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0.00 BM: I’m Belinda Mason and I'm interviewing Catriona McKenzie.  It is 
the 16th of May 2013, for the City of Sydney Cinema Project and 
the interview’s happening in Lilyfield and we’re going to talk about 
Catriona’s work as a film director and in particular her work in 
Redfern and her relationship to Redfern. 
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   If you can tell me just a little bit about where you grew up? 

 CM: Well, I grew up in Sydney.  I'm actually adopted, so I was adopted by a 
family in Sydney when I was a couple of months old and I grew up with 
them in Sydney.  So my biological mother and father actually live in 
Victoria and now, of course, everyone’s up and down the east coast 
pretty much.  But I was raised in Sydney with mum and dad and in the 
western suburbs of Sydney and I went to school there and I had a dog 
and skateboard and a pushbike and I used to be climbing up trees and 
whatnot and then wanted to find my biological mum and went on a bit 
of a journey with that.  But in terms of Redfern, when I moved out of 
home when I was like sixteen, nearly seventeen, and I moved into 
Redfern, Douglas Street Redfern, just behind South Sydney Junior 
Football Club and I had a lot of fun there.  I think we were paying forty 
five dollars a week rent for like a three bedroom terrace that had way 
more people than that in it.  So that’s where my sort of journey started 
and I tried to go to university and I took a bit of time off and back and 
forth a bit but got through university.  And then, yes, I guess the journey 
to find my biological mum and dad sort of took me away from – well, I 
always wanted to find them and then when I found my mother and then 
my father all that new information I had to integrate was just a bit too 
much and I basically dropped out of uni and went “Oh, I just need a bit 
of time to sort of like sort through all that stuff”. 

2.15  And that’s how I got into filmmaking, really, that was the creative 
process of sort of combing through all that stuff and trying to 
understand all the new information and integrate it into my life.  And I'd 
been an academic and I was doing a PhD and I was actually studying 
at that level.  So I knew how to write and I knew how to think but all that 
emotional stuff sort of required a different sort of articulation and that’s 
where film sort of saved me, I suppose, because it was the creative 
process that allowed to bring emotion in because, you know, as an 
academic you never deal with emotions, you just sort of deal with the 
intellectual, the idea, the philosophical.  But, yes, so I was living in 
Redfern and then I was in Lawson Street and then I moved into a squat 
in Rose Street in Darlington and while I was in that squat in Rose 
Street – which was great because there was no rent; we had hot and 
cold running water because Sydney University owned the property and 
it was an 1860s terrace and it was like on a quarter acre, it was 
beautiful – and I think we paid twenty five dollars a week or maybe a 
month to Sydney Uni just for some of those utilities to stay on.  So it 
was a bit rough and ready but it was also quite good and great people 
through the house and a lot of community from The Block came 
through the house and that’s where I made the film ‘Box’, which was 
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my first film that I directed and that was set in Redfern.  And it was like 
a little black and white ‘Rocky’. 

4.01  It was about a boxer and him trying to pull himself out of a bit of a bad 
situation and find himself through boxing and it was actually for the 
Festival of Dreaming which was the leadup to the 2000 Olympics.  
There were three arts festivals leading up to that and so ‘Box’ was 
made for that Festival of Dreaming which was the Indigenous festival.  
And so, yes, we filmed in Redfern and there was Glen “Kunga” Kelly.  
He was a professional boxer at the time and we cast him as the main 
guy – he’d never acted before – and then Tony Mundine [former 
champion boxer and proprietor of Redfern Gym], he played the coach 
and he’s always been around the ring, in the ring, and then there was a 
young Anthony Mundine [former footballer and champion boxer].  He 
was a seventeen year old, skipping in the background, and Leah 
Purcell [actor] played opposite Glen Kelly and that was a great 
experience and we were up on the TNT towers [in Redfern] and we 
were filming up there.  Never work with children, animals and other 
filmmakers.  But I just want to say the cool thing about when we filmed 
‘Box’ the opening shot – we couldn’t get an aerial, we had no money of 
course – so I wanted a top shot of The Block and so the only place to 
get that shot was from the TNT towers which, of course that’s where 
the cops were [police offices were housed in TNT towers].  And so the 
story on The Block is that it’s [TNT towers] sort of like CIA and that’s 
where the cops were, and it was a fairly fraught relationship with 
authorities back then and so there we are.  I mean, it was a bit of an 
Indigenous – like it was sort of a fifty/fifty mix – and it’s sort of the first 
sort of Indigenous boxing story and it’s for the Festival of Dreaming and 
we’re up there filming but, of course, all the [local Indigenous] 
community who didn’t know about it down there, they’ve got their 
mirrors up because they didn’t know, and they thought we were the 
cops and that we were spying on them and so they were sort of 
flashing their mirrors at us. 

