self-refepentiality and allwsionism, which is
its 'station idennafwation signal’, its *phatic®
coniact, &% Jakobson would say, with the
disiraceed viewer
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This s why there is probably o going back
for the art etnema esther: it (o0 confronts the
television spociator rather than the movel
resder, and what is mare, it is mainly funded
by TW. In the debates around coumter-
FiNEIDas, it now appears that television was
underestimared as the culmral and economic
force against which Hollywoeod, the art
cnema and the avanr-garde had 1o defipe
themselves, While Hollywood did sa by re-
appeacing inside the ielevision ‘appamtus' as
it chief supplicr of product and vac of its
majos aitmctions (the recycling of “movie
clagsies® and the strt of a whole sew film
culmre), the ovant-garde on the whole was
unable to moiiot an ellective response o rele-
vision. The art cinema found it pasaible o
secure participation in the production side
of televisian, as prestige propramme mak-
ers natinally, and interpaconal ‘swtens’,
double agents so to speak whi, tough wder
contract to RAL Channel 4, Antenne Dy
or WDR, could upgrade their television co-
productions via film festivals to the status of
Al Cinema.

The Infernational Tlarket

If the relation between television and the
cinema has become one of symbiosis, then it
15 clear thar the balance of forces berween
Hollywood and Ewropean independent, ar
or aveni-garde cinema cannat be repre-
sented a5 pure opposition either. Films are
commadities like any other: while the
Hellywood product dominates most coun-
trics’ domestic markets, as well as leading
titernatonally, each national clnema i both
patwonl and intermational, though possibly
at different ¢nds of the marker. MNationally, it
participates in the popular or literacy culture
at large (the New German Cimema’s pre-
dilection for filmed litcrature, the intellecs
tual cult siws of French film dicectors, the
veneration of Fellini or Antoaboal as ‘actisis"
and sacred monsers) Internatbanally, nai-
innal cinemas used 1o have a generic func-
tion; A French, Italian of a Swedish fibm se
definite horizoms of expectatons for the gen-
eral nudience—a prerequisite for marketing
pUrpses.

From the perspective of Hollywood , on the
other hand, it makes litile difference whether
one 15 talking abaut the Ttalian cinems o the
Austraiian cioema, the French cinems of the
Welsh cinerma: nooe of them is & serious
competitar for America’s domestic oucpur,
bur each matonal cmema &5 8 ‘market’® for
American films, with Hollywood practices
and narms hoving major repercussions on the
matkanal production sector. In most coun-
eries, this has led fo different forms of pratec-
tonism, bringing into play state inervention
and government legislation, but usually m
very little avail, especially sinee the diffessn
narional cioemas, however equal they seem
before Hollywood, are of course cmphat-

ically unequal nmang themselves and Jocked
inte ver another form of comperition when
they enter an internativnal marker. Tdeneifi-
cation with the big (her and rivalry among
each vaher are two sides of the same coin, and
competition with Hollywood hes ofien meane
reprixlucing the American model of prodict-
ion as well as its nacrative conventios.

‘nl:'. S]ﬂtbr’s Eilfmfnﬂem or

The lit=raruee I:_md.l 10 a wider sense, the
visnal imegination) of Labn American
authors scems W have become increasingly
altructive to European film-makers, wher-
ever they fes] in competidon with America
wver the truth of the image and no longer
able to envisage & terrain oot colopised by

televisinn. Oines of the reasons may be the ey
that heee is @ literary culture which has
always been closer to spectachke and the carnd-
val a5 political, and wet has & very precise
histosienl experience of ‘colonisation’, bur
also of apgroprinting it in  vernecular idiom.
Ros's adapeation «of Midrquez may be a
collage of clichés, buoi they are hardly folk-
locmiese: if the clichés are having a ball, it is
becawse they are accampanied by surong feel-
ings, clear outlioes, bald colours, simple
motifs, archaie spaces, The distance is mot in
a crivical irony, or a political allegory, butin a
liveraliem thar affers no distance. This, as in
the cage of Resnals, may kmve the sophis-
ticared spectator with the sk of iving o
become paive, a8 with certarn feminist avant-
garde works: Pina Bausch®s dance thearre,
for nstance, or some of Chanal Akerman's
films, where it is oot the romantic of sen-
umeneal cliché that speaks the truth, bur its
repetition: obstinale, desperate, uiopian. W

Living on the Edge

Great Britaln, 1987
Dhs—HFI.

; o—Lentral Independent Television. exer. p—Roge
devised by—John Furse, Michael GHEEEEJ}'. ph=—IDwun Stmasburg, In coloar, addir.

