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Introduction

I think, that women don’t feel like they have the right to be there … They don’t feel like they have the right to be the boss … to be at the helm of the whole production.

Rachel Ward

Rachel Ward was introduced by television host Andrew Denton as ‘Model, actress, mother, journalist, youth worker, fundraiser, scriptwriter, director’ when she was interviewed in 2003. In the course of the interview Ward made the statement above in response to a question about her astonishment that she had finally found the confidence to direct films. She said: ‘I’m surprised it took me so long … I wish I’d done it ages ago … I just feel so comfortable and I so enjoy it’.1 Ward followed this by recounting her question to the director of the Australian Tropfest short film festival, John Polson, as to why there was only one female finalist among so many men in the competition. His reply was that this reflected the proportion of women who submitted films into the competition. Ward explained this situation with the quote that begins this book—that women do not feel that directing films is a legitimate role for them. The phenomenon of small numbers of women being involved in a popular filmmaking competition is important to examine, as is Ward’s hesitation to begin directing herself. Of more interest to me is the way Ward presented her story as an explicitly gendered one, which she related more broadly to the experience of women directing film in Australia. While the interviewer did not pursue this gendered analysis further, it was a salient and integral part of Ward’s explanation of her career in film and filmmaking. Examples of women in mainstream filmmaking rarely go unnoticed. They are often specifically recognised and highlighted. But this presence often does not extend to an analysis of gender. In this way, gender, albeit it in relation to women only, is superficially visible but largely unanalysed. A sustained historical examination of gender with respect to women involved in film culture and filmmaking in Australia forms the basis of this book.

By placing women at the centre of this research, this book constructs a gendered narrative of film creation and circulation in Australia. This follows the approach of feminist historians Patricia Grimshaw, Marilyn Lake, Ann McGrath and Marian Quartly in Creating a Nation, in which the production of the Australian nation is conceived specifically in relation to women, rather than in the masculine terms in which national history is conventionally written.2 By displacing men as the ‘main players’, a different picture of Australia as a nation is created. In this way, my own work seeks to explore the conventionally male dominated history of Australian film from the perspective of women involved in film-work.

As historian and film studies scholar Pam Cook suggests, the historical involvement of women with film is not a story of continued progress, but rather a process that oscillates with time and context.3 Similarly, this book does not present a narrative of progress of the period from the 1920s until the 1990s. Instead a series of case study explorations are employed to show the variety of ways in which women’s engagement with film can tell us about constructions of gender and identity at various historical moments. While biographical details of many women are included, this book does not contain complete biographies of them. Particular aspects of women’s work and lives are examined as they are linked to parts of their film-work. While a gendered analysis of filmmaking and film culture is equally applicable to men, this study focuses on women.

The women who are the subjects of this research are often Anglo-Celtic in background and from the middle and upper classes of society. This is more so the case in the earlier period under investigation owing to the expensive and novel nature of filmmaking and the need to be in a particular social position to partake in the creation and regulation of the developing film culture. With continual technical developments in film, along with the growing recognition of Indigenous rights and feminism, filmmaking and related activities became more accessible forms of cultural endeavour and women from broader cross-sections of society worked with film.

Filmmaking and film culture are both examined in this book, as the two are intimately entwined. I define filmmaking as work directly involved in the production of films, and film culture as work involved in supporting, controlling and valuing film in society.4 It is important to explicitly explore these in tandem to see how film is used and understood, and the variety of ways in which people, and specifically women, gain access to and are involved with all aspects of film. Historian Jim Cullen proposes that through an examination of popular culture historians can access a society’s collective fears, hopes and debates.5 Not all film examples in this book are entertainment based, but because the medium of film is firmly part of popular culture, similar insights into society’s fears, hopes and debates can be revealed. Scott MacKenzie, in examining early cinema in Québec, suggests the power of cinema is revealed upon examining the intersections between cinema as a public sphere, the audience, the cinematic text and the public discourse surrounding it.6 This book considers the interactions between these elements of cinema too, although far less emphasis is placed on the audience because of the difficulty, and in many cases impossibility, of accessing it.7 Despite this, the imagined audience is often present and addressed.

