakers, the US broadcasters tend to pay 

anything between US$500,0000 and $800,000 for a one-hour documentary. This is in stark 

contrast to Australia, where a documentary presale would not go beyond A$200,000. 

Another important aspect of this issue which needs to be taken into consideration is that the 

American domestic audience is fifteen times larger than the Australian one. The US market 

is bigger, more complex and can sustain higher presales for a network-wide release. 

However, it is also true that, given that a bigger population means even greater competition, 

not every filmmaker in America can get a million and a half dollars to make a 

documentary. 

 

In the United States, there is the Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) or HBO cable TV as 

well as the state Film Commissions which invest in strictly local productions with minimal 

amounts. However, there is no such thing as an FFC or an AFC. Therefore, filmmakers rely 

heavily on private funding or philanthropic foundations for support. In this connection, 

there is the great success story of filmmaker Ken Burns who enjoys continuous funding 

from General Motors. Supporting Burns’ films is beneficial for General Motors’ corporate 

image. According to Harris, Ken Burns is ‘like the General Motors of documentary’ (Harris 

in Hegedus 2004, p. 4). Many would argue that the US system is more fiercely meritocratic 

than the Australian one, which is no doubt to the benefit of the filmmakers who have 
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ambitious ideas. Despite these success stories, arguably then — given the state and federal 

funding systems in Australia — one would still conclude that Australian filmmakers may 

have an easier time accessing funding for their documentaries than do American 

filmmakers.  

 

In pursuit of identifying the successful commercial model for a theatrical documentary, I 

examined documentaries such as Capturing the Friedmans (2003) by Andrew Jarecki and 

Super Size Me (2004) by Morgan Spurlock. Immediately, I became preoccupied with the 

notion that it might be due to the difficult funding opportunities in the United States that 

filmmakers have better incentives to produce and market their films well. Hollywood seems 

to dominate the film market in a significant way so when one is set to make a film, it is 

necessary to seriously consider the process as it is going to be the filmmaker’s own 

financial investment. A great deal of thought needs to be put into making the film, but also 

into understanding what the market wants, while trying to make something original that 

will sell. Should the commercial issues not be taken into account, the filmmaker has every 

chance of failing miserably and will risk losing a significant amount of money. I asked 

Andrew whether having almost no government subsidy could actually account for some of 

the successful American documentaries: 

 

It makes people very resourceful. It means that if you 
finally make a film, given the hurdles and difficulty, it’s 
probably a labor of love and likely to be pretty good. 
(Jarecki 2004) 

 

Alongside Inheritance, Capturing the Friedmans was one of twelve films shortlisted for an 

Academy Award (2003); however, unlike Inheritance, it was actually nominated for Best 

Documentary at the Oscars (2004). It has also done extremely well, both in theatrical and 

DVD distribution: 

 

It grossed well over $3m in US cinemas, and did well 
internationally as well in selected cities, like London … 
Then we had a series of good sales to TV, plus a successful 
DVD … the DVD was just named DVD of the Year at the 
big DVD awards. (Jarecki 2004) 
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When I interviewed Mark Harris in Los Angeles, he made it clear that for a documentary to 

be successful it is just not enough to make a good film. Into the Arms of Strangers: Stories 

of the Kindertransport (2000) was marketed intensely by Warner Brothers: 

 

For Into the Arms of Strangers, we published a book with 
it, DVD, lot of advertising for Warner Brothers, study 
guide for school. It becomes not just a one-time program 
but an ongoing event. So the ripple effect is much greater. 
It was shown in theatres, on HBO, then on PBS, now you 
can download the study guide, there was a website. (Harris 
in Hegedus 2004, p. 3) 

 

Capturing the Friedmans (2003) also had a well thought-out marketing plan. 

Producer/director Andrew Jarecki explained that he conducted a fierce marketing 

campaign, beginning with a premiere at the Sundance Film Festival. This was followed by 

the signing of a distribution deal with Magnolia Pictures resulting in the distribution of the 

film in cinemas across the United States and later across the world as well as a sale to the 

HBO network.  

 

By far the most successful American documentaries critically and particularly 

commercially were Mike Moore’s Bowling for Columbine and Fahrenheit 9/11. Perhaps a 

useful strategy for me is to study Moore’s path to success and understand how he brands 

himself as an everyday person whose focus is how ‘the working class is seduced by the free 

market and how it doesn’t always serve their interest’ (Opel in Hegedus 2007, p. 1). 

Perhaps the way to do this is to market myself as Moore does, through his popular email 

list, books and TV shows. I have already started my email list of people who would be 

interested to see my work, but unfortunately the number is still only under 150! Perhaps it 

is that TV show I need. Nonetheless, on a more serious note, as discussed in Chapter 1, 

Moore’s working methods and filmmaking style differ greatly from mine, and hence my 

approach to marketing my films will need to be significantly different. 

 

One can conclude that the American system is successful because of two factors: there are 

strong incentives in place for the American filmmaker to produce a project that is of high 

quality, both in the content and marketing sense; and America has a much bigger domestic 

market than we have here in Australia.  
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Having acknowledged the fundamental cultural, political and economic differences 

between Australia and America, we must take what we can from the system and leave the 

rest. With our smaller domestic market, if we want to initiate a sustainable economic model 

for documentary production, our documentaries cannot survive solely on feeding the home 

audiences. Our films must reach out to the United States as well as to other countries. In 

subject-matter, style and attitude, we must move beyond the parochial and touch on issues 

and topics relevant not just to Australian but also to members of our global community.  

 

Having examined the American financing system, it is time to turn back to the Australian 

film industry and evaluate the current series of changes that are beginning to take place. 

These changes need to be examined carefully if I am to survive as a documentary 

filmmaker in this environment.  

 

Australian documentary at a crossroads 

Over the last few years, fierce discussions have been taking place about the need to reform 

the Australian funding structure, which includes both feature as well as documentary 

production. Producer Andrew Ogilvie agrees that there needs to be a change sooner or later: 

 

It could be reformed. All systems tend to outgrow their life; 
systems have to be adapted to change. At the moment there 
are discussions to create a so-called super agency with a 
more integrated structure that would encompass all other 
agencies under the one umbrella. It’s really about functions. 
(Ogilvie in Hegedus 2006, p. 1) 

 

The Review of Australian Government Film Funding Support in 2006 by the FFC 

highlighted the problem at hand: 

 

The barriers to enterprise growth in the screen production 
sector in Australia are considerable, and current 
Government support measures do not aim at encouraging 
such growth. Importantly, history shows that the very 
generous tax incentives of the early 10BA era (1980s), with 
a few exceptions, also did little to encourage enterprise 
growth: on the whole, production companies remained 
fragmented and single-project driven. The private investors 
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who participated in the 10BA scheme generally had no 
long-term interest in, or connection with, the sector. (Film 
Finance Corporation Australia 2006, p. 44) 

 

With the old system of Accord documentaries being abolished as well as the creation of a 

super agency underway as of the beginning of the 2008/09 financial year, my initial 

reaction was that finally we can expect a change and revitalisation of our documentary 

industry.  

 

Looking at the producer rebate as first announced by the Australian government, it is stated 

that while feature films will enjoy a 40 per cent rebate with a threshold of A$1 million, 

documentaries would have only a 20 per cent rebate with a threshold of A$500,000. While 

one must acknowledge that documentary is currently a smaller, predominantly televisual-

based industry as opposed to dramatic features, it is still understandable that the 20 per cent 

rebate for documentary was not viewed favourably by the documentary community. Tom 

Zubrycki made it clear that ‘they (rebates) would favour larger companies and not the 

smaller units. It is unlikely that I would be able to access it’ (Zubrycki in Hegedus 2007, p. 

2). Tom’s comments seem to echo across the whole industry, especially for those who are 

attempting to pursue more creative and authored work.  

 

Dennis O’Rourke took a similar approach, arguing in true documentary spirit that when it 

comes to the rebate system, non-fiction should have an equal footing with feature films. As 

a member of TOF — an online documentary discussion platform — he urged me to join, 

given that the discussions taking place not only relate to the research in which I am 

involved but also affect me as a documentary filmmaker.  

 

Soon after I signed up, I began getting almost more TOF emails than junk mail — which I 

thought was a healthy sign that our documentary community is passionate about fighting 

for our rights. One of the most notable writings was by documentary filmmaker Simon 

Nasht, titled ‘How to Kill a Documentary’. In this article, he points out those players and 

forces that will potentially endanger the survival of the documentary filmmaker in light of 

the new rebate system. If I could, I would include his entire article in this research paper 

but will attempt to do justice to it by quoting the section I thought was most appropriate to 

this discussion: 



 93

 

Somewhere in an anonymous Canberra office earlier this 
year, an unknown bureaucrat lifted his pen and drove a 
stake through the heart of Australian documentary … take 
for instance the threshold under which Australian 
documentary will be eligible for tax credits — only on 
films budgeted at $500,000 or more. The latest (and 
presumably last) report of the soon-to-be garotted 
Australian Film Commission, shows that less than 10 per 
cent of documentaries produced in 2005–06 would get over 
this hurdle … (Simon Nasht in TOF, 10 July 2007) 

 

Simon’s words have helped me crystallise some of the flaws and dangers with which the 

Australian documentary industry is being confronted at present. As a result of the ongoing 

petition and pressure generated by the documentary industry, the threshold for documentary 

rebate was brought down to A$250,000, but the rebate remains at 20 per cent. Notably for 

theatrical documentary features, as for dramatic features, it is also 40 per cent with a 

$1 million threshold.  

 

Another interesting point raised by filmmaker Martha Ansara through TOF is that 

documentary filmmaking cannot be regarded as a completely commercial enterprise. 

Documentaries, as discussed in the social conscience section, have a role that goes beyond 

the commercial. Martha puts it succinctly:   

 

The rationale for funding of documentaries by government 
has been, and remains, the reality that the market supports 
only a limited range of relatively superficial documentaries. 
For documentaries of depth and commitment — engaged 
documentaries — personal documentaries — we need a 
CULTURALLY BASED government support (like theatre 
and opera) … The impetus for government subsidies can 
NOT be the survival of documentary filmmakers and their 
businesses in market terms — the market takes care of that 
and so it should. (Ansara in TOF, 27 July 2007) 

 

I would also add to this argument the need for the government to support socially conscious 

filmmaking in a similar tradition to the Griersonian model, as described in Chapter 2. 
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Having identified and examined some of these major changes that are affecting the 

Australian documentary film industry, it is now time to evaluate how these fundamental 

changes, such as the rebate, as well as the current available financing structures in 

Australia, might impact on my own work.  