Director: Michaeal Grigsby

r James. p—John Farse.
1 T

McDvagal, arrt, ph—Mark Steasburg. ed=—Julian Ware, songs—"Smack City™, *Just Right™

and performed by Chris Sumner.

. m. performed fv—Jack Payne and his
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rchvestica, Herman's Hermits, The Beatles, The Taverner Choir, Thunderclap Mewman,
Mike Oldfield, Ambrose and Fis Orchestra, Penguin Café Orchestm, Gerry Rafferry, Nar-

wich Cathedlral Chair, Pink Fl

y Dieum Theawre, The Cocteaw Tains. m. cogaiam— Tony

Howard. nides desygm—Stuant Fettle, sd. ad—Marde Kent. sd. rec—Mike MeDuffie, sl

re-rec—Toay Anscombe. conseltars—aArchie Tait.

. asstmai— Julia Kennedy, reramreh—

Catherine Bailey, (consultant) Sarw Tibbetts, (flm) Janet R:ﬁnu. with—Frank Rolfe, Mary

Ralfe, Alison Ralfe, Stacey Kolfe, Tess O
Skyrme, Dave Skyroe, edve Smith,

, Joanme Casey,

clen Casey, T.]. Casey, Teres
Smith, Cheis Sumner, Kenny Murmay, Gany

Phinn, Paul Mosson, Paul McElhinney, Charlie Best, John Waddinglon, Frank Tunstall, Jack
Jones, Walter Evans, Maldwyn Einsey, Bob May, 3,09 fr. & mins. (16 mm.}

In akaleidoscopic viston of Braain in the 80s,
Linirg on the Edge offcrs pertraits of those
who have been in various ways dispossessed
by recent developments, intercut with cther
matecinl—extrcts from old films, adver-
tisements, clips from newsreels—ao build up
an aecoust of the wuy in which people’s lives
have been changed since the 305, These vari-
ous inlerpolations are themselves overlaid
with exasmples of the popular music of the
time. The main contemporary ‘characrers'
are the Rolfes from Devon, a farming family
wha have been farced into bankrupicy by the
recent internatinal crisis of over-production
in agriculture; the Casey family on the Ford
bousing estate in Birkenhead, with its history
of massive unemployment, drug abuse and
reliance on the black economy; the Skyrme
and Seuth famabez in the South Wales
coalfields, sull working but shaken by the
coal dispute and worded about the fure
contraction of the Industry. These are joined
intermittently by a chorus of other indi-
viduals, including & group of young uncm:-
Ployed (laswegiane who are eveniully
farced to London w fnd work, a 1o of
Warld War Il veierans, and o bomse-grown
musician from the Ford estate.

Living ant the Edge 13 a romarkably success-
ful, and intensely emoving, fusion of tao
different visions, On the one hand, it is
clearly 8 contnuerion of Mike Grigshy's
quite remarkably comsitent ceuvee, which
has allowed the cxploited, the forgotten, the

taken-for-granted, the waiceless, to speak ar
some lengrh and in their own wards, The
[amilies and individoals whom we meet in
Livang om the BEdpe are all, in their different
ways, near relauons te the frm workers in
Warnking the Liend, the wawlerinen in Deckae
Learmerand A Life Apars, the minersin A Lafe
Limdergrornd and, for thar matier, the black
farnilics in Deep Sourk, the Eskimos in The
People’s Lard and the Indlan sorkers in
Hefore the Monsoon. On the ather hand, it also
relates 10 @ oog-term project undertaken by
Jobhn Furse, the film's producer and o
deviser (and previouely the sesarcher an A
Life Aprerr), encitled The Smuggle for tke Fard,
which he wrote (though pewver aciuwally
filmed} while working in the independent
secter. In this he attempred o analysc what
he verms the "selling of reality™, utibisog a
callage form to discuss the historical foross at
wark  in moulding  people’s  everyday
CEpCIicnce.

Thete are a nuember of principles
goveroing the present films extremely
Em‘hplr.‘l, but nevertheless admirably clear,
collage structuce. One of thess is tempral:
by means of extracts from old fGlms, news-
recls, advertisements and radio Program-
mes, the film mwwes from the s to the 80,
suggestiog by oveuis of wssocintion and alla-
s simee of the Forces which have ERine inio
the making of e present. Anather is spatial;
the film ranges far and wide acress Britain for
its cast of represcatative ‘charmciers’. A Frusi-
ful marmative oppositen between the rural
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Bl the divide: Froak & Sucey Rolle.

and the wurban (in a manner highly remini-
scent of Raymoend Williams' The Courtry and
the Cany) also suppliss an bnplicil organisng
principle.