Writings about Australian filmmaking and the Australian film industry that deal with the period from the 1890s to the late 1960s have generally focused on the stories of individuals or organisations. The documentary-style approach often employed covers incidents, events, political and personal allegiances, as well the success and failures of strategies, careers and policies. Many works detail the machinations of the developing film industry in Australia, while others concentrate on production companies and individual filmmakers. Women do appear as part of these stories, but their inclusion is seldom integral to the main trajectory of development of the industry, and analysis does not focus on wider issues of how gender is enacted.

For example, Graham Shirley, filmmaker and author, has carried out much important and novel research into the filmmaking McDonagh sisters, who worked in the late 1920s and early 1930s.8 In his narrative of Australian film history, the sisters are discussed as an isolated and ‘gifted team’ but they do not play an essential role in his description of Australian cultural history.9 In a similar way, Elsa Chauvel is present in the discussion of the productions she made with her husband Charles from the 1930s to 50s, and though they are described as working collaboratively and in partnership, Elsa is not given any status in ‘owning’ the couple’s films; they are still discussed as the work of Charles Chauvel.10 Even the title of Elsa’s memoirs, My Life with Charles Chauvel, reflects a secondary role that she constructed for herself in their (filmmaking) partnership.11 In contrast, the Chauvel’s daughter, writer Susanne Carlsson, in her book on her parents’ career gives them both the status of ‘movie pioneers’.12

The number of feature films produced in Australia declined with the introduction of sound in the late 1920s and the onset of the Depression in 1929. This period has been traditionally classified as the main ‘bust’, until the 1970s ‘revival’. It is considered a bleak time for Australian feature filmmaking.13 This does not mean that all forms of filmmaking ceased. Stuart Cunningham, media and cultural studies scholar, rightly suggests that film history focusing solely on feature films is too simplistic, failing to account for the variety of film production in Australia.14

Increased feature filmmaking in the 1970s was accompanied by scholarship of both historical and contemporary aspects of film. Material specific to women filmmakers and women’s film did appear within these works. Similarly women are included in publications that review and catalogue Australian feature film production, but a gendered analysis and the specificity of women’s experiences are not necessarily salient. Even when the focus is on women’s involvement with film, the result can be more descriptive than analytical. While scholars working on Australian film history come from diverse theoretical backgrounds, and their purpose in writing is not to examine women or gender, the overall effect is that women’s long involvement with Australian cinema has been understated and under-examined.

Since the 1970s, a focus on women and film has occurred as part of women’s liberation and feminist activities in Britain and the United States of America.15 This was also the case for filmmaking in Australia, which manifested in various published forms, including film journals and feminist periodicals, with articles and films often by film-workers. For mainstream filmmaking, analysis is often focused on individuals. Case studies of women working in film and television industries importantly show women’s creative and technical work within moving image culture, as do interviews with high profile female directors like Gillian Armstrong and Jane Campion.16 Insightful information can be presented in interviews, but it mostly goes uncontextualised, as the interviews are left in isolation, rather than placed in broader analysis. The same can be said for biographical references in collections of ‘important women’. While these types of publications ensure that women are included in public discourse, it is often in a limited way. More substantial, insightful and analytical Australian works are Don’t Shoot Darling!, edited by Annette Blonski, Barbara Creed and Freda Freiberg and published in 1987, and Womenvision, edited by Lisa French and published in 2002.17 Both contain writings from film practitioners, writers and academics, on a broad range of film and moving image–related activities. As a film-maker and researcher Andrée Wright’s work also presents crucial historical research into women working in the Australian film industry. The documentary she made with Stewart Young, Don’t Call Me Girlie (1985), ends in 1940. Wright’s subsequent book, Brilliant Careers: Women in Australian Cinema, extends the time frame to include a chapter on My Brilliant Career (1979) but the period in between is not examined.18 The collection, Doing Women’s Film History (2015) edited by eminent screen scholars Christine Gledhill and Julia Knight, reveals the current breath of research and analysis into the history of women’s filmmaking internationally.19