6.15  So we had to sort of tell everyone, it’s like “No, no, no, it’s all right.  
We’re Koori, it’s cool, don't worry about it”.  Anyway, it was just a really 
great moment, it was good.  So we made ‘Box’ and that was good.  It 
was Leah Purcell and Glen Kelly and Tony Mundine and Arthur 
Beetson’s [rugby league footballer and coach] in it and there’s all these 
sort of personalities because we shot it in bits all over the place but it 
was predominantly in The Block and, yes, that was good.  And that’s 
kind of how I ended up becoming a filmmaker because it was actually 
quite a good little film and people kind of went “Oh, you know” so 
suddenly it all sort of started from there. 
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 BM: Fantastic.  Now, why do they shine the mirrors – to get in the eyes 
of -? 

 CM: Because they thought we were the cops and the cops are always 
spying and there was a whole lot of theories back in there in the ‘70s 
that’s where the heroin had been introduced to The Block by the cops 
because they were trying to break up the community and get rid of the 
community because it’s prime real estate, there’s all these theories, 
real or imagined, or conspiracy theories.  And also the twin towers, the 
TNT towers at the time, they're two big kind of imposing high rise things 
that look right down over The Block and so there’s sort of a lack of 
privacy and it’s where the police are and they're still there.  They're not 
called TNT towers anymore, they're something else but it was just a 
statement of “O.K, we can't stop you looking at us but we’re going to let 
you know that we know you're looking at us” sort of thing, so it was that 
sort of trying to – you know, people will make themselves heard no 
matter what. 

8.04  It doesn’t matter how little you’ve got in terms of power in the world, 
people will always find a way to say “I'm here.  Get f***ed, we’re here 
and we’re strong”.  Sorry, I shouldn’t swear. 

 BM: Fantastic.  So, Catriona, what drew you to Redfern – why Redfern? 

 CM: Well, I met my father and he was Aboriginal so I had that Indigenous 
connection and people have always been drawn to Redfern.  Aboriginal 
people have always, you know, if you're coming from Broome, it 
doesn’t matter where you're coming from in Australia, it’s sort of 
become this focal place, it’s a focal point for community so you'll land in 
Redfern and you sort of figure out where everything is.  You’ve got the 
AMS [Aboriginal Medical Service] there, there’s childcare there, you’ve 
got a whole lot of organisations, you’ve got the Housing Co-op, so it’s a 
bit of a starting point and then you can branch out.  From Redfern 
there’s Glebe and Waterloo and then there’s La Perouse which is 
another community.  So I mean it’s just a place that I've always felt like 
it’s a comfortable place and I've always lived there, from Rose Street to 
Lawson Street to Douglas Street.  I lived in Enmore for a little while and 
I'm living in Redfern now but I'm on the nice end of Redfern now, I'm on 
the Bourke Street, Moore Park Gardens end.  I see Clover Moore now 
having coffee at Candy’s.  It’s taken a while but I've kind of moved 
uptown but still in Redfern.  It still feels like home. 

10.09 BM: And the stories that you wanted to tell about Redfern, they sort of 
had their genesis in Redfern as well? 
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 CM: Yes.  Well, the boxing film was about a young boxer who uses boxing 
to sort of elevate himself, which is a story that’s all around the world, 
from Americans, from Mike Tyson to Tony Mundine, Lionel Rose 
[champion Australian boxer], that’s a story that’s been sort of echoing 
through the generations.  And I'm kind of related to Lionel Rose down 
the track in a sort of a broader sort of cultural sense and there’s 
something really pure and distilled about boxing films.  It’s a well-
trodden path and people get it, so it allowed me a lot of freedom.  
There’s hardly any dialogue in the film, for example.  It’s very visual 
because people know “O.K, this is a boxing story.  This is what’s going 
to happen”.  I lived in Edward Street as well and that’s when I ran into 
the Settlement; that’s a community centre in Redfern.  And so out of 
me living there – like literally I was in Edward Street and, I don’t know, 
ten houses down is the Settlement and we ended up making this film 
there called ‘Road’ and Road, it came out of a series of workshops that 
we did with all the young kids there.  And they weren’t just Aboriginal, 
they were Chinese, white, black, white and brindle, everyone was there 
and so SBS very bravely gave us this presale for a half hour drama 
based on – there was no script, there was a process and I don’t know if 
that’d happen today, but they were like “Well, here’s a presale and you 
have to deliver a twenty six minute drama and good luck.  This is the 
deadline”.  And so we did workshops – Leah Purcell came in on that. 

