“still red in the face over a war of words”


Text of a review of The Archive Project by Sandy George, first Published in The Weekend Australian ‘Review’ pg 36, January 20 - 26, 2007.

“ Any film is propaganda of one sort or another.  It always contains a point of view, a message of some sort.  It can’t be otherwise.”

These words are Keith Gow’s and come at the beginning of this documentary.  He ought to know about propaganda: he first made a name for himself as a result of the films he made in Sydney for the Waterside Workers Federation Film Unit, which he helped set up in the 1950’s.

The union’s leaders were not getting much support for their push for better working conditions – now there’s an understatement – and they thought it would help to use film to put their point of view.

The extent of the spin and the sales and political messages in so many of the images that come at us today with relentless ferocity might startle Gow, given that he hasn’t been around for 20 years.

It might also surprise the Realist Film Organisation, which exited in Melbourne in the ‘40s and ‘50s and is the subject of this documentary.

The organisation aimed to build a more humane and peaceful society through screening alternative and political films and making its own social realist films.  There were no film festivals in Australia at the time it was establishes and no commercial market for art-house and foreign films other than those from the US.

Some of those involved came out of new theatre groups and had links with film societies overseas, youth leagues and the labour movement.  Some of the films they made railed against inequality and the reasons behind it.  They are also a priceless record of Australia: they show the grimness of Melbourne’s inner-city slums and the strikes and demonstrations by workers of the time.  The social activism, and the hopes that must have underpinned it, were at a level hard to imagine now.

The footage has been gathered from all sorts of places, including from under the houses of the offspring of former members, and is inventively woven together.  Included is some fascinating stuff about the Communist Party of Australia, including ASIO surveillance footage.

It was inevitable that the Realist Film Organisation would capture the attention of the government because of its CPA alignment.  It was the Cold War after al: the Victorian government established a royal commission into the CPA, and the Menzies government tried to ban the party in a referendum.

Gow’s words about propaganda ricochet as various governments paint Australia as being in grave danger from Moscow, and the social activists argue that the governments are in the pokers of big business and the US.  This war of propaganda fed fear and suspicion and increased the divides.  Sounds familiar, doesn’t it?

