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At 23 Vincent Ward has already made an
internationally successful film — State of Siege,
spon to be shown on TV1 — and in the years ahead
he promises to be one of the spearheads of the
New Zealand film industry. Staff writer Gordon
Campbell meets the'man and the movie-maker.

MIDWINTER in. Christchurch may
have its attractions, but diving inlo
stagnant half-frozen ponds isp’l one
of them, But let's assume for the
moment that it's 1974 again and that
Vincent Ward, then 18, is directing
his first movie. It's a typical first-
year-at-art-school  topic, something
aboul Plato and the nature of reality,
and Ward has planned a key scene
that requires an actor to strip and
jump into a pond.
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Are you KIGQINE! HIS €ast, an vol-
unteers, muliny on the spol. So the
director has to do it himsell. Twice
On his first plunge Ward hits mud
and rock just a few inches below the
surface. Unfazed, he picks up his
clothes and walks off 1o lind a decper

ond, the cameraman trailing behind

im.

It should have been clear even then
that there’s something almost obses-
sive in the energy thal Vincent Ward
gives 1o making movies.

Ward was raised on a farm near
Greytown, in the Wairarapa, and he's
currently at the editing stzge on his
sixth film. His fifth, State of Siege,
won the Golden Hugo award al
Chicago last. year, beating out 140
other student films from around the
world. It has been sold to television
in Belgium, Switzerland, Denmark
and Finland, and according o ils
producer, Timothy White, deals have
dlmost been clinched with Sweden,
Australia, the BBC, Norway and a
Public Broadcasting System channel
in New York. In mid-October Srare
of Siege will be screened by TVIL

As Ward tells the story, he and
White decided 1o take on Janet
Frame's novel more or less by chance

after reading_a synopsis of the
Sicge. And finally there’s the old
Maori woman who is the subject of
Ward's current documentary, which
carrics‘the working title fn Spring One
Plants Alone. The obvious question
arises: why is someone barely into his
205 so involved with this zone of ex-
perience?

“MNone of these women,” Ward ex-
plains, “have been” affecled by mod-
ern . . . by the things that tend lo
even people out, They're not part of a
television ape. MNone of them have a
husband, or any focus that takes
them out of -themselves into the
warld. So because of that they are
what they are very sirongly . . ." He
respects that kind of integrity. I

book in a Christchurch library. Al the
time they were simply looking for a
MNew Zéalund literary work thal
wolld be difficult 1o film, that would
offer a real challenge. In Tact the
book offered just the kind of damfool
challenge that only a pair of enthus-
iastic amatleurs would take on. And
bring off.

But the attraction to the novel ran
deeper than that, Ixaving:
carly student efforis, Ward's last three
films have been about the inner
worlds af elderly women. First he
made Ma ven, a shorl documentary
about a Greylown woman living oul
her old age outside the kind of anti-
seplic surroundings that society pre-
pares Tor those in their “twilight

vears”, Then came the story of Mal-

fred Signal, the retired arl teacher
plaved bv Annc Flannery in Siate af
Siege. And  finally there's the old
Bawri woman who is the subject of
Wird's current documentary, which
carrics the working title Jn Spring One
Flants Alane. The obvious gquestion

arises; why is somcone barely into his!

205 so involved with this zone of ex-
pericnce?

“Mone of these women,” Ward ex-
plains, “have been affecied by mod-
ern . . . by the things that lend lo

even peaple out. They're not part of a-

television age. Wone of them have a
husband, or any focus that takes
them out of themselves into the
world. So because of that they are
what they arc very strongly . . . He
respects that kind of integrity. I
make films only about things that 'm
interested in, und the private realitics
. . . no, thats loo glib . . . the singu-
lur kind of visions thal these women

. are living is something that- I'm at-

tracied to. This may sound bad.but
x women, and maybe cspecially
women in this age group, are morc
accessible than men. 1 don't think a
man for. instance could write a book
like The Bell Jar by Sylvia Plath, And

aside his.

u woman couldn't have written some-
thing like Man Alone. That's about
the clearest way | can put it . . .
Ovriginally, when Ward went to arl
school, he wanted to be a sculptor.
About the time that he realised he
wiasn'l ever going to learn much there
uhout the kind of sculpture he liked,

the idea for his first film hit him. All’

that's left of his sculpture ambitions is
the memory-of a short painful period
when he tried to do an imitation of
some Scandinavian deathmasks, With
typical sinplemindedness he made his
versions by getting his (riends 1o push

his face inlo mounds of wel clay over
u week or so.

But despite this background, he
wias drawn 1o the story of the ari
teacher. in Srate of Siege for other
TEHsOns:

“Look, you've gol 1o remember
that Malfred was part of a whole gen-
etation that never really had an ado-
lescence, Her man pot killed i the
war, and she had to look aflier her
mother . . . s0 when her mother dies
finally Mullred does this very brave
thing. She leaves everything behind,
the arl classes, the women's institule
and so on, and she goes off 1o five.
But then there's this very imporiant
line in the book about ‘the room two
inches behind the eyes’. She finds that

* she is caught up in her memories and

her imagination, and the house be-
comes like a kind of membrane pro-
tecting her . . . I'm spelling this out
partly, loo, To give you an idea of the
way the story has becn condensed.
You have to do this when you make
a film of a book. We simplified the
‘structure of the book. 1 mean, you
had to, But what you have going for

ou. with a film as compared (o "a

ook is the richness "ol the visual
images. That's what we are doing,
really. That's what it's aboul. You
just have to get the right images und
set them 1o work . . .

Janet - Frame's own reaclion, as
communicated te Timothy While, was
that the film was “a beautiful poem",
She also pointed out to White that
the music he and John Cousins had
chosen for the film was by the favour-
ite composer — Chopin — of the
woman she'd based the novel on.