12.04  Basically, anyone in the community that wanted to come could come 
and we’d skill them up on “Well, what’s your story?”  And then we took 
all those stories and we formed it into a script that tried to include 
everyone that had ever come to these workshops so they could be in 
the film and so there’s all these random scenes.  Like there’s a hotdog 
vendor in the middle of the night and everyone there is someone that 
was involved because how do we fit sixty people into a short film?  So 
things like that and so that was really cool because the whole thing 
about ‘Road’ is taking community voices and letting them be heard.  
And so back then it was about these two Indigenous lads who wanted 
to get home and no taxi would pick them up because they were black 
and lo and behold all these years later I read that in Melbourne the 
same thing happened with a bunch of Aboriginal actors: they just 
couldn’t get home because they were black.  So there are these stories 
that continue to come up and never quite get solved.  I don’t know but 
anyway that’s the backbone narrative of Road and we took these kids 
that never acted before and we just created this half hour drama.  We 
had a ratio of two to one so it was like we had no fat so it was quite 
scary because we had no money and I was at film school at the time.  
So it became a little film school project and we used film school 
resources and that’s how we were able to do it. 



                                        Oral History/Cinema Project/McKenzie/Transcript 6 

 BM: And when you say “ratio of two to one”, can you just elaborate on 
that? 

 CM: Yes.  When you're filming you might want to make a ten minute 
program and usually to make a ten minute program kind of the 
standard thing might be a ten to one in drama maybe you get right. 

14.06  So you'll shoot ten times as much stuff so that you can get all the very 
best cuts, all the very best moments, all that stuff, and you can distill it 
and that’s good because it’s often in the editing that you find the gold.  
And you can cut stuff out that’s not great, particularly when you're 
working with non-actors because it’s quite technical being an actor and 
hitting your marks and having all that stuff to remember, where to put 
your body physically as well as say your lines and people forget their 
lines and the whole thing can be quite taxing.  So when you have a 
ratio of two to one there’s nothing to cut, really.  You just have to be 
very smart and desperate and lucky about how it all comes together 
because there’s sort of nowhere to run and hide from the mistakes 
because you don't have the luxury of that.  So that was Road and the 
whole thing was shot at night.  I'll just tell you a little bit about it 
because it was kind of cool.  First of all, the two leads who I won't say 
who they are but they're still in and around Redfern and they had a 
couple of misdemeanours against the cops and so every day – this is a 
nine day shoot, nine night shoot – every time they had to leave home to 
get to set the cops were waiting for them so they had to jump through 
the bathroom window and they had to sort of run away or they had to 
stay somewhere or they'd be in a phone box and the cops would go 
past and see them and they'd be hiding and someone would have to go 
and pick them up so every day was a nightmare.  And then sort of the 
moment, the catalyst for the film, is they hail a cab, they get into the 
cab, he turns around, they jump in, he says “Oh, you're Aboriginal.  Get 
out” and this big fight happens and the taxi driver swings a baseball bat 
at them and they get into this kind of big scrappy fight with this taxi 
driver and so that took quite a few nights to film because it was a big 
set piece that sort of kicks the whole film off. 

16.09  And so there are lights, we had a few lights to light the scene, but every 
night when we were shooting that first there’d be like four taxi drivers 
would sort of pull up, running out of cabs with baseball bats going 
“F***ing leave him alone”, you know, thought that it was a real fight and 
we’d explain it very desperately, quickly, like “Don't hit them.  They're 
actors”.  And then the ambulance would show up, going “Oh, we hear 
that there’s an injured person” and it’s like “No, no, it’s O.K.  They're 
actors”.  And then the cops would show up and we’d be like “Quick, 
hide the actors because they're wanted by the cops” so the whole thing 
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was really quite something.  But I'll tell you what: these two lads, they 
were so talented, such talented actors, and one of them I've put him in 
‘Redfern Now’.  I was setup director for that and I cast him in that just 
as an extra, background extra, because he hadn’t really done anything 
since but there’s so much talent out there in the community.  But, yes, 
‘Road’, so SBS got their half hour drama and it won a lot of awards at 
FlickerFest and whatnot and those guys won acting awards they were 
so good.  So, yes, it was a lot of fun. 

