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Happy days: Jean Rouch, Herb di Gioia, David MacDougall and Colin Young at the 1990 Festival with, in the background, Janos Tari, then a student at the NFTS. ( Knud Fischer-Moeller.

In the time of the Ancestors – some personal reflections on the Manchester Film Festivals of 1990 and 1992

Paul Henley

All honour must go to Jonathan Benthall, James Woodburn and their colleagues on the Film Committee for bringing the International Festival of Ethnographic Film into existence with the first edition, held at SOAS in 1985. However it was at Manchester in 1990 that the second edition of the Festival brought together the festival and the award of film prizes for the first time. Difficult though it might now be to conceive, up until that time the two events had happened entirely independently. In fact, the Film Prize event had started way back in 1980 when a limited number of films were judged by a select panel completely in private. Gradually this event had become more open with the screening of the short-listed films in public, followed by an announcement by the judges of their decision. In fact, we hosted the 1988 prize event at Manchester using this formula, screening the short-listed films at the local arts cinema, The Cornerhouse, over the course of a whole day. But it seemed to us then that it was a great pity that we simply had to pack up and return some 80 other films sent in from all over the world without these ever being given any kind of screening.

This was the original impulse behind the idea of bringing the festival and the prizes together and for basing the event on two strands: the short-listed prize candidates and a series of ‘parallel screenings’ consisting of the other submitted films more or less artfully grouped into sessions that had some kind of thematic or regional coherence. To these two strands, further more specialised strands and workshop strands, not to speak of a complete conference were then added. The amalgamation of the prize event and the festival was not welcomed in all quarters. Some colleagues did not appreciate the hoopla associated with the announcement of the prizes and the handing out of certificates. But, for good or for ill, the award of prizes has become the climax of the Festival, providing a definite moment of narrative closure. Moreover the awards ceremony has been made all the more significant by the addition of two new prizes, both awarded for the first time in 1990: the JVC Student Video Prize (now taken over by Blackwells) and the ‘Special Award’ which would later evolve into the Material Culture and Archaeology Prize

The 1990 edition was a particularly ambitious version of the event. With over 300 participants, it was probably the largest gathering that had ever taken place in the name of anthropology up until that point in the UK (though I believe that some subsequent ASA decennials have been even larger). Over the course of five days, some 60 films were screened, 40 conference papers were presented and there were a series of workshops on such things as development communication, ethnographic film and gender and ethnomusicology. A selection of the papers were later edited by David Turton and Peter Crawford into the much-cited collection Film as Ethnography (University of Manchester Press, 1992). This also included the third Forman Lecture which was given by Peter Loizos in the course of the festival. 

Many, if not most of the monstres sacrés of ethnographic film-making were momentarily brought together in Manchester on those uncharacteristically warm and dry September days. Our picture, one of many taken at the festival by Knud Fischer-Moeller, then a student, shows a number of these monsters gathered in front of what appears to be the hood of a pink Cadillac. This is indeed what it is, it being a complete car that had been imported to Manchester as a feature of Granada Television’s Studios Tour, a sort of miniature version of the Universal Studios tour in LA. The evening screenings of the Festival were held in the cinema of the Tour, which one entered via a mock-up of a LA hotel lobby. Evening meals were eaten in the set of the Rovers Return pub from Coronation Street. Later, the film prizes were awarded in a simulacrum of the Houses of Parliament main chamber (half the size of the original) and were introduced by the President of the RAI, Professor Eric Sutherland calling ‘Order, order’. All this was very appropriate since it was still the hey-day of post-modernism, and the artificiality of the venue was the subject of much amused commentary. I recall that in one review of the Festival, the reviewer remarked that on pushing his way into a door marked ‘Gents’, he discovered to his surprise that it was a ‘real’ lavatory where he could indeed exercise ‘real’ excretory functions….

The 1992 event was on as similar scale, though registrations were significantly lower, as I recall it, being somewhere in the region of only about 230. It being the 500th anniversary of Columbus’ arrival in the Americas, there was a pronounced Native American theme to the festival. In addition to the presentation of a large number of films on this subject, there was also a conference, ‘Discovery and Resistance’, of which the highlight was undoubtedly the presence of three Native American film-makers whose participation was funded by a combination of grants from UNESCO and the Harry Watt Fund. These film-makers were Noemi Gualinga, a Canelos Quichua from Ecuador, and Mokuka and Tamok from Central Brazil who worked with Terry Turner on the Kayapo Video Project. This collaboration was the principal subject of the Forman Lecture that Terry gave that year and which was later published in Anthropology Today, vol.8 (6):5-16. Unfortunately after much delay by Manchester University Press, the other papers of the conference were not published together, but many of them emerged in a variety of publications elsewhere.

