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This approach doesn’t make sense. Recent research published
in open-source science journal Environment International (and
cited often by the global cinema industry) suggests that, in terms
of virus transmission, sitting quietly in a spaced-out cinema is one
of the safest ways to gather with other people. A person is ninety
times more likely to infect someone else while singing in a church,
fourteen times more likely while talking in a restaurant and seven
times more likely while exercising in a gym — all of which were
previously permitted activities.

Village Entertainment, owner of one of the largest cinema
chains in Australia, put it this way in their press-release plea
to the Victorian Government:

Cinema provides an environment that allows for easy physical
distancing, with easy contact tracing via online ticket purchasing.
The passive and forward-facing nature of cinema allows for a safe
environment that should be allowed to open.

Here’s one bright note to end on. To cover the lack of product
available to cinemas over the final months of 2020, Sydney Film
Festival’s (SFF) Travelling Film Festival partnered with ICA to
present two curated programs of eleven features and four short
films, all designed to attract audiences back to local theatres.
Known as My Cinema, My Film Festival, it was organised to run
in nineteen cinemas in metropolitan and regional New South
Wales, Queensland, Western Australia, South Australia and the
ACT across November and December. This was a seriously excit-
ing program for film-starved cinephiles: opening with Stephen
Maxwell Johnson’s Australian feature High Ground (2020), it also
included Cannes Film Festival prize winner The Climb (Michael
Angelo Covino, 2019) and the recipient of the 2020 Documentary
Australia Foundation Award for Best Australian Documentary at
SFF, Descent (Nays Baghai, 2020). It’s possible too that the glitch
in the blockbuster pipeline may have granted more space to a
couple of other Australian feature films that were scheduled for
release in January: The Dry (Robert Connolly, 2021) and Penguin
Bloom (Glendyn lvin, 2020)

MOVING TARGETS: SNAPSHOTS
OF REPRESENTATION

ADOLFO ARANJUEZ

In September last year, the US Academy of Motion Picture Arts
and Sciences announced that, from the 2024 Oscars onwards,
films vying for its Best Picture gong would be required to meet
what president David Rubin and chief executive Dawn Hudson
described as ‘inclusion standards’ that would herald in ‘long-
lasting, essential change in our industry’. The criteria span four
umbrella areas — characters and narrative; behind-the-scenes staff;
industry connections; and audience development — and include
such metrics as having at least one lead or significant support-
ing character ‘from an underrepresented racial or ethnic group’,
at least two key creatives belonging to an underrepresented
community (women, people of colour, LGBTQIA+, disability),
and at least 30 per cent of the wider cast and crew identifying

as minorities. To be eligible, films must fulfil at least two of the
four areas.

Despite the ribbing it receives from those of us in social-justice
circles, ‘diversity’ does hold the honour of being one of today’s
buzzwords. This isn’t without reason, of course. The impacts of
representation on self-esteem, social cohesion and the ability to en-
visage success are widely recognised; this undergirds the attention
given to ‘symbolic annihilation’ (as coined by communications theo-
rist George Gerbner) and ‘symbolic violence’ (by sociologist Pierre
Bourdieu) in media, politics and the arts since at least the 1970s.
But, for the screen industries, extra impetus has been provided
by confirmation that diversity also sells. As determined by numer-
ous studies, including the University of California, Los Angeles’
Hollywood Diversity Report and the Creative Artists Agency’s Motion
Picture Diversity Casting Index, films that feature diverse characters
and storylines perform markedly better at the box office. If the top
blockbusters of recent years — Black Panther (Ryan Coogler, 2018),
Moonlight (Barry Jenkins, 2016), Crazy Rich Asians (Jon M Chu,
2018), the latest Star Wars films (2015-2019) — are anything to go
by, we certainly appear to be making strides in this arena.