Feminist filmmakers and film scholars have explored women’s involvement with film, but few historians have adequately historicised film by placing it within social, industrial, cultural and political contexts.20 Within this historiography, my point of departure is to provide a sustained historical analysis of women’s engagement with a range of filmmaking and film cultural enterprises between 1920 and 1990. Film production began in Australia in the 1890s, and by the 1920s a film industry was established and women were involved in film production. The end point of this book is 1990 when film schools had firmly cemented their place within the post-secondary education environment and when third wave feminism had been identified as emerging. Since then the filmmaking environment has expanded further and could not be adequately considered within this text. Overall, this book cannot produce a comprehensive history, but uses particular examples to highlight important ideas and themes relating to a gendered analysis of Australian culture. The choice of case studies is also driven by what historical records exist. A fundamental aim of this book is to reveal the work of women as creators of the modern enterprise of film culture, particularly because film holds a central place in Australian cultural life. Although film-making and film culture are not exclusively confined to the largest cities of Sydney and Melbourne, my research centres on these areas because it is where the majority of film activities have occurred and historical records have been collected in institutions and archives. Rather than concentrating specifically on a particular type or genre of filmmaking, I look at a range of styles, including documentaries, feature films and political films, and film cultural activities alongside filmmaking ones. Accordingly, this book explores the ways in which women have engaged with a cultural institution and enterprise over a substantial period of time.21 From this, we can begin to understand how women’s roles in society are constructed, understood and valued over time and how gender creates historically specific cultural values.

This book is placed between debates about women’s history and gender history. On one level it is part of the early task of reclaiming ‘herstory’, to ensure that women’s involvement with film-making and film culture is part of historical analysis. It also aims to use film as a cultural site through which gendered knowledge is created. So while this book creates a new narrative of women’s sustained engagement with film culture, it also deconstructs the meaning of gender within this narrative. In this vein, it follows historian Joan Scott’s definition of feminist history as ‘a way of critically understanding how history operates as a site of the production of gender knowledge’.22 In deconstructing gender, the interactions between labels used (in the form of language), social institutions and individual representations are explored.23 This book uses examples of women’s film-work to explore changing ideologies of gender and the possibilities and limitations that these ideologies afford women.

The crucial theoretical basis for this research is feminist theory, and a fundamental element of this is the concept of gender. Scott proposes that gender has two interrelated but analytically distinct elements: that gender is a ‘constitutive element of social relationships based on perceived difference between the sexes’; and that it is a ‘primary way of signifying relationships of power’.24 The study of gender permits an examination of the historically specific ways in which identities are ‘ascribed, embraced and resisted’.25 Historian Joy Damousi notes the importance of understanding gender as more than ‘a “set of lived relations” but as a “process” … [incorporating] questions of language, space and identity’.26 These ideas are used to elucidate the operation of historically specific notions of gender to illuminate the ways in which power and control are exercised in the social arena as defined by film culture.27

A generalisation can be made that films in which women have held key creative roles are different to those made by male film-makers. Screen Australia, the federal government agency responsible for developing and promoting screen culture, recently focused on this in a report on the low proportion of women who work in screen industries.28 Identifying the different focus on films made by women and men not to support an essentialist argument in which gender determines what art is produced. Instead, it is to acknowledge the socially distinct positions of women and men, from which different understandings and perspectives develop, and particularly the difficulties women face in accessing a male-defined, technologically based art form.29

Within this broad focus on gender many other social categories inform ways of understanding culture, such as race, ethnicity, sexuality, class, and political and religious beliefs. All of these are social constructions that shape lives, sometimes by limiting and on other occasions by enabling women to be actively involved with film. As historian Jill Matthews notes, gender is not necessarily the most important social category in historical analysis.30 Despite the complex interaction of these social categories, an overall argument can be productively made to show that, in relation to filmmaking and film culture, gender is a primary category of classification. It is often used to explicitly identify, or ‘other’, women by naming their gender. This in turn has worked to isolate women’s experiences as different and distinct from an imagined norm of mainstream masculine film-making and film culture.