 BM: It sounds amazing. 

 CM: Yes. 

 BM: And your role as director, can you kind of explain to me the 
process and the sort of things you do?  Like for instance I guess 
that film was a bit different because it was kind of community 
involvement and it was more of a process in itself. 

 CM: Well, I mean I'm usually a writer/director so I suppose in ‘Road’ I was 
like a facilitator/writer/director.  So we sort of like took their stories and 
formed it into a way that allowed everyone’s voice to be heard, we 
hoped; I mean that’s what we tried to do and that’s really hard. 

18.07  It’s hard enough to write a script as it is without having these other 
agendas.  Like it’s not just having a lovely bit of cinema at the end, it’s 
actually allowing community voices to be heard and often as a 
filmmaker that’s not really – so I suppose it was good for me because 
being a director you need to lead a team, you need to have a vision 
and you need to have everyone sort of going towards that so that you 
have an end product, an end result, and then a bit of work that people 
can watch and so there’s all those sort of agendas.  But I suppose 
because I came up working with all – I mean really even in Box we had 
actors but they were community - like, we worked with The Block, the 
community there and I suppose what’s been really cool about that is 
that it’s allowed me to have a number of processes up my sleeve.  So if 
I'm doing ‘Rescue Special Ops’ which I've done – just between you and 
me – but like if you're working with a bunch of technically trained actors 
then you have a different process and I suppose it’s allowed me the 
luxury and the privilege of having – you know, when you work with 
communities, whether they're regional, whether they're sort of urban or 
whether they're like on the circuit which is a different thing, whether 
they're very remote and traditional there’s a whole lot of different ways 
of being and working and communicating and different ways of 
understanding and you just put your director’s ego to the back and you 
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go “I need to work with the people that I'm working with so they feel 
comfortable”.  

20.09  Well, I hope that it’s given me a lot of compassion and understanding 
rather than being sort of a tyrant, you know, because you hear of these 
tyrannical directors and hopefully it’s just allowed me to be a little bit 
more flexible, I suppose.  So, yes, having started there I did Redfern 
Now (television series) and I was setup director on that and that was so 
cool because suddenly we went back from making all these things with 
no money; I don't think a TV series has been that well-funded forever.  
All the big trucks were there and we had flushing toilets – they weren’t 
Portaloos - there was beautiful coffee.   It was just like suddenly you'd 
won Lotto or something.  And we were back on The Block and The 
Block was really different - they'd demolished all the houses.  The 
Housing Co-op is trying to sort of shift the energetic kind of vibe of 
Redfern.  The cultural centre is still there but it’s a very different place 
from when I did Box.  The big flag’s still there on the back of Mundine’s 
gym and it was really cool and so, yes, I directed again.  It was funny 
because I directed Leah Purcell in Redfern Now, just like I'd done in 
Box back twenty years before or fifteen years before and a whole lot of 
other fabulous actors as well so, yes, it was cool.  And we went up to 
the towers, we went up to the towers in the housing section and we 
filmed up there and it was like coming home again and it was coming 
home with a few more bon bons up your sleeve sort of thing.  Yes, it 
was good.       

22.03 BM: What were the episodes that you directed in Redfern Now?  You 
did two episodes? 

 CM: I did the first two.  I did ‘Family’ with Leah Purcell and Shareena 
Clanton and James Stanley and a whole lot of folk.  And then I did 
‘Joyride’, which was the one with Shasha [?] – God, what’s her name 
from The Sapphires [movie]?  I can't remember her name because her 
name is Shasha on that Facebook.  Anyway, there was Tessa Rose 
and Rhimi Page.  It’s really bugging me that I can't remember this girl’s 
name.  She got the Logie for Best Newcomer off the back of Joyride at 
the Logies.  But anyway I'd worked with a whole bunch of actors – sorry 
that’s really vague and whatever - but, yes, that was really cool too.  
And Jenny Munroe was the cultural liaison officer and I didn’t actually 
film back in the gym but I went up there and had a look and I was like 
“Yeah”; it’s a very cool space and very cinematic. 