Thas struciure albows the film-makers
caily to meove freely in doee and space but also
te explore ideas i 3 cichly assoctadwe and
allusive fashion, Above all, 1o a cssenually
visual and cinematic Gshion. Anexiract from
Vectorig sk Orrecr (1937 for example, leads
on—via a contemporary discussion abowt the
Hs—ro a conaideration of the poverty behind
the flag-waving and from thence to s medit-
aton on contemporary imperialism, and
Britain’s changed waorld rale, by means of a
shot of an American Air Force bass in Brit-
pin, Ur from the bankrept farmer Frank
Kaolfe standing in his farmyard, the wictim of
connomic circumstances beyond his oontral,
tp the "Can™ Whii™ IFremch Connectioen
clothes advertisement, an avert celebrmiion
of instant gratification amd mompant con-
sumerisn which, tken ogether, eloguently
lluserte  the  variows  divides—msoral,
ceomanue, geographical, sleobogical—which
ovw charcierise our society so sharply.

Similarky, talk of the 3k 15 matched by
featage of the recentl Jarrow March; an
cxtract fram Thke Archers makes ane think of
fictimal representations of farming life as
opposed B0 the real-life simnton aof the
Bolfes; shats rom a speeding express trin
are counterpamnted by bleak shas of rusting
sleam engives which are ool stmply a refer-
ence back o Grigsby's first Gilm, Enginemen,
but alse a reminder of the huoman and
coomamic comsequences of Breinsh Rail's
madernization plans; shots of politicians past
and present reinforce one of the characier's
observation about the same people always
being in power, and 50 on. Perhaps the mos
poigmant parts of the film have to do with the
betrayal of warous post-war ideals, Faor
example, the scene from fhavem Crmard (19410
inwhich Bernard Miles talks of bow, after the
war, things cannet be allowed to go hack to
the way they were in the 30s (folloowed om the
saandtrack by the song “Happy Days Are
Here Again™) leads on o a discussion amang
same of the present-day ‘characters’ of how
the Second Workd War was o time of growing
political enlightenment ameng working-class
people in Britain. This helps fo displace the
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popalist, Ealing-ish ‘memary of the war asa
time of pational coheeion, and o replace i
with one of the war as a ume of pelineal
change and consciousness-raizing (cof. Angus
Calder's The Prople’s War) which was vo result
in the Labour landslide of 1945,

In terms of its remarkable soyle and seoae-
ture, Linfag o the Edge irresistibly recalks
Humiphrey Jennings, and micsr of all A Drary
Joor Timeorly (19450, The tone is very differene
from Jennings' rather patrronising and tmp-
osed commentaries, but the film's pessi-
muiee and bleak colouring does  recall
moments in Jennings’ less well-known later
works, such as fiee Lerde filmed and Fealy
Forirmt, titles which, along with A Defeaed
Feople, could serve cqually well here, The

clogng lines of Diey asked of the infant
Timathy; “Are you gring to have greed for
maney or power austing decency from the
wardd as they have in the pasi? Or are you
poing o make the world o different place—
you amd all the wiher babiess™ To which
Linmg on the Edpe oflers a not at all com-
ferting answer: the abiding memory is of
Frank Rolfe staring cut the window at his
o3t lamd, a young man alone in his room
simping a song about “smack city”, the remark
that “in the 30s people had principles, ow
they've por moripages and s, and the
heanbreaking seene i which the elder Raodle
daupghier rewds her brother's poem “The
Death of a Farm™,

JULIAN PETLEY

v Jarmas' i "Livnag i thr B,

Julian Petley talks to Mike

Y

Grigsby and

John Furse about a documentary method
for recovering memory and crossing

boundaries.

It s ¢lear from your filmography that by
normal ielevision standards you spend a
greal deal of ume on each individwal
project. What is your working method?

itz T like poweo el i comenaeniries. T like po go
and sit in a small wown or a village for six o
cight months and ger oo know the people ona
friendly basis, as a human being rather than
a5 A film-maker, They gzt 10 know me and
they gst w0 know my ¢rew and we make the
film on that sor of basis, And then [ involve
the people in the editing, "When we have pan
it together finally, [ ke the film back 1o the
community and show it on their ferritory
rather than them coming to me. They can
then actunlly debare with me, criticise me.
Amnd T think thizs is the only way 10 do it.