The nature of film itself can be seen as a very public form of creative endeavour, and women’s desire to use this mode of expression from its inception is in direct opposition to understandings of women’s domain as largely domestic. While films are made with different viewers in mind, they are made with the intention of being projected and screened to groups of people. This could be to family or friends in the case of home movies; films for particular groups with specific political and social interests; and to large general audiences for mainstream films. In this way, film is for the public, in its various formations, and generally to be viewed in public. Lisa McLaughlin suggests that new forms of media and women’s participation in them can be seen as developing ‘new forms of public life’.31 I would suggest that this holds for all forms of media, including more established ones, and in this case I will historicise this ‘public life’ in relation to film. The popularity of film with film-goers (many of whom are female) has contributed to the creation of an important and influential public visual culture. Exploring the multiple and various ways in which women have engaged with this culture is a crucial aspect of this book.

As film scholar Judith Mayne suggests, women have been said to be confined to a domestic and private sphere and men to the public, but such an ‘ideological division … masks profound links’ in the places and spaces occupied by women and men.32 In this light, women’s involvement with film as a public enterprise reveals the complex ways in which notions of the public and private are constructed and understood, specifically in relation to gender. Women’s engagement with film does not support a dichotomous understanding of the relationship between the two arenas, but rather suggests that these categories are constantly overlapping and in flux.

Importantly, film is a public medium and can be understood as a ‘public sphere’. Film scholar Miriam Hansen defines a public sphere not as a physical site but as a ‘process through which social experience is articulated, interpreted, negotiated, and contested in an intersubjective, potentially collective, and oppositional form’.33 Linda Williams encapsulates Hansen’s public sphere as one with ‘room for unpredictable collisions and opportunities’.34 In the case studies explored in this book, we can see gender being enacted and understood as part of the series of ‘unpredictable collisions and opportunities’ in the public realm of film that has been moulded and (re)formed with women’s ideas and work.

When viewing film as a public form of expression, and in this case looking specifically at women’s engagement with it in Australia, important ideas about both citizenship and constructions of national identity can be examined. Historians Patricia Crawford and Philippa Maddern warn that confining any history to formal citizenship rights fails to account for the range of ways people enact their citizenship.35 Considering film-work as an act of participating in a public community is not a conventional act of citizenship, but is nonetheless useful to appreciate the importance and value of women’s engagement with film. It is also useful to examine the way in which filmmakers see themselves as creating particularly Australian films to be shown to both national and international audiences. Various understandings of national identity critically emerge when examining film screenings that place Australian viewers as part of international film culture. Film should be understood as entertainment, but also, as communications scholar Scott MacKenzie suggests, as part of a process of re-imagining community and national identity.36

In addition to being part of a national discourse, women’s involvement with film and film culture needs to be understood as a form of political engagement and cultural activism. As Scott suggests, politics is a process through which ‘plays of power and knowledge constitute identity and experience’.37 In this sense, film is a political process through which identities and experiences are both constructed and represented. How these are received, understood and respected reflects social values, and consequently the relationship between power and knowledge. While filmmaking can also be classified as a cultural, artistic or industrial activity, understanding it as a political process ensures that filmmaking and film culture are acknowledged as crucial sites around which ideas about gender and social values are created and enacted.

Making films can be particularly challenging as film is an art form and cultural movement that cannot be separated from commerce, due to the high cost of production and distribution. When such a dominant form of expression is not accessible to women generally, or only accessible to certain women, or the work of women is not valued, these situations can be seen as a form of cultural domination which impedes women’s participation in the creation of this crucial medium of expression and communication. Such domination is identified by philosophy and politics scholar Nancy Fraser as one of the central political dilemmas and injustices of contemporary life. Fraser suggests this can be remedied by cultural recognition, not, socio-economic redistribution.38 Philosopher Judith Butler sees such a rigid distinction between culture and political economy as problematic, particularly for lesbian and gay movements, which are often defined as cultural and consequently trivialised in comparison with more ‘serious’ socio-economic political campaigns.39 Considering the position of women in relation to filmmaking within debates such as this is important. While women can and do engage with, and have still engaged with, film in terms of critiquing and responding to it, this is only part of the dialogue that requires attention. For people, and in this case women, to be able to participate in cinematic expression, culture and commerce cannot be separated: money is required and the resultant films need to be recognised and valued.