 BM: And the gym is where you filmed Box? 
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 CM: That’s right.  So there was all these lovely sort of full circle things going 
on and it felt good.  It felt good to be able to bring everything I'd learnt 
in that process to bear on a show like Redfern Now so that felt good. 

 BM: And what do you love about filmmaking? 

 CM: Well, ‘The Swannie’ for example.  There’s this really cool guy that I'm 
working with on this other script, Dave Patterson who lives in Enmore, 
so he probably fits the demographic of this, and it’s like “Well, O.K, 
what are your favourite films?” and he gives me the list of films. 

24.00  I'm like “Right.  This is my homework.  I'm going to go and watch these 
couple of films and we’ll chat”.  It’s like “Are you kidding?  This is work?  
This is the best”.  So like I love it but I guess because I write and I 
direct and I sort of produce and I don't cut, I don't edit but I'm across 
the financing as well and so from writing I use one side of my brain and 
then I'm raising money and that’s the opposite side of my brain and 
then when I'm directing I'm working with big bunches of people and I 
get to play with actors.  Like we’re playing; we’re like in a big sandpit 
and we’d gather all of the staff and there’s this real imaginative sort of 
process and it’s also physically taxing and you're on your feet for too 
many hours a day.  And then you get into the edit suite and you take all 
of that stuff, all those bits of string and you just have to cut it together 
and make it the best it can be.  And I think I like directing because it 
allows me to use all those different parts of my brain and all those 
different parts of my personality and I think increasingly in the world 
that we live in it very much forces you to be a specialist and I don't think 
that human beings were really designed to be specialists.  Like Karl 
Marx talked about capitalism and sort of the industrial sort of factory 
and how a man used to make the whole chair and then it broke it down 
into now in the factory you just make a leg and all you do every day is 
you make a leg and you never get the pleasure of actually making the 
full chair.  And I don't want to be sort of reductionist and sort of go to 
genetics but I think that we’re designed or I know I'm designed to have 
that completion and to take an idea and see it through is unbelievably 
satisfying so I think that’s what I really love about it. 

26.04 BM: There’s enormous pleasure, isn’t there, in that process? 

 CM: There’s so much pleasure, yes, yes, and frustration.  And it’s such a 
character building thing.  Like I wrote this script called ‘Satellite Boy’ 
which is coming out June 20th and hopefully will be screening – well, it 
is actually screening in the Dendy in Newtown, so there’s another little 
full circle thing which is nice.  And I wrote it and I directed it and when 
you write something and then you're directing it you kind of go “Oh, 
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what was I thinking writing this shit?”  Like there’s nowhere to duck and 
hide; you have to face yourself and really look yourself in the eye and 
you sort of know what you're made of.  You really know what you're 
made of at the end of the day when you’ve written something.  So, yes, 
you can't really duck and hide and there’s no places to sort of retreat to.  
It’s like boxing: you're in this little ring with another person who wants to 
smash your face in and you just have to work it out.   

 BM: And doing drama is quite different to doing documentaries 
because with drama it all comes from you whereas with 
documentaries you're observing to a certain extent. 

 CM: Yes, you're observing. 

 BM: You're not creating that. 

 CM: But it’s interesting because after doing Box - because I wrote the script 
but there was a pretty loose factor - it was like a documentary that was 
a drama because you kind of had to just go with the flow a little bit 
because that was the nature of the community and people’s times, do 
they show up or they didn’t, well we’d shoot something different.  But 
you have to have a nose for story in documentary because even 
though you have to observe you have to turn your observational 
powers to the right sort of part of the scene because otherwise you 
could miss something. 

28.00  So I reckon doing all those documentaries – I did a whole lot of 
documentaries for ‘Message Stick’ [television program] – and that 
certainly, I think, has made me a better filmmaker as well.  I've done so 
many Message Stick I don't even know if I got credits for all of them; it’s 
just like tens.  And you're out in some community somewhere and 
nothing’s happening and you’ve got to deliver a half hour documentary.  
Like what do you do?  It’s like “Oh, shit, I've got to do something”.     

 BM: So what do you do? 