Lowking at, and listening to, your films one
s immediately stmuck by the length of the

shots, and also the absence of commentary.
What are your reasons for this approach?
MG: As far as commentary goes, [ think
television has a tendency 1o swamp many of
i3 films with wvoicc-aver and reporters'
guesticns, with the resule that ane is newer
allowed oo feel, o is unable 1 breathe, and
one is being led all the tiene a3 an sudience. Tt
is important that one eexlly rics o ber people
bie whar they are, and o come across in the
way they want o comme acress. As far as e
length of dee shots is concermed, | think tha
we tend today o b hung up on this whele
mytholegy of leng shots, clese-ups, mid-
shots, reverse  shots, rwitching  hands,
owitching faces, and &0 on. What I wry woda s
te find the frame which will allow o just e
watch and absork what s geing on withouwt
us having te interfers with the people, with
the subject one 15 making the film absoar.



[ think it is very impoant o scc the
context inm which people live and wark,
becguse without 8 context how can one
undsrsignd how people function? 5o thene
are very few cuts in my films. I Like the
subject t0 come throwgh withour me hay-
ing 10 juxztApese hundeeds of show
make a paint, We nsually just shoot the soene
from one angle and keep very stll. 1 never
work with lights, only by available light. 1
want to subjugate the crew and all the
technology te the people, We just melt ino
the background, and people are therefore less
sellccanscious.

That sad, Lizing on the Edge conizins
fdny more cuts than your previous films,
Does this signal a oew development for
youp

S46G: Wea, the film ia io the faom of a collage,
and the strwcture 5 quite lmpressonstse, A
ithe same tme, it was much more seripled
than my previows filme, i that we wene
peocesding from 3 much more haghly
structured working baze, This all had vo do
with the subject matter, I feln thar Hriush
spcicty im the B0s was becoming inercas-
ingly isolaced and frapmenced and than
the form of the film should reflect thar
Iragmentation, However, if that was o work
in 8 ppmprehensible way, one thar left no
doubt in the minds of the audiesee abaoa
what we wers trving 1o say, then I koew we
had to ke extremely clear in our own heads
before we started shooting about whar
exctly we were attempiing o achicve, We
needed a firm stracture o work from and 1o
gierve & o punde.

1¥: The danger with a collage stoucture is tha
awdiences don’t know where they'ee poing.
We certainly didn't want 1w make a Film
[or the cioematic intelligentsia, s 0 was
important to have s faidy siraightforward
narralive siructure which takes you from te
pre-war yeurs through to the presen, iracing
achanpge in popular feeling nnd in the populae
view of what Is happening. If you like, it is a
visual yversion of oral history: it counterpoints
people remembering their own “unofficial”
version of history, 1o their own words, with
the ‘official’, wadivenal wiew portraved in
newsreels, old films, and so on.

Abthough Liiing on the Edge may look
rather differeal foom yoor other films, the
COBCEMS ane i many ways the same, Your
subject iz agade the hetrayed, the
dispossessed, those routnely demicd a
viice by the mainstream media.

Mt Yes, although perhaps on a larger scale
than before. Right from the siare, 1 wanted
i make a film abour the betmayal of the
pest-war dream, For all s impressondstic
slrocture, there is a sense in which Leoog
o the Edlge is more direct than some of ey
other [ilms, und perhaps that is becanse I
perscnally feed a very deep sense of betrayal.
Mot just oo behalf of my generticn, but also
fur my parcnls’ genmeration and the young
generation tea. 1 feel especially angry on
behali’ of the kids who grew up in the G, like
thi Seortish lads in the film, who were
promised that life would be womierfol, Right
through the class strecture, there is a doep
sense of vpeass, cynicism, isolaton and
berraval—betrayal aof the idesls of the

COmpassionaie, caring socicly that was
promised in 1045 when everyone dreamed of
i real change and a new cra.

I¥: When Mike and T first began discussing
the filmiin 1985, we hadn’t actually met sinos
1973, when [ was the researcher om A Life
Apart. In the intervening period, I'd becn
working in the independent sector in the
South-West and had become very interested
in the colonisation of ordinary people® lives,
nal enly by economic ferces such as torism
and agri-business but alse by the mass media,
I was interested in the wny in which people
comstewet  history, including  their own
history, s cmpdy on the basis of their own
experiencs, but throogh the medis oo,
through the versions of realiy which TV ancd
newspapers scll cvery day. So when Mike
began o talk abour how the media
increasingly bring about a loss of histoncal
memory, 0 s of perpersal possent, |
became very interesied.