 

Case study: My America 

It is interesting to look back to 2004 when I first conceived My America and devised a 

financing plan with which to get this film made. It was naïve to say the least: 

 

This documentary will be financed internationally with 
most of the finance originating from grants and presales. As 
a student filmmaker with a scholarship that expires in two 
years, I seriously need to believe that this experiment will 
work. (Hegedus 2004, p. 52) 

 

The objective then was to make a film solely out of presales in order to maximise the 

returns for my company, Soul Vision Films. However, in time the situation changed 

significantly and soon I was seeking funding from investors as well as broadcasters. Again, 

I took on both producer/director roles and embarked on getting the project funded.  

 

The first submission of My America occurred in late 2004 to an investing body, the FFC, 

which had put out a new documentary initiative titled the Innovation Fund to attempt to 

guarantee Australian documentaries more exposure internationally. As Susan McKinnon, 

who was the documentary investment manager at the FFC until 2005, commented: ‘At the 

moment there is no incentive for filmmakers to put a lot of time and energy into sales. This 

way we get people thinking more about that end.’ (McKinnon in QPIX, April–May 2004, p. 

7) According to the initiative, the FFC put up $150,000 for a documentary and would split 

the returns 50/50 with the filmmaker. It is, however, questionable whether filmmakers 

would be able to make their films for $150,000. The FFC had indicated verbally that for the 

$150,000 it expects to see a 30-minute cut of the program delivered. My America, 

unfortunately, was rejected along with another 65 projects (70 projects were submitted). 

There was no official assessment on the project but it was the opinion of the FFC board 

that, even though the project had great potential, it was still under-developed and in need of 

more writing and research. Time has proven the FFC right. 
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Undeterred by the rejection, I continued to develop the project and received a letter of 

intent from SBS. This enabled me to apply for AFC development funding, which was 

granted to the project, allowing me to employ researchers and producers.  

 

By the end of 2005, my budget was estimated to be around A$900,000, which was unheard 

of in Australia except, of course, for veteran filmmakers like Bob Connolly and Robin 

Anderson, and Dennis O’Rourke. The reason for such a high budget was the expensive 

archive material and the extensive travel involved in producing the film. The first presale 

came from Jennifer Crone at SBS, who has supported my vision from the very beginning. 

This SBS presale allowed me to access grants from the PFTC and the AFC to attend 

markets and conferences around the world and pitch the project primarily to international 

broadcasters. Even though broadcasters showed interest, after twelve months of work, I had 

received no tangible support except for another presale from Finland totalling A$8,000. It 

was time to ‘get real’. My budget was not going to be completed merely from presales.  

 

Believing deep down that My America always had the potential for the big screen, I pressed 

on to test My America as a theatrical feature documentary. This is when I embarked on a 

six-month campaign to submit My America to the evaluation round of the FFC. In these six 

months, I got on board a co-writer, an experienced theatrical producer and a co-producer. 

After an intense period of development during which more finance was raised, the film 

received a letter of intent from the FFC. A letter of intent is a written commitment to 

support a feature project with 60 per cent of the finance conditional upon raising the 

remaining 40 per cent of the budget and attaching a sales agent and a local distributor. 

Below is the media report that appeared on the FFC website in July 2007. 

 

Feature film Letters of Intent 

In addition to features financed, six feature film projects 
received Letters of Intent at the FFC’s July meeting. Films 
chosen through the FFC’s evaluation program receive a 
Letter of Intent containing the terms and conditions of 
proposed FFC funding. The FFC board makes a formal 
commitment to fund evaluation projects only when the 
producers have satisfied the terms and conditions set out in 
the Letter. 
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- - - 
 
 My America is a theatrical documentary from award-
winning documentary filmmaker Peter Hegedus 
(Inheritance: A Fisherman’s Story) and producer Jane 
Jeffes (Silma’s School). The film will challenge our notions 
— positive and negative — about the American Dream, 
what it stands for, what it has become in the eyes of the 
world and what its future may hold, as the Hungarian-born 
Australian director sets off to find the America he dreamed 
of in his childhood. 
 
(Soul Vision Films 2007) 

 

The attempt to get My America funded as a theatrical feature became the light at the end of 

the tunnel for my filmmaking aspirations. The FFC letter of intent has been of great 

assistance in our efforts to try to get the film fully funded as a cinema documentary. 

 

My America financing plan — submitted to the FFC in June 2007 
Budget     

Source AUD Type of fund Timeline of receiving 

 

SBSi 110,000 Presale Confirmed 

SBS TV 60,000 Investment 15 July 2007 

RTL KLUB Hungary 66,500 

Co-

production Confirmed 

ARTE 42,800 TBA 22 July 2007 

Finnish TV 8,000 Presale Confirmed 

Pacific Film and Television Commission 110,000 Investment 15 July 2007 

Hungarian Motion Picture Fund 100,000 TBA 1 August 2007 

Film Finance Corporation 752,700 Investment 25 July 2007 

 

TOTAL 1,250,000   

 

With the approval of the FFC, our job was to secure a local distributor and the remainder of 

the finance, and go back to the FFC for final approval securing all funding. It sounds easy, 

but this process has represented one of the most difficult and challenging times in my 

filmmaking career. During the last four months, our budget has gone up many times, 

eventually arriving at the final figure of A$1,789.930 (see Appendix 6 for the various 
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financing plans we had in place). Our budget increased because, having come from a 

strictly television background, we initially significantly under-budgeted in certain areas for 

a theatrical documentary. At first look, one may consider the budget for My America to be 

high, but the fact is that this budget is not a television documentary budget but a theatrical 

one. In fact, the FFC categorises My America as a low-budget feature film. Theatrical 

deliverables such as test screenings, trailer as well as expenditure on such elements as 

animation, archive material, a ten-week shoot for a crew and a five-month editing process 

all contribute to a higher budget.  

 

Furthermore, as a requirement of the FFC, we needed to meet the threshold for a feature 

film which was $1 million spent in Australia. This was done to qualify for the 40 per cent 

rebate, creating a producer equity of roughly $458,622, thus reducing the FFC ask by this 

amount. Interestingly, this allowed us to create a more realistic budget, giving ourselves an 

appropriate wage for the work we would be putting in. This way, for the first time, I would 

be paid a normal salary for my three years of work.  

 

The complexity of funding structures requires external expertise to manage these processes 

given that, as a producer director, I am unable in practical terms to attend to all areas of the 

project. Therefore, it has been very important for my production team on My America, 

comprising executive producer Trish Lake and co-producer Jane Jeffes, to be experienced.  

 

Securing a local distributor was the most challenging task undertaken after receiving a 

letter of intent from the FFC. We were rejected by all of the Australian distributors except 

for one, but then we ended up going with Rialto, a New Zealand company which even put 

up some money for the film. Trish Lake played a crucial role in facilitating this deal. Rialto 

urged me to think about marketing even before starting to shoot the film. I knew then that 

the relationship with the distributor would be instrumental for the project.  

 

Our next step was to secure investment from SBSi. To meet our budget requirements, it 

was important that SBSi commit to the project with a more substantial presale, and even a 

possible investment. I knew that in order to make the film we must consider television a 

necessary outlet for documentaries. I agree with commissioning editor Trevor Graham who 

argues that ‘without TV, they (documentaries) wouldn’t exist’ (Graham in TOF, 8 August 
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2007). Perhaps the combination of the two must be encouraged, with documentaries first 

performing in theatres then going on to television - or as done in many fewer cases, the 

other way around.  

 

To secure FFC financing for My America, we also needed to be granted a theatrical window 

by SBS. We knew that it was likely we would meet some strong resistance from the 

broadcaster that could jeopardise the whole project.  

 

My doctoral research from 2004 provided a good background when approaching SBS. In 

2004, I spoke to SBSi Documentary Associate Warwick Burton, who was quick to dispel 

rumours that broadcasters were not interested in supporting theatrical documentaries: 

 

If theatrical release was a genuine way that investors 
sought to make money from documentaries, it’s likely we 
would support the theatrical release. (Burton 2004) 

 

I welcome Burton’s view and regard it as encouraging in the move towards a working 

model that seeks to include the making of theatrical documentaries with government 

support. In light of these new findings, as well as the fact that they have already co-funded 

the theatrical feature documentary Night with the FFC, I felt encouraged to approach them 

with my upcoming documentary My America. Burton also went on to say:  

 

We consider documentaries that want a theatrical window 
prior to broadcast, but it is done within the context of the 
subject, the programme and the relevancy of the 
programme at a given time. For example, The President vs 
David Hicks had a theatrical release after broadcast on 
SBS. This was because it was felt that it would maximise 
the relevancy and impact of the programme by 
broadcasting it before the cinema release, rather than 
waiting until after it had had a cinematic release. (Burton 
2004) 

 

Eventually My America received a theatrical window from SBSi, the details of which will 

be discussed later in this chapter.  
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Gil Scrine, with whom I have been talking regarding the Australian distribution of My 

America, voiced his concerns about the under-budgeted marketing costs of Australian 

documentaries and the broadcaster’s difficulties in properly supporting theatrical 

documentaries:  

 

It’s no wonder I have shied away from taking on Australian 
documentaries. The few I have distributed have given the 
film and filmmaker a higher profile than they would have 
had, but for me they’ve all been losers. Why? Australian 
documentaries hardly ever budget for items like trailers, 
posters, flyers, EPK and other publicity items whereas 
North American docos come fully serviced, usually with 
these items all available free off the website or at lab cost. 
An Aussie doco [sic], having struggled to even get finished 
is utterly exhausted financially when the decisions need to 
be made about its future. A TV airdate is often a done deal 
and broadcasters, believing that they are the film’s best 
chance, will not usually open up a one yr. window for the 
proper theatrical and DVD exposure which would enhance 
their eventual broadcast, increase the Screenrights royalties 
and cause more sell-though of DVD than if it had been 
slam-dunked like most of them are. (Scrine in TOF, 2 
August 2007) 

 

Gil Scrine may be right, but the fact is that I have no choice but to take SBS’s possible offer 

of both presale and investment as they constitute just under 10 per cent of my budget which 

I cannot afford to lose. I also feel that working with SBS is a viable creative and business 

partnership worth exploring. Also the new FFC theatrical door comes with marketing 

requirements to guarantee maximised exposure for theatrical documentaries.  