This book also traces a range of understandings of film-work, from women’s involvement as ‘amateurs’, to work that is broadly acknowledged as professional. Within this, it is important to examine how women’s work has been perceived by others and, more crucially, how the women themselves constructed and reconstructed their own work-based identity over time. In her scholarly analysis of work, Belinda Probert suggests that ‘work has become synonymous with employment’, and it is because of this reduction that much work often carried out by women is undervalued and unacknowledged.40 Regardless of whether film-workers have or have not defined their engagement with film as a profession, or even as work, it is nonetheless productive to examine it in this manner, as ‘people’s sense of identity and social status is shaped by the work they do’.41

‘Professions’ and ‘careered occupations’ are defined as non-manual occupations with a knowledge base requiring vocational qualifications that are both academic and job-related.42 Film-work does not fit neatly into such a definition because, while it is both manual and intellectual, formal qualifications are not mandatory. It is nonetheless valuable to understand film-work as a profession. This is particularly pertinent since film education and training have been formalised in secondary and tertiary educational institutions since the 1950s. The ways in which gender is part of an understanding of a career or profession identity are also important here. There are times in which women have actively avoided such a label, and cases when, despite their own understandings, such a professional classification has been denied them in public discourse. Sociologists Ann Game and Rosemary Pringle suggest that understandings of men’s work and women’s work continually change in relation to each other, what ‘remains fixed … is the distinction between men’s work and women’s work’.43 Exploring all of the aspects of film-work in this book as professional work and as part of a (potential) career is an important analytical tool to explore the way in which ideas about gender and work are enmeshed.

In examining film conceptually, many theorists have considered cinema, gender and modernity as interrelated. The ‘modernity’ referred to here is used to identify the significant cultural, social and economic changes that occurred in the Western world with developments in such areas as industrialisation, urbanisation, consumerism, mobility and entertainment, rather than a specific historical time or location.44 Cinema and modernity have been understood as related and interconnected in many ways. This happened in an increasingly urbanised culture that placed attention on mass population, commercialism and consumerism. The cinema as a new form of entertainment reflected the basis of modern life and it embodies a desire to define and represent moments, but recognises the impossibility of this by simultaneously blurring the boundaries between ‘reality’ and ‘representations’.45

Modernity has been analysed and simultaneously categorised as both feminine and masculine. Some theorists attribute the feminine qualities of passivity, decadence and a decentred Western society to modernity, while others define the dominant qualities of modernity as embodying the masculine ideals of the rational and productive linear progression.46 English scholar Rita Fleski notes that it is not particularly useful to associate a single overarching gendered theory to understand modernity. Instead, it is more productive to recognise the complex interactions between gender politics and modernity to explore areas of intersection and contradiction.47

Such ideas about modernity are important in relation to the cinema, as cinema can be said to embody some of the contradictions between a feminine and masculine understanding of modernity. Film is an integral part of mass culture that accompanied modernity in the West. It is a mass culture that would not have been possible without technological developments in media and transport; art and technology are intrinsically linked with film, which was ‘designed for mechanical reproducibility’.48 The functioning of cinema as a business can be seen to link it to masculine understandings of modernity, while its position as part of mass culture, rather than high culture, and as a spectacle for largely passive spectators can be said to seat it in the realm of feminine conceptions of modernity.

In this book I use theoretical ideas dealing with cinema, modernity, gender, work, politics, and ‘public’ and ‘private’ to examine historical sources relating to Australian women’s interactions with film. The aim is not to suggest cinema was or is definitely a feminine or masculine construct, but to explore cinema’s gendered existence because gender is a fundamental category through which the past and present are made. I will focus primarily on women’s roles in making films (rather than acting in them). I am interested in exploring how these women came to be involved in the creation of this particular cultural form, and how their personal circumstances, backgrounds, social position and politics assisted and interfered with them achieving their goals. By looking at some of the ways women engaged and interacted with cinema in Australian society we can see the complexities of women’s lives as well as the many and varied ways in which they were simultaneously restricted and free. Within this, the intersections between ‘public’ and ‘private’ are somewhat blurred and begin to dissolve.