Closer to home, our screen sector has witnessed compara-
ble stirrings. Soon after the Oscars announcement, Australian
Academy of Cinema and Television Arts CEO Damian Trewhella
told Fairfax that a ‘codification of provisions’ around diversity
would be ‘something [to] look at for next year’. Prior to this, Screen
Australia had enacted a number of equity-targeting initiatives. 2019
saw the launch of The Next 25 Years, its Indigenous Department’s
funding and production roadmap; this strategy, according to
department head Penny Smallacombe, will allow the agency to
‘continue to deliver on [its] mission of identifying and nurturing
talented Indigenous Australians’. Reformulated in 2018 (following
its formation in 2016) was the Gender Matters Taskforce, which
advocates for women'’s representation both on screen and off
across local productions. And, in 2016, Screen Australia released
Seeing Ourselves, a study assessing TV characters and actors
against the broader population in terms of cultural background,
disability, gender and sexual orientation.

Reverberations of these nationwide moves were felt in state-
specific schemes: the South Australian Film Corporation’s
Aboriginal Screen Strategy; Screen NSW’s Screenability (disability);
Film Victoria’s Natalie Miller Fellowship (gender). And the vibrations
emanated outwards to viewership as well. Several of Australia’s
most-watched film and TV titles in recent years have been awash
in diversity: Top End Wedding (Wayne Blair, 2019), Lion (Garth
Davis, 2016), The Dressmaker (Jocelyn Moorhouse, 2015), Mystery
Road’s 2018 TV incarnation, 2016 series Here Come the Habibs!.

For Anna Barnes, lead writer and co-producer of Retrograde,
these developments form part of a substantial shift towards
authenticity. The 2020 ABC series follows a gaggle of thirty-
somethings as they grapple with the pandemic; one of them,
Sophie (Esther Hannaford), lives with dysautonomia. ‘People
with invisible illnesses can face a lot of barriers due to a lack of
awareness,” Barnes tells me. ‘The concept that someone is ill
for the rest of their lives can be confusing to a lot of people.’

Barnes herself lives with a chronic iliness — postural orthostatic
tachycardia syndrome - but, to deepen the resonance of her
writing, she anchored it on the struggles of other members of the
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disability community as well. Some of those insights came from
Hannaford, who has Crohn’s disease and ‘brought a wealth of ex-
perience and knowledge to the role’. However, Barnes also gained
‘a lot of solidarity and support from online illness communities’:

On the show, we refer to these online spaces as ‘sick internet’.
These are the places we go to for questions, specialist recommen-
dations and good chronic-illness memes. It was important to me
that the sense of community and the information-sharing that exist
within these online spaces was showcased.

Ultimately, constructive visibility is paramount. On top of ensur-
ing that ‘[Sophie’s] illness was just one aspect of her life and not
her entire storyline’, which ‘people have really responded to’,
Barnes emphasises the power of normalisation through exposure:

The more we see people with chronic illnesses as members of
our society, our workplaces, our friendship groups — and not just a
tragic plot point — the more it can help to demystify the experience
of chronic illness and what a ‘sick’ person looks like.

Similar sentiments have been expressed by Suzy Wrong
from the cast of Hungry Ghosts, a supernatural drama about
Vietnamese-Australian families terrorised by vengeful spirits. The
2020 SBS series’ chops are already evidenced by its fidelity to
cultural nuances - critic Giselle Au-Nhien Nguyen has praised the
way it ‘centres the experience of the Viethamese diaspora and the
ongoing trauma of the Vietnam war’. Bolstering this, Wrong plays
transgender clairvoyant Roxy, a role that, as the actor explains in
a Guardian op-ed, challenges the longstanding tendency to depict
trans people ‘as an abomination’. That Roxy is a ‘fully formed adult
woman, at peace with the world and loved by her community’, has
far-reaching implications:

Representation in pop culture offers a form of role modelling that
can make or break a young person coming to terms with their
identity [...] What we think the world looks like is informed so much
by what we see in media and the arts [...] | am grateful for the op-
portunity to present what | believe to be a new benchmark in trans
representation.

Retrograde and Hungry Ghosts exemplify the types of screen
storytelling that Australian audiences can hope to see more of,
following greater involvement on the part of industry bodies. Of
course, the journey towards equity is far from finished; last year
alone, our sector was rocked by outcries around cultural appro-
priation, blackface, non-diverse newsrooms and inadequate local-
content quotas. For now, change in a lasting sense may seem
elusive — but little steps do, in time, amount to forward movement
when buzzword is turned into bona fide action.