 

Given Gil Scrine’s passionate observation, it is useful to reflect on the performance of both 

Australian and non-Australian documentaries at the box office. The AFC’s Documentary 

Production in Australia: A Collection of Key Data, published in February 2007, provides 

clear evidence about the reality of the Australian theatrical documentary: 

 

Recent years have shown an increase in the popularity of 
documentaries at the box office, with 51 of the top 100 
documentary titles of all time being released during the past 
four years (2003–2006), compared to only 18 during the 
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four years before that (1999–2002). (Australian Film 
Commission 2007) 

 

While there are such Australian titles as Unfolding Florence (2006) and God on My Side 

(2006), it is IMAX movies such as Antarctica that top the chart of the most successful 

Australian theatrical documentaries. If I were to pinpoint the documentaries that seem to 

have dealt with social issues, they would be Unfolding Florence and God on My Side, 

which made between $350,000 and $430,000 at the box office, both drawing on directors’ 

reputations. Most recently, there is also Bra Boys (2007) distributed by Hopscotch Films, 

one of the leading Australian distributors of alternative and art house cinema. This 

documentary made A$1.7 million at the box office. As Rachel Okine, production and 

acquisitions executive from Hopscotch, put it, Bra Boys is ‘the highest grossing Aussie doc 

to date’ (Okine 2008). It is also important to note that it has been American theatrical 

documentaries which have done best commercially: Fahrenheit 9/11 topped the box office 

chart with $8,374,934 (2007). 

 

From my research, it has also become evident that, due to the strict rules of broadcasters 

about theatrical windows, Australian distributors have been reluctant to support Australian 

documentaries as theatrical features. Before Rialto came on board, I discussed My America 

with Hopscotch. They distributed Bowling for Columbine and also Fahrenheit 9/11. Rachel 

Okine told me they never put up advances for documentaries; the only documentary for 

which they put up a cash advance was Fahrenheit 9/11. It seems there is a real block in the 

system, and that the 1980s was a much better time for theatrical documentaries. With the 

10BA incentives and the AFC Creative Development Scheme, as well as its special 

fellowship grant, filmmakers seemed freer to do what they wanted. Bob Connolly and 

Robin Anderson, and Dennis O’Rourke, all had their work released theatrically, with some 

of them having a very long theatrical run. These films were distributed by Ronin Films, a 

distribution company run by Andrew Pike since 1974. I spoke to Andrew, who had news 

for me: 

 

Forget it! I don’t think 10BA or the AFC grant system had 
anything to do with the success of these documentaries 
theatrically. In fact the situation was the same as now. 
Cinemas were reluctant to show documentaries back then. 
We hired venues for Shark Callers of Kontu, First Contact 
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and Cane Toads. We actually hired the theatre in the Opera 
House which was called Play House back then. We got the 
audiences in and only then did other cinemas come and 
pick up the film and run with it. But the willingness of 
Australian cinemas to work with films of this kind and to 
experiment with them was very scarce. We had to be 
entrepreneurs. You had success with some but lost with 
others. (Pike in Hegedus 2007, p. 1) 

  

Andrew goes on to say that, nowadays, ‘reaching the market is the problem’ (Pike in 

Hegedus 2007, p. 1). He explains that the public is still very interested in documentaries, 

but with the small cinemas having been shut down — such as the Valhalla in Sydney and 

The Schonell in Brisbane — the cinemas that would be good for theatrical documentaries, 

such as the Dendy and the Palace, prefer to show mainstream art films, and ‘it’s difficult to 

compete with them’ (Pike in Hegedus 2007, p. 1). Andrew is convinced that there is still a 

market out there for documentaries, with audiences being genuinely interested in 

documentary; however, government funding bodies and the broadcaster make it difficult for 

the distributor and the filmmaker to really launch their work. Andrew had many bad 

experiences with funding bodies trying to release documentaries theatrically. An example is 

My Mother India: 

 

The AFC and FFC don’t help either. My Mother India ran 
for six months but still we ended up with a large loss 
because the producer wanted to go 35mm film and the loan 
came from the AFC. They insisted that they get first 
recoupment. The AFC recovered (recouped) and I am still 
in a loss. (Pike in Hegedus 2007, p. 2) 

 

I suggested to Andrew that if there really is an audience for theatrical documentary, then 

government funding bodies such as the AFC or the FFC — and later the super agency — 

should oblige Australian exhibitors, by legislation, to put a small portion of their 

investment towards Australian documentary in an effort to increase the audience appeal of 

theatrical documentaries. Perhaps this could be a five-year initiative. Andrew’s response 

was short: ‘The FFC is not willing to argue and use their muscle to pressure cinemas to do 

anything — they just won’t do it.’ (Pike in Hegedus 2007, p. 2) 
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Perhaps because I am younger, and therefore comparatively new to the industry, I would 

like to think it is possible to collectively pressure the broadcaster and perhaps even the 

funding body to do something like that. With My America on the horizon as a theatrical 

documentary, it is yet to be revealed how it will shape up and whether it can do well in 

theatres. For the moment, therefore, it is important to consider other alternatives for 

survival.  

 

After joining TOF, and seeing the work being produced by older filmmakers, I wondered 

whether, once these 50-plus-year-old filmmakers retire, we would have the same rigour as 

they have shown to fight for our industry. I felt the need to share my thoughts with the 

forum: 

 

This is Peter Hegedus — filmmaker from Brisbane … I just 
wanted to say that I am inspired by the passion with which 
you fellow doco makers are tackling the issues at hand. The 
work you are doing now affects us all — probably the 
younger doco filmmaker generation the most, given we’re 
talking about our future. In fact I am little concerned for 
younger and emerging documentary filmmakers and can 
only hope that 20 or 30 years down the track we’ll have the 
same commitment to do what a lot of you are doing now … 
so I guess we might as well get involved now and fight the 
fight! (Hegedus in TOF, 10 August 2007) 

 

Despite all the problems that distributors have experienced with broadcasters, ironically My 

America ended up receiving an extra $40,000 investment from SBSi as a theatrical 

documentary and a six-month theatrical window from the first day of theatrical release. 

This is to be followed by broadcast on SBS followed by a DVD release soon after this 

broadcast. And all parties seem content with this arrangement.  

 

The need to think beyond theatrical  

 

Also you can’t argue with the fact that there isn’t a market 
for theatrical dox. Is there one anywhere that sustains 
itself? I ask that to everyone on the forum. Sure there are 
break through films like Super Size Me and To Be and to 
Have and the Michael Moore films, etc. But in Australia 
and OS there isn’t a sustained parade of dox that work 
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theatrically anywhere that I know of. (Graham in TOF, 8 
August 2007) 

 

Studying the AFC’s Documentary Production in Australia, and looking at the performance 

of documentary films at the box office, I realise that exclusively making theatrical 

documentary is not a viable form of survival for me. I need to consider all of my options if I 

am to be serious about surviving in the industry. Filmmaker David Bradbury seems to 

confirm these personal concerns: 

 
There are now more players and there are more mouths to 
feed. With the ongoing digital revolution and 
Universities/ Colleges churning out hundreds of new film 
and media graduates a year, now everyone can make a 
film. Or so they think. So competition got a lot stronger 
and there is just not enough funding. (Hegedus 2008, p. 
1) 

 

It is important to note that David Bradbury does not only rely entirely on independent 

distribution companies to show his films. In the past he has also taken matters into his own 

hands by travelling with his film Blowin’ in the wind (2005) and exhibiting it across the 

country from churches to community halls. 

 

Veteran filmmaker Dennis O’Rourke also addressed his worry about young filmmakers 

developing and sustaining a documentary culture, given the difficulty and the highly 

competitive nature of funding: 

 

I don’t understand how young filmmakers can do this when 
there is so little money and such a great competition among 
filmmakers and all are at the whims of the broadcasters. 
We’re concerned. (O’Rourke in Hegedus 2007, p. 1) 

 

Dennis’s statement above only began sinking in after I became familiar with some of the 

issues threatening the future of documentary in Australia, such as the problematic rebate 

system and the concerns about an amalgamated super agency.  

 

In this section, I will examine more closely the practicalities of the industry and look at 

how one can survive. Over the last ten years, I have to admit shamelessly that while making 
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my films I was surviving on the following incomes which came in at different times: 

minute fees as director and producer on various productions, social security and, for the last 

three years, my DVA scholarship. The fact is that I have not really lived outside these 

(supportive) systems. Given that I am soon to graduate, and we take (for argument’s sake) 

the worst-case scenario for My America, I will be without a job and an income. It is 

therefore crucial to consider alternatives. 

 

First, I looked towards fellow filmmakers of my generation to see how they cope — local 

filmmakers who work under similar circumstances, produce a comparable style of 

documentaries to my own and are potentially emerging as documentary authors. How do 

they manage to make a living? And how do they utilise government funding? Do they have 

a model? 

