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Introduction

This presentation was a 10-minute response to both the Stories We
Tell Ourselves report, and a summary account of the research
process and findings related to that document presented by
authors lan Christie and Bertrand Moulier.

The brief | was set involved responding to the report from a
specifically Scottish perspective, and with particular emphasis on
developments during the ‘00s, both before and after the cut-off
point (2006) for the report’s deliberations.

For specificity’s sake, my remarks are developed from a personal
response to particular passages in the document — all quotes from
Betrand and lan’s work included in this powerpoint file can be
found in the complete report available @

http://www.ukfilmcouncil.org.uk/media/pdf/f/i/CIReport 010709.p
df [Accessed June 23" 2010]



http://www.ukfilmcouncil.org.uk/media/pdf/f/i/CIReport_010709.pdf
http://www.ukfilmcouncil.org.uk/media/pdf/f/i/CIReport_010709.pdf

An institutionalised cinema? Scotland from the
1980s to the present

“An analysis of the cultural impact of Britain’s
national and regional films from 1946 to
2006 necessitates looking at the influence of
film policy developments, as well as the
impact of specific films or trends in
filmmaking. While the direction of film
policy, in and of itself, is not a predictor of
cultural impact, the presence (or not) of
devolved film funding affects the content of
the resulting films, which precedes and
directs eventual cultural impact.”

Stories We Tell Ourselves: The Cultural
Impact of UK Film 1946-2006

“Aside from [Bill] Forsyth, [Charlie] Gormley
was the only one of th[e first-wave] Channel
4 generation of Scottish filmmakers who
managed to make a second film during the
1980s.The compound cultural impact of
Scottish cinema at that time was deadened
by the fact that so few directors were able to
develop a body of work, partly because there
were no adequate sources of local film
funding and instead there was a complete
dependency on London patronage which was
not consistent over time. The difficulty in
reaching any kind of critical mass and
sustaining it is a perennial challenge of
Scottish cinema, and one that has been
addressed only in part by access to devolved
public funding resources.”

Stories We Tell Ourselves: The Cultural
Impact of UK Film 1946-2006



An institutionalised cinema? Scotland from the
1980s to the present

The argument that the cultural impact of UK film is inextricably linked to
public policy developments rings doubly true from a Scottish perspective.

Yet at the same time, we often tend to revisit and understand the past in
humanistic terms, constructing canons of significant individual films and
filmmakers.

Attempts to develop a linear story of artistic patrimony are especially
attractive in Scotland where, historically speaking, there was and remains
something heroic about being determined enough to somehow make
feature films in the first place, faced as Scottish filmmakers are by a
stubborn and unusually pronounced range of material obstacles.

Yet following lan and Bertrand’s suggestion, another way of understanding
and telling the story of Scottish cinema involves documenting the
activities and handovers between a series of influential public institutional
patrons which have been responsible for a significant, if not majority,
proportion of total Scottish feature production at any given point in time
over the last three decades.



An institutionalised cinema? Scotland from the
1980s to the present

A sketch outline of such an institutional
lineage might read something like this:

1982 — 1986: Channel 4

1987 — 1993: British Screen/BFI Production
Board

1994 — 2001: Channel 4

1995 — 2001: Scottish Lottery monies (initially
administered through the Scottish Arts
Council, and later through Scottish Screen)



An institutionalised cinema? Scotland from the

1980s to the present

While the names (and industrial and/or cultural remits) of
metropolitan paymasters changed over time during the 1980s and
1990s, the structural dominance of such players within the Scottish
scene did not. Scottish cinema might, therefore, be understood in
historical terms as a dependant one.

Such dependence can be theorised practically (money from
London and indigenous production levels have tended to exist in a
clear relationship of direct proportion).

It can, however, also be theorised culturally and artistically, too:
where aesthetic and representational patterns have emerged in
different periods of Scottish film history, this is — arguably — to a
large degree because local filmmakers have had to interpret and
respond directly to the remits — explicit and implicit — of
metropolitan financiers and finance which have often represented
the only show in town for artists wishing to make theatrically
distributed film work.



Scotland in the ‘00s

It’s arguable, however, that Scotland in the '00s presents a different
picture to the historic one suggested above.

This may be because, for a number of reasons, the decade lacks —
relatively speaking — a consistent and clearly dominant paymaster
or paymasters at work north of the border.

Channel 4 plays a reduced role for much of the decade after the
2002 collapse of the FilmFour mini-studio.

Lottery monies available for feature production are drastically
reduced, both in overall volume and in the scale of individual
awards, during the ‘00s.

Scottish Screen, the NDPB for film, television and new media in
Scotland, has progessively less finance available to support feature
production as the decade progresses (both as a result of factors
beyond the organisation’s control, and also as a result of policy
shifts it makes in response to those factors)



Scotland in the ‘00s

The comparative lack of public institutional kings (and kingmakers)
in 00s Scotland has had a significant impact on:

(a) the number of feature films produced in Scotland and the
consistency (and typical difficulty) of that process

(b) the typical budget levels for those films that did get made, and
the way(s) in which they did (or did not) circulate to audiences

(c) the types of film genre and subject matter tackled by Scottish
filmmakers.