LAUGHTER IN LOCKDOWN:
AT HOME ALONE TOGETHER

L1Z GIUFFRE

Last year gave us a new genre of entertainment — the ‘lockdown
comedy’. While there is little that was objectively funny about many
of 2020’s events (from fire and floods to, of course, COVID-19),
pockets of programs have sprung up in lots of places and media
forms, leaning all the way into the experience of being physically
restricted in a way that so many of us had never experienced
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before. Some people reacted by just wanting to ignore the whole
thing — including free-to-air programmers, who seem to have
played musicals and 1980s action films more frequently than ever
before to help audiences cope — but a number of artists and their
fans chose instead to stare isolation down and laugh in its face.

In Australia, the ABC’s At Home Alone Together led the charge
for lockdown comedy. A weekly sketch program loosely organ-
ised like a mock lifestyle program, its tagline — ‘A lifestyle show
for a world in which nobody has a life’ — made its intentions clear.
Showrunner Dan llic (of comedy podcast A Rational Fear) and
head writer Chris Taylor (of The Chaser) assembled a remarkable
group of writers and performers to somehow work out the logistics
of talking about the experience of being stuck indoors while also
capturing it. Logistics like production meetings, camerawork, edit-
ing and post-production — all put together while the ABC itself was
under extreme scrutiny and pressure to be all things to all people,
but also with an ever-decreasing budget and resource pool — must
have been a nightmare, but the results were hugely satisfying.
Support from Screen Australia was invaluable, as were the talents
of artists like Tony Award nominee Eddie Perfect, who composed,
recorded and performed the show’s theme. The performers were
also just outstanding in their own right — with characters like Anne
Edmonds’ Helen Bidou an absurd delight.

Over nine episodes, regular segments were offered to cover all
bases, including lockdown parenting, cooking, gardening, DIY and
general ‘life hacks’. Keeping it all ‘together’ was host Ray Martin
—an icon of ‘respectable’ programming, who hilariously delivered
increasingly deranged mock-egotistical monologues to camera as
the series progressed. At the end of the show’s run, llic declared
on Twitter that writing absurdities for Martin to say was the high-
light of the exercise for him — as it was for this writer, too. Let’s
just say the words on the page aren’t enough; they need Martin’s
smoothness to make them pop. Other public figures also appeared
in unusual but wonderful ways, such as Melbourne’s Father Bob
Maguire, who offered spiritual guidance via Zoom, and ABC
Science expert Norman Swan, hosting the wonderfully straight-
to-the-point segment ‘Unthreatening Facts’. Tonic for the soul.

Given its topic and genre, however, it’s unsurprising that At
Home Alone Together attracted some controversy. On 20 May,
Senator Sarah Henderson took to Twitter to attack the show,
describing it as ‘one of the worst, unfunniest TV shows ever
produced with taxpayer dollars’ and asking, ‘As one of Australia’s
finest and most iconic TV journalists, what was Ray Martin
thinking?’ In response, llic made note of the show’s place as an
employer as well as entertainer, explaining how the show had
given work to around forty contributors ‘who mostly normally work
in live entertainment’, and also added that it ‘beat most commer-
cial networks on [its] debut. I’d say we’re doing pretty well.” In an
earlier interview with TV Tonight, Martin had seemingly pre-empted
responses like Henderson'’s, remarking, ‘If comedy doesn’t upset
at least some people, you're probably not doing it right.’

Internationally, similar types of shows emerged, including
‘Zoom’ specials like those put together for Saturday Night Live and
US late-night talk shows. One of the most original (and success-
ful) has been the BBC'’s Staged, a lockdown sitcom starring David
Tennant and Michael Sheen as versions of themselves. Filmed
mostly in their houses in single-camera, dual-screen conversation
mode, the series was also short and sweet, following a semi-
fictional narrative about grounded actors starved of an audience
and a purpose. While it ran the risk of becoming too self-indulgent
at times, two incredible cameos saved the day (and the surprise
of their appearance is what made them most fun, so no spoilers
here). The end result was a bit like the Steve Coogan and Rob