 

Faramarz K-Rahber is an award-winning documentary filmmaker living in Brisbane. He 

produces, directs and shoots just as I do. He fled Iran many years ago and is now an 

Australian who makes social issue documentaries. If there were such a thing as the 

Australian Dream, than Faramarz would surely be the one succeeding at it. Faramarz made 

Fahimeh’s Story (2003), which was commissioned by SBSi and was made as a feature-

length documentary. He has also recently finished his latest feature documentary, Donkey 

in Lahore (2007), which premiered at the International Documentary Film Festival in 

Amsterdam (IDFA). Having a mortgage and bills to pay, Faramarz admits that he has to 

make corporate videos in order to make ends meet. He has also begun teaching at 

university. This is a lifestyle he is happy to continue as long as he can make the films he 

wants to make. My story of self-finance is not so unusual, as Faramarz too has been 

through the same experience with Fahimeh’s Story. It is the nature of the business that 

filmmakers have to endure such processes: 

 

To make all those changes in the world you’ve got to 
sacrifice a lot of things. One of the elements I’m sacrificing 
is the money that I’m not earning but I have the privilege to 
be a filmmaker and make documentaries. (K-Rahber in 
Hegedus 2006, p. 10) 
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I now return to the work of established filmmakers Bob Connolly and Robin Anderson 

(recently passed away) because they have been able to make a good living out of 

documentaries, producing acclaimed documentaries such as Rats in the Ranks (1996) and 

Facing the Music (2001). They have recognised that they have to look overseas and not rely 

entirely on the Australian market. Robin stated: ‘We’ve always realised that we have to sell 

them overseas.’ (Anderson in FitzSimons 2000, p. 17) They were famous for attracting 

large presales from broadcasters like Channel 4 as well as the French Arte. The ABC has 

also provided exceptionally large amounts of money for their films. With their budget 

secured mainly from presales, Bob and Robin were entitled to revenue equally with the 

investors: ‘We got a percentage of the return from Day 1 and we also got some distribution 

percentages because of presales that we had brought, and we got rights of approval of all 

marketing strategies.’ (Connolly in FitzSimons 2000, p. 17) This was on Rats in Ranks, but 

on their previous film First Contact (1992) they still continued to receive between $15,000 

and $20,000 in revenue annually. Furthermore, their documentary Rats in the Ranks 

received over $100,000 in award money: 

 

The only way you can survive in this game is to skill up 
across the whole range of skills. So basically it was camera, 
sound, accounting, editing, camera hire, sound and 
equipment hire, editing. We owned everything and 
everything was rented to the production. So while we took 
very small fees, we also had that augmented with 
overheads. It’s crazy not to do it that way. (Connolly in 
FitzSimons 2000, p. 13) 

 

So it is possible to achieve worldwide success and secure stable income given that you’re 

multiskilled, you have a good story and a good partnership, as well as good contacts with 

the broadcasters. Looking at the case of Connolly and Anderson, theoretically this all can 

be done in Australia. However, I think each filmmaker is different. For me, the Connolly 

and Anderson model is not entirely workable. I am not in a close partnership with another 

filmmaker, nor do I think that I am as skilled in editing as I am in directing or producing. 

But I must add that, considering Connolly and Anderson’s substantial reliance on state 

funding, it is my opinion that government subsidies for documentaries are still an 

advantage for Australian filmmakers. 
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Dr Mitzi Goldman at the Australian Film, Television and Radio School has been in the 

process of writing a report regarding philanthropic opportunities for documentaries. The 

objectives of the report are to educate foundations in documentary funding and to convince 

foundations that documentaries can affect society. Essentially, this process is also about 

creating more funding opportunities for filmmakers: 

 

Since the beginning of starting this report, the project 
expanded. Both filmmakers and government bodies need 
education. It is important to raise the profile of 
documentaries in philanthropy as we share similar aims and 
objectives — that is to make a difference on a societal 
and/or community level. We must also educate and lobby 
government for tax changes and the third is to educate the 
filmmaker as well. (Goldman in Hegedus 2007, p. 1) 

 

Since my discussion with Mitzi, the report has been completed and the non-profit 

organisation called Documentary Australia has been launched across Australia 

(www.documentaryaustralia.com.au). Filmmakers, charity organisations and grant-makers 

can log on to the website and create working relationships, teaming up for a potential 

project. 

 

As is evident from the above discussion, other avenues can be explored to get films funded 

in Australia. Having a connection in Europe is always very handy, and this is something 

that I have explored with Inheritance and now My America. Any filmmaker, whose story 

strikes a chord in Europe or the United States, or with any other part of the world, should 

try to tap into that particular market.  

 

In considering other alternative ways to survive as a documentary filmmaker, I am also 

aware that once I graduate I may have to consider teaching as a fallback position. 

Meanwhile, I have also investigated other avenues such as registering myself as 

‘documentary director as well as camera operator for hire’, and becoming an outside 

assessor for film commissions across Australia. These ideas may have to become reality, 

even if I do succeed in developing and cementing my own authored projects. 
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Another avenue I have been keen to explore, but have had limited time to really devote 

energy to, is developing my drama career. Apart from the two short films, I have embarked 

on two ambitious feature film scripts, both of which I had to abandon because of my heavy 

workload. Having made two dramas in the last three years, I can say that I have lost more 

money on these films than on all my documentaries. In fact, I completely self-funded the 

first one. The purpose of making dramas has never been about making money. The sole 

objective has been to prepare for a feature film and build up my reputation as a drama 

filmmaker through festivals and possible sales.  

 

On a positive note, my short film Redemption, which was made in early 2004 at the start of 

my doctorate, has been bought by a short-film channel in Canada called Movieola. The 

monetary return is minimal, but it does make me feel that it was worth it.  

 

The rights that they require for broadcast are Non 
Exclusive Cable and Satellite for 3 years starting March 
2007. They are paying US$55 per minute (US$495) of 
which once Short Attention receives payment we will 
transfer to you 50% off, Short Attention retaining the other 
50%. (Entwistle 2007) 

 

I also recognise that sales like this are about establishing new contacts and channels of 

distribution for future projects. For my future drama work — be it a short or a longer form 

— it will be important to continue building up contacts such as the one already established 

with Movieola. 

 
Probably 95 per cent of Australian documentaries rely 
largely on government funding, which would make it very 
difficult for anybody to make a Mike Moore-style film in 
Australia, unless they were able to get the kind of 
independent funding that Moore has. (Levy in Coslovich 
2004, p. 4) 

 

Gabriella Coslovich (2004) in her article in The Age about Curtis Levy — co-director of the 

documentary The President vs David Hicks — argues that we need funding — other than 

from government — to make documentaries like those Moore has done. I disagree with this 

statement, as I feel that the potential through the FFC theatrical feature round and the 

broadcaster’s potential to do daring and creative work is present and thriving. Perhaps, as 
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filmmakers, we must become more willing to ‘think big and ambitious’. As Dennis 

O’Rourke puts it, the ‘problem also is with the filmmaker: we don’t put up a fight’ 

(O’Rourke in Hegedus 2007, p. 1). If one could learn anything from the American 

documentary filmmakers, besides the importance of ‘a great story well told’, it would be 

their dedication and professionalism in relation to financing and marketing their films.  

 

In conclusion, one may be left with more questions than answers. Generally, however, I am 

convinced as per the examples in this section of the written work, that there are many forms 

of financing model in place in Australia today that do support creative documentary for 

cinema. Often the road to financing is difficult and challenging to say the least but one must 

persevere.  

 

Consequently, I would argue that government funding should remain active in Australia. At 

the same time, in order to sustain themselves, filmmakers may want to reinvent themselves 

— work on a slate of projects and seek co-production funding in the international 

marketplace. They should do this not only to have bigger budgets and more financial 

rewards, but also to have stories that reflect our interconnectedness and interdependence in 

the midst of intensifying globalisation. I must also acknowledge, however, that as of 2007, 

the model by which I am aiming to operate is similar to the O’Rourke model: working on 

one high-budget documentary at a time. Only time will tell whether this path will pay off 

for me. 

 

I also believe that the television broadcasters could become more lenient on the 

documentary filmmaker pursuing theatrical release by allowing for theatrical windows in 

the broadcast schedule. They ought to work with the filmmaker in making both the TV and 

cinema release part of one marketing campaign to maximise the film’s exposure. This 

would surely work to the benefit of both parties, and to that of the film itself.  

 

Overall, I would cautiously argue that the current changes in the funding systems taking 

place in Australia indicate that the revival of documentary as a theatrical cinematic medium 

is on the horizon. My hope is that, after the experience and reflection provided by this 

doctorate, I will be there to take advantage of this situation. Notably, the rebate system is an 

exciting prospect for documentary filmmakers who are able to raise higher budgets for their 
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films and hence enjoy larger equity as well as returns. It is also a healthy sign from our 

government that it recognises the need for film practitioners to have ownership of their 

projects, hence potentially encouraging more efficient as well as more innovative film 

production in Australia. It is equally inspiring to see that the recent changes in the 

Australian film industry have become topics of great debate amongst film practitioners, 

showing that our documentary community is healthy and willing to fight for its survival.  

 

I am also convinced that, no matter what happens to My America, there are many avenues 

to explore for distribution other than cinema, which could still guarantee the big, even the 

authored, documentary to flourish. We must also be mindful of the fact that in Australia 

only 4 per cent of the audience watches Australian cinema. Perhaps the notion of 

‘cinematic’ is too rigidly attached to the model I am trying to develop here. In other words, 

it does not have to be excluded, but perhaps needs to be put in brackets. 

 

Further, from the research conducted, it also seems that non-fiction filmmakers in Australia 

are troubled and confused, and either scared to do what the US documentaries have done in 

the last ten years, or just not inclined to go down that path. It seems as though, as 

Australian documentary filmmakers, we have become too accustomed to the comfort and 

safety provided by the funding systems over the last few decades. We want to be 

individualistic but do not want to be cut off from the hand that feeds us. Because to be cut 

off from the funding body and the broadcaster would mean total independence and 

essentially reliance on the private financing sector that is still in a developmental stage in 

Australia.  

 

Perhaps our society is lacking the kind of meritocracy that typifies the American system. 

Nonetheless, I do believe that there is great talent in Australia, and what is needed is the 

people, organisations and governments to take action and risk supporting big and ambitious 

ideas.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

A NEW breed of documentary filmmaker has arrived. He, 
or less often she, is young and energetic, determinedly 
independent, dogged and motivated by a deep commitment 
to a cause … in any event, it’s not going to pay the bills 
and necessarily will be accommodated around a ‘real’ job 
— a none-too-glamorous one such as delivering pizzas. 
They prefer to work alone, will sing the praises of small, 
lightweight digital cameras and know where to beg, borrow 
or steal one and an editing suite. Welcome to the world of 
the guerrilla filmmaker. (Kalina 2006) 

 

This article by Paul Kalina in the Melbourne Age (20 April 2006) takes me back to my 

Honours dissertation in 1999 which was about guerrilla filmmaking in Australia. It occurs 

to me now that the examination of the four components in this written work may have been 

in vain, given that my current situation does not seem very different from what it was in 

1999. In fact, I still often feel like a young guerrilla filmmaker obsessed blindly with a 

cause, who will need forever to beg, steal and borrow to make his films. Developing My 

America or producing Wings to Fly was about doing it in the cheapest way possible and 

getting people for less than half of what they were really worth. On top of all this, as I write 

this conclusion at the end of 2007, I am over $20,000 in debt with My America. Even 

though we’ve obtained a letter of intent from the FFC and the other financing partners have 

more or less committed to a $1.78 million budget, the future of this film is still very 

uncertain. After my scholarship runs out next month, I have no back-up plans, only my 

passion to make My America. Rosenthal (1996), in his book Writing, directing, producing 

documentary films, is right when he says ‘documentary filmmakers are mad’ (1996, p. 13). 