The making of the flm as it
emerges from the accounts of Ward
and White is mainly a story of dog-
ped persistence. The house, for in-
stance, was located only after Ward
had knocked on doors up and down
both coasts of the southern part of
the North Island, while White did the
same thing in the South {sland. When
the right house was found in Plim-
merton there followed a round of
delicate negotiations to gain rights o
use it, and the owners finally gave
their consent only becawse *Vincent
was so delermined™.

The crazy encrgy that somclimes
fired the project is cpitomised by a
scene that didn®t even make the final
edit. Late in the story, Ward wanted
to show Malfred Signal lving still
while large flies crawled over her face.
In order to attraet the MNies he laid out
some rotling meat. Then he bought a
drug 1o slow the Mies down, They still
went too fast. So he got some air-
plane glue and glued their wings lo-
gether. Greal. As Anne Flannery, like
a real trouper, held her breath, the
treated Mies walked down her Tace, up
her nose and into her mouth, "I was
a great shot,” Ward laughs. *'1 mean
she really looked like mear. Bul we
had to cut il oul, It was really over
the top."

According to Robert Alltman, a
good film director has lo be par
visionary and part social worker.
What makes the Ward/White team
work as a unit is that they seem to
have split the roles. If Ward is the
committed film-maker, White by
general consent is the socially adept
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partner who moves in lo smootn any
feathers that might have been rufi.d
by Ward in midllight.

Alun Bollinger, the velcran camerz-
man who has workeéd on both of
Ward's last two projects, sces it this
way: *The thing aboul Vincent is that
he  hasn't gol any prelentious
ambition. He just wanls tlo mike
movies, | mean a director has to rely
on & certain amount of cgo to pet him
through, we all do, to gel through a
working day. Bul Vincenl isn't out to
make sales, or to impress him or him
or him. He just wants to make movies
and make them right. According 1o
his plan. And 1 respect that . | &

As for Ward's talents a5 a direcior
Bollinger singles out “his ability 1o
see light, That's one of the tricks ol
the trade. You're not just gelting
shapes and objects into the shoi.
You're dealing in light patterns. And
ll‘.!ﬂh hus got an excellent eye flor
ight ..."

J:I'Tvc:l clarily his ideas of what he
wanted, while making Srare of Sicpe,
Ward wsed sketches by Edvard
Munch. For a reference point on the
light patterns. Another reference

wint is stuck to the door in his Wel-
inglon Mat; German art, in the form
of a print from Werner Herzog's ver-
sion of the classic vampire hOlm
Nosferatu. That print links the 1wo
great eras of German film-making.
Ward's own mother fled from Ger-
many in the early 30s, and the line
back to that art was, he admits, a re-
turn to roots al one time. "It got so
bad 1 wsed 1o tell mysell 1 couldn™t
live without German expressionism,
But I'd be kidding mysell to think
that now , ", "

Afer all, as Alun Bollinger said in
his genial way, “I'm sure all tha
philosophy of art stull is very import-
ant to him. Really, And very helplul.
Bui for all the thought behind; it vou
only see what's in the frame, So I'd
tell him, OK, that’s enough bullshit,
you've had your rave. lLel’s go oul
and do ™

Ward can look back now at Stare
of Siege and sce the errors. He cracks
up at the corny speech by the bus-
driver. The last shot of the film was
ruined; it should have been much
longer. A rock that appears seemingly
from nowhere, near the end, also
figured in a classroom shol at the
beginning, but the connection -is not
made slmng:f enough.

But he do
things. After the documentary he
thinks he might try another drama
with a cast of, say, Tour or six. A
commercial film? The word has little
meaning to him: “Every good film
has a potential audience. The problem
isn't in the film but in delivering the
ltarpel audience toit. ., " p

The pressure on him to make [ilms
other people wanl him to make will
probably increase. For one thing, his
overseas success would gualify him to
spcarhead the MNew Zealand Film

ommission's marketing drives. And
tilking of his refusal to compromise
on In Spring One Plants Alone, he
gives the impression that he might
never be allowed such a luxury again,

But it’s doubtful whether he'll bend
all that much. He says: “There are
lwo real buzzes in doing this. To get
them you have to peel things away. You
have to peel away going Lo the pub,
F:u;T away a lot of things. You end up
iving on celluloid. And what makes 1t
worthwhile is the moment when you
look down a viewlinder and you've
got it. The other time is when you're
in a theatre and you can feel the au-
dience responding. But the first one is
the real one . . . 1 don't know, it may
be different in a few years, but all 1
need right now is money for film and
cigareites."”

STATE OF SIEGE, TV, Sunday,
Ocraber 14,

esn't dwell on these

EARLY WARD

Also’ among the entries in
the Seene scries this year is
Ma Olsen, a short. film
dirccted by Vincent  Ward,
who also directed the ac-
cluimed Srare of Siege, which
15 about lo begin a repeat
season  in  Auckland. Ma
OMsen  deals sympathetically

Pf’r&cmr Vincent Ward.

with an elderly Wairarapa
woman determined (o live out
her old age oulside in-
stitutions. The documentary
was originally intended for
last year's Scene line-up, and
re-dates Stare of Siege in
ard’s career.

GOOD TO SEE YOU BACK

Among the worthwhile re-
peats this week are Sunday's
We Live Ourselves dogu-
menlary made by I-I‘;iaﬁ
Hayes, about the sell-sul-
ficient Vos family on the
West Coast, and the locally
made documentary about
Fleetwood Mac that is the
Spot On Special this Friday.

GORDON CAMPRELL