This book contributes to present understandings of film in Australia by providing a new narrative about Australian film from 1920 to 1995 which is centred on women and focuses on many forms of filmmaking. Within this framework it shows the diverse ways in which women have continually and actively engaged with cinema. Naturally, women’s use and making of film during this time is neither constant nor necessarily continuously increasing. Not all women had or have easy access to cinema viewing or the opportunity or desire to create films, and while the numbers of women working in and with film varies over time, there have always been women engaging with the medium. This interest, use and understanding of film and cinema are not static: they continually modify and modulate to serve different goals and purposes that develop in relation to various influences and forces. These forces act both on a personal level, in individuals’ lives, and more broadly, in society at large.

Filmmaking and film culture in historical context

The first two chapters of this book deal with the period from the 1920s to the late 1930s. In this section, chapter 1 explores the lives of the early women filmmakers Lottie Lyell, Louise Lovely and the McDonagh sisters. These women were visible as filmmakers, but it was a presence defined by gender. They were recognised as knowledgeable film-workers and simultaneously understood as a novelty, but their presence did not seriously challenge understandings of gender and gender relations at the time. While the work of these early women filmmakers has not always been valued as professional or as a career, they understood their own filmmaking as work that was important in Australia and internationally.

Chapter 2 focuses on the reception of film in Australia in the late 1920s by examining in detail some of the evidence offered by women reformers to the 1927–28 Royal Commission into the Motion Picture Industry. Concerns about the influence of this novel visual ‘entertainment’ on children and adolescents were expressed in this forum as women reformers saw their public work as an act of moral welfare. This is an extension of women’s domestic role being exercised around the newly created public sphere of the moving picture theatre where they performed their civic maternalism. Women reformers publicly negotiated the pleasure cinema-goers’ experienced with the threats they saw in the post–World War I period when social values were in a state of flux.

The second section of the book, comprising chapters 3 to 5, deals with the period from the late 1930s to the mid-1960s. Chapter 3 explores women’s active involvement with political filmmaking in the 1930s to 1950s by looking at the work of the Grail Film Group and the Waterside Workers’ Federation Film Unit. The Grail Film Group, part of the Grail lay Catholic women’s movement, would conventionally be labelled as ‘amateur’ filmmaking, and not commonly seen as part of Australian film history. The Waterside Workers’ Federation Film Unit consisted of a group of three filmmakers, Norma Disher, Jock Levy and Keith Gow. They were based within the union movement in the 1950s and mostly made documentaries for union political campaigns. Women in the Grail Film Group and Norma Disher of the Federation Film Unit used the medium of film as propaganda for their respective causes, which were explicitly political. Women’s film-work in this area foreshadows the larger movement of feminist political filmmaking in the 1970s.

The film society movement of the 1950s and 1960s is the basis of chapter 4, and primarily focuses on women’s correspondence, and three secretaries of the Federation of Victorian Film Societies, Betty Lacey (the photograph on the cover of this book, shows Lacey in Melbourne in 1949 filming a May Day march for a politically left film-making group, the Realists), Alison Doig and Betty Jope, to show women’s practical and everyday involvement in developing and valuing film culture. The vast amounts of work by the women secretaries of the Federation was part of the feminine genre of volunteer work. Their work in the film society movement can also be seen more radically as part of a modern community movement that moulded a mass technical art form into part of respectable middle-class culture.

Chapter 5 explores the film careers of three filmmakers, Catherine Duncan, Jennie Boddington and Joan Long, who worked in documentary filmmaking at the federal government’s Commonwealth Film Unit (now Film Australia) between the late 1940s and early 1970s. The experiences for women within this institution were explicitly gendered in a range of ways, including the somewhat limited roles they were allowed to take up; the types of films they were allowed or given to make; and the ways in which their work was valued. Their film-work outside of the unit, particularly in relation to domestic responsibilities, reflects gender norms operating in a range of filmmaking environments.

The final two chapters focus on the 1970s to 1990. Filmmaking as political action was part of the women’s movement of the 1970s and 1980s, and it is examined in chapter six. Political film groups with explicit feminist agendas, such as the Sydney Women’s Film Group, Feminist Film Workers and Reel Women, are explored as part of feminist activism to consider feminist filmmaking ideology as it was enacted. With dedicated government funding for women filmmakers, the types of films for which women sought state support expose the value and importance women filmmakers saw in their work.