Issue (c) in particular has consequences for the way in which we
assess the cultural impact of recent Scottish cinema and also for
how we think about how the findings of the Stories We Tell
Ourselves report might (or might not) apply in locally particular
ways north of the border.



Scotland in the ‘00s

“Scottish cinema’s as yet unrivalled performance peak of the mid-
1990s serves to illustrate how the mainstream international film
industry, attracted by local incentives, can carry innovative local
filmmaking in its economic slipstream, and how a cluster of films
which project different facets of local culture and history to a
national and international audience can build up to a cumulative
cultural impact. The co-existence of large ‘inward investment’
Hollywood productions and innovative low-budget independent
pictures which occurred during this brief period is something that
the emergent Scottish film industry has worked at recapturing and
prolonging since, against the background of an ongoing debate
about policy priorities.”

Stories We Tell Ourselves: The Cultural Impact of UK Film 1946-2006
[my emphasis]



Scotland in the ‘00s

The idea that Scottish films and filmmakers have, can (and, by implication, should) “project
different facets of local culture and history to a national and international audience [in a way
that] builds up to a cumulative cultural impact” is an attractive one for a range of intellectual,
cultural and historical reasons (some of which are covered in lan and Bertand’s powerpoint
presentation for this session).

At the same time, however, we might also consider the possibility that indigenous Scottish
cinema’s traditional framing of its cultural remit (and potential impact) in terms of speaking
of and for the nation is in large part a consequence of institutional dependence.

If a succession of metropolitan public paymasters wanted above all for you to ‘be Scottish’ in
your creative output — whether for the purposes of commercial branding (Channel 4 in the
1990s) or as part of an ideological discourse about representing the multi-stranded nature of
British culture (and British cultures) more comprehensively and equitably (the BFI Production
Board in the late ’80s/early '90s), then that’s what you did: there was no other choice if you
wanted to make feature work from a Scottish base.

Moreover, once such a prescriptive relationship between funder and funded becomes
historically entrenched, associated assumptions about the cultural responsibility and creative
raison d’étre of Scottish filmmakers become self-perpetuating: Scottish filmmakers make
films explicitly focused on what it means to be Scottish because that’s what Scottish
filmmakers have always done.



Scotland in the ‘00s

* Two distinguishing characteristics of Scottish
cinema produced during the last decade:

* (a) taken as a whole, it’s far hard to organise the
total body of work into one or two major
aesthetic and representational trends.

e (b) those trends which can be discerned are — for
a number of reasons — difficult to link clearly and
comprehensively to the remit in which Scottish
cinema’s cultural impact has traditionally been
defined and assessed: the articulation of national
culture and identity.




Creative trends in '00s Scottish cinema

* Speaking subjectively, I'd discern three broad
generic/aesthetic/representational trends in ‘00s
Scottish cinema (though these three emphatically
don’t cover the totality of what has been
produced in the last decade):

* (1) Scottish-Scandinavian co-productions
* (2) low-budget genre cinema (especially horror)

* (3) Films tacking issues of immigration and
multiculturalism




Creative trends in '00s Scottish cinema

Scottish-Scandinavian co-productions:

Largely, though not exclusively, resulting from the working partnership forged between Glasgow-
based independent Sigma Films and Denmark’s Zentropa in the early '00s.

Aberdeen

One Last Chance

The Last Great Wilderness
Red Road

Wilbur Wants to Kill Himself
Skaggerak

Valhalla Rising

Donkeys

It’s difficult to link this work in any simplistic sense to representations of national identity because
(a) much of it is art cinema in the classic sense, concerned with private questions and experiences
of interiority rather than public equivalents of nationality, and

(b) Many of the key creative personnel involved in the movement are not Scots — their interest in
and knowledge of national cultural issues is limited. At the 2003 EIFF, for instance, Wilbur Wants to
Kill Himself writer Anders Thomas Jensen noted of that movie that, “For me, | don’t know if the film
is Scotland. I’'m glad if people think it is, but for me it’s the way [director] Lone [Scherfig] and | think
Scotland is.”

Jensen quoted in ‘A Conversation with Lone Scherfig & Anders Thomas Jensen’ (17/08/03), @
http://www.scriptfactory.co.uk/go/WhatWeDo/Extract 194.html <accessed 28/06/05>



http://www.scriptfactory.co.uk/go/WhatWeDo/Extract_194.html

Creative trends in '00s Scottish cinema

Low-budget genre cinema(particularly horror):

This work, both in terms of content and financial scale, often feels like an attempt to fill the
partial vacuum left by the temporary departure of major public institutional funders from the
landscape of Scottish film in the ’00s and/or a response to typically much lower amounts of
public production finance offered compared to the 1990s.