 CM: Well, you just have to be creative.  I'm just trying to think – we did this 
thing on a winemaking community – well, it’s a community in Murrin 
Bridge and they had veggie gardens and the energy in the community 
had sort of lapsed and we were there to do a winemaking story.  And 
really the guy, there was one guy who was sort of making it all happen 
and the idea of it was amazing because rather than just selling their 
grapes that they'd grown to Penfolds they actually decided “No, f*** it, 
we’re going to actually label our own wine and we’re going to call it 
Murrin Bridge” and the idea of it was great but when you got there 
there’s a paddock full of grapes.  It doesn’t very – so we just decided to 
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go and talk to Penfolds and go and talk to the scientists and we just 
sort of got into the technical side of winemaking because they had 
machines and it was visual - you just kind of have to make it work.  
You're not making it up but you're just choosing to go in a direction that 
gives you somewhere to go rather than just stand in the middle of a 
paddock with grapes growing, with a guy going “Yeah.  Well, this is our 
grape field”.  I don’t know; you’ve just got to make it work. 

30.14 BM: Catriona, can you tell me a bit about the documentary ‘Bunge’ that 
you worked on in Redfern? 

 CM: Yes.  Well, “bunge” is a word that means brother and it was about 
Anthony Mundine because at the time Tony Mundine had gone from 
playing football to boxing and he’d made his name as sort of a 
Commonwealth fighter and then his son was playing for St George 
[rugby league football team] and he’d actually managed to get one of 
the highest salaries playing football and he wanted to leave it all behind 
to become a boxer.  And so there was sort of a time where Anthony 
Mundine, or ‘Choc’ as he’s known to his mates, was quite a 
controversial figure because he was basically walking away from six 
hundred thousand dollars a football season to box and he was doing it 
at a very late age in boxing kind of standards - he was twenty three and 
you're meant to start early because you’ve got that muscle memory and 
all that sort of jazz.  So we did a documentary about him and it was 
rather exciting.  I got to go into the St George dressing rooms after the 
game and all these naked men and there’s some film with Shirley 
MacLaine where she’s basically interviewing all these naked men right 
at sort of waist level and it was a bit like that; they’ve got no shame, 
those blokes.  So that was really good and I guess the other side of 
that is that I interviewed Tony Mundine about his story and where he’d 
come from and he’d come from Byugal and they had an asbestos mine 
there and a lot of his brothers and family and community out there died 
through the asbestos. 

32.01  And he’d come to Sydney and then I interviewed Lyn, Choc’s mum, 
and her mum was Stolen Generation as well.  A lot of people don't 
know that but her mum was Stolen Generation and they'd moved to 
Redfern and they'd set up - Tony’s gym was Elouera Gym in The Block 
– and so that was a really interesting thing out of that context.  Choc 
had sort of appeared as this sort of incredible athlete who was sort of, 
you know, Mr Everywhere; he could have been a basketball player, a 
football player and he chose to do boxing.  And he’s made a lot of 
money now out of boxing and he’s got his boxer label and the sort of T-
shirts and shoes and caps and whatnot and so that was an interesting 
documentary to do. 
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 BM: And you also did ‘My Place’. 

 CM: Yes. 

 BM: Can you tell me a little bit about sort of the story of My Place? 

 CM: Yes.  My Place is a children’s book by Donna [actually Nadia] Wheatley, 
I think, and basically it’s a beautiful idea because it is in one place is a 
tree and it’s the tree where all the children play.  Ultimately what My 
Place did is it went from pre-colonisation, pre-time, Dreamtime, 
whatever you want to call it, through 1788 and it basically went all the 
way up to 2008 with Kevin Rudd’s apology and it’s a slice of Sydney’s 
history in a very visual, immediate visceral way through the eyes of 
children.  And it’s so beautiful because first of all there’s Barangaroo, 
young Aboriginal girl, no white contact at all, they haven’t even landed, 
the boats haven’t even arrived and it’s just her being a little girl and 
dealing with whatever kids deal with back then. 