Chapter 7 examines some of the work and influences of higher profile directors who largely work in mainstream narrative film-making. Of particular interest is the role that formal film education institutions have played in their careers. The work of female producers is also briefly included in this analysis to see how particular gendered ideologies constructed their representations and influenced their understandings and memories of film-work. These case studies highlight women’s formal training for film-work in a professional and specifically industrial role.

While the diverse examples of women’s film-work outlined above, and investigated in the chapters that follow, are by no means a comprehensive survey, they are portions that all contribute to building a narrative and analysis that more fully values women’s contribution to film and film culture in Australia. To do this, I consider women’s work as diverse political and cultural action and as part of women’s engagement with a modern form of public expression. The particularities and significance of the variety of women’s film-work and the meaning of its reception have not been examined in great detail or at greater length by feminist historians. This book is an attempt to place film culture within a historical context to examine the ways in which, in this arena, gender constructs social values and roles over time. In doing this, we can see the ways in which exploring a variety of forms of women’s work in the field of film illuminates the changing understandings of gendered ideas about work itself and the various ways that women have moved between and (re)created public and private roles and representations. Even if Rachel Ward’s statement that women do not ‘feel like they have the right … to be at the helm’ of a film production is correct,49 it is impossible for us to really understand each individual woman’s motivations and experiences of film-work. We can, however, with the historical traces that remain, begin to reconstruct the varied contributions women have made to Australian film culture by deconstructing socially defined categories such as gender, work, and ‘public’ and ‘private’, that have been used to frame and highlight, as well as obscure and hinder, a substantial amount of work and the passionate desire of many women to create with film.
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CHAPTER 1

More than a Filmmaking Hobby (1920–1930s)

They made it more or less as a hobby, three girls together, three sisters having fun, that’s how it started really I’m sure of it.

Ken Hall

Lottie Lyell was Australia’s first film star;1 she worked solely and consistently in Australia’s developing moving picture industry from 1911 until her death in 1925, aged thirty-five. Although Lyell was involved in many aspects of filmmaking, it was not until her eighteenth film that she received her first official credit as co-director of The Blue Mountains Mystery (1921).2 The majority of Lyell’s film-work was in creative and personal partnership with Raymond Longford. In 2015 the Australian Academy of Cinema and Television Arts renamed the longstanding Raymond Longford Award as the Longford Lyell Award to honour ‘two of Australia’s great filmmaking pioneers’.3

During Lyell’s seventeen-year relationship with Longford he was married to another woman.4 Longford’s first wife consented to a divorce only when Lyell was seriously ill, and that marriage formally dissolved just weeks after Lyell’s death. Longford made few successful films after Lyell died, and contemporaries later commented on the significant role that Lyell played in the successful filmmaking partnership.5 Longford died in 1959 and, according to his wishes, his second wife, Emilie Anschutz, arranged for him to be buried with Lyell. In her work as a filmmaker and historian Andrée Wright poignantly observed that the couple’s shared headstone declaring ‘In Loving Memory of my partner, Lottie Lyell Cox’, was ‘the first time … Lottie Lyell … received top billing’.6

This brief summary of Lyell’s personal and professional relationship with Longford introduces some relevant issues of records, relationships and formal recognition in examining Australian women filmmakers’ work between 1920 and 1940. The names of women working in that period include Lottie Lyell, the McDonagh sisters, Louise Lovely, Mona Donaldson, Kate Howarde, Mary Mallon, Agnes Gavin, Katherine Dawn, Juliette de la Ruze, Elsa Chauvel, Kitty Gelhor, Yvonne Pavis, Phyllis O’Reilly, Marge West and Jean Smith. Some had only passing involvement in the film industry and not all were Australians. For many, there are few records relating to their lives and work, other than passing mentions of their names. Filmmaker and academic Margo Nash’s insightful analysis of Lyell’s work as a scenario writer highlights the importance of being attentive to gaps and silences in archival documents, as these can be productive for revealing meaning.7