 

However, if I put these ‘worst-case scenarios’ to the side and probe more deeply into the 

work completed since beginning my DVA course in 2004, I am compelled to think again. 

This examination into my own work alongside producing my studio projects does have 

significant implications for my future work as an autobiographical documentary filmmaker. 

It is in fact precisely because of having researched and written this paper that I have come 

to understand more clearly my own style of filmmaking as well to identify my ambitions 

and objectives as a filmmaker. This DVA course was a perfect opportunity to reflect on my 

filmmaking practice before stepping out into the ‘real world’ without tertiary or other 



 111

support. I now feel armed and equipped, as well as more aware of my limitations and 

strengths as a filmmaker. 

 

In the Introduction to this dissertation, I referenced the work of the French social theorist 

Roland Barthes who argues that the author as an entity is dead, that the meaning of this 

concept is lost in the process of writing and producing the work. In this paper, focusing 

exclusively on non-fiction film, I believe I have demonstrated that authorship does exist 

and is alive in the contemporary documentary, albeit not in the sense of the complete auteur 

to which Barthes was alluding. Film theorists such as Bill Nichols or Vit Janecek, as well 

as film practitioners such as Michael Moore and Dennis O’Rourke, provide compelling 

support for the idea that the signature of the filmmaker can be visible in the final work and 

define the style in which the documentary is made. It has also been demonstrated that the 

concept of authorship encapsulates many different styles of creative filmmaking, including 

the autobiographical documentary. 

 

Documentaries of all kinds are reaching mass audiences through theatres, television, DVD 

and the internet. The personal autobiographical documentary in particular seems to have a 

promising future. However, it is also important to acknowledge that most of these works 

are American. Apart from the many examples referenced in this written work, there is also 

Fields of Fuel (2008), by US director and writer Josh Tickell, in which the director himself 

takes on various institutions from the government, corporate and independent sector to find 

solutions in places few people have looked. Fields of Fuel is premiering at Sundance in 

January 2008. There is also Morgan Spurlock’s upcoming theatrical documentary Where is 

Bin Laden? which is to be released theatrically worldwide in 2008. In light of my research 

for this paper, it is my belief that autobiographical documentaries can indeed be cinematic. 

However, as I learnt through my experience developing My America, the emotional journey 

and a story well told, coupled with rigorous research, are all essential elements of a well-

constructed cinematic documentary.  

Earlier in my dissertation, I discussed the claims of filmmakers such as O’Rourke and 

theorists such as Leahy and Gibson that we are seeing the disintegration of the innovative 

and creative documentary film in the face of increasing broadcaster control and changing 
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funding structures. My experience pre-doctorate, and to an extent my research in the last 

three years, suggest otherwise.  

 

As an emerging filmmaker, over the last nine years my filmmaking style has been shaped 

and facilitated by the broadcasters. In both Grandfathers and Revolutions and Inheritance, 

my autobiographical approach was nurtured and encouraged by various commissioning 

editors. Therefore, I disagree with the notion that the broadcaster is necessarily the enemy 

of the creative or the authored filmmaker. Given that television remains the primary avenue 

for funding documentary, as filmmakers we need to find ways of strengthening our 

relationship with these gatekeepers in order to make the best film possible. Throughout this 

paper, I have presented substantial evidence of the broadcaster’s willingness to support 

both the creative documentary as well theatrical release of documentaries they commission. 

On the other hand, perhaps I am unduly biased towards the broadcasters, given my positive 

experiences with SBS and the ABC. I was very fortunate to get my first ‘real break’ with 

Grandfathers and Revolutions when I was just 21.  

 

Dennis O’Rourke has a different experience from mine, and believes firmly that the 

broadcaster has far too much control over the fate of documentary. Furthermore, he argues 

that, because of the lack of financing sources for serious documentary, in order to survive 

filmmakers are forced to make ‘documentary lite’ — a form of documentary which is 

essentially about entertainment and profit which has no real cultural significance or depth 

to it. According to O’Rourke, these films are made simply as factory material for 

broadcasters to please mainstream audiences. In other words, what may be lost is the 

serious and authored documentary as the government is not likely to support ‘documentary 

lite’ for too much longer, as it is purely a business venture that is unconcerned with social 

objectives or preserving culture. Interestingly, this development is echoed from the other 

side of the world by European theorist Zivile Pipinite (1999) in her work What is Beyond 

Reality? She indicates that documentary lite also seems to be on the rise in Europe:  

 

We have the feeling that the documentary filmmakers are 
feeding us by pastries but we seem to want brown bread. 
(Pipinite 1999) 
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Putting my personal experience aside and considering the above issues, I am concerned for 

the future of the authored documentary. In this written work, I have tended to argue against 

Leahy and Gibson rather than agreeing with them. However, their passion for advocating 

the innovative documentary is beyond question. The success of (cinematic) documentaries 

often lies in their unique creative treatment of actuality, as Grierson argued in the early 

twentieth century. In this connection, I would like to quote Leahy’s and Gibson’s words 

from their article ‘Repression and expression: The filmmaker’s voice in Australian 

documentary’ (2003) because I firmly believe that they touch on something essential for 

and relevant to the future of documentary:  

 

It is time for a documentary culture that supports 
documentaries with: an energetically engaged personal 
view; a poetic and expressive visual and aural style; 
attention to philosophy, analysis and reflection; 
engagement with audiences in a speculative and open 
inquiry. (Leahy and Gibson 2003, p. 95) 

 

Perhaps the successful preservation of the authored documentary lies in its exposure to all 

platforms of distribution, which must include cinema as well as all other formats. Certainly, 

documentary needs to be given critical support via the newly commencing Screen 

Australia. Considering the box office returns for Australian feature films, it becomes 

obvious that the dramatic feature too has had critical support via various government 

agencies, especially the Film Finance Corporation, for decades now. One only has to study 

the FFC Annual report from 2006/07 to realise that most of the Australian dramatic feature 

films funded by the FFC since its inception in 1988 have not recouped their budget (FFC 

2007). Since 1988 the FFC has invested A$1.26 billion (FFC 2007, p. 6) of which more 

than half was allocated to dramatic features but has only recouped A$265.9 million (p. 11) 

– less then 25% of its investment. 

 

Social conscience has been a significant part of the investigation in this dissertation. I 

would argue that social conscience as an attitude can be adapted by any filmmaker to any 

style or genre, be it fiction or non-fiction filmmaking. I envisage that my future work will 

always carry the underlying objectives of exploring significant social issues, informing and 

hopefully inspiring the audience. I regard this principle as an essential characteristic, a 



 114

deeply ingrained attitude fundamental to my authored filmmaking practice. be it for 

cinema, television or any other outlet. 

 

In Chapter 2, I also discussed the work of John Grierson, who devoted his entire career to 

producing socially minded documentary work. I can only wish that the spirit and the 

passion with which he made his films would become more acceptable in Australia, and 

would meet with significant backing from the government. In the same chapter, I also 

argued that the hegemonic structure of any society can be changed only from within, and a 

democracy can survive only if it is constantly challenged and examined. I believe the 

Griersonian model — critiqued by many for its attempt to bring about social change with 

government support — could still play a valuable role in contributing to knowledge and 

debates within society in relation to significant social problems. My research into the 

positive effects of recent documentaries such as Spurlock’s Super Size Me or even my own 

film, Inheritance, offers support for this view. 

 

Furthermore, as I have argued in this paper, it is my conviction that, within the framework 

of a functioning society, a democracy must provide and pay for self-reflection and self-

examination, and that documentaries have the capacity to serve exactly that function. For 

example, given the fact that our world is coming to terms with globalisation, and to an 

extent we are part and parcel of American hegemony, I believe more films ought to be 

made about these circumstances that impact powerfully on our everyday lives in so many 

different ways. It is for these reasons that I feel personally committed to the notion 

developed in this paper of the ‘Gramscian dream of the documentary intellectual’. I support 

this view not for arrogant or self-righteous reasons, but purely to do what I feel is necessary 

as a documentary filmmaker and as a citizen of a functioning society.  

 

Over the last three years of self-reflection, as discussed in Chapter 3, I have also come to 

realise that my attachment to a sense of control over my projects may have acted as 

something of an obstacle to the effective development of my authored and autobiographical 

filmmaking. My experience has taught me that, in order to develop a successful form of 

authorship in my chosen profession, I must be willing to engage and work closely with the 

appropriate people, be they producers or commissioning editors. Over the course of writing 

this dissertation, I have concluded that it is not necessary to be a one-man band to achieve 
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authorship; instead, it is important to be able to adapt to the given circumstances without 

losing sight of your vision. Essentially, the issue is about sharing control while retaining the 

core vision to which the filmmaker must remain true.  

 

Researching and writing this doctorate has been a very empowering process because it has 

given me the opportunity to experiment with and test my style of filmmaking against the 

realities of the industry. More accurately, it has given me the chance to weigh up in a 

considered fashion whether, in commercial terms, my work can be viable in Australia. The 

newly introduced rebate and the new film funding system under Screen Australia offer 

great potential, as well as challenges, for documentary filmmakers to develop their 

filmmaking as a business venture. My research shows that, even though financing 

documentary film for cinema is difficult, it is still achievable in Australia. An 

understanding of the funding structures, and — importantly — perseverance by the 

filmmaker, are both necessary for this process to take place. By using My America as a case 

study, it is my hope that some of the avenues for financing theatrical documentaries have 

been adequately demonstrated. 

 

My conviction in the light of my research is that government support is integral to fostering 

a stronger documentary environment in Australia. The merger of the government film 

funding institutions into Screen Australia in July 2008 could provide some exciting 

opportunities for reshaping the roles and responsibilities, as well as objectives, of film 

funding in Australia. My proposition would be to consider the creation of a special funding 

initiative along the lines of the Australian Film Commission’s Fellowship Grant in the 

1980s. This initiative would focus on supporting more innovative documentaries and 

specialist documentaries, evaluated equally on their potential to be commercially viable as 

well as on the value and relevance of a given film’s social conscience agenda — its 

potential for shedding light on problems in our society. Inevitably, this would at first be a 

complex process of trying to determine what qualifies and what does not; however, as I 

have argued, this idea is worth exploring. The attempt here is to apportion more 

significance to the non-fiction film in Australia as an art form, as a business venture and, 

importantly, as a tool to promote social analysis and reform. At the beginning of writing 

this paper, my primary emphasis would have been on that last element; however, my 

research and experience during this period have taught me otherwise.  
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As discussed in Chapter 4, marketing has proven to be an important issue for Australian 

documentary film practitioners. The life of a documentary really only begins after the film 

has been completed. A common mistake in Australia is that filmmakers do not market their 

films properly, or explore avenues for recoupment and further exposure. I have identified 

understandable reasons for this trend in this paper; however, the imperative to change 

stands. 