For me, as the festival director, the event was particularly memorable for the special awards that we made to two distinguished film-makers. One of these was to Tim Asch, in recognition of his life-time contribution to ethnographic film-making and who, despite being terminally ill, made the long journey from California for the festival. At the same time, particularly appropriately given the theme of the festival, we also honoured Brian Moser, not only for his role as the pioneer of the Granada Television series Disappearing World, but also for the many fine films he has made about the native peoples of Amazonia. Although Tim died not long afterwards, Brian continues to be a particularly active member of the RAI Film Committee.

Less positively memorable was the fact that the Festival coincided with ‘Black Wednesday’ when sterling was ejected from the European Exchange Rate Mechanism and was effectively devalued. This had a negative effect for us too since Maggie Brown, the media correspondent of the Guardian, whom we had wooed with the aid of André Singer to attend the festival, suddenly announced that she would have to leave to cover the crisis and that there was now no chance of getting any media coverage of our event. 

Although the organisation of both the Manchester events represented a vast amount of work on the part of many people, they did serve to establish the biennial rhythm of the Festival which, with the subsequent valiant contributions of Kent, Goldsmiths, SOAS and Durham and now Oxford, we have – just – been able to sustain. At Manchester, we had a number of great advantages that have not always been available subsequently. Firstly, and very importantly, we received sponsorship from Granada Television, to the tune of £10,000 a time, plus the additional de facto sponsorship represented by the Forman Lecture, the reception that went with it and the free loan of the facilities of Granada Studios Tour. Also the University of Manchester was very supportive, particularly the Media Centre (perhaps not entirely unconnected with the fact that I was the director of the same at the time…). Not only were the facilities charges very reasonable but the University even made a small contribution to costs. There were also no eyebrows raised about the large amount of time that not only myself but also my colleagues David Turton, Peter Crawford, Penny Harvey and Laura Rival poured into the organisation of these events. I calculated in retrospect that my role as festival director had consumed four months of my time on each occasion. Marilyn Strathern was then head of our department and was highly supportive of both festivals, even acting as a judge in the second. But in these RAE-sensitive times, it is doubtful that a head of department could be quite so sanguine about the use of so much time in this way.

Another very important factor was the close collaboration that we had at this time with like-minded colleagues and institutions. We were particularly close to the Musée de l’Homme (I served on the jury of their Bilan festival in 1991) and to other European colleagues brought together through Colette Piault’s roving European seminar, Regards Comparés européens, now sadly discontinued. We also had close links with certain US centres for visual anthropology in the run up to these festivals. In relation to 1990, we had particularly close ties with the University of Southern California, largely forged by Dan Marks, who was then just completing an MA there, having moved to LA after completing his first degree in social anthropology at Manchester. Dan was one of the editors of Visual Anthropology Review at the time and made a vital contribution in securing the participation of US colleagues, both students and staff, as well as generally helping in the general conception of the event. Amongst many other things, it was he who thought up the title of Film as Ethnography. These ties with USC continued over into the 1992 event, but then were further supplemented with the close association we had developed around that time with Faye Ginsburg and her colleagues at NYU as well as with ethnographic cineastes associated with the Margaret Mead Festival and the Smithsonian Museum of the American Indian. 

Finally, these two festivals took place during the Indian summer of British television support of anthropological documentary strands and a large proportion of the best UK entries that we received had originated as television programmes. Shortly afterwards, in 1993, Disappearing World disappeared and other strands moved away from films based directly on anthropological field research. For a period in the mid- to late 1990s, there was a dearth of good quality material being submitted to the Festival, but as a result of the coming of digital technology, this trend has been reversed and both the quality and quantity of submissions has improved dramatically, particularly those submitted by students. All the more reason then for us to strive hard to maintain the biennial rhythm and to find a formula that can ensure that it will work in perpetuity. Securing effective sponsorship would undoubtedly help, but perhaps the most significant lesson to be learnt from reflecting on the Manchester experience is that we should make sure to sustain and develop our links with colleagues in Europe, the States and elsewhere so as to ensure that they consider our Festival an essential stop on their biennial itinerary. Hopefully, this gathering in Oxford will represent an important step in that direction.