Historian Diane Collins warns against bestowing too much celebrity status upon such women, arguing that the small number of women who worked in the film industry ‘seem to have been little concerned with depicting distinctively female viewpoints or sensibilities’.8 While uncritical adulation does not make good history, it is valuable to explore how these women, as gendered subjects and objects, worked within a new, technologically creative medium in a male-dominated industry. They are part of Australian film history, and need to be recognised in the context of women’s continual involvement with the medium. Collins explains that ‘for every one woman engaged in film production there were contingents of women seeking to restrict and regulate the cinema with visions of film-making that were often far from adult’.9 Women were involved in moving picture censorship campaigns and activities that may have contributed to limiting film production (see chapter 2), but this should not cancel out women’s work as filmmakers. Examining women’s roles in the creation of films, as well as the reception and censorship of films, constructs a more complex picture of the time whereby competing viewpoints, goals and values are played out in the public sphere of cinema.

Cinema-going in Australia in the 1920s was the most popular entertainment activity. With population estimated as just over 6 million, there were 2.25 million cinema admissions each week, which is an average of twenty cinema visits per person per year.10 While most of the feature films screened were from America, some films shown were made locally. This chapter examines the films that women filmmakers where making in the 1920s and into the early 1930s. It focuses primarily on the filmmaking McDonagh sisters as well as actresses and filmmakers Louise Lovely and Lottie Lyell. There are not extensive archival records for any of these women, the McDonaghs and Lovely are best documented in surviving records and also oral history interviews conducted in the 1970s and 80s.11 While not providing detailed biographies of these women, this chapter focuses on the avenues through which they became be film-makers and, as highlighted in the statement at the start of this chapter how their work was (and was not) understood as professional.12 The statement is about the McDonagh sisters and was made by Ken Hall (considered as one of the Australian film industry’s most significant film producer and director) in 1976. In stark contrast to Hall, at the same time the feminist project of reclaiming unvalued women’s history was emerging, and feminist filmmakers and writers looked to the women’s filmmaking in the 1920s to construct their history.13 Using sources such as these, the ways women filmmakers of the 1920s and 30s have been understood at various times is examined, as is their presence as modern women, to highlight how gendered ideology mediates understandings of them and their work. This analysis frames filmmakers’ work as cultural action and as part of the creation of a modern form of public expression.

Families and Learning Filmmaking

Lottie Lyell, Louise Lovely and the McDonagh sisters were all members of families that had connections, of various strengths and degrees, with actors and the performing arts. All families were accepting of their daughters’ involvement with performing and, while there were class differences, they were familiar with the artistic world and were supportive of their daughters’ work.

Lottie Lyell was born in Sydney on 23 February 1890 to Charlotte Louise Hancock and real estate agent Joseph Charles Cox.14 Lyell’s maternal aunt and eldest sister were singers.15 It is difficult to assess the opportunities and networks that Lyell had, given the limited sources that remain, what does will be discussed later in the chapter. Lyell is described as ‘a filmmaker and a woman who may always be an enigma’ by film historian Marilyn Dooley in her biography of Lyell.16 Particularly because Lyell died young, there was no opportunity to ‘discover’ and interview her, as happened with Lovely and the McDonaghs in the 1970s and 1980s.

Louise Lovely, an only child, was born almost exactly five years after Lyell, also in Sydney, but east of the city in Paddington. In her work on women in Australian cinema, Andrée Wright noted how Lovely kept the details of her birth secret and was known by a number of different family names.17 She was born to twenty-five year old Elise Lehmann on 28 February 1895. She was named Louise Lehmann, her mother was not married and a father was not registered on the birth certificate.18 Lovely’s mother, a performer herself, came to Australia when touring with French actress Sarah Bernhardt in 1891 and arranged Lovely’s stage debut when she was about eight years old. Lovely acted onstage (from 1904) and in at least ten Australian films (from 1911) under the name of Louise Carbasse. When interviewed in 1978, Lovely described Carbasse as a ‘family name’.19 Maisie Axford, described as an ‘adopted daughter’ who worked for and lived with Lovely in the 1930s in Melbourne, said that Lovely’s relatively poor mother saw Lovely’s work as important security.20

Louise Lovely’s mother was reported as having connections with the French consul and theatrical circles that were useful in establishing and promoting Lovely’s career, and publicity included flying in a French aviator’s hydroplane being tested in Sydney.
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