34.11  And I directed that episode and then I directed another one with Aaron 
McGrath who went on to be cast in Redfern Now off the back of the 
work he’d done on My Place, which was very satisfying to know that 
he’d come through that.  And they’ve got their own story, still no contact, 
and then it goes 1788 the ships show up and all the time it’s around 
this Moreton Bay Fig tree and in the pre-colonisation times that tree 
was not in Sydney but for season one it was in Church Street Newtown 
that we filmed it and the tree was there.  And so it follows the history of 
Sydney and its contact and then the gold rush.  You’ve got the Chinese 
coming through for the gold rush and then you’ve got the Greek, the 
Italian immigration, all those different waves, you’ve got going from 
horse and cart to motor cars coming in.  It was a really spectacular way 
to bring history to life and it’s not political, it’s all through the eyes of 
kids.  So you’ve got First World War, you’ve got Second World War, 
you’ve got things I didn’t know, you know, the dole inspector coming 
around because you weren’t allowed to grow your own veggies or have 
chickens – that’s how people survived – you know, sort of the 
anecdotal bits of information that sometimes get lost in the history 
books in schools.  Suddenly, this is the day to day lives of people and 
so we recreated all of those times; it was fabulous.  And that was 
Penny Chapman; that was her audacious idea to do it.  I mean who 
would do that? 

34.03  And this is different.  She lives in Stanmore.  I suppose it’s not quite on 
song, but she did ‘The Remote Area Nurse’ television series] as well.  
She took everyone off to this island in the middle of the Torres Strait 
Sea and did a TV show – amazing.  Well, they're in The Rocks now, I 
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suppose Matchbox are in The Rocks so they're kind of on the right 
demographic there - yes, Penny Chapman’s amazing.  And that was 
My Place and that was in Glebe, it was in Annandale, it was in 
Haberfield, all those old terraces that we basically took them and the 
art department did them and dressed them.  We put dirt over the whole 
road and we had horses going up and down the streets and it was 
amazing, it was pretty cool. 

 BM: Can you kind of just run me through what might happen on say 
one day of a shoot in My Place as director – what might you do? 

 CM: Well, I've already got the script, I've already had as much rehearsal as I 
can with the actors because again they're non-actors because most of 
them are kids and particularly the Aboriginal actors have just 
completely no acting experience at all.  So I've already done all my 
research, I've already worked out the sort of feel for every scene, what I 
need to convey to the audience, the best way to do that through 
coverage but then there’s also a time factor because I might want to do 
a big long track or I might want to have a Steadicam but maybe I'm not 
allowed to because there’s not a budget for Steadicam or I can't afford 
to build that track because there’s no time because there’s no overtime 
allowed on My Place, none whatsoever.  So like if you did fifteen 
minutes of overtime you'd have producers there, tapping their watch 
and, you know, slicing their neck and saying “We’re going to kill you” – 
not Penny but her offsider. 

38.03  So I've already made the decisions, creative decisions, smashed up 
against the time constraints and the resources so I get up at four in the 
morning, I go over the scenes for the day, I make sure I've made all the 
right decisions because I never sleep very well before a shoot.  I just 
don't sleep because I'm always thinking, “Have I made the right choice, 
have I made the right decision?”  I get to set, I have a coffee – first 
things first – and then I go and see the makeup and wardrobe because 
the actors get up even earlier than I do if it’s an early call and the first 
people they see is makeup and wardrobe, they get ready for the day, 
and so I always go and say good morning because I want to be 
courteous and respectful and say good morning to the crew and see 
how the actors are.  Are they nervous, have they got any questions, do 
they have anything, particularly the non-actors because they're kids.  
They're little and they get tired and so I want to see how they're going 
and maybe costume, someone might have heard something, maybe 
they’ve got a tummy ache or there’s something going on - it just helps 
me understand how the day’s going to pan out.  And then I go and I 
have a look at the location and I maybe say to the group or the gaffer 
or the lighting guy “Well, you know, I'm thinking about putting a track 
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through here” and I have all these quiet little conversations with the 
various heads of departments or even the people underneath just 
because those guys, like grips and gaffers they’ve got so much 
experience, they’ve been doing it for thirty years often, and they just 
might go “Well, think about this or think about that”.  So then we all 
have breakfast and I go around and I say hi to everyone and then we 
get on set and we go over the lines just to make sure that they’ve got 
them and if they're having trouble with the lines I just say “Don't worry 
about the lines” and I just feed it to them when we’re doing the tape.  
But I just try and make it as relaxed as possible because if you're 
stressed your brain leaves your body really quickly. 