 

I began writing this paper by posing the question of whether it is possible to survive in 

Australia by making socially conscious autobiographical films for cinema. From the 

evidence gathered, there is no doubt in my mind that there is a cinema audience in Australia 

for this kind of documentary. A proposal I suggested to distributor Andrew Pike was to 

convince cinemas and other distribution outlets to subsidise documentary in their theatres 

with a view to building up an audience for these cinematic works. However, I find myself 

being dragged back to reality by documentary filmmaker and SBS commissioning editor 

Trevor Graham’s response to Dennis O’Rourke on the TOF webmail discussion, where 

fierce debates have taken place in light of the current system changes:  

 

Quite a few of my docs have broken through into the 
theatrical sphere since then with short run seasons. Those 
theatrical releases gave exposure, profile and in the case of 
Mabo actually made some money for Film Australia. But 
those days are long gone and the theatricals still only 
produced relatively small audiences. You could do it when 
there was a State Film Centre in Melbourne subsidised, or a 
Chauvel also running on subsidy. Now we don’t even have 
the Valhalla in Sydney. (Graham in TOF, 8 August 2007) 

 

Trevor Graham’s comments cause me concern for two reasons. First, hearing the realities 

about the Australian situation articulated in these terms clearly challenges my long-term 

aspiration to produce socially conscious autobiographical documentaries for cinema. 

Second, I sympathise with filmmakers such as Dennis O’Rourke, who argues that 

documentary cannot just be television based: ‘understand that we want and need to retain a 

documentary culture that is more than just television’ (O’Rourke 2007, TOF). Accordingly, 

government support needs to target distribution, exhibition and not just production of 

documentaries. 
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Consequently, it becomes evident that it is just not enough to be a passionate filmmaker 

determined to make serious documentaries for the big screen — at least not at the 

beginning of my career, which still has the potential to go many different ways. Therefore, I 

must now consider alternative avenues for surviving. This will include drama work and 

being hired out as a documentary director, camera operator and even outside assessor for 

funding organisations. I will need to put some serious effort into making these new 

possibilities happen. However, even as I write this conclusion, I must admit that I have not 

done any real work towards exploring these other avenues of survival. I have been so busy 

focusing on the ‘one and only’ My America. If the project fails, I have no back-up, no plan 

B. My only plan is to continue making socially conscious autobiographical documentaries 

long term. In fact, I am now preparing a new theatrical documentary project that is also 

highly authored. I will not start research on it until my DVA is complete, but it is being 

prepared based on the potential success of My America as an autobiographical theatrical 

documentary. The plan, idealistic as it may sound, is that this project would be picked up 

by a big studio, or I could even self-finance it based on the success of My America. These 

ambitions carry enormous risks, of which I am already feeling the financial, emotional and 

physical weight. 

 

If I am to stay as a one-man band doing my own productions with less success than initially 

anticipated, then I must explore more co-production possibilities, and look to Europe and 

America for further financing. As I have in the past, I will continue to take advantage of my 

European connection, and I must explore that further in the future. Filmmakers cannot 

continue relying on local finance but must understand the ins and outs of the funding 

structures available both at home and abroad, as well as the possibilities for taking 

advantage of them.  

 

Perhaps unconsciously, I have presented the idea of the author-less documentary through 

the argument put forward by Ruth Iskin (1994) about the author being decentralised as a 

sign of the disintegration of the non-fiction film in Australia. However, I must recognise in 

retrospect that, just because these types of documentaries are not authored in the traditional 

sense, does not mean that they are in any way ‘less documentary’ than the more 

idiosyncratic and innovative documentaries. In fact, these ‘lighter’ documentaries keep the 
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idea of non-fiction alive in the minds of millions of people around the world, providing 

them with new knowledge and a great deal of entertainment. Indeed, as a filmmaker I may 

have to resort to producing documentaries of this sort to be able to sustain my authored 

filmmaking. Over the last few years, I have also come to recognise and acknowledge how 

important — indeed vital — it is for me to continue making my personal documentaries as 

a necessary means of self-expression. 

 

Grierson’s ‘creative treatment of actuality’ points towards subjective truth, as does the 

work of Dziga Vertov and the documentary film practitioners of the French new wave. In 

Chapter 1, I reflected on the need to move beyond the dubious notion of objectivity. In this 

section, I argued that the ‘creative treatment of actuality’ not only constitutes the 

filmmaker’s stamp and authorship, but can also articulate and justify the notion of 

subjective ‘truth’. In this chapter, I also searched for indicators as to the kinds of 

documentary most suitable for cinema. Clearly, there are certain conventions and formulas 

a documentary filmmaker may want to follow, but the film’s execution and creative 

treatment are up to the individual filmmaker, and certainly not up to the slavish adherence 

of a model of any type. Emotional engagement, knowledge to pass on and entertainment are 

all necessary ingredients, and they are not mutually exclusive.  

 

There has also been a great deal of comparison and reference to veteran Australian 

filmmakers in an effort to situate, and better understand, my own development as 

filmmaker. In hindsight, I would argue that it is useful to engage in such analysis, 

comparison and evaluation, but eventually it must be accepted that the social and political 

circumstances which have shaped my objectives and which inform my filmmaking today in 

2007 are vastly different from those in which these veteran filmmakers began their careers. 

Therefore, it is my belief that, while one needs to take as much as one can from past 

examples and experiences, essentially it is the present moment and the careful 

consideration of current circumstances that will take one forward. Therefore, I also talked 

to my contemporaries McCuaig and K-Rahber, who offered valuable insights into their own 

documentary practices in the context of current conditions.  

 

Having identified and explored what I consider to be the four major components of film 

practice, my conclusion is that keeping a clear focus on attaining and maintaining my 
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vision as a socially conscious autobiographical filmmaker, while being aware of the 

limitations and opportunities provided by balancing these four components, is a viable way 

to forge a personal working model for professional practice.  

 

At the end of Chapter 1, I stated that our mentality as documentary filmmakers needs to 

change in order to expect positive outcomes for our industry and for documentary in 

general. An article referred to in this chapter written by Tracee Hutchison, a Melbourne 

broadcaster and writer, titled ‘Where are Our Brave Filmmakers?’ (Hutchinson 2006) 

illustrates my point vividly, focusing primarily on the lack of political documentaries in 

Australia. I would like to take her argument one step further and say that we need to be 

brave, not only politically but conceptually and financially as well. In fact, this research 

work, as well as the last three years of my doctorate, has enabled me to become more 

realistic in my expectations but also to be more courageous in my attempt to achieve my 

goals as a filmmaker.  

 

Despite all the rhetoric and the credible arguments presented about the need for 

documentary to be more commercially viable, deep down I cannot deny my ultimate loyalty 

to and absolute belief in the idea of documentary as a significant — even essential — 

cultural and social tool in modern human civilisation. My encounter with documentary 

producer Citt Williams at the 2006 AIDC Conference was valuable in crystallising my 

sense of the importance of documentary as a necessary contributor to preserving culture 

and identity: 

 

I went for a walk with Citt Williams who put an idea in my 
head: Like in the old days, storytellers had a role in the 
community. People gathered around the fire and listened to 
their stories. It kept the community united and made the 
human spirit strong. Now we as (documentary) filmmakers, 
have a similar role. We are the modern day story tellers: 
such a noble job, what a profession; what a calling. 
(Hegedus, February 2006) 
 

At the same time, it is perhaps actually a sign of growing up, of leaving behind the more 

idealistic notions about social change and coming to terms with the realities of the industry, 

that I have been recently considering changing my website from 
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www.SoulVisionFilms.com to www.PeterHegedus.com. Other filmmakers, such as Tom 

Zubrycki and Michael Moore, all have personalised websites. Essentially, it is about 

marketing myself to the audience that has already grown from my previous films rather 

than using a company name most people would never have heard of. In addition, I would 

argue that this comparatively small change would reflect my development as an 

autobiographical filmmaker without in any way lessening my attachment to the idea of 

documentary as an important cultural apparatus.  

 

Epilogue  

On 12 of December 2007, the FFC board decided not to commit funding to My America in 

its feature film evaluation category. At the time, I was devastated by this news. However, in 

retrospect, six weeks after this rejection, I am able to re-evaluate the reasons behind the 

FFC’s decision. 

 

First, My America was in the company of another six dramatic feature projects that were 

also rejected by the FFC. According to the FFC investment managers, the funding request 

was simply too astronomical. Second, our deal structure was not entirely competitive with 

many of the feature films that were in the same category. The commitment of the sales 

agent should indicate the potential of market interest for the given project. Even though My 

America had a sales agent attached, there was no financial commitment put forward. 

Furthermore, a majority of our funding has come together from investments by government 

organisations otherwise known in the industry as soft money, as opposed to distribution 

guarantees which indicate market interest and are called hard money. Consequently, as an 

investor, the FFC saw My America as an insecure investment.  

 

Nevertheless, My America has now been submitted to the April 2008 round; we have been 

able to improve on our deals significantly, with our sales agent committing a considerable 

amount of money to the project. We have also been able to sell Hungary as a territory to 

our co-producers, thereby turning $175,000 of investment into a distribution guarantee. All 

these improvements put the FFC in a much better position as an investor than when we last 

applied. 
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It is clear, however, that autobiographical socially conscious documentary filmmakers stand 

apart from the star-driven dramatic features which attract much greater financial 

commitment from sales agents and distributors. With this kind of market interest 

dominating, such projects offer higher potential for theatrical success than projects like ours 

can possibly do. Perhaps this situation is the answer to the question I posed at the beginning 

of my work: Can autobiographical socially conscious filmmaking be viable in Australia? 

The answer has to be ‘not yet’. I wonder whether this whole process of focusing so 

stringently on making autobiographical socially conscious documentaries for cinema has 

not actually led me down the path of a kind of self-obsession away from the commercial 

realities of the industry.  