1 hud theught for a long time abouwt the
removal of peoples roots, of which the
removal of memory is a0 Imporant aspect.
Unce you kse your roots in the past you alse
locse the ability w work oo the [wowee
creatively, am ahility which s awyway
serioasly impaired by the whole nuckear
threat, The spathy this creates makes wdeal
comelitions for auihoritarianizm and, in the
Lozt anmlysis, fscism, (o oorur. And indeed,
what came owt of our initial Tessarch was the
tremendous disillusionment with, and lossof
faith in, the comventional instivotons, sven
the matitution af thought. And everywhere
inertia, apathy and fragmentation.

Even without knowing your admiration for
Humphrey Jennings, it would be hard not
oo see his infleence on the style of Living
e the Edge.

mbi: Wliat mplum e mesl 2haut Jennings
s his impressionlem, the juxtapostion of
images and sounds, the montage of kdeas.
We've forporten how o make exciling
decumentaries that really engage people. 1
get very depressed watching relewision docw-
mentaries beogause I think they'wve fallen
into very traditional, preconeeived, predice-
able formats, The imagery is used as wall-
paper or filler, and the commentary rowally
dominares the images: it is (he jowrnalisuc
infloence, and ir's geoing heavier amd
kesvier, Documentary nesds & kick up the
backside, it neods fo communicare o people
with the excitcment that you find in the filma
f Jennings, I feel we'we lost the am of
enguging with people, There is an idea chat
documentary as 3 form is boring, and that is
reflected in the way that television companies
scheduole them late at nighe.

Living ont the Edpe paints a termfvingly
bleak pictwre of contemporary Brtamm

without really offering any solotons. Do
you think this lays you open (o the charge of
defeatinm?

sii: 1 think 11 would be extrmordinanly
arpagant of us 1o Lry 1o mpoese solutions. The
filim creates a dimension, o space for people
in the awdience 1w Tunk things thooagh
in their own tecms and daw thar awn
conclugions. Tt ses up a seres of pever-
betarions and assoczations, but people muost
produce the answers themselves, owside e
film. If ahe film is peroeived as an bosiest
and disrucbing sccount of what Use under-
belly of Britain s going through ar the
moement, and provides a platform for debare
and discussion, them T would be wery
satisiied, Bur although the film' stacture
leaves you space 1o think things out, at the
same time i1 should lesve Llictle doubt in the
minds af the audience that we as film-makers
o] it s tme io lake a sirong stand and oot
1 back aff or duck out. The film may
be impressoniatie bat it s not dilfuse ar
unelear.

IF: The dest in many ways for the film is
wheether it can create A space in which poople
of quite different political perswssions can
sctually find & common ground for debaie,
What we were interesied im owere ihe
historical processes at work in the people’s
everyday lives, and to ge1at that you've g to
go bevond the mask of conventional political
discourse to the feelings that lie behind
politics, If the film can cress boundaries and
make people identify their oan everyday
experience with the experience afl peeple in
the film who are quite possbly (mom very
dalTerent buk&nﬂmd:,mdufth: dafferend
poliical pecsuassons, then it owall have
achieved something. The people we chose
for ot fili—anad we ‘cast’ 0 very carefully
and went theough hundreds of poasble
‘characters’—do convey the authennic voice
of their own expericnce! they hawve an
eadersiabilins that simply cannor be pejecred.
Liwving on the Edge is an immensely visual
film, but it alse says a great deal
more than the mosi beanly ‘commentated’
doecumentary, How do you achieve this?

M- O of the key things as to ey 16 find
the simple impe thar would express a very
complex thought process. We wanted simple
imeges which people could relate o and draw
oa from their own expenence. Bur o ger
those wery simple wmages, anxd soumds, ooe
scrually has w go drough o comples process
of questsonmg what one 5 domg an:d why aoc
is doing it. [ think that many film-msakers on
the left hawe bost the abiliny o communicace
with audiences. The lanpoage of the filmic
left has become almost soo pure, the debates
so abstruse that we've forgouen about the
broed mass of what is aciually going on in this
land, and foegatten bow to communicate
aiross the party political divides. |

3 hommes et un couffin (3 Men and a Cradie)

France, 1885

Director: Callne Sarmesyu

Cert—DG. :fm—l.l EFD {20nh G:mur_lr Fox). p.ce—Flach FilmiSoprofilmTF1 Films, p—

l-nn-i!; epetit. p. mup—Henri Van, p. manaper—Jocques Attis, eend, d—{raziells
gu'lahnﬂ mm:l.]un Chaulot Talmom, Pierrede Rivigre, se—Caline S2rreau. ph—JeansYves

LEt



	article01
	article02
	article03