Outpost

Outcast

Wild Country

Dark Nature

The Dead Outside

New Town Killers

The Purifiers

It’s difficult to link this work in any simplistic sense to representations of national identity because
(a) cultural impact of any kind is difficult to determine because modes of circulation for such films
are different than for higher-budget and/or more culturally prestigious work (theatrical releases are
minimal when they happen at all; (b) the rules of the genres utilised have little or no conscious
interest in questions of national culture and identity and Scotland’s long-term representation in
cinema (though Richard Jobson’s genre work is a significant exception to this).



Creative trends in '00s Scottish cinema

A cinema of immigration and cultural hybridity:
Gas Attack

Yasmin

Ae Fond Kiss

True North

* Nina’s Heavenly Delights

* The Last King of Scotland

* Trouble Sleeping

e [t’s difficult to link this work in any simplistic sense to representations of
national identity because (a) much of it involves Scottish filmmakers
making work about the experience of non-Scottish protagonists and/or
narratives not set in Scotland, and (b) when set in Scotland, such movies
typically acknowledge and explore the experience of multiculturalism, so
making confidently definitive and comprehensive identifications of a
single overarching Scottish culture and identity something of an
oxymoron.



Creative trends in '00s Scottish cinema

This last strand of recent work overlaps with a wider contemporary
UK trend, the latter noted by the authors of Stories We Tell
Ourselves as an exemplar of British cinema’s capacity to have a
substantial and progressive form of cultural impact:

“In the 2000s, the social realist genre was significantly used to
dramatise emergent debates about new forms of legal and illegal
immigration, and the questions of integration and assimilation
thrown up by these demographic trends. Two films of the period,
Dirty Pretty Things and In this World, crystallised the national
debate about ways in which the new wave of economic migration
into Britain was transforming national identity. Their release
triggered numerous opinion columns in the press, which posed
questions about political and moral responsibility for both the
causes of illegal immigration and its impact on Britain’s sense of its
own culture.”



Conclusion

While the Scottish works related to these examples haven’t
achieved anything like the degree of cultural impact enjoyed by the
individual examples of British immigration cinema cited by Stories
We Tell Ourselves, the overlap is suggestive to me for the following
reason:

Reading Stories We Tell Ourselves from a Scottish perspective, and
especially having been asked to keep '00s developments in mind
when preparing a response, | found myself recognising elements in
the report’s section on British Black and Asian cinema as well as
that on Scotland.

Specifically, the historical narrative the authors propose in relation
to British Black and Asian cinema, one which stresses a long-term
move away from the idea of a ‘cinema of duty’ on the part of Black
and Asian filmmakers, seems to me to be one which has strong
affinities with post-2000 developments in Scotland.



Conclusion

In conclusion, I'd suggest that the notion of British cinema’s cultural
impact is both (a) a valuable universal principle, one impressively
documented by Stories We Tell Ourselves, but also (b) a variable
concept which perhaps plays out in different parts of the UK,
depending on the local particularities of a given nation/region’s film
cultural and industrial history.

In the case of present-day Scotland, for example, to frame the
notion of cultural impact predominantly or exclusively in terms of a
Scottish cinema of duty (as already noted, the traditional,
entrenched critical yardstick against which Scottish cinema has
tended to be critically judged and institutionally enabled) runs the
risk of misrecognising the nature of Scottish filmmakers’ interests
and achievements over the last decade.



Conclusion

Brief consideration of some of the most creatively significant Scottish films
of the '00s suggests the extent to which this might possibly be so:

Red Road is related as much to art cinema explorations of feminine
experiences of grief (Under the Skin, Three Colours: Blue) as to Scottish
traditions of urban social realism or Scottish-Scandinavian co-productions.

True North’s combination of social realist aesthetic and theme with grand
guignol metaphor to suggest the political and cultural anxieties projected
onto the figure of the illegal immigrant aligns it as much with The Three
Burials of Melquiades Estrada as with any contemporaneous Scottish or
British movies on the same topical subject matter.

The Last King of Scotland can be usefully approached both as a Scottish
film but also as an example of the mid-’00s US studio-funded ‘problem of
Africa’ movie cycle (Shooting Dogs, Blood Diamond, Hotel Rwanda).



Conclusion

* When seeking to identify, document and celebrate the
cultural impact of contemporary Scottish cinema, we need
to understand that such impact now takes many different
forms, some of them already familiar and/or expected, but
many of them not so.

 There is today more to Scottish cinema than extended
meditations on what it is to be Scottish. And, despite the
industrial and institutional vagaries which will inevitably
afflict a small and still significantly dependent national
cinema, that collective cultural and creative shift seems —
to the present observer at least — to be a permanent one.
Any discussion of cultural impact applied to a Scottish
context needs to take note of that fact.