 

Certainly the FFC’s decision in December forces me to consider with new urgency my 

findings earlier in this paper regarding the need to have a proper professional model in 

place which would enable me to adjust more flexibly to the difficulties such as this one that 

may arise in the course of my career. As a result of the FFC’s rejection, I have taken up a 

position at the Griffith Film School as a sessional film lecturer and I am writing the 

documentary curriculum for the International Film College on the Gold Coast where I will 

also be teaching for a term.  In addition, I have signed on as an assessor for the Australian 

Film Commission, and I am in the process of doing the same for other film agencies. In 

addition, on a more positive front, I have also received further royalties from Inheritance as 

well as from my drama Redemption.  

 

To conclude, the current situation with My America underlines its continuing significance 

as a major case study for this enquiry. If we are not successful at the next FFC board 

meeting, our only option will be to make the film as a television documentary, reducing our 

budget by two-thirds. This would in many ways compromise the vision I have so dearly 

upheld and protected throughout the last three years. On the other hand, such an outcome 

would force me to put into practice some of the less palatable survival mechanisms I have 

canvassed in the course of this paper, in particular the need to adapt to seemingly 

undesirable constraints flexibly and creatively.  

 

Despite the present difficulties, I feel I have managed to develop a useful working model 

for myself by which survival as a filmmaker will be possible in the future. I have not only 
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learnt a great deal about myself throughout this process, but I have also been able to 

improve my craft and skills as a filmmaking practitioner. These, at the very least, are 

encouragingly positive outcomes.  

 

I move towards the future with cautious confidence.  
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APPENDIX 1: FESTIVAL PARTICIPATIONS AND AWARDS — 

INHERITANCE: A FISHERMAN’S STORY 

 

1. Visions Du Reel — International Documentary Festival, Switzerland 

2. INFACT Documentary showcase, Hollywood LA 

3. International Scientific Film Festival, Hungary 

4. Wild spaces International Festival, Australia 

5. Rhode Island Film Festival, USA 

6. Hot Springs documentary Film Festival, USA 

7. Australian Film Festival, Hungary 

8. Margaret Mead Film Festival, New York 

9. International Du film independent, Brussels 

10. 2004 DC Environmental Film Festival 

11. Global Peace Film Festival 

12. Palm Springs International Film Festival 

13. World Social Forum Film Festival, India 

14. The Hungarian National Film Festival 

15. Myhelan Indie Film Festival 

16. Full Frame Documentary Film Festival 

17. One World, 6th Annual International Human Rights Film Festival 

18. Real Life Film Festival Australia 

19. Fremantle Film Festival, Australia 

20. Documenta Madrid International Documentary Festival 

21. Econcinem — Greek International Film Festival 

22. Seoul Human Rights Festival 

23. La Harbour International Film Festival, USA 

24. Rastgele Film Festival, Turkey 

25. Viennale — the International Austrian Film Festival 

26. Green Environmental Film Festival, South Korea 

27. Wild and Scenic Environmental Film Festival 
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USA Cinema releases (for Oscar qualification) 

1. Seattle Film Festival 
2. Austin Film Festival 
3. Little Rock Cinemas 
4. San Diego Ultrastar Cinemas 

 

Australia cinema releases (one off) 

1. Cinema Nova Melbourne 

 

Awards 

1. Short listed for an Academy Award 2003 — Hollywood, USA 
2. Grand prize at the Global Peace Film Festival, USA 
3. The Hungarian Film Critics award for Best Young Documentarian 
4. Best Feature Documentary at the Real Life on Film Festival 
5. Best Documentary in the social documentary category at the Hungarian Film 

Festival 
6.  ‘Spirit of Activism’ Award at the 2005 Wild and Scenic Environmental Film 

Festival 
7. Special Jury Prize at the International Scientific Festival 
8. Special Jury Prize by the student jury at the Hungarian Film Festival 
9. Nominated for best documentary at the Film Critics Circle of Australia 
10. Nomination at the Australian Screen Sound Guild Awards 
10. Finalist at the 2004 Atom Awards for best human documentary 
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APPENDIX 2: FESTIVAL PARTICIPATIONS — REDEMPTION 

 

1. Brisbane International Film Festival, Australia 

2. Rhode Island Film Festival, USA 

3. Great Lake Film Festival, USA 

4. The Hawaiian International Film Festival 

5. Ashville International Film Festival, USA 

6. National Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty (NCADP) Conference, USA 
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APPENDIX 3: REPORT ON THE GREEN FILM FESTIVAL, 

OCTOBER 2004 

 
I have just returned from Seoul, South Korea, where I was fortunate enough to attend the 
inaugural Green Film Festival. 
 
I left Australia thinking that this festival would be ‘nothing special’. Since it was in its first 
year, I was convinced that it wasn’t going to be a memorable event. However, I was wrong. 
 
It turns out that the budget for the whole festival was US$1 million. Half of the budget was 
spent on the making of three independent short films dealing with and exploring 
environmental issues. I only saw one of the films but I was slightly disappointed. Its 
structure was loose and the film was way too long. However, I am told that one of the other 
films was really good.  
 
Most filmmakers who attended the festival were people like myself who have made a few 
films before but do not really belong to the cream of the international industry, meaning 
they are not A-list filmmakers. 
 
The films that made a big impression on me were the following. 
 
I have always considered myself a filmmaker devoted to exploring the human condition. I 
never believed that environment ought to be addressed as an additional or separate issue. 
For me as a filmmaker, everything centred around the human experience.  
 
At the Festival’s press conference, I spoke about the need to marry the human story with 
environmental ambitions. Yun, the Korean environmental filmmaker, stressed the need to 
have an environmental body established with producers specialising in environmental 
films. I challenged her on this, saying that it is utopian to believe that such thing could be 
established. Instead, I pointed out that it is the human story and experience illuminated on 
screen that will effectively cause people to act and recognise that things need to be 
changed.  
 
At the press conference, I also talked about Inheritance and how I first tried to pitch an 
environmental film but nobody showed any interest, and then I talked about the human 
casualties of the environmental disaster and that changed everything. Only then did the 
story become interesting to the TV station or the individual. I also shared that 
environmental films in themselves will never be popular (and have never been popular) 
unless we become inventive and introduce humanity into these films, or better we humanise 
our environment and show what is at stake for humanity. It is almost sad to say this but 
humans are self-centred. 
 
I also had the chance to watch Silent Forest by Hwang Yun. I walked out at the end feeling 
depressed and little hopeless about our planet and what we are actually doing to it. I 
realised how ignorant we humans are in terms of our environment with no respect for the 
fellow species that live on this planet with us. We render all animals inferior to ourselves 
and hence tend to disengage and remove ourselves from responsibility. 
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As filmmakers, I think we need to put more emphasis on our environment and it is our 
responsibility to show the world and make people aware about the ignorance characterising 
humanity. Filmmaking is an amazing weapon and tool that could be used exactly for that.  
 
The second film which made a huge impression on me in terms of recognising how 
important it is to focus more on our environment was titled Monumental: David Brower’s 
Fight to Protect Wild America by Kelly Duane. While this was not a great piece of 
filmmaking — and neither was Yun’s Silent Forest — both films had a powerful way of 
expressing the need to be interventionist in our approach to saving our environment. We 
need to take steps forward and we need to make our voice heard because otherwise nothing 
can ever be done. I now advocate the interventionist approach not just in filmmaking but in 
other aspects of life, my life. We have a responsibility and we need to fight for it. David 
Brower’s story was powerful because he declared that there is going to be no compromise 
on the environment because it is sacred and we have no right to trade it for anything. How 
true is that! 
 
Ky Joe, one of the organisers of the festival, supported me in my criticism about the need to 
humanise our stories, but he added that the art of filmmaking needs to be injected into 
telling environmental stories. The radical environmental activist is not enough; for a film to 
be effective, a filmmaker also needs to be employed. The combination of a dedicated 
environmental activist and a focused and artistically aware filmmaker would be a deadly 
mix. This is crucial that this takes place. There are those filmmakers who exhibit both 
characteristics.  
 
Another film that made a big impression on me was a Chinese film titled Pretty Big Feet by 
Yang Yazhou. It was a beautiful piece of work because it relied on emotions so heavily 
without exposing too much of anything. It spoke from metaphors and symbols and it didn’t 
need to spell out anything and it was careful of that. The story was beautiful, nothing was 
overdone and the characters were credible. There were all these sub-stories that stood 
strong and all led back to the main story which was very beautiful.  
 
I observed how, in good scripts, the characters always have choices — tough choices that 
make them a better person or a worse person; it shapes character. Incidentally, that is why I 
think Superman 2 is such a good film because all the characters need to make choices and 
they all react to each other in a realistic and rational way like all humans do.  
 
Going back to the festival, another beautiful film which was a masterpiece was 
Mikhalkov’s Urga. A film that captures so precisely the love that holds this Mongolian 
family together. It does it so well, so beautifully and so exquisitely that, as an audience, I 
was moved beyond belief. The most poignant aspect of the story was that the film had a 
very simple storyline: a Mongolian man and his family are trying to come to terms with the 
legacy of their culture and tradition in light of modernisation. And that’s all it was trying to 
do, no more or no less. I believed in the characters and in the choices these characters were 
making. One of the memorable scenes from the film was when the Russian truck driver (a 
truly magnificent sub-story of the film) sits with family to listen to the daughter playing the 
harmonica. It says it all: the family is in perfect harmony and there is the Russian who feels 
he never had this: culture, belonging, understanding the roots and traditions: who is he 
now? The Mongolian man, of course, knows who he is but first he must go through the 
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ordeal of buying or not buying a condom. He decides against it and so he decides to go with 
culture and tradition. It is a decision unexpected by us, the already well-conditioned 
Western elite, because we don’t have the drive this Mongolian man has, perhaps. We are 
modernised and he is not.  
 