40.05  So I just try and make it as fun and relaxed and like it doesn’t matter 
even though it desperately matters; I try and make it like “No, no, don't 
worry, it'll be right”.  And then we do the lines and then we block it, say 
“O.K.  Well, you can walk from A to B and maybe linger at that tree on 
that line there and see how you go” and then while they're doing that 
they're building a track or whatever or building a tower or setting up the 
shots.  And always talking to the cinematographer, always making sure 
that I'm not stitching him up in terms of lighting.  And then we shoot it 
and then sometimes it works and sometimes it doesn’t work and you’ve 
got to figure out why it’s not working and adjust a little bit.  And then 
you’ve got the first AD who sort of runs the set and who’s making sure 
that we don't do any overtime.  They're looking at me, going “You can't 
do another take” and I'm going “Oh, really?  We don't need to do 
another take?”  So it’s a negotiation the whole time and then you 
hopefully get through the scene and you go home and you don't sleep 
and you get up at four in the morning again, you just do it all again. 

 BM: And how long are shoots these days for a drama series, a 
television drama series? 

 CM: You usually get ten hours.  My Place was different because you're 
working with kids and kids under a certain age you're not allowed to 
work more than eight hours.  So My Place was eight hours and that 
was it and that’s hard to fit everything in in eight hours.  Usually you get 
ten hours. 

 BM: How many days per ep? 

 CM: Well, it was a half hour drama so I guess it’d be like five days an ep or 
something.  There were two eps in a block so you’ve got ten days.  
Redfern Now was an hour, which is like a forty eight, fifty two minute 
hour drama on ABC. 
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42.00  We had heaps of days, we had like nine days per ep; it was kind of 
outrageous how much time we had.  Like sort of at the end of the day 
you'd be going “It’s three o'clock.  We don't have any more to film.  I 
don’t know”.  There was so much time allocated to Redfern Now but 
usually like I'm doing something, it’s a commercial hour and I've got 
seven days to do it.  So to have nine days – that was Redfern Now had 
nine days – this other thing I'm going to have seven days to do it.  
That’s fast turnaround television and that’s what I'm used to.  So, yes, 
that’s pretty much it. 

 BM: Pretty full-on. 

 CM: I love it.  It’s like do you want to sit in an office all day and just go “Are 
the columns balancing?” - I mean, I'm not a figures person.  And there’s 
a culture in filmmaking where particularly as the director you're the 
captain that goes down with the ship.  Like it’s sort of an honourable, 
noble thing - somehow the film culture, certainly in Australia, has lent 
itself to that.  Maybe we don't get paid very well and you don't get a 
twelve month of a year salary.  Like I probably work six months of the 
year and I sort of eke it out on that but we all kind of realise that 
actually we’re really lucky because every day is different - no day is the 
same, there’s nothing routine about it – so we don't want to complain 
too much because most people are dead on their feet.  So we might be 
poor but we are living like always on the edge of disaster and there’s 
something exciting about that and it’s very human, it helps me.  I think 
that whether it’s being adopted or whatever it is about who I am and 
where I've come from and my history but being a filmmaker, every day 
it’s like a therapy session that I get paid to go to. 

44.02  It helps me understand what it is to be human and it’s a real privilege 
and I'm blessed beyond measure to be able to do it.  I'm just so happy; 
I wouldn’t give it up for the world. 

 BM: And you’ve just done your first feature film called ‘Satellite Boy’ 
and it screened at the Toronto Film Festival and has it screened 
anywhere else and what’s happening with it? 

 CM: Yes.  Well, it had its world premiere at Toronto and then it went to a few 
other film festivals and it went to the Berlin Film Festival and it got two 
special mentions across two juries which is like coming second twice 
which we’re pretty chuffed with, actually.  And, yes, it’s being released 
June 20th and it’s going to be at the Dendy in Newtown.  So there you 
go and if Redfern had a cinema it would be there too but it doesn’t yet - 
so maybe that’s next, Clover Moore [Lord Mayor, City of Sydney].  But, 
yes, it’s going to be released there and it’s also playing in the Cinema 
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Event multiplexes that are going to be dotted around, which is quite 
exciting.  It’s got David Gulpilil in it and David Gulpilil’s son, Jida, also 
sings on the film and he said it was like ‘Storm Boy’ for the twenty-first 
century which I thought was kind of cool.  So we’re just hoping that 
audiences go along and support Australian cinema and Satellite Boy. 

 BM: Fantastic, yes.  Thank you, Catriona. 

 CM: No worries.  Thank you. 

Interview ends 

 