Another pleasant surprise was the film about the Eskimos titled Atanarjuat. It was almost 
like a documentary, but clearly it was performance based. Again, a man faces choices and 
struggles in an environment that is little known to us with elements of the story that were 
unique, new and interesting to the Western audience. There was again simplicity in the 
story — not as much as in Mikhalkov’s, but it really offered something amazing for us. 
Something insightful. Both films were ethnographic and I was very much drawn to them. 
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APPENDIX 4: DOCUMENTARY PRODUCERS’ EXPERT GROUP 

MEETING 

 
Wednesday 21 March 2007 
Documentation of outcomes 

 
Present 
Mark Chapman 
Norm Wilkinson 
Peter Hegedus  
Vicki Gest  
Daryl Sparkes  
Carlos Alperin 
Kylie Washington 
Henry Tefay 
Bret Mannison — Facilitator 
 
Invited but unavailable 
Veronica Fury 
Chris Carroll 
Larry Zetlin 
 
Agenda 
1. Introduction 
2. Workforce and skilling issues session 
3. Business development issues session 
4. Solutions generation session 
5. Wrap-up and next steps  
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1. Introduction 
Skill Formation Strategy is about industry, in collaboration with government and the education 
and training sector, driving change and improvement in skilling and workforce development. 
An industry reference group is being created to work with Government and the education and 
training sector on an ongoing basis to drive this work. 
Expert groups are meeting first to identify priority issues and potential actions in their sectors. 
The industry reference group will be drawn from expert groups. 
 
Personal career pathways and defining moment: 

Commercial TV FFC funded doco 1994 My first doco getting funded — 
with SBS 

Working as a film editor of 
documentaries 

First accepted idea QDOCS, QPIX — small docos 

Executive producer attachment Cementing all this in a practical 
workshop — mentor 

Making a broadcast doco at uni 

Masterclass College of Advanced Education 
— film and television 

Advertising 

Queensland Film and Television 
School — Advanced Diploma 

QCA — Film MA film and television 

QCA film and television PHD — film BA fine arts and film 

Love stories Finding out how hard feature 
films were to make 

QPIX ‘where I go fishing’ 

10BA activity   

 

2. Workforce and skilling issues session 
Key issues identified:  

 Educational experience 

 Mentoring and networks  
 
Educational Experience:  

Too many educational institutions 
— too broad 

Not course specialised or 
supervised properly 

Too many people in film school 

Not enough uni/industry links Industry sees interns as 
problematic  

Instilling a sense that ‘it’s a 
business first’ — understanding of 
realities on the industry 

Within uni sector — relevance Not teaching students that this is a 
business 

Unrealistic expectations 

Lack of experienced mentors Not enough emphasis on any one 
genre — education is too generic 

 

 
Mentoring and Networks:  

Long-term mentoring  Too many exiting — not enough 
places/funding — nowhere to go 
e.g. sandpit 

On-the-job access to mentors 

Mentors Career vs art Attachments 
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3. Business development issues session 
Key issues identified:  

 Strategic alliances 

 Business strategy — growth 

 Investment — seed finance 

 Learning the business 
 

Strategic alliances:  

Network — meet new 
writers/directors 

Lack of cooperation between 
producers 

How to build a doco industry 

Co-production Trust Networking — not enough 
producers (as a director) 

 
Business strategy — growth:  

Time management Time management — not being 
able to afford to employ others so 
have to do most of the work 
myself 

Marketing of company — brand 

Skilled co-workers Specialist allied professionals — 
legal, finance 

Support staff 

 
Investment — seed finance:  

Lack of operational capital  Lack of royalties revenue Development capital 

Risk — time spent on developing 
projects vs earning a living 

Sustainability — comfort No office/admin support 

Enough cack capital to keep a 
business running during the lean 
periods 

Lack of marketing capital Money to go places — employ 
people — more outcomes 

Endless development stages — 
balance with paid work 

  

 
Learning the business:  

Understanding the business of 
docos 

No credit no funding Business skills 

Trial and error opportunities Commitment Day job to keep you going until 
you build more skills 

Lack of SPECIFIC government 
programs for film SME 

Access to real-world experience Not enough opportunities for 
recent graduates to gain 
employment 

Producer — selling skills   
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4. Solutions generation session 
 
Educational experience:  

Review courses in light of market 
reality 

Match producer to student Identify producer talent 5–10 per 
year — and accelerate  

Meet with unis to improve 
curricula 

More industry experience while 
studying  

Change the culture of expectation 

Opportunities for specialisation of 
skills while at uni 

A postgraduate school — 
QFTRS? 

 

 
Mentoring and networks:  

To entice new producers, writers, 
and directors to come under the 
umbrella of established production 
companies  

Financial support to mentor Create a uni/employment register 
for students to access work 
experience 

More networking opportunities Screens of locally made product 
with Q&A sessions 

Mentor programs — access to the 
right mentor for the right project  

Organise better outcome-driven 
networking events 

Government cash incentive for 
on-the-job training 

 

 
Strategic alliances:  

Government to market all 
established production companies 
to Australian broadcasters  

Government to facilitate 
international broadcasters, 
production and distribution 
companies to Queensland  

Up to the filmmakers themselves 

Co-productions  Hot-housing ideas/people  

 
Business strategy — growth:  

Hands-on experience in business 
that works — why? 

Business plans Government financial support of 
Queensland distribution 
companies 

Use of mentoring schemes Use of seed capital schemes Business plan support 

Formation of a Queensland 
producers’ group (as opposed to a 
generic SPAA) 

Opportunities to do short- and 
long-term strategic planning (with 
mentor) 

 

 
Investment — seed finance:  

Venture capitalists and producers 
get together 

Development money for ideas — 
i.e. funds to make short-form doco 
that serves two purposes — 
product in itself for festival, and 
pitching product to raise funds for 
next stage 

Short-term ‘platform’ scheme 3 
years 

Rationalise government support Development hub Government finance to small 
number of production companies 
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Learning the business:  

Implement mentoring schemes Create a small business scheme —
NIES 

 

More links between PFTC and 
industry and educational 
institutions 

Mentorships — when ideas have a 
letter of interest, mentor comes on 
board 

Ongoing subsidies for courses — 
Enterprise Tasman — for more 
emerging practitioners, not just 
experienced ones 

Start business learning earlier in 
education 

  

 

5. Wrap-up and next steps  
 Group expressed interest is keeping in touch via email 

 Mark and Norm both expressed an interest in representing the group on the broader 
industry reference group. 
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APPENDIX 5: WINGS TO FLY BUDGET 

 

WINGS TO FLY    
BUDGET       
       
Genre:   Documentary    
       
Length:  1 x 56 mins    
       
Writer:   Peter Hegedus    
       
Director:  Peter Hegedus    
       
Producers:  Peter Hegedus and Gabrielle Jones   
       
Production Company: Soul Vision Films    
       
       
Financing Plan:  ABC Licence Fee  $30,000  
       
   ABC Facilities  $66,143  
       
   PFTC Investment  $30,000  
       
   Soul Vision Film Deferrals  $75,600  

   
(P. Hegedus and 
G. Jones)    

       
   TOTAL BUDGET  $201,743  
       
       
Copyright %:  PFTC   23.78%  
   Soul Vision Films  76.22%  
       
       
Recoupment:  1.  Payment of any approved marketing expenses  
   2.  Payment of deferrals pro rata parri pasu   
   3.  To PFTC until recouped investment  
   4.  To PFTC and Soul Vision Film in accordance with 
      Copyright percentages.    
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APPENDIX 6: MY AMERICA FINANCE PLANS 

 

  
  
 FINANCING MODEL Exchange rate 
Source                             AUD 
SBS I                         110,000 
SBS TV 90,000 
RTL KLUB Hungary 66,500 
Finnish TV 8,000 
Pacific Film and Television Commission 110,000 
Hungarian Motion Picture Fund 70,000 
ARTE 42,800 
FILM FINANCE CORPORATION 755,000 
NSW FTO 120,000 
TOTAL 1,372,300 
  

    
  
FINANCING MODEL Exchange rate 
Source AUD 
SBS I 150000 
RTL KLUB Hungary 66500 
Finnish TV 8330 
PFTC 65000 
FILM FINANCE CORPORATION 868170 
NSW FTO 145000 
Hungarian Motion Picture Fund 200000 
  
TOTAL 1,503,000 
  
  
FINANCING MODEL  Exchange rate 
  
  
 FINANCING MODEL Exchange rate 
Source                                                          AUD 
SBS I 150,000 
RTL KLUB Hungary 63,000 
Finnish TV 7,861 
ORF Austria 7,100 
ORF Austria 40,000 
  
Arte — estimate ++?? 94,339 
Rialto — local distributor 5,000 
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PFTC 65,000 
FILM FINANCE CORPORATION 664,200 
Rebate / offset 40% of QAPE 405,000 
Hungarian Motion Picture Fund + 157,153 
Hungarian Cultural Heritage Fund (animation)  
NSW FTO  123,500 
  
TOTAL 1,782,153 
  
FINANCING MODEL  Exchange rate 
  
 FINANCING MODEL Exchange rate 
Source                                                           AUD 
SBS I 150,000 
RTL KLUB Hungary 63,000 
Finnish TV 7,861 
Arte — 65k Euros 102,000 
ORF Austria 7,100 
ORF Austria 40,000 
Rialto — local distributor 5,000 
PFTC 65,000 
FILM FINANCE CORPORATION 668,958 
Rebate / offset 40% of QAPE 405,000 
Hungarian Motion Picture Fund + 166,059 
Hungarian Cultural Heritage Fund (animation)  
NSW FTO  100,000 
producer investment* 9,952 
  
TOTAL 1,789,930 
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APPENDIX 7: ACADEMIC CONFERENCES ATTENDED 

 

Hegedus, P. 2004, ‘Presentation of the paper titled Challenging the conventional: A critical 

look into history through documentary’ at Memory and History Conference, 

August, Griffith University, Brisbane. 

Hegedus, P. 2005, ‘Presentation of Hole in the Wall’, at Life Stories: Narrative and Identity 

conference, Brisbane, July, Psychoanalytic Studies Inc. 

Hegedus, P. 2006 ‘Presentation of the paper titled: An essential prefix ‘non’ (fiction)’, at 

WIP International Postgraduate Conference, October, University of Queensland, 

Brisbane. 

Hegedus, P. 2008, ‘Presentation of the paper Autobiographical filmmaking’, in A multi-arts 

performance event featuring music, poetry, prose and visual art, Filmmaking, 

February, No Frontiers. 
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APPENDIX 8: TELEVISUAL AND FILM MARKETS AND FORUMS 
ATTENDED 

 

IDFA — official participant at the International Pitching Forum in Amsterdam, 

representing My America, December 2006. 

 

UNDER XPOSD presented by the International Documentary Association in Los Angeles. 

Panel member for discussion on international documentary production, November 2006. 

 

MIPCOM — International Televisual Market Cannes, October 2005. 

 

 